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ABSTRACT 

 Focusing on the mid- to-late eighteenth century the purpose of this thesis 

is to examine the ways in which white slaveholders in Jamaica developed a unique West 

Indian ideology grounded in the institution of slavery and the survival of the white 

plantocracy. Whites were a minority in Jamaican slave society, slaveholding was 

widespread amongst white settlers, and all white men experienced privileges in a society 

organized around racialized boundaries of rule. These factors helped to ensure that 

Jamaican colonists developed a distinctively local, or Creole, worldview characterized by 

the defense of slavery and a culture of white male solidarity. However, metropolitan 

culture influenced their ideology, and Jamaican slaveholders saw themselves as loyal 

subjects of the British Crown. They were therefore colonial creoles and, in spite of the 

rise of abolitionism in the metropole, they maintained that their local practices were 

reconcilable with their status as transplanted Britons.  

This thesis centers itself within the debates and the ideological shifts that centered 

on the moral, political, and economic discussions of British Caribbean slavery during the 

second half of the 18th century.  More specifically, I focus on the historical works of two 

West Indian contemporaries during the late eighteenth century: Edward Long and Bryan 

Edwards. Between them, they defined a period of social and cultural transition within the 

late eighteenth century Jamaican plantocracy. The purpose of this analysis is to explain 

the competing racial ideologies of the enlightenment that manifested themselves within 

the writings of Long and Edwards. Their works explain how these racial ideologies 

combined with and reinforced plantation profitability. Their positions on slavery and 

colonialism reflected a conflict of philosophy and reality, not only concerning the 

Jamaican plantocracy, but also the British West Indies as a whole. Most significant, 

however, is how the changing attitudes and beliefs found within these contemporary texts 

successfully indicated the impact of social and economic change upon the plantocracy. 

 
 

                                                                     vi



 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 
In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Britain accumulated vast resources of 

wealth through the production of sugar in its West Indian possessions and Jamaica in 

particular. During this period, Jamaica was the pride of the British Empire because of the 

prosperity it brought to the English plantation owners as well as to the Empire's urban 

areas servicing the Caribbean colonies.  Sugar enriched the lives and legacies of many 

Jamaican planters as well as the pocketbooks of their European creditors and suppliers. 

Sugar also created the need and the justification for a large captive labor force. As 

William Darity, Jr. has logically induced, “Extensive proletarianization in the New World 

required slavery. British economic expansion required colonies. Therefore, British 

economic expansion required slavery in the colonies.”1 Thus, after a brief period of 

experimenting with indentured European labor in the seventeenth century, Britain turned 

to large-scale importation of enslaved Africans to toil on the sugar plantations.  

This involvement with the trans-Atlantic slave trade provided the central 

ingredient in determining the profitability of British Caribbean colonies. Plantation 

slavery, based on the “triangular” trade between England in manufactured goods, Africa 

in slaves, and the Caribbean in sugar, quickly became the basis for a booming 

international economy. This success led to the development of a closed pseudo-

aristocratic colonial society dominated by the planter elite. This plantocracy dominated 

colonial economic, political, and social life in every sense.  They occupied the best lands, 

the laws supported the slave system, and in general, all commercial and other economic 

activity depended on its continuity and success. The profits that flowed from the sugar 

islands into Britain and the commerce generated between the metropolis and the colonies 

shaped not only the British economy, but also more importantly for the purposes of this 

                                                 
1 William Darity, Jr., “British Industry and the West Indies Plantations” Social Science History, Vol. 14, 
No. 1. (Spring, 1990), 117. 
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thesis, the new self-interested lobbies that helped dominate the course of British political, 

economic, and moral discussion. Simply put, sugar and slavery shaped the foundation of 

the British Empire.  

An historic shift in human consciousness occurred during the last three decades of 

the eighteenth century. According to David Brion Davis, it was a movement from 

“progressive enslavement” to “progressive emancipation.”2 Under these circumstances, 

figures within the movement engaged themselves in the moral and philosophic debates 

that resounded throughout the empire. This thesis centers itself within the debates and the 

ideological shifts that centered on the moral, political, and economic discussions of 

British Caribbean slavery during the second half of the 18th century.  More specifically, I 

focus on the historical works of two West Indian contemporaries during the late 

eighteenth century: Edward Long and Bryan Edwards. Between them, they defined a 

period of social and cultural transition within the late eighteenth century Jamaican 

plantocracy. The purpose of this analysis is to explain the competing racial ideologies of 

the enlightenment that manifested themselves within the writings of Long and Edwards. 

