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A Note on Terminology

Linguistic conventions on the subject of slavery have been evolving in recent times, and it will be helpful to set out the approach I have adopted in this book. The most important is the consistent use of the word ‘enslaved’ rather than ‘slave’. This is in line with the emerging consensus that ‘slave’ is now understood as a derogatory term. The legitimacy of enslavement was not accepted by those upon whom it was inflicted. The term ‘slave’ was used by those who upheld and profited from the system. Moreover, enslavement was not a choice, and therefore cannot be implicitly likened to an occupation, such as being a labourer or carpenter. It was a coercive condition, forced upon men, women and children from the moment they were seized and traded in their African homelands. This bodily subjugation, maintained by a violent system of repression, is better reflected by the term ‘enslaved’.

Incarceration was another significant dimension of the experience of enslavement, which I have tried to reflect in the use of ‘captive’ as a synonym for ‘enslaved’. I sometimes use the terms ‘human bondage’ and ‘bonded labour’ (we could also say ‘kidnapped Africans’ or ‘victims of forced migration’). However, no concept is perfect. While all these terms rightly shift the focus from the victims to the perpetrators, none truly capture another key aspect of Atlantic slavery, namely that the enslaved were considered property. This legal fiction, which turned the enslaved into commodities, was at the heart of the system of Atlantic chattel slavery. It enabled human beings to be bought and sold, denied any civil or political rights, and listed in legal and administrative records alongside buildings, valuable objects and animals – often without even mentioning their names. This dehumanization continued through the formal abolitions of the nineteenth century, when slavers received substantial financial compensation for their property losses. Hence my avoidance of the term ‘slave-owner’, which implicitly legitimizes this property relationship. I have chosen instead to refer to such people as ‘slavers’ or ‘enslavers’.

Equally pejorative are the notions of ‘witchcraft’ and ‘sorcery’, which were the standard expressions used to refer to the captives’ healing and spiritual activities. These terms were produced against a cultural and religious backdrop that represented Christianity as the civilized norm, and all other forms of religious belief (particularly originating from Africa) as barbaric. I have retained the terms ‘witchcraft’ and ‘sorcery’ when quoting from historical sources. But although they are still sometimes used in contemporary scholarship, I have concluded that they are debased. So when referring to these activities in my own analyses I have preferred to describe them positively, for what they were: expressions of African (and African-originating) religious and spiritual beliefs and practices. Those who carried them out were priests and priestesses. These men and women had often undergone years of training in a range of specialized skills. These could include the invocation of gods and spirits through prayer and bodily possession, and acts of curing, healing and divination, as well as casting spells, and providing protection from harm. As we shall see throughout this book, these spiritual intermediaries were frequently involved in the organization of revolts and insurrections.

The basic point arising from all these considerations is that the language of slavery was itself a form of power, which sought to dispossess the captives of their dignity and self-worth. Its terms, codes, and conventions expressed a racialized vision of society shaped by colonial and imperial prejudices about non-white people. In the twenty-first century such racist assumptions are no longer acceptable, and so our language needs to readjust. This is particularly the case with racial terminology. I do not use words such as ‘negro’ (except when quoting historical sources) and have replaced ‘mulatto’ and all similarly derogatory expressions about mixed-race people with the term ‘people of colour’, adapted from the United States (where it has a somewhat wider meaning).

At the same time a sensible balance should be struck to maintain the narrative’s historical authenticity. For this reason I have kept ‘slave’ when quoting from original sources, and held on to such well-known terms as ‘slave trade’ and ‘slave ship’, as well as more specific repressive functions within the system, such as ‘slave driver’, ‘slave raider’, ‘slave breaker’, and ‘slave hunter’. This is partly because there are no obvious alternatives, and partly because such terms more effectively convey the brutality of enslavement. ‘Slave narrative’ is more complicated but I have ended up keeping it, mainly because it is a recognized literary genre, at least in the Anglo-American world, and there is no elegant alternative.

In some instances, all available terms come with disadvantages, or there is not yet a consensus about their usage – so I have used them interchangeably. This is the case with ‘maroon’, ‘runaway’, and ‘fugitive’. ‘Maroon’ is a word derived from a widely used pejorative Spanish term that likened escaped captives to stray cattle. But despite these origins it acquired positive connotations and was used by the enslaved as a badge of honour. The term continues to be deployed across the contemporary Atlantic by descendants of the enslaved to celebrate figures who resisted their captivity. Both ‘runaway’ and ‘fugitive’ implicitly ascribe a sense of impropriety to the act of escaping. In reality it was the laws sanctioning enslavement that were illegitimate. For this reason, some believe we should embrace the term ‘fugitive’, as it draws attention to the carceral dimension of enslavement, and the wider disconnection between law and morality in the period of slavery. Others distinguish between fugitivity as a more individualistic form of flight, and marronage as an embrace of general freedom, in which the enslaved escaped to form independent groups and communities.

While captives acquired fluency in European languages, they spoke to each other for the most part in African languages and kreyol dialects, which have left few traces in the archive. This again highlights that the way in which the enslaved imagined and ordered their universe was different from that of their oppressors. I have managed to reflect this contrast in one important respect. Escaped captives who organized to defend themselves against slavers, and carried out attacks against their material interests, often described themselves as warriors, generals, captains, chiefs, soldiers, and combatants. I have used this military terminology in many places, in particular in the frequent instances where the authorities themselves referred to their conflicts with the captives as a ‘war’. However, I do not think we should describe all forms of resistance as acts of war; that would stretch the concept too far. Resistance was a spectrum, in which military and insurgent action was a significant component. But this opposition could appear in a host of other social, cultural, religious, and intellectual ways.

In the ongoing search for precise terminology, one issue centres around the term ‘abolitionism’. In conventional usage, white campaigners against slavery in Europe and the United States are described as abolitionists, even though for many of them the primary objective in the eighteenth and nineteenth century was the abolition of the slave trade, and not slavery itself. Indeed, many were adamantly opposed to the immediate ending of human bondage. We still call these figures ‘abolitionists’, and I have followed this convention. The true abolitionists were the enslaved men and women in Africa and the Americas who refused their domination and fought for their freedom. While referring to them as revolutionaries, rebels, insurgents, and conspirators, I have ended up identifying them as ‘black abolitionists’. This serves to reinforce one of the book’s principal goals: to recover and foreground long-erased black voices and perspectives from the story of enslaved resistance.

S. H.

December 2024
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Introduction

Recovering a Vast Tradition

In May 2022 a statue honouring the memory of a black woman named Solitude was inaugurated in a public garden in Paris. Born in the French Caribbean colony of Guadeloupe to an enslaved mother who was raped by a sailor during her journey across the Atlantic, Solitude grew up as a house domestic. Around the time of the first French abolition of human bondage in 1794 she is thought to have joined a community of formerly enslaved people, among whom she lived until the early nineteenth century. Her life as a free citizen was short-lived: in 1802 Napoleon Bonaparte sent an army to restore slavery in the French colony. Solitude refused to give up her liberty and rallied the band of revolutionary military officers, soldiers, and labourers who opposed the invaders. Despite being pregnant at the time, she took up arms and fought alongside them.

When this rebellion was defeated in late May, Solitude was captured by French forces and sentenced to death. Her execution is believed to have taken place in November 1802, the day after she gave birth to her child. Her statue in Paris depicts her in a strong position, with her head held high, her hair flowing, and her eyes gazing upward. Her motherhood is symbolized by her left hand, delicately touching her swollen stomach. Her right hand holds up a copy of the fiery proclamation issued by Louis Delgrès, one of the leaders of the Guadeloupe anti-slavery insurgency, in which he reaffirmed the principle shared by Solitude and their fellow combatants: ‘resistance to oppression is a natural right’ (see Plate 1).1

Solitude’s past life and contemporary commemoration are symbols that reflect this book’s protagonists: men and women whose lives in Africa and the Americas were scarred by Atlantic slavery. This book will reconstruct their extraordinary resistance to this subjugation. Like most anonymous figures who stood up to human bondage, Solitude led a difficult existence. She was surrounded by violence from her birth, during her life, and at her death. As with the overwhelming majority of enslaved women and men, little is known for certain about her. No document bearing her name has been found in the French colonial archives. The only specific reference to her revolutionary days comes from Auguste Lacour, a nineteenth-century white creole (locally born) historian of Guadeloupe who wrote a few disparaging sentences about her ‘explosive’ role as an ‘evil genius’ of the 1802 anti-slavery rebellion.2 Lacour was possibly drawing on oral sources, or quoting an official report which, like many such papers, has since disappeared. So we do not know when Solitude was born, what her mother’s name was, how she made a living during her years of emancipation, or what happened to her child after its birth in November 1802 – although it is most likely they were enslaved.

But Solitude was plainly an exceptional figure. She refused to accept injustice and found ways of protecting herself: first by building an autonomous existence, and then confronting the forces sent by the French authorities to re-enslave her people. Moreover, despite her name, she was not alone, but was able to share her passion for freedom with like-minded people who resisted enslavement. As we shall see throughout this book, such networks of co-operation, friendship, and solidarity were a key feature of the lives of the enslaved, and a crucial factor in making their resistance possible. Yet Solitude’s name was fitting considering the historical erasure she experienced after her death. Her official story, as that of her fellow anti-slavery combatants in Guadeloupe, was long buried officially. All traces of their activities disappeared in the colony after 1802. When slavery was finally abolished in 1848 by the French Second Republic (1848–52), the new authorities in Paris gave themselves all the credit. Solitude’s intervention was lost, along with that of the countless women and men in the Americas who drove the collective fight for emancipation.

Her popular memory and spirit, along with the struggles of her companions-in-arms, survived through storytelling and folklore. These tales were picked up in later literary works such as Maryse Condé’s story of the healer Tituba, whose song could be heard ‘in the crackling of a fire between four stones, the rainbow-hued babbling of the river, and the sound of the wind as it whistles through the great trees on the hills’.3 From the later twentieth century, Solitude’s life was recalled in writings published in Guadeloupe and France, and in 1999 a statue in her honour was erected on her native island, in the district of Abymes.4 Her Parisian monument – the first ever dedicated to a black woman in the French capital – marks a further step in this restoration and the slow but inexorable recovery of the vast tradition of black Atlantic resistance.

The era of Atlantic slavery began a decade after the arrival of the Spanish in the Caribbean in 1492, with the introduction of enslaved Africans into the island of Hispaniola – the territory today shared by the Dominican Republic and Haiti. It finally came to an end with the abolitions of slavery in the United States, Cuba, and Brazil in the second half of the nineteenth century. Across these four centuries, which accompanied and sustained the rise of European colonial empires, over 12.5 million men and women were kidnapped in Africa, enslaved, and transported to the continent’s western shores, before being forcibly loaded onto slave ships. Around 10 million people survived the terrible ordeal of the Atlantic crossing – the Middle Passage, as it is known – and became the backbone of the slave plantation system in the Americas. Their labour was exploited in a triangular trade that then generated colossal wealth for the West, based on the production of key commodities such as sugar, cotton, indigo, rice, and coffee. It is estimated that between 1501 and 1875, Portuguese ships carried the largest contingent of enslaved Africans (just under 5.8 million), followed by Britain (3.2 million), France (1.3 million), Spain (1 million), the Netherlands (half a million), the United States (300,000), and Denmark (100,000).5

The enslaved challenged their captivity throughout the entire period. Their opposition began in Africa, as we shall see in chapter 1. The most renowned insurrection against Atlantic slavery unfolded in the French colony of Saint-Domingue, known as the ‘Pearl of the Antilles’ for its rich commodity-producing capacities based on enslaved labour. Just a year after the execution of Solitude by the French, revolutionaries in Saint-Domingue faced off Napoleon’s enslaving legions, and defeated the French at the battle of Vertières; on 1 January 1804 the new sovereign black state of Haiti was born. Its first leader, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, a former enslaved labourer turned revolutionary commander, hailed the triumph of the new nation in the Haitian Declaration of Independence: ‘We have dared to be free, let us have the audacity to remain so by ourselves and for ourselves.’6 In his striking formula, Dessalines captured the political awareness of generations of enslaved men and women, the myriad ways in which they imagined their liberty, as well as the active roles they played in championing and fighting for their emancipation.

The central argument of this book is that resistance was integral to the practice of Atlantic slavery, and an inescapable part of it. This resistance defined how the captives saw themselves, their thoughts, beliefs and values, their actions, and their visions. I attempt wherever possible to transcribe their voices and conversations, trace their visible and covert patterns of co-operation, identify their forms of communication, reconstruct their ways of thinking and their religious and spiritual beliefs, and chart the individual and collective ways in which they stood up to their predicament. In this sense Daring to be Free will adopt a broad definition of resistance, across all the areas that are generally seen to constitute the phenomenon. These include verbal expressions of dissent, linguistic manipulations, and myth-making; acts of self-harm, infanticide, poison, and sabotage; narratives and memoirs; different forms of escape and flight (marronage); cultural and religious beliefs and practices; and acts of military rebellion, insurgency, and warfare. These dimensions will be explored in their own terms and their multiple interconnections, and I will emphasize the importance of notions of autonomy, self-rule, dignity, and honour, as highlighted by James C. Scott in his classic studies of resistance by marginalized and oppressed groups.7

For a long time, these forms of enslaved resistance did not feature in national narratives about how slavery came to an end in Britain, France, and the United States in the nineteenth century. Instead, the end of human bondage was credited to the campaigns of enlightened white abolitionists such as William Wilberforce, Victor Schoelcher, and Abraham Lincoln. These men and the wider movements that campaigned against human bondage undoubtedly played important roles in confronting and eventually overcoming slavery. However, abolitionists tended to believe that enslavement engendered a sense of servitude among the captives, thus inhibiting the full exercise of their human capacities.8 The figure of the kneeling captive was a standard feature of abolitionist propaganda from the late eighteenth century onwards. Hence the liberal myth of abolition, in which freedom was typically portrayed as an altruistic gift received by largely passive captives. This hierarchical vision was encapsulated in the Emancipation Memorial erected in Washington D.C. in 1876, depicting Lincoln stretching his hand over a crouching black person with freshly broken shackles. For much of the modern era, this paternalistic tale and imagery dominated historic portrayals of the end of slavery, with the protests and revolts of the captives relegated to a secondary position – if mentioned at all.9

While acknowledging that it was ‘an important chapter’ in its history, the French historian Gabriel Debien’s monumental work on slavery in the French Caribbean avoided the subject of resistance altogether, claiming that the relevant documentation had ‘yet to be gathered’.10 In the United States initial attempts to study captive resistance faced entrenched claims about the apathy and submissiveness of enslaved people in the South. Pioneering American historians on this subject such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Herbert Aptheker, and John Blassingame further had to overturn tenaciously held views about the ruinous moral effects of emancipation on black people, and the allegedly benign character of the antebellum Southern plantation system, as depicted in Margaret Mitchell’s best-selling novel Gone with the Wind.11 This retrieval of enslaved resistance was further galvanized by Ples Sterling Stuckey’s ground-breaking recovery of the dynamism of African-American folklore, which pulled together the wide repertoire of captive stories, dances, and songs (notably Spirituals) to highlight the west African inspirations within slave culture.12