Their works explain how these racial ideologies combined with and reinforced plantation 

profitability. Their positions on slavery and colonialism reflected a conflict of philosophy 

and reality, not only concerning the Jamaican plantocracy, but also the British West 

Indies as a whole. Most significant, however, is how the changing attitudes and beliefs 

found within these contemporary texts successfully indicated the impact of social and 

economic change upon the plantocracy.3 

In 1774 Edward Long, an intelligent and diligent descriptor offered up his History 

of Jamaica, a political, social, and economic history with a survey of the island, parish by 

parish from 1665 to 1774. From its initial publication up to today it remains a classic text 

for Caribbean history and offers one of the most complete accounts on the operations of 

colonial government. Long presented a clear picture of conditions on the island just prior 

to the American Revolution. This is significant in the fact that he defines a period in 

                                                 
2 David Brion Davis, Slavery and Human Progress (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), xvii. 
 
3 The primary resources used in the analysis of Edward Long and Bryan Edwards are their respective 
History of Jamaica, 3 vols. (London, 1774) and The History Civil and Commercial, of the British Colonies 

in the West Indies, 4 vols. (Philadelphia, 1794, 1806). 
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which external pressures began to mount against the planter class. These included the 

revolutionary rumblings in the north, the after effects of the Seven Years War, intense 

constitutional debates in Jamaica, and most importantly changing public opinion toward 

slavery in the metropolis.  

This period forced whites on the defensive against threats to both slave society 

and the control of the dominant plantocracy. Edward Long’s work reflects these threats 

and the responses of the planter class towards them. Therefore, most significant in the 

reading of his work is the manner in which it embraces  the acute racism of the era. Long 

attempted to both logically and scientifically assure not only white British society, but his 

fellow Jamaican slaveholders that staunch racism and slavery made sense in social, 

economic, and biological terms. In doing this, he left no room for any debate that would 

challenge his firm belief in the separation of white and black races.   

In contrast to the rigidity of Long, Edwards in his proslavery History of the 

British Colonies in the West Indies (1793) endeavored to justify slavery in “humane” 

terms and attempted to place it in a more enlightened context both ideologically and 

economically. His effort at humanism and objectivity exemplifies the beginnings of an 

era that was quickly advancing towards a modern individualism while still holding firm 

to the necessity of the institution for structuring colonial economic and political relations. 

Though adamantly opposed to the abolition of slavery, overtime Edwards offered many 

ideas on the amelioration of its condition. This bifurcation within his writing provides a 

platform on which the dichotomy of West Indian slavery and English metropolitan ideas 

of abolition can be juxtaposed. It also marks a turning point within the ranks of the 

plantocracy in which chinks in the armor of slavery began to appear. These cracks in the 

ideological justification for slavery laid the framework for enlightened abolitionists to 

gain a foothold in the historical rhetoric of the period. Edwards’ history went on to 

become one of the most famous and widely read works on slavery in the early nineteenth 

century; eventually running through five editions, and translated into French, German, 

Spanish and Dutch. 

    Most significant to this study is the shifting British ideological and political 

positions of the late eighteenth century on slavery. Bryan Edwards noted these changes 

claiming, “The age itself is hourly improving in humanity.” He went on to assert that 
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“this improvement visibly extends beyond the Atlantic” and that it led slaveholders to 

ameliorate their treatment of slaves on the plantations in the British West Indies.4 Like 

Long, Edwards played a part in this system. However, in direct opposition to Long, he 

and other West Indian planters consistently claimed that they held beliefs in line with 

British contemporary thinking that invoked the principles of humanity and improvement 

in defense of slaveholding. Hence, the central focus of this thesis is the examination of 

the transition in planter ideology and colonial culture that occurred between 1774 and 

1793. Through the writings of Edward Long and Bryan Edwards a more complete picture 

of the character and disposition of white Jamaican Creole culture will appear. As a result, 

this thesis offers a window to better understand the adaptive nature of planter support for 

slavery and its defense of that peculiar institution. 

In this, the bicentennial years of their abolition, both the British and American 

slave trades are once again finding themselves in the forefront of public discussion.5 This 

of course gives impetus to a rise in new scholarship concerned with debates surrounding 

the institution of slavery. These include the planter class that defended it, the antislavery 

debate that ended it, and resistance by Africans to their enslavement. No matter the 

particular interest of the scholar, British or American, the resurgence of interest 

beneficially serves both equally.  

Over the years, historians have attempted to place slavery in a number of broad 

arguments dealing with the relationship between the colonial empire and its metropolitan 

counterpart. These, more often than not, centered on the rising and falling fortunes of the 

planter class and the overall economic profitability of sugar and slavery. Because of this, 

economic historians seemingly became the first modern scholars to study the region 

                                                 
4 Bryan Edwards, History, Civil and Commercial, II, 354. 
 
5 The anniversary of abolition of the transatlantic slave trade in Britain (2007) and the United States (2008) 
raises all sorts of pertinent questions. A variety of conferences have reflected  and will be reflecting on the 
commemoration of those histories over the course of these two years. Examples of these include the 
University of East Anglia’s UK conference “Race, Memory, and Reclamation: ‘There are Years that Ask 
Questions and Years that Answer’” in September of 2007; The College of The Bahamas will host the 
Conference: “Abolition of The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade: Telling the Story”, February 21-23 of 2008; and  
to mark the Bicentennial of the abolition of the Atlantic Slave trade in the United States and the British 
Empire, the Program in the Carolina Low country and Atlantic World (CLAW) at the College of 
Charleston will hold a conference from March 26-29, 2008 focusing on the trade, and its effects on the Low 
country and the American South as a whole, to list just a few of the conferences. 
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seriously. This occurred for two reasons. First, the single-mindedness of white settlers of 

sugar islands in their spirit to engage in trade and to accumulate wealth as quickly as 

possible, produced little challenge historically to market interpretations of social 

development. The other reason why economic historians dominated early West Indian 

historiography is the nature of the sources. The high value of commerce and the great 

distances separating business partners demanded careful documentation of the 

transactions of the empire by an army of merchants, attorneys, planters, and bookkeepers 

concerned with the Caribbean. Consequently, there is a plethora of quantitative data from 

this region, thereby allowing for significant research in the statistical areas of British 

colonial trade.6 

This trend began in 1928 by Lowell Joseph Ragatz. Ragatz was extremely critical 

of the traditional humanitarian argument [that explained abolition as a moral crusade and 

established an economic paradigm for the end of British Caribbean slavery. In his The 