Thanks to the research of these early revisionist historians, and the works of later scholars such as Robin Blackburn and Eugene Genovese, resistance became an integral part of the field in the later decades of the twentieth century. It produced a corpus that was often inspired by Marxist theory. It applied its grand theories of social conflict, organized struggle, and hegemonic domination to the world of slavery, therefore equating resistance with collective action and larger-scale, violent conflicts. Herbert Aptheker uncovered 250 revolts in his research on American slavery, concluding that ‘discontent and rebelliousness were not only exceedingly common, but, indeed, characteristic of American Negro slaves’.13 Moreover, one of the most emblematic historical cases of colonial plantation slavery, eighteenth-century French Saint-Domingue, also proved to be the most comprehensive exemplar of resistance, with the enslaved there overthrowing their bondage and proclaiming Haitian independence in 1804, as just noted. It was no coincidence that C. L. R. James and Aimé Césaire, the authors of the two classic and still unsurpassed studies of the Haitian revolution, were strongly influenced by Marxism.14

This early research destroyed what Genovese called ‘the myth of slave docility and quiescence’,15 clearing the ground for a significant growth of the subject over the past three decades. This renaissance was abetted by the geographical expansion of studies of slavery across the Caribbean and Atlantic worlds, the recovery of new archival sources, and fresh insights drawn from cultural and gender studies, anthropology, archaeological studies, and oral history.16 At its best, this scholarship has produced work of high quality that overturned old certainties, brought back glimpses of lost histories – particularly in Africa – and widened the range of actors under consideration, while shedding revealing light on the practices and impacts of Atlantic slavery more generally. A particularly noteworthy bonus has been the growing acknowledgement that human bondage needs to be integrated into the study of broader historical events and political and economic processes in Europe and the United States. In some areas, this is now accepted as a given. For example, it is no longer possible to write credibly about the French and American Revolutions without engaging with their complex relationships around slavery and race, or by confining the analysis to conversations and interactions among white citizens only – many of whom owned enslaved people. Likewise, historians now appreciate the many ways in which Britain’s Industrial Revolution was enabled by the huge contributions of slavery to the national economy.17 In a similar vein, Robin Blackburn’s most recent study has highlighted the distinct economic and technological strengths of the ‘second slavery’ in the United States, Brazil, and Cuba in the early and middle decades of the nineteenth century, thanks to its empowered connections with global capitalism.18

There has been a discernible shift in approach, too. The early literature on resistance was heroic and celebratory in nature, often focusing on the unifying role of charismatic figures and directly connecting past anti-slavery struggles with battles for social justice in the second half of the twentieth century. Aptheker campaigned in the United States for Civil Rights and against the Vietnam War, while C. L. R. James and Césaire were strongly engaged in the fight against colonialism. In former slaver colonies such as Jamaica, rebel leaders like Queen Nanny, Paul Bogle, and Samuel Sharpe were made into official national heroes, while Fidel Castro named the Cuban anti-imperialist military intervention in Angola in 1975 ‘Operation Carlota’ after the most famous nineteenth-century Cuban enslaved woman rebel.

More recent scholars have been less directly aligned with such wider political movements and have moved away from the focus on particular individuals, concentrating instead on the actions and beliefs of the rank and file. This approach ‘from below’, typified by Carolyn Fick’s Making of Haiti, and works such as Manuel Barcia’s West African Warfare in Bahia and Cuba, Vincent Brown’s Tacky’s Revolt, and Marjoleine Kars’ Blood on the River, has uncovered more complex forms of inspiration, experience, and mobilization. It has, moreover, flagged elements of political and cultural dissonance among rebels.19 For example, some writings about the Haitian revolution have emphasized the long-term fractures between revolutionary leaders and peasant masses. This has opened up valuable insights into the plurality of visions of the future among the enslaved, who are no longer assumed to constitute a homogeneous political entity or necessarily to have shared common objective interests.20

In accommodating this greater plurality of voices and perspectives, the story of resistance to slavery has thus become more complex. Eurocentric accounts of anti-slavery thought and practice have been challenged, enabling a fuller understanding of the ways in which ideas about emancipation originated, combined, and travelled across the world, particularly in the Age of Revolutions.21 The emergence of the field of Atlantic studies since the early twenty-first century has added to this geographical and intellectual diversity, particularly with respect to the military aspects of captive resistance and rebellion, and the African origins of the enslaved. This scholarship has sought to establish commonalities across French, British, Spanish, Dutch, and Portuguese experiences, and to draw comparisons across geographical areas; this in turn has highlighted the fact that the Atlantic was an interconnected realm. Yet this Atlantic-focused scholarship has also at times been marred by Eurocentrism, a tendency often to rely on English-language sources, and insufficient engagement with some of the excellent work produced by researchers from west Africa and the former Caribbean colonies.22

This book’s principal geographical focus will be on the Atlantic world, but its inquiry will include references to enslaved resistance in the Indian Ocean territories of Madagascar, Bourbon Island (Réunion), and Ile de France (Mauritius), where I was born. Aside from a personal interest in my native country’s history, examining these areas helps to underscore the global impacts of chattel slavery. Captives from Madagascar were enslaved and shipped to the New World, from Argentina to Canada. This trade lasted from the seventeenth to the mid-nineteenth century, with thousands of men and women ending up in the Commonwealth of Virginia.23 Despite their distance from Europe and the Americas, these Indian Ocean islands were affected by radical Atlantic intellectual currents, especially during the eras of the French and Haitian revolutions. The islands witnessed intrinsically important manifestations of opposition by the enslaved, with revolts and acts of arson and poisoning against settlers, various and enduring forms of flight from captivity, and confrontations with the Dutch, French, and British colonial systems. Madagascar had a powerful tradition of female warriors, one of whom, a Malagasy fugitive named Madame Françoise, was a feared maroon leader in eighteenth-century Mauritius.24 After the British abolition of the slave trade in 1807, Mauritius became a major site of illegal slave trafficking from Madagascar and east Africa in the early decades of the nineteenth century.25

These broader perspectives are relevant for another reason. Even though only a very small fraction of Atlantic captives were enslaved and transported to America,26 the United States remains the epicentre of the academic study of enslavement. This has meant that the literature on slavery in general, and resistance specifically, has at times been overly shaped by questions, trends, and preoccupations originating from the American academic milieu – an ironic twist to the notion of American exceptionalism.27 It is largely in this American context that more sceptical and pessimistic interpretations of the captives’ experiences have gained traction. Drawing on Orlando Patterson’s formulation of slavery as ‘social death’, Saidiya Hartman charted the terror of the experience of enslavement, and the continuation of black oppression after the formal end of slavery in the nineteenth century: ‘emancipation appears less the grand event of liberation than a point of transition between modes of servitude and racial subjection’.28

Moreover, the closer focus on primary sources has prompted challenges to the veracity of major documents, such as the memoirs of the abolitionist Olaudah Equiano. Questions have been raised about the revolutionary character of landmark revolts, such as the Makandal conspiracy in Saint-Domingue and the Denmark Vesey conspiracy in the United States.29 Indeed, doubts have been expressed about the very utility of resistance as a concept, for its over-sentimental view of heroic agency, and its problematic assumption that the enslaved formed cohesive communities.30 The French scholar Frédéric Régent has concluded that resistance has now lost its core meaning, given the breadth of the phenomena it encompasses. In his view the term should be limited to actions with tangible material impacts on the slavery production system, such as strikes, sabotage, and marronage.31

The rise of postmodern, feminist, and postcolonial studies has further unsettled the grand narratives of resistance. In his revisitation of C. L. R. James’s Black Jacobins, David Scott argues that from the perspective of the postcolonial present, revolution is not a heroic but a tragic enterprise, in which liberation remains at best an unfulfilled aspiration.32 Noting the general silencing of women’s voices in the archives, Marisa Fuentes confronts the dominant representation of resistance as ‘armed, militaristic, physical, and triumphant’, and the dehumanization of violence against enslaved women in male-dominated accounts.33 In her study of the Cuban insurrections of the 1840s, Aisha Finch likewise states that ‘it is important to observe how deeply masculinity and male embodiment have structured the way we think about black opposition’.34 In a review of recent literature on slavery, Vincent Brown has accordingly identified a growing dichotomy between ‘hopeful stories of heroic subalterns versus anatomies of doom’, before concluding that ‘the pendulum seems to have swung decidedly towards despair’.35

This pessimism is in part an expression of the American dominance in the field of slavery studies. More generally, this bleakness is connected to intellectual trends such as the singularly American construct of ‘Afropessimism’. In its most radical expression, this approach identifies insuperable obstacles to the full inclusion of black people into American society, and it equates the experience of blackness in the West with a permanent condition of enslavement. Taking the ‘social death’ paradigm to its conclusion, Frank Wilderson III thus asserts that ‘human life depends on the death of Blacks for its existence and cohesion’.36 This black exceptionalism has been vigorously contested, including by many African-American scholars and intellectuals. But its presence in the debate bears witness to the long shadow of enslavement and the ongoing sentiments of alienation and historical dispossession among black communities in the United States.37

Daring to be Free aims to offer as comprehensive an account as possible of Atlantic captives’ resistance. It is not a fully inclusive history of Atlantic slavery, because our subject matter does not include much material about slavery’s defenders, upholders, and beneficiaries, except where necessary to explain the actions and beliefs of those who challenged that system. Nor is this a general narrative about the history of abolitionism and abolition movements in Europe and the United States. It is interested in them only in so far as they draw out the (generally wide) gap between white reformers and enslaved advocates of their own emancipation. This is not a history of emancipation either, as the latter includes subjects such as military service and manumission (the legal freeing of the enslaved from bondage), which are excellently treated in Aline Helg’s recently translated Slave No More.38

Nor indeed is the book a history of all forms of captive empowerment. Our focus here is on its critical dimensions, namely the political and intellectual ways in which the enslaved took their fate into their own hands, and struggled for their freedom through what the historian and social-justice campaigner Hilary Beckles aptly defines as an ‘ethos of self-emancipation’.39 In approaching the subject in this way, my aim is to avoid stretching the definition of resistance, and to home in specifically on the ‘internal politics of the slave community’.40 This perspective highlights the reflective actions and thoughts of the enslaved, in both the material and the spiritual realms, as well as their formal and informal networks of organization, which played a vital role in their capacities for resistance. It pays particular attention to their general and collective understandings of themselves and the world, mapping out the ways in which captives sought to contain, subvert, and destroy the power of their enslavers.

I will begin by exploring the experiences and formative influences of enslaved men and women on the African continent, before their capture and forcible transfer across the Atlantic. This essential part of the story continues to be overlooked in studies of slavery.41 While there have been considerable advances in our understanding of the African dimensions of enslavement, for the most part this literature ends up focusing on the diaspora: what happened to the enslaved once they reached the New World. Thanks in large part to the development of research based on oral traditions, information about various forms of African resistance to capture and enslavement is now growing. We can trace back the origins of many acts of opposition and rebellion in the New World to the skills, ideas, and values that African men and women brought with them across the Atlantic. One of the most extraordinary sources of this kind is a database of over 7,000 African captives generated through interviews of elders and priests in Benin in the early twenty-first century. Largely based on the collective memory held by priests in the traditional west African vodun religion, the information recovered about the kidnapped Africans includes not only the captives’ names but in many instances their occupations. We find warriors (both male and female), hunters, artisans, peasants, and priestly figures, healers, esoteric courtiers, astrologers, religious sculptors, and cult leaders, reflecting the key significance of spirituality in the resistance traditions that developed in the New World.42

Extensive coverage will be given to enslaved women, too long marginalized in the literature on enslaved resistance. There is now overwhelming evidence that women played major roles in opposing slavery, right from the moment they were captured and ferried across the oceans.43 Their relative freedom of movement on board ship exposed them to sexual violence by European crewmen, as we saw with Solitude’s mother earlier. But it allowed these women to provide information and weapons to the lower decks, where the enslaved men were kept in chains. The interventions of women were often decisive in enabling revolts to occur. Daring to be Free will show that women contributed significantly to the survival of runaway settlements, and they were often the main providers of religious and medical support to enslaved communities. Moreover, women were active in rebellions in Africa and in the New World, right from the outset. This was highlighted by such imposing figures as the priestess Leonor, whose determined peroration about the ‘hundred blacks of all nations’ who were out to ‘kill, maim, and dismember’ the Spanish settler slaver population terrified the Inquisition tribunal in Cartagena de Indias in 1620.44

Many such powerful female anti-slavery figures will be encountered across this narrative, including the Quaker anti-slavery campaigner Elizabeth Heyrick from Britain, the runaway fighter Zeferina from Brazil, the rebel leader Fermina Lucumi from Cuba, and the abolitionist and civic activist Harriet Tubman from the United States. Their defiant spirit was symbolized by two less well known enslaved figures. The first was a domestic named Sarah Ann in British Guyana who responded to the verbal abuse inflicted by her mistress Mrs Smith by organizing a group of women captives to compose a song in which Smith’s name was ‘often repeated for the express purpose of turning her into ridicule’.45 The second was Roseline, an enslaved woman from Mauritius. She ran away from her enslaver in Port Louis in 1813, and when apprehended was found to be eight months pregnant. She was sent to the Bagne prison, where she gave birth to her child. Three days later she climbed out of the window of her cell and escaped again, this time with her newborn. No doubt with the assistance of other prisoners, Roseline managed to jump over the external prison walls with her baby, even though the barriers were more than three metres high.46 We can infer again that in both of these instances the acts of defiance were enabled by group solidarities, the first resting on close bonds among domestics and the second on the co-operation and mutual support that existed among the prisoners.

The Haitian revolution is one of the other major themes. Moving beyond my previous focus on Saint-Domingue’s principal leader Toussaint Louverture, this book explores the dynamic interventions of the enslaved, epitomized by the series of events beginning with the 1791 insurrection. Haitian revolutionary republicanism was centred around the struggle for emancipation and, once achieved in 1793, its preservation against vengeful white settlers and their foreign imperialist allies. The revolution’s richness captured all the dimensions of effective resistance: its historical depth, the vibrant forms of organization, its incorporation of religious and spiritual motifs, and the capacity to spawn a plurality of emancipatory political traditions, all of which contributed to the Haitians’ final victory in their war of national liberation. This was an inclusive revolution in which women made major intellectual, spiritual, and military contributions, as symbolized by the priestess Cécile Fatiman and the warriors Sanité Belair and Marie-Jeanne Lamartinière.

Haiti’s ultimate force lay in its capacity to inspire enslaved resistance elsewhere, without offering a rigid model or fixed blueprint for anti-slavery mobilizations. Its success in this respect rested on its hybrid quality. It adapted the emancipatory message of the French Revolution to its own requirements, while drawing strength from wider geographical and historical sources – African traditions of resistance, struggles against enslavement in Saint-Domingue from earlier in the eighteenth century, and even from the period of Spanish occupation, and anticolonial revolts elsewhere in the Caribbean region. Speaking of his ancestors, the Haitian historian Jean Casimir observed that, ‘as individuals and as a group, [they] never stopped resisting slavery and domination’.47 Haiti’s role in the history of resistance was further magnified in the aftermath of its declaration of independence, when the new postcolonial state became a symbol of black power: a source of unmitigated terror to white slavers, uncomfortable ambivalence for white abolitionists, and a beacon of hope for the millions of enslaved people still seeking emancipation across the Atlantic.48