Fall of the Planter Class in the British Caribbean, 1763-1833 (1928), Ragatz disagreed 

with the claims that abolition and emancipation destroyed the British West Indian planter 

class. He argued instead that its decline began with the Seven Years War (1756-1763) 

and then accelerated because of trade restrictions and improper management, as their 

eighteenth century success was due chiefly to the high price of sugar in the international 

market.7 His work gave rise to a body of scholarship that focused on the economic 

profitability of West Indian slavery. 

Such scholars included Eric Williams and his highly debated Capitalism and 

Slavery published in 1944. He argued that the economic motive was the principle concern 

of both abolition and emancipation. If Ragatz was critical towards the humanitarian 

explanation for abolition, Williams’ work went the next step and slammed the door in 

                                                 
6 David W. Galenson, Traders, Planters and Slaves: Market Behavior in Early English America 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986); B.W. Higman, Slave Population and Economy in 

Jamaica, 1807-1834 (Barbados: The University of the West Indies Press, 1995, 1976), 46; and most 
recently, the Dubois slave trade database under the direction ofDavid Eltis and with the collaboration of 
Stephen D. Behrendt and David Richardson. The work of this team resulted in the largest uniform and 
consolidated quantification of the slave trade in the world. David Eltis, Stephen D. Behrendt, David 
Richardson and Herbert S. Klein, The Transatlantic Slave Trade -- A Database on CD-ROM (Cambridge 
University Press, 1999).   
 
7 Lowell Joseph Ragatz, The Fall of the Planter Class in the British Caribbean, 1763–1833 (New York: 
The Century Company, 1928). 
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their face. He challenged their sympathies in a whirlwind of economic research.8 This 

school of thought, though becoming extremely tentative in modern discussions, still finds 

its supporters among historians. These scholars of the Williams thesis include Barbara 

Solow who in 1987 argued that abolition of the slave trade in 1807 came at a time when 

the trade would no longer have a negative impact on the British economy. She indicated 

that if abolition had taken place half a century earlier it would have devastated the 

Empire.9 Others like William Darity, Jr. agreed and in 1988 he argued that not only was 

the plantation system no longer valuable in furthering  the interests of British capitalism 

but there was a fundamental transition in the thinking of Britain’s governing elite who 

were moving away from the principles of mercantilism towards the laissez-fare principles 

of Adam Smith. As an example, he cites the sugar manufacturers in Britain who joined in 

support of the abolitionist movement out of the desire to protect an important element of 

the British economy.10 More recently, Selwyn H. H. Carrington’s The Sugar Industry and 

the Abolition of the Slave Trade, 1775–1810 (2002) introduced the latest manifestation of 

this school of thought. For Carrington, the impoverishment of the British West Indian 

plantocracy began with the American Revolution and only worsened by a growing over-

production crisis in sugar. For him, this provided the explanation behind Parliament's 

decision to abolish the slave trade in 1807.11  

There are however extremely strong opponents of the Williams thesis, most 

notably Seymore Drescher. Two contributions by him deserve particular attention. First, 

in his seminal work Econocide: British Slavery in an Era of Abolition (1997), Drescher 

argued that Britain was altruistic in abolishing the trade at the precise time when she 

                                                 
8 Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1944). 
 
9 Barbara Solow, “Capitalism and Slavery in the Exceedingly Long Run” , in British Capitalism and 

Caribbean Slavery: The Legacy of Eric Williams, Barbara Solow and Stanley Engerman, eds. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987). 
 
10 William Darity, Jr., "The Williams Abolition Thesis before Williams," Slavery & Abolition 9, no. 1 
(1988).  
 
11 Selwyn H.H. Carrington, The Sugar Industry and the Abolition of the Slave Trade, 1775-1810, 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2002). 
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stood to gain significant profits.12 More recently is his The Mighty Experiment (2002) 

where he argues that the actual move to abolish slavery proved to be driven by politics. 

Though highly criticized, scholars still recognize the viability of Capitalism and Slavery 

to the larger canon of colonial and British Empire studies. Powerful and enduring, 

Williams’s work rightful maintains its place within the historiography. 

The 1950’s and 60’s was a period of extreme change in the Caribbean. Revolution 

in Cuba (1959) as well as the declarations of independence in Jamaica (1962), Trinidad 

and Tobago (1962), and Barbados (1967) signaled a transition in both the ways people 

saw their place in history and the historical material written concerning it. Economic 

historians still made valuable contributions, however. Works like Douglas Hall’s Free 

Jamaica (1959) on the post-emancipation period, and Richard Sheridan’s “The Wealth of 

Jamaica in the Eighteenth Century” remain important contributions.13 The discipline, 

however, also began to branch in a couple of new and distinct directions. The first was a 

re-introduction to valuable general histories provided by scholars such as Clinton V. 