The Haitian case underscores the value of seeing Atlantic enslaved resistance through a wide geographical lens. As in colonial Saint-Domingue, challenges to slavery occurred repeatedly within specific physical boundaries. This was the case with early rebellion patterns, which saw numerous revolts and conspiracies in single areas. For example, in Spanish Mexico, there were around a hundred uprisings between 1523 and 1821; among the most significant was the 1612 plot in Mexico City, which enlisted the support of black priests and planned to poison the Spaniards’ food and water. Similarly in the United States, the Long Island revolt in 1708 was followed by rebellions in New York in 1712, Stono in South Carolina in 1739, and New York again in 1741. These uprisings often had numerous African material and spiritual dimensions, especially the military tactics deployed by the combatants.49 Likewise in Brazil a series of revolts unfolded in the Bahia region between 1806 and 1835, a period that coincided with a massive influx of African-born slaves. These forms of protest were sometimes organized along ethnic or religious lines but they often brought together a composite array of enslaved groups, who set aside their differences to challenge their slaver enemies. Thus in May 1814 a conspiracy was uncovered in Bahia involving co-operation between urban captives and those from runaway settlements, as well as free black people and Muslim clerics. African cultural associations were mobilized as well, and the fighters planned to co-ordinate their actions by using conch-shell trumpets. Examples such as these demonstrated the sophisticated material and intellectual networks of co-operation that could lie behind many plans for liberation.50

Indeed, resistance was not confined to specific geographical spaces or ethnic groups. The captives involved in rebellions had often recently been forcibly transported from Africa, developing affinities with each other during this process. These connections were nurtured at the time of their incarceration on the African coasts and during the Middle Passage itself, which led to enduring links among the enslaved. This bond was so strong that many of those who shared this experience referred to each other as ‘shipmates’. In this sense, and despite the atrociousness of the experience of human bondage, the Atlantic crossing was as much a connection as a separation.51 Resistance was thus constantly creating links and synergies among enslaved individuals and groups – in the revolts on Middle Passage ships carried out by captives taken from the hinterlands of Africa, in the military skills and technologies brought by African captives to the Americas, in the radical ideas, values, and practices that moved with them from Africa to the Americas, from one part of the Americas to another, and, starting with the later eighteenth century, from revolutionary and abolitionist Europe to the Americas.

A strong symbol of the fluidity of enslaved resistance was the phenomenon of maritime marronage. Across the Americas tens of thousands of individuals and groups banded together to flee enslavement across the seas at various points, finding refuge in Spanish, French, and British colonies, and later in independent Haiti. These maroons brought empowering ideas about freedom and racial equality with them. This trend was still being observed in French colonies in the 1840s, as detailed in a report from Guadeloupe that deplored the escape of over forty captives by sea, after taking a vessel from the Sainte-Rose region. The authorities despatched a patrol boat in pursuit but failed to catch the fugitives, who were never found.52 Maritime connections also underpinned the alliances that captives forged with non-enslaved free black communities and people of colour, as well as sections of the white underclass. This nexus has been portrayed in Julius Scott’s seminal book Common Wind, which connects the intellectual and social interactions of rebellious enslaved people in the Atlantic with the colonial populations of sailors, soldiers, market vendors, and escaped convicts.53

A related large-scale question is how to understand the transformations of enslaved resistance across the four centuries of Atlantic slavery. One approach has been to view evolving captive struggles as a function of the historical phases of plantation slavery. In this perspective, the early construction period (1500 to around 1750) saw an instinctive, more individualistic type of opposition, which became more purposeful and organized during the system’s mature period (1750 to 1800), with its multiple, small-scale revolts and plots. This phase in turn gave way to the more structured rebellions of the late eighteenth century and first half of the nineteenth century. During this period, plantation slavery mutated again after the Haitian revolution and the British and American abolitions of the slave trade, experiencing an upsurge in the United States, Brazil, and Cuba. This ‘second wave’ of Atlantic slavery provoked further widespread resistance.

Viewing the history of rebellions in their entirety, Eugene Genovese offered another distinction: between early ‘restorationist’ revolts, driven by African ethnic and royalist traditions, and the universalist national and international movements inspired by the Age of Revolutions as from the later decades of the eighteenth century.54 This amounts to seeing these earlier revolts as quests by the enslaved to return to the past, in order to reconstruct their former African ways of life. This division is sometimes presented in terms of a contrast between combative African-born captives and their more conciliatory ‘creole’ counterparts; the meaning and implications of the term ‘creolization’ and how it operated have been hotly debated among scholars of slavery.55

While helpful, these distinctions and demarcations are at times overly restrictive. As we will see throughout this narrative, those early revolts were driven by universal considerations, while later nineteenth-century conflicts (in Cuba, Brazil, and the United States) incorporated several African motifs. Furthermore, the preponderance of creole captives in early nineteenth-century Barbados did not prevent the 1816 rebellion. More fundamentally, it will become clear that these ‘African’ political, military, and spiritual components of resistance were dynamic and forward-looking, not merely a retention or reconstitution of traditional patterns of existence. In all these respects Daring to be Free thus takes a longue durée approach, viewing the genesis, performance, and impacts of resistance in cumulative rather than cyclical terms. Put simply, the enslaved developed cultures of self-empowerment that they transmitted across time, in their own areas and across the Atlantic region. These ranged from the methods of successful escape, hidden encampment-building, agricultural and guerrilla skills of runaways, to the religious rituals and spiritual systems that they crafted and drew upon, along with the multitude of anti-slavery visions which inspired their attempts at emancipation once they had been forcibly taken to the New World.

One of my aims in Daring to be Free is to draw on these rich experiences of resistance to map out the political and spiritual ideals of the enslaved. This exercise in recovery is fraught with complexities. The biggest obstacle is the nature of the slavery archive, almost entirely produced by those who upheld, advanced, and profited from the system of human bondage. Traders and insurers, slave-ship navigators and crew members, metropolitan elites and colonial administrators, pro-slavery journalists and pamphleteers, plantation owners and slave hunters, military officials and prosecutors all left copious records of the history of slavery and its captives. Yet the actions and thoughts of those who resisted were barely acknowledged in these documents, and indeed were often deliberately erased.

For instance, we now have much information about slave-ship rebellions, thanks to the material gathered from slaver sources and collated in the SlaveVoyages database.56 Yet these documents only very rarely recorded the names of the men and women who fought for their freedom during the Middle Passage. Despite this deliberate and systematic erasure, these resources remain vital, as they often provide the only information available about these types of resistance. Reading these records – particularly those relating to runaway escapes, plots and conspiracies, and insurrections – against the grain can filter out the biases of their authors, interrogate the silences, and restore the critical agency of the enslaved, beyond the approximations and derogatory evocations of the slavers, and mindful that women have been written out of the archive.57

Not all contemporary sources were supportive of slavery. Accounts by white abolitionists, visiting travellers, and missionaries highlighted the violence of the slave trade as well as the brutal and degrading conditions in which men, women, and children were forced to work under the system of enslavement. A decade after Haitian independence, Pompée Valentin Vastey published an excoriating summary of some of the worst atrocities committed by Saint-Domingue’s white slaver settlers.58 Vastey’s remarkable oeuvre, which inspired anti-slavery and anticolonial writings in the United States and Europe in the nineteenth century and beyond, has recently been rediscovered.59 However, abolitionist literature in general terms brings little to our table, as it tended to dwell on suffering rather than resistance. Indeed, except for Vastey, the authors of these writings were all men and women who had little direct contact with Atlantic networks of captive opposition and rebellion, which by their nature were highly secretive. Likewise, court records and complaint procedures have more recently emerged as an important set of sources for captives’ testimonies.60 Again they generally provide overwhelming evidence of the brutality of slavery.61 Sometimes, however, this material offers fleeting impressions of individual strategies of resistance, and of the subjectivity and humanity of the defendants, as with Sophie White’s reconstruction of enslaved lives in eighteenth-century colonial Louisiana and Ile de France (Mauritius) through four dramatic court cases.62

By far the most significant single surviving source of captive testimony is autobiographical texts. These have created a huge repository of life experiences, especially in the United States, where just over 6,000 slave narratives of various sorts were catalogued between the early eighteenth and the mid-twentieth century. These writings are supplemented by oral interviews carried out by the Works Progress Administration (WPA) in the 1930s.63 This material sheds useful light on the family, kinship, culture, and economic activities of the enslaved. It engages with individual and group resistance in some important ways: through accounts of education and escape, and the retention of African cultures, religious practices, and ideals.64 Writings by African-American women have also helped broaden our understanding of resistance. At the same time, such texts generally avoid discussing militant enslaved action against slavers – a silence that can be explained by two reasons. Most of these texts, and particularly the larger-scale literary works, were produced for white audiences for abolitionist purposes. Their authors did not wish to unsettle the sensibilities of their readership by dwelling on violent forms of resistance to the captives’ predicament. Moreover, most of the WPA interviews were carried out by white Southerners, who often had a limited view of the horrors of American slavery. In any event, as we saw earlier, black self-emancipation remained a problematic concept for European and North American abolitionists during the nineteenth century.65

Conversely, rebel commanders and foot soldiers such as Solitude left no written memoirs, as they were generally not literate and very few survived of those who played leading roles in plots, insurrections, and acts of war. Nat Turner’s Confessions, based on interviews he gave before his execution, is the only such account we possess. Even Toussaint Louverture’s posthumously published ‘memoir’, written in captivity in the Fort de Joux, is not an exception to this proposition, as this text was really a justification of his record in office in the 1790s, and a protest against the French military invasion of Saint-Domingue. His former life as an enslaved person only features allusively in the text.66 While mentioning this literary erasure of resistance voices, we should point out that, unlike in Britain and the United States, there was no formal tradition of autobiographical slave narrative in France, even though texts produced by Haitian revolutionaries before and after independence circulated across the Atlantic and contributed to significant anticolonial interventions.67 There were very few memoirs written by those who resisted enslavement in the Spanish and Portuguese empires. One rare exception is Esteban Montejo’s autobiography, which covered his life as a teenage runaway captive in the 1870s all the way through to the Cuban war of liberation (1895–9). Montejo was still alive at the time of the Cuban revolution in 1959 – a reminder, as with the African oral sources, of the proximity of the world of Atlantic slavery to our contemporary epoch.68

If silence is one major problem in reconstructing the voices of resistance, distortion is another. Even those who wrote sympathetically about the plight of the enslaved before the nineteenth-century abolitions, such as radical Enlightenment pamphleteers and local Christian missionaries, typically approached the issue from a position of intellectual and moral superiority. When read carefully, the philosophe Denis Diderot’s denunciation of slavery was not framed around a universalist vision of racial equality. As pointed out by one commentator, ‘[Diderot’s] black person is unable to move beyond a literary existence.’69 These writings could rarely imagine the enslaved taking charge of their existence and acting collectively to pursue specific or general emancipatory goals. Moreover, these texts had little to say about the features of the lives of the enslaved that allowed them to retain some sense of selfhood and dignity: their technical and linguistic skills, their forms of scientific and medicinal knowledge, their military experience, and their African-inspired religious practices and beliefs. Indeed, these writings tended to be contemptuous of the spirituality of the captives, which they dismissed as ‘superstitions’.

A further issue was that later European commentators who wrote about enslaved resistance in the Age of Revolutions tended to represent the thoughts and actions of the rebels through radical Enlightenment frameworks such as republicanism, or the abolitionist language of individual liberty and rights associated with Western liberal traditions. This one-dimensional view continues to inform some of the scholarship on emancipation. However, as we will see, white abolitionists in Britain, France, and the United States had considerably more limited conceptions of black intellectual and practical capacities than those driving the men and women fighting for their own emancipation. This gap was apparent in the contrasting representations of the Haitian revolution, which was systematically avoided, belittled, or exceptionalized by white abolitionists. For a long time, this was the case with Western historical writings about that revolution, typically portrayed as a local echo of its American and French predecessors. Even now that the power and singularity of the Haitian revolution are more widely accepted, the ideological distinctiveness of its emancipatory vision of black internationalism remains to be fully explored.70

Daring to be Free will sketch a fuller picture of this black anti-slavery internationalism by focusing on its central ideal of autonomy. Forged by the enslaved in their struggles against their oppressors, this emancipatory vision was not based on a single philosophical or theoretical framework. It drew on a dynamic set of ideals that evolved through collective practices of resistance to enslavement in Africa, during the Middle Passage, and in the Americas. The Atlantic was in this sense an integrated space not just physically but intellectually as well, in which European emancipatory ideals of liberty and equality played a part. However, their role was not a preponderant one, especially if we think of the entire four-century duration of chattel slavery and not just the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It should be self-evident but let us make the point anyway: the enslaved did not begin to think about their emancipation only when European philosophers happened to start expressing unease about the morality of human bondage in the salons of the Enlightenment. As Louis Sala-Molins wrote: ‘the black person, always a slave and still always standing, truly invented his liberty’.71

Particularly in respect of its more belligerent forms, enslaved resistance was typically the work of minorities. This vanguard quality is typical of social, civic, and political movements that have challenged asymmetric power structures in modern times. To take a more recent historical example, only very small numbers of men and women took part in the Resistance during the Second World War. This does not diminish its political and moral importance. The underground movements of 1940–45 may not have defeated Nazi Germany militarily, but they performed important functions such as sabotage, intelligence-gathering, delegitimizing collaborators, and maintaining national dignity.72

Likewise – and this is my response to the more pessimistic analytical turn in the historiography – enslaved resistance must be evaluated beyond the single criterion of whether it led to the direct overthrow of the institution of slavery. In its different manifestations, this resistance had measurable impacts on the material and psychological foundations of the slave order, as well as promoting notions of black empowerment, dignity, and autonomy. These qualities were exemplified, among others, by the African-American abolitionist Frederick Douglass, who called for ‘the storm, the whirlwind and the earthquake’ to be unleashed so that slavery would be ended in the United States.73 Resistance furthermore set substantive practical limits on the slavers’ ability to pursue their economic objectives. During the early centuries of the plantation system, for example, maroon groups of escaped captives challenged the territorial dominion of European colonial powers and in many instances forced them to abandon the cultivation of large settlement areas. Hence the value of more sophisticated ways of thinking about ‘success’ when it comes to the resistance of the enslaved.

The chronological breadth of this book, combined with its particular focus on enslaved political consciousness, will I hope enable resistance to be understood not just as a set of isolated actions, but as a frame of thinking produced by determined and self-conscious political agents. Despite the overwhelming constraints they faced, the enslaved sought to transcend the ‘social death’ of human bondage to reflect upon their surroundings. They elaborated complex notions of freedom, honour, dignity, sovereignty, and internationalism that included visions of a future in which slavery had been contained or eliminated. It was a practical and oral rather than written tradition, embedded in action and verbal exchanges. It was grounded in stories, symbols, and myths about freedom, many of which later crytallized around the Haitian revolution.