Black, W. Adolphe Roberts, and S.A.G. Taylor.14 More importantly, the period saw a rise 

in the writings of social histories, concerning the institution of slavery. These focused on 

social-structures both during slavery and after emancipation. Phillip Curtain’s book Two 

Jamaicas (1955) is one of the earliest examples of integrating the Social Sciences into the 

historiography and his subsequent The Atlantic Slave Trade: A Census (1969) without a 

doubt became one of the most cited sources for statistical data on the slave trade. Another 

scholar who particularly followed this path was Orlando Patterson. Being a sociologist 

himself, his Sociology of Jamaica (1967) focused on the African origins, social structure, 

                                                 
12 Seymour Drescher, Econocide: British Slavery in the Era of Abolition (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 1997); The Mighty Experiment: Free Labor vs. Slavery in British Emancipation (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
 
13 Douglas Hall, Free Jamaica: 1838-1865, An Economic History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1959); Richard Sheridan, “The Wealth of Jamaica in the Eighteenth Century,” Economic History Review 18 
(1965). 
 
14 Clinton V. Black, The History of Jamaica (London: Collins Publishing, 1958); W. Adolphe Roberts and 
S.A.G. Taylor, The Gleaner Geography and History of Jamaica, 16th edition (Kingston: The Gleaner 
Company, 196); S. A. G. Taylor, The Western Design: An Account of Cromwell's Expedition to the 

Caribbean (Kingston: The Institute of Jamaica and the Jamaica Historical Society, 1965) 
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and labor organizations found on the slave plantations.15 Historian Elsa Goveia made two 

extremely important contributions to the canon during this period: Historiography of the 

British West Indies (1956) and later Slave Society in the British Leeward Islands at the 

End of the Eighteenth Century (1965). Her Historiography made a fundamental 

contribution to the intellectual history of the Caribbean. Though broad in scope, by 

covering the seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries, she showed how social and 

cultural pressures influenced the writers during that period.16 This work remains a vital 

reference for any study concerning the early colonial Caribbean. Similarly conceived as 

an intellectual history but with a much further reach across time and place was David 

Brion Davis’s Pulitzer Prize winning The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture (1966). 

Here Davis applied an in depth social and cultural analysis to slavery in order to prove its 

importance in shaping the Western world. Its importance to this study lies in the 

recognition of the transition from older reconciliations of slavery with Christianity and 

morality, to those of a more critical political and economic nature in the latter part of the 

eighteenth century.17  

The 1970’s saw the most drastic change in both Jamaican and slavery 

historiography. A virtual explosion of writing, which has continued to this day, occurred 

at this point in time. More significantly, a shift in the perspective of literature written 

occurred as well. The integration of methods from various cultural and social studies 

combined to focus on the importance of slavery in Jamaica’s historical development. This 

came in response to the development of the “new” social and economic histories in the 

United States and Europe. Those most notable in the context of slavery and plantation life 

are: Michael Craton and James Walvin’s History of Worthy Park (1970), a micro-study of 

plantation life; Richard S. Dunn’s Sugar and Slaves (1972), where he provides a social 

                                                 
15 Philip D. Curtin, Two Jamaicas: The Role of Ideas in a Tropical Colony, 1830-1865 (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1955), The Atlantic Slave Trade: A Census (Madison: The University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1969); Orlando Patterson, The Sociology of Slavery: An Analysis of the Origins, 

Development, and Structure of Negro Slave Society in Jamaica (London: MacGibbon and Kee, 1967).  
 
16 Elsa V. Goveia, Historiography of the British West Indies (Washington, D.C.: Howard University Press, 
1956); Slave Society in the British Leeward Islands at the End of the Eighteenth Century (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1965). 
 
17 David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1966). 
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development of the planter class in the English West Indies; and finally Richard B. 

Sheridan, who in Sugar and Slavery (1974) focused on the development and management 

of the sugar-slave plantation system.18 On the study of master-slave relationships, there 

appeared examples like Michael Craton’s Searching for the Invisible Man, which 

discussed the power relations between slaves and masters, and the possibility of 

subversion through the construction of a psychological defense against total submission 

to the master.19 All of these historians brought distinct perspectives to the study of West 

Indian slavery. However, for the purpose of this thesis the most significant contributors 

from this period were Edward Brathwaite and David Brion Davis. 

In 1971, Edward Brathwaite published his seminal work, The Development of 

Creole Society in Jamaica, 1770-1820. Focusing on that 50-year period, he argued that 

Jamaican culture was at its core, “Creole.” He went on to define Jamaican creolization as 

a “cultural process that took place…within a tropical colonial plantation polity based on 

slavery.” As Brathwaite saw it, the social and cultural “Creole” identity developed in 

Jamaica, as a result of two competing “cultures of people” operating within the 

“dehumanizing institution of slavery”20 

Central to Brathwaite’s analysis, was the notion that the American Revolution 

isolated Jamaica from much of British America. In doing so, it affected Jamaican 

“Creole” culture in two conflicting respects. First, it increased the island’s reliance on 

British “cultural and material influences.”  And second, the internal dynamics of 

Jamaica’s social, economic, and political fabric, grounded in a racial dichotomy, became 

at odds with prevailing revolutionary theories.21 Therefore, according to Brathwaite, after 

the American Revolution, Jamaica’s colonial relationship with Britain and the institution 

                                                 
18 Michael Craton and James Walvin, A Jamaican Plantation; the History of Worthy Park 1670-1970 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1970); Richard S. Dunn, Sugar and Slaves: The Rise of the Planter 
Class in the English West Indies, 1624-1713 (Durham [place of publication does not match press: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1972, 2000); Richard B. Sheridan, Sugar and Slavery: An Economic 

History of the British West Indies, 1623-1775 (Kingston: Canoe Press, University of the West Indies, 1974, 
1994). 
 
19 Michael Craton, Searching for the Invisible Man (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978). 
                    
20 Edward Brathwaite, The Development of Creole Society in Jamaica, 1770-1820 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1971), 306-307. 
 
21 Ibid., xiv. 
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of slavery were the key factors in shaping Jamaican culture.22 Within the construction of 

this work, Brathwaite dedicates a large amount of time to Long and Edwards as signifiers 

of this cultural transition within white Creole society. He cites them often as both 

barometers of planter response to external pressures and active agents in the pursuit of an 

individual identity distinct to Jamaica but still located within Englishness.  

David Brion Davis’s The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution: 1770-

1823, a continuation to his prize-winning work a decade earlier, appeared in 1975. Here, 

Davis focused on the ideological transition within the master class during the late 

eighteenth century. In his words, he offered a rich “analysis of the historical contexts and 

consequences of a change in moral perception within the white enslaving culture.”23 In 

doing this he evaluated the distinct responses of the plantocracy to outside pressures and 

events such as the American Revolution, the St. Domingue Revolution, and the growing 

weight of the anti-slavery movement. Davis particularly pulled on Bryan Edwards to 

trace the contradictions within planter class ideology. He then used him to shape the 

language between pro- and anti-slavery factions in order to better reveal the relationship 

between the colonies and the metropole during this period.  

Into the next decade, this body of literature continued to expand. Those like Mary 

Turner argued in Slaves and Missionaries (1982) that the church was a revolutionary 

force rather than a conservative one in transforming slave society. There also were those 

who addressed the rise of anti-slavery and pro-slavery questions head-on. Scholars like 

Larry E. Tise who in his book Proslavery (1987) laid out the various influences and 

repercussions of the pro-slavery movement in both the United States and the Caribbean.24 

He specifically used both Long and Edwards to define the variations of racism found 

within the development of pro-slavery arguments. Most noteworthy, however, is the work 

                                                 
22 See also Carolyn Allen, “Creole: The Problem of Definition” in Questioning Creole: Creolisation 

Discourses in Caribbean Culture, edited by Verene A. Shepherd and Glen L. Richards  (Kingston: Ian 
Randle Publishers, 2002),47-66. 
 
23 David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution: 1770-1823 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1975, 1999), 11. 
 
24 Mary Turner, Slaves and Missionaries: The Disintegration of Jamaican Slave Society, 1787-1834 
(Urbana: The University of Illinois Press, 1982); Larry E. Tise, Proslavery: A History of the Defense of 

Slavery in America, 1701-1840 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1987). 
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done by Robin Blackburn. Blackburn’s work is an excellent discussion of the origins of 

anti-slavery thought and the slow processes that led to its abolition. In his 1988 book The 

Overthrow of Colonial Slavery: 1776-1848, Blackburn asserts that slavery and the slave 

trade did not crumble due to economic reasons, but rather that it died a measured death in 

areas “where it became politically untenable.” This occurred in his view, when class 

struggles in both the colonies and the metropolis forced abolition onto the government’s 

agenda.25  

 More recently, within the last twenty years, the historiography has advanced 

considerably. With this growth a wealth of sources on the subject of West Indian slavery 

and its eighteenth century plantocracy have become available. Scholars such as Trevor 

Burnard have offered rare views inside the workings of the plantocracy and the minds of 

the master class.26 While others such as Gad Heuman, Kathleen Wilson, Richard Dyer, 

and David Lambert have dealt more with distinctions of identity and race.27 Historians 

such as Andrew Jackson O’Shaugnessy, James Walvin, David Eltis, and Selwyn H.H. 

Carrington remain true to the political and economic traditions of the region that 

significantly furthers our understanding the environment which the planter and the slave 

needed to negotiate.28 

 Throughout British Caribbean historiography of the last century the writings of 

Edward Long and Bryan Edwards are regularly featured and employed as sources for the 

study of slavery. Regrettably, however, few treat them as subjects unto themselves. Most 

                                                 
25 Robin Blackburn, The Overthrow of Colonial Slavery: 1776-1848 (London: Verso, 1988), 520. 
 
26 Trevor G. Burnard, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire: Thomas Thistlewood and His Slaves in the Anglo-

Jamaican World (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004). 
 