Resistance thinking was often centred around individual figures, but one of the themes of this book will be identifying the networks of community and solidarity that made such leadership possible. Most plots and insurrections were preceded by lengthy discussions and secret planning meetings. Moreover, the enslaved developed forms of self-governance that combined humane behaviour with efficient forms of organization. Antislavery thinking was grounded in a resolutely martial culture. It associated the use of acquired military skills with the training of captives in fugitive settlements for defensive and offensive combat, and the celebration of African (and later Haitian) military achievements. Enslaved combatants practised techniques of guerrilla warfare long before the term was formally introduced into European languages during the early nineteenth-century Napoleonic Wars. Indeed, it is now understood that many of the enslaved saw their resistance as acts of war. This was clear from the very first captive insurrections against the Spaniards in the early sixteenth century, all the way through to the uprisings in nineteenth-century Brazil and Cuba, when the enslaved consciously described their actions – even small-scale ones – as acts of war.74

Above all, resisting captives fought to liberate themselves from white slaver domination. They celebrated their African qualities, and they rejected the slaver axiom that human bondage was a natural condition which could not be transcended. They challenged the slavers’ association of blackness with savagery and affirmed their capacity and self-worth. They engaged in religious and spiritual pursuits of their own, and whenever possible separated themselves physically from colonial control. And despite their material disadvantage they came together to overthrow the slaver order so as to create free and self-governing communities. They alluded to their desire for liberty in songs and poems that they improvised in the holds of ships, in work gangs on plantations or waterfronts, or during nocturnal festivities which they secretly organized on plantations.75 When they were punished for daring to be free, they met their fate with courage and stoicism, even if it entailed the ultimate sacrifice of their lives. In his novel about Solitude, which ends with a fictionalized account of her death, André Schwarz-Bart depicts her defiantly facing her executioner, and ‘bursting into a throaty laugh’.76




1

The African Foundations of Resistance

In the coastal town of Ouidah, in southern Benin, west Africa, a monument marks the location of the Tree of Forgetfulness. Established by the French, Ouidah was a major slave-trading post during the period of Atlantic slavery, with a population of around 20,000 at the height of its power. An estimated two million people were forcibly transported from there to the New World between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. Enslaved men and women were marched to the tree in chains from the fort where they were held, on the way to the coast where they would be embarked on ships and sent across the Atlantic. Women were made to walk around the tree seven times, and men nine. The symbolic aim was to make them forget everything about their way of life before their enslavement – their families, their occupations, their villages, and their cultures. The inscription on the monument indicates that the ritual had a further purpose: to turn the captives into ‘beings without any will to react or to rebel’.1

Breaking the spirit of the enslaved was a central part of the system of chattel slavery. Yet as we will see throughout this book they refused to be crushed, and they fought back in a multitude of ways, beginning first in African lands themselves. The scale of these African struggles is still largely under-estimated, even among historians of the Atlantic slave trade, for many reasons. Most resistance took place in local settings, by individuals and groups not typically associated with powerful institutions and social and religious forces, and it left few direct traces in the archives. Narratives about African enslavement also bought into the myth of the slavers’ invincibility, and the alleged docility of those they preyed upon. In any event, as we saw in the Introduction, most scholarly research has focused on what happened to these men and women once they reached the New World. Furthermore, slavery remains a difficult subject among west Africans, associated with family traumas, and feelings of collective guilt and shame. This was especially the case as the Atlantic trade overlapped with an indigenous system of bondage, which (even though it did not treat captives only as a commodity) came to be sustained by powerful local African states.2 In the postcolonial era of independence, new African leaders preferred to emphasize national unity rather than hark back to these painful times. It is only relatively recently that scholars have begun to explore the rich traditions of localized memory and oral cultures of slavery in Africa.3

African resistance to slavery has been occluded because Western historians long maintained that precolonial Africans lacked a ‘modern’ conception of freedom, and that such ideals of autonomy and self-determination were only brought to the continent by enlightened European abolitionists and by the impacts of revolutions in the New World. Recent research has demonstrated the existence of powerful abolitionist currents in the seventeenth-century Black Atlantic, for example in the movement around Lourenço da Silva Mendonça, an exiled black Christian intellectual from the kingdom of Kongo who objected to the Portuguese coercive imposition of the slave system in west-central Africa. Mendonça took his case against the international slave trade to the Vatican, with the support of Black Christians from Angola, Brazil, the Caribbean, Portugal, and Spain. Well over a century before the emergence of abolitionism in Western Europe, this pioneering project was rooted in the refusal to accept chattel slavery in Africa, and it was underpinned by a sense of international solidarity and a comprehensive vision of freedom. In his closing statement Mendonça argued that slavery was contrary to divine, civil, and natural law, and was therefore an ‘unnatural’ phenomenon.4

Indeed, from its very beginnings, and at all stages of the process, slavery was vigorously opposed by local populations in Africa. It was a defensive battle fought by ordinary people against their own monarchs, aristocrats, and clerics, by spiritual communities standing up for their values against European merchants and slave traders, by decentralized societies trying to uphold their ways of life against powerful regional rulers and the warriors and mercenaries they employed, and in the final stages by enslaved men, women, and children who rebelled against the crews of the ships ferrying them across the Atlantic. In rejecting servitude, African peoples protected themselves from predators by both material and spiritual means. They radically separated themselves from slaveholding societies and sought to live freely in communities that embodied the values of respect, dignity, and honour. In doing so they often relied on traditions of war that mobilized vigorous conceptions of martial valour, as well as principles of communal unity and natural liberty. These oral traditions were often incorporated into the founding myths of collective groups, as with the inhabitants of the Sereer village of Fatick in Senegambia. They traced their origins to a warrior named Waal Paal, who had escaped from slavery and set fire to the forest in the area so as to stake his claim to the land of Fatick.5 Such stories of resistance can still be heard in west African anecdotes, recollections, folklore, religious rituals, and fragments of narrative, and continue to be disseminated in African communities to this day.6

The transatlantic trade in captives was supported, financed, and underwritten in Europe by governments, chartered companies, and private financial institutions such as the insurer Lloyd’s of London. It relied on a steady supply of men, women, and children from Africa, procured by powerful states whose rulers developed significant stakes in the system, trading these captives in exchange for wealth, commodities, and weapons. Slavery existed in Africa, however, long before the advent of the transatlantic trade and European colonialism. Between roughly 500 and 1600, ambitious rulers developed a system of internal bondage that contributed to state consolidation and the production of goods, and African traders were involved in the sale of humans across the Sahara and the Indian Ocean. After 1600, however, European commerce and credit transformed African slavery, leading to a further militarization of the continent and the creation of strong trade networks across the Atlantic.7 This period saw the consolidation of powerful predatory kingdoms such as Oyo, Ouidah, Asanta, Loango, Segu, and Dahomey. These empires prospered by turning their weaker neighbours into tributary states, forcing them to supply the kingdoms with captives. At times they waged wars of conquest and expansion against the tributary states, selling many of their prisoners into slavery. The forces at the disposal of these African empires could be considerable: at its height in the second half of the eighteenth century the Oyo army was around 100,000 strong.8 By the mid-eighteenth century slave ports had been created across the west African coast, from St Louis and Gorée in Senegambia, Freetown and Sherbro in Sierra Leone, through Elmina, Cape Coast and Ouidah on the Gold Coast and Slave Coast in Ghana and Benin, all the way down to Luanda and Benguela in Angola. Dutch, English, French, Spanish, Portuguese, and Danish slave traders established themselves in these places, forging alliances with local rulers and brokers, and actively promoting wars of expansion by these states and kidnapping raids in the hinterlands.9

The single largest group of enslaved people in west Africa were prisoners of war; in many places, such as Angola in the seventeenth century, and among the Bambara of Segu in present-day Mali, there was no specific word for slaves, they were just described as ‘captives’. Those traded across the Atlantic were thus outsiders. Although they shared some features (enslaved people were produced through violence and
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1. Statue of the anti-slavery combatant Solitude in Paris; she holds up a copy of the 1802 revolutionary proclamation of the anti-slavery rebels in Guadeloupe.
[image: ]
2. Two pages from a booklet found on an insurgent during the 1835 Bahia uprising in Brazil. It contains citations from the Qur’an, prayers and Islamic religious inscriptions. The page on the right begins with a reference to the Prophet Muhammad. Such booklets were carried by educated people in West Africa and the Americas to express and reaffirm their faith.
[image: ]
[image: ]
3. Resistance on the seas: an eighteenth-century drawing of a slave ship insurrection
[image: ]
A nineteenth-century lithograph about the Amistad revolt, showing Joseph Cinqué speaking to his fellow-rebels on the day the vessel was seized by the American Navy and escorted to New London in Connecticut. The three young enslaved girls who assisted the insurgents are in the centre; the Spanish slavers José Ruiz and Pedro Montes are third from right and far right respectively.
[image: ]
4. A late eighteenth-century maroon rebel from Surinam, armed with a firelock and a hatchet, with two of his fugitive companions in the background. The skull and bones at his feet represent his enemies. The image conveys the maroons’ adaptability, as well as their vigilance and resilience.
[image: ]
5. The struggles of the enslaved in the parish of Trelawny in colonial Jamaica during the Second Maroon War (1795): British forces attack Trelawny town, one of the maroon strongholds
[image: ]
A group of maroons ambush British troops on an estate.
[image: Two manuscript drawings show text-filled scrolls, a cross inside a circular symbol, a cross labelled ‘INRI’, a shield, arrows and skull and bones. Surrounding it are other elements, including a sun, circular patterns, abstract symbols and human figures, reflecting spiritual beliefs and resistance.]
6. Two folios from a Mandingo bag made for protection and healing by the African-born captive José Francisco Pereira in the early eighteenth century. Pereira was enslaved in Brazil and then Portugal, where he was arrested by the Inquisition in 1730 for ‘sorcery’; the images relate to Christ’s crucifixion and illustrate the syncretic nature of slave religions and the complex links between spirituality and anti-slavery resistance.
[image: ]