27 Gad J. Heuman, Between Black and White: Race, Politics, and the Free Coloreds in Jamaica, 1792–1865 
(Westport: Greenwood Press,1981); Kathleen Wilson, The Island Race: Englishness, Empire and Gender 

in the Eighteenth Century (London: Routledge, 2003); Richard Dyer, White (London: Routledge, 1997); 
and David Lambert, White Creole Culture, Politics, and Identity During the Age of Abolition (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
 
28 Andrew Jackson O'Shaughnessy, An Empire Divided: The American Revolution and the British 

Caribbean (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000); James Walvin, Black Ivory: A History 

of British Slavery (London: Fontana Press, 1993); David Eltis, The Rise of African Slavery in the Americas 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Carrington, The Sugar Industry and the Abolition of the 

Slave Trade. 
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of the historical scholarship has used them as a supplemental source for statistical and 

descriptive data on Caribbean slavery. This thesis focuses on their lives and writing in 

particular as active agents in the burgeoning white Creole identity of the late eighteenth 

century. Even more important, this study will show how they can serve as important 

historical markers in the ideological transition of the Jamaican plantocracy. 

  In order to assess this transition in the ideology of the British Caribbean 

plantocracy this thesis is divided into three chapters. The first chapter addresses the rise 

of the Jamaican planter class. By focusing on a limited geography, unique conflicts 

between the colony and Motherland appear more apparent. In addition, as the chapter 

traces the development of these conflicts, the environment in which Edward Long and 

Bryan Edwards ideologically matured is better understood. Therefore, it construction the 

foundation on which to more critically view the proslavery responses espoused by these 

men towards the metropole. 

 Chapter two introduces Edward Long. His views mirror those before the age of 

revolution. Steeped heavily in pseudo-scientific racism, Long’s writing grounds this 

study in the early development of Jamaican white Creole society and the racial hierarchy 

that defined it. His attempts to reconcile the British world with the developing 

individuality of colonialism are important in understanding the conflicts that arose 

concerning identity creation on the periphery of the Empire. It was during his time that 

the first hints of changing opinions toward slavery and the echoes of revolution against 

Britain first occurred. Therefore, Long is essential in defining the origins of ideological 

transition within the plantocracy. 

 Chapter three concerns itself with Bryan Edwards. Writing twenty years after 

Long, his writings reflect the transitional phase of pro-slavery ideology. His responses act 

as tangential proof to the plantocracy’s struggle to redefine itself in the face of its demise. 

By the period of Edwards’s writing, external pressures, both old and new, began to 

manifest themselves in a strong unified threat to white Creole society. By a closer reading 

of these works, the responses solicited by these threats will show that though fluid in their 

ability to manipulate British identity, the plantocracy’s rigidity concerning whiteness and 

slavery could not be overcome.  
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In its entirety, this thesis shows that links with Britain were an important element 

of the cultural identities of Jamaican planters. Furthermore, it shows how these 

connections shaped the rhetorical strategies during the extended dispute over slavery. Its 

defining feature is a series of key topics that emerge from the writings of Edward Long 

and Bryan Edwards; namely contested discourses of whiteness, conflicts between 

metropolitan and colonial representations of Creole identity and the role of slavery in the 

expression of white identities. By defining these key elements, the importance of Long 

and Edwards will become apparent in defining both the ideological rigidity and social 

fluidity of the eighteenth century plantocracy.  
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CHAPTER 1 

THE RISE OF THE JAMAICAN PLANTOCRACY 

 

This chapter discusses the rise of the British plantocracy in the Caribbean and 

especially Jamaica from the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries. Out of necessity it 

describes Barbados as it was here that the British set their course of exploitive 

colonization in the West Indies. Also included is a brief history of Spanish Jamaica. It 

was this period that established the island as a viable possession in the region. The 

emphasis on British Jamaica will center on the development of the sugar plantation 

system and slavery. The intent is to outline the growth of a unique Creole planter class on 

the island.  Only through tracing this development, can a better understanding of late 

eighteenth century planter ideology be gained to situate our later discussion of Edward 

Long and Bryan Edwards in chapters 2 and 3.  

By the fifteenth century an array of forces at work in Western Europe encouraged 

Europeans to expand their influence and look toward gathering new and prosperous 

territories. Reasons for this included the need for access routes to Eastern trade, the desire 

to spread Christianity, and more than anything the urge for power, prestige, and wealth. 

As a result, fierce competition began among European nations to aggressively explore the 

outside world.  Portuguese explorers aided by Prince Henry the Navigator, were the first 

to claim successes in the fifteenth century. This quickly led to open rivalries with other 

European countries, most notably Spain.1 

Europe's interaction with the Caribbean began in 1492 with the Spanish sponsored 

voyages of Christopher Columbus. His voyages to the Caribbean incorporated two 

differing traditions of expansion. His Genoese roots and his experience in the Portuguese 

mercantile system influenced the first. This background allowed Columbus to view his 

                                                 
1 Prince Henry the Navigator (1394-1460) was the son of King João of Portugal. He is most famous for the 
voyages of discovery that he organized and financed, which eventually led to the rounding of Africa and 
the establishment of sea routes to the Indies. 
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task as mainly one of discovery to be followed by the establishment of commercial 

outposts and trading centers that would tap into indigenous resources. The primary goal 

of this system was the quick exploitation of the local area with minimum investment. 