[image: A painting shows a man wearing a formal coat with buttons and bright trim, waistcoat, cravat, breeches, stockings, shoes and a feathered tricorn. A sword in a scabbard hangs from his hip.  He holds a long cane with a metal tip and draws a circle with it around him.]
7. A Brazilian Obeah man, by the French painter Jean-Baptiste Debret (early nineteenth century). Obeah was an African-originating spiritual system appealing to natural and supernatural forces for healing, poisoning, protection and divination; the image again highlights the range of cultural combinations which were at play as African spiritual practices crossed over to the Americas.
[image: A painting shows people gathered outdoors beneath palm trees and surrounded by hills. Some sit and play drums, while others stand, gesture, or dance in a circle. Several figures wear loincloths and skirts. One person in bright clothing in the centre raises both arms.]
8. A divination ceremony in Brazil painted by Zacharias Wagener, a German mercenary who worked for the Dutch East India Company in the seventeenth century. The scene depicted here is a ceremony involving ancestral spirit possession.
[image: ]
9. A Kalinda dance in the United States, late eighteenth century. The image is meant to convey the harmony of plantation life, with the enslaved dancing merrily under the benevolent gaze of the white owners. In reality, gatherings of this kind were often a cover for rebellious and revolutionary activities.
[image: ]
10. A contemporary depiction of enslaved rebels in action during the 1831–2 Baptist uprising in Jamaica, here seen attacking and setting fire to the Roehampton estate in the parish of St James.
[image: A drawing shows men in jackets and breeches with military insignia, along with women in long dresses. It includes elements like a crown, crossed guns, a woman sitting on a lion and a ship with the Britannia flag. The note in the flag reads, ‘Royal endeavour’. Other similar handwritten notes are included in it.]
11. A sketch from a flag taken from the insurgents during the 1816 Bussa revolt in Barbados, expressing the rebels’ aspiration for freedom, dignity and happiness, and at the same time a desire to retain friendly ties with the British crown.
[image: ]
12. Olaudah Equiano’s Interesting Narrative (1789 edition), one of the most famous slave memoirs of the eighteenth century, with multiple editions in Britain and several translations in Europe.
[image: ]
13. A statue of Denmark Vesey in Charleston, South Carolina, dedicated in 2014 after nearly two decades of community campaigning. A freedman, skilled carpenter and church leader, Vesey was one of principal architects of a major anti-slavery conspiracy uncovered in Charleston; he was tried and executed in July 1822, along with thirty-four of his compatriots.
[image: ]
14. Antislavery campaigners from nineteenth-century France, Cuba and Britain: Henri Grégoire, revolutionary priest, abolitionist and ardent champion of Haitian rights and racial equality; Victor Schoelcher, the intellectual driving force behind the second French abolition of 1848; Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, Cuban plantation owner and revolutionary statesman who freed his slaves; and Elizabeth Heyrick, campaigner for the immediate abolition of slavery; this silhouette is the only known portrait of her.
[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]
[image: A drawing shows men in jackets and breeches with military insignia, along with women in long dresses. It includes elements like a crown, crossed guns, a woman sitting on a lion and a ship with the Britannia flag. The note in the flag reads, ‘Royal endeavour’. Other similar handwritten notes are included in it.]
15. The two French abolitions of slavery: the ending of human bondage by the Jacobin Convention in 1794
[image: A painting shows a crowd gathered around an official holding a document and standing near a flag. People kneel, raise their arms, embrace, or stand in groups. Broken chains and shackles are raised in the air. Dark skinned people kneel and bow on the ground, while light-skinned people gather around.]
An idealized portrayal of the proclamation of the 1848 abolition by an official envoy of the Second Republic (holding the decree in his hand) in the French colonies
[image: ]
16. José Aponte was the best-known figure of the 1812 revolt in Cuba. This artwork (Jubilo de Aponte, 2017) by the Cuban artist José Bedia pays homage to him and highlights the qualities of the conspirators: the marching figures represent their collective determination, while the hands, feet and ears symbolize the boldness of their underground revolutionary activities. The bottom row has horsemen galloping towards freedom, inspired by various religious and spiritual ideals, while the top tier depicts anti-slavery heroes (Toussaint Louverture’s silhouette is on the left).
[image: ]
17. Anti-slavery campaigners and combatants from the United States and Saint-Domingue’s war of independence: early twentieth- and nineteenth-century photographs of Harriet Tubman and Frederick Douglass; a period drawing of Martin Delany in military uniform, and a portrait of the Saint-Domingue revolutionary fighter Sanité Belair, by the contemporary Haitian artist François Cauvin.
[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]
18. Scottish flysheet for Frederick Douglass’s second autobiography, My Bondage and My Freedom (1855). Douglass was the greatest and best-known anti-slavery campaigner in the USA. He visited Britain twice in the mid-nineteenth century, going on lengthy speaking tours to promote his writings and encourage solidarity with the abolitionist cause.
[image: ]
19. Inside illustration and title page of David Walker’s Appeal (1829), one of the first texts written specifically for black people in the United States, urging them to stand up to enslavement and rally in support for the struggle for emancipation.
[image: ]
20. Celebration of the abolition of slavery in Washington D.C., 1866. On 19 April, around 5,000 African-American citizens from D.C. marked emancipation by marching to the White House, preceded by two black regiments; at the rally there were religious services and speeches by prominent abolitionist political figures and campaigners.
[image: ]
21. Soldiers from the 54th Massachusetts regiment photographed in front of the Robert Gould Shaw memorial. Unveiled in 1897, this was the first sculpture to pay public homage to the heroism of African-American combatants during the Civil War.
[image: ]
22. The antislavery campaigner Ellen Craft, who escaped servitude in Georgia with her husband William by disguising herself as an invalid white gentleman travelling with her black servant.
[image: ]
23. Marcus Garvey, the most influential and creative champion of black emancipation and empowerment in the early decades of the twentieth century
[image: ]
Aimé Césaire, the political and intellectual leader from Martinique, who campaigned for black civil and political rights during the anticolonial era. Both men were fervent admirers of Toussaint Louverture.
[image: ]
24. Nat Turner was a black preacher and anti-slavery campaigner from Virginia who led a rebellion against servitude in 1831; his political thinking was also shaped by the Haitian revolution. This quilt artwork (The Revelation, 2019), by the American artist Stephen Towns, represents one of Turner’s mystical visions from six years earlier, when ‘white spirits and black spirits were engaged in battle, and the sun was darkened – the thunder rolled in the Heavens and blood flowed in the streams’.
[image: ]
25. The French film Ni chaînes ni maîtres (2024), features Mati (Anna Thiandoum) and her father Massamba (Ibrahima Mbaye Thié), two African-born runaways who escape from their brutal plantation in eighteenth-century Ile de France (Mauritius).
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