This contrasted dramatically with the Spanish Castilian tradition born of the reconquista 

that emphasized a military advance, followed by the parceling out of new lands and 

booty.2 The objective of this system was the conquest and eventual settlement of new 

lands for the purpose of long term exploitation. The difference between these two 

traditions created expectations that eventually brought Columbus into immediate conflict 

with the Spanish settlers who accompanied him.3 However, more importantly these 

melding traditions set the stage for European ventures into the Caribbean over the next 

four hundred years in the Caribbean. Columbus made four voyages to the New World 

under the flag of Spain. On May 5, 1494 during his second voyage he landed in St. Ann’s 

Bay on the island of Jamaica; then called Xaymaca.4 Upon arriving Columbus annexed 

the island in the name of his benefactors the King and Queen of Spain.  

The Spanish quickly began to set up ranches on the fertile plains of Jamaica in 

areas today known as St. Elizabeth, Westmoreland, Clarendon, St. Catherine, St. 

Thomas-in-the-East, and near New Seville in St. Ann, which operated as the capitol until 

1535.5 These areas developed mainly for the supply and protection of Spanish treasure 

fleets. Though deemed insignificant, their impact on Jamaica was extreme. Factors such 

as labor exploitation and European diseases soon decimated the native Arawaks. Then, in 

a historic decision that would drastically change the Caribbean forever, the Spanish 

replaced indigenous laborers with African slaves. 

By 1534 the Spanish settlers in Jamaica turned their industry to logging and 

farming. They grew crops which included cassava, sweet potato, grapes, oranges, and 

                                                 
2 The reconquista refers to the 770 year Christian struggle to reclaim the Iberian peninsula from the Muslim 
and Moorish states of Al-Ándalus. 
 
3 J.H. Elliot, Imperial Spain: 1469-1716 (London: Penguin Books, 1990), 58-60. 
 
4 The original inhabitants of Jamaica are believed to be the Arawaks, also called Tainos. They came from 
South America 2,500 years ago and named the island Xaymaca, which meant “land of wood and water.” 
 
5 Philip Sherlock and Hazel Bennett, The Story of the Jamaican People (Kingston: Ian Randle Publishers, 
1998), 69. 
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cocoa while also rearing cattle, horses, pigs, and other domestic animals introduced from 

Europe.6 Meant for local use only, the Spanish also introduced sugar to the island.7 For 

the armies of conquest on the American mainland, as well as other islands in the region, 

Spanish Jamaica quickly became a supplier of domestic animals and ground provisions.8 

Under Spanish rule Jamaica limped into the seventeenth century. Though 

important in the small role it played, it never really attracted many colonists. This was 

due to the fact gold was the prime motivator of Spanish activity in the Americas during 

the sixteenth century and Jamaica lacked that commodity. Into the seventeenth century 

Jamaica was still not considered an important colony to Spain compared to its mainland 

possessions. This truth revealed itself in the first Spanish census of the island in 1611, 

over one hundred years after the arrival of de Esquivel. According to the census Jamaica 

contained a mere 523 Spaniards, 558 slaves, 107 free blacks, 74 Taino herdsmen, and 75 

newcomers; approximately 1,337 persons altogether. Jamaica’s main role was that of a 

supply base. “It never prospered, was always poor, and more of a burden than a benefit to 

Spain,” according to historian Clinton Black.9 Under Spanish rule Jamaica never realized 

its potential as an exploitation colony.10  

By 1640, the English gained numerical superiority over all their competitors in 

the Caribbean. For Englishmen willing to relocate, the West Indies perceptively offered 

the greatest economic and social opportunities. The fact that they attracted the great 

majority of immigrants during this time supports this assertion. Estimates show that forty 

percent of all whites living in English colonies by 1660 resided within their Caribbean 

holdings. Immigration to Barbados in particular surpassed all other destinations in the 

early seventeenth century. This was a direct result of both political unrest in England and 

                                                 
6 Ibid., 68. 
 
7 Clinton V. Black, The History of Jamaica (London: Collins Publishing, 1958), 28. 
 
8 Ibid., 27-28 and Sherlock and Bennett, 69. 
  
9 Black, 25-26. 
 
10 According to Franklin Knight, an exploitation colony is characterized by a minority of usually Europeans 
dominating and managing a majority of non-Europeans in a socio-economic complex designed to mass 
produce any export commodity primarily for a European market. See Franklin W. Knight, The Caribbean: 

The Genesis of A Fragmented Nationalism, 2nd edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 76. 
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the successful promotion of the islands benefits. As the population grew so did economic 

investment and trade.11  

The island of Barbados was crucial in demonstrating the exceptional profitability 

of the sugar industry to the British Empire. It was here in 1640 that the English began 

their first systematic cultivation of sugar cane in the West Indies. By 1644 large sugar 

cane plantations were producing and exporting from across the island. The political 

infrastructure of Barbados produced a wealthy Plantocracy and with political 

participation tied to landowning, they reigned supreme. The planter elite excluded all 

non-whites and most poor whites from participation in government affairs. Historian 

Hilary Beckles points out that from “…these political and constitutional developments, 

Barbados emerged in the mid-1640s as perhaps the most attractive colony in the English 

New World."12 Land values doubled and tripled in the 1640s as wealthy British 

capitalists flocked to Barbados to commence the operation of sugar plantations.13 

The process of making sugar required an extremely large labor force.  The 

English planters sought various groups to provide the much needed labor. During this 

time, white Europeans as indentured servants performed compulsory labor for a period of 

time on West Indian plantations, especially Barbados, side by side with African slaves. 

These indentured servants, or bondsmen, came to the islands for a number of different 

reasons. Some, out of desperation or in hope of the acquisition of fortune, others came of 

their own free will. While others experienced compulsory subjugation under the penalties 

of law, these could be people ranging from political prisoners to debtors. The reasons 

behind ones bond also determined the length of their particular servitude. Those who 

came willingly usually signed a contract for a fixed period of time between three to seven 

years; however those forced into service were usually bound for ten years.14   

                                                 
11 Hilary Beckles, “The ‘Hub of Empire’: The Caribbean and Britain in the Seventh Century,” in Nicholas 
Canny, The Origins of Empire: British Overseas Enterprise to the Close of the Seventeenth Century (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 222. 
 
12 Hilary Beckles, A History of Barbados: From Amerindian Settlement to Nation-State (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 14. 
 
13 David Eltis, The Rise of African Slavery in the Americas (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 
195-196. 
 
14 Ibid., 73. 
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During their term of service, the bonded servant was often times, strictly in terms 

of labor, thought of as little better than the African slave. In fact, there are examples of 

these white servants being treated worse than their slave counterparts.15 This is because 

the African slave was the property of the planter, therefore holding value over the life 

span of the slave. The indentured servant contracted their labor for a fixed period. 

Therefore, it was clearly in the planter’s best interest to get all from him that he could no 

matter the cost; even if that cost was death.  

More distressing to the practice of bonding was the fact that the periods of service 

for indentured servants usually lasted much longer than originally agreed upon. This 

being because the laws of the time provided for the addition of years of service for the 

committing of even minor offences such as petty theft, running away, or in the case of 

female servants, becoming pregnant.. According to David W. Galenson, “the use of 

bound white laborers preceded the use of black slaves in every British American colony, 

and it was only after an initial reliance on indentured servants for the bulk of their labor 

needs that the planters of the West Indies and the southern mainland colonies turned to 

slaves.”16 Thus, the bonding of white labor provided the first stage in the preparation for 

African slavery. 

Indentured servants began to avoid Barbados by the latter part of the seventeenth 

century, both because of the cruelty of the planters and the fact that emancipated servants 

could very seldom find satisfactory work and land was scarce. White servants could 

hardly earn enough to start a sugar plantation of their own. This was because once 

plantation owners began to train slaves in skilled positions white wage earners could not 

compete. The perception was that Europeans did not have the ability to work as long or 

as hard in the tropical climate as could the Africans. In 1676 the governor of Barbados, 

Sir Jonathan Atkins, a strong mouthpiece for the planters, commented that “three blacks 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
15 Beckles, A History of Barbados, 17-18. 
 
16 David W. Galenson, White Servitude in Colonial America: An Economic Analysis (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1981), 38. 
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work better and cheaper than one white man.”17 Therefore, planter monopolization of 

resources and the unlimited potential of African industry rendered the indentured white 

laborer obsolete.18 

By the 1650s a heightened demand for sugar in England and the ability of the 

island of Barbados to supply that need allowed it to earn the title of the “Jewel on the 

Crown” of the Empire. However, with this distinction came a two-fold problem. First, 

land on the small island became scarce and what remained the plantocracy strictly 

controlled. Secondly, there now was a demand for labor on a scale, and of a type, that the 

white labor force of England was neither able nor willing to supply. As a result, of these 

growing labor shortages and rising agricultural needs, planters in Barbados eagerly 

petitioned for more slaves. Thus, in the mid-1600s, the African slave population in 

Barbados began to grow and the British Empire started looking for areas of expansion.19 

As the slave population on Barbados increased during the second half of the 

seventeenth century, the European population inversely decreased. In 1645 few more 

than 11,000 white English tobacco farmers with approximately 6,000 slaves inhabited 

Barbados. However, by 1667 over 40,000 slaves labored on the plantations of just 745 

owners. In contrast to the explosion of the slave population, by the end of the seventeenth 

century only 13,000 white inhabited the island. Land prices also reflected these 

remarkable changes. In 1640, one could purchase 500 acres for £400; by 1650, the price 

rose to £7,000. The days of the small white farmer came to a sudden end; those who 

could not transition to sugar lost everything and had to immigrate where they could. 

                                                 
17 Sir Jonathan Atkins to Lords Committee of Trade, Aug. 15, 1676, CO 1/37, No. 48; quoted in A.P. 
Thornton “The Organization of the Slave Trade in the English West Indies, 1660-1685” The William and 

Mary Quarterly, 3rd Ser., 12, no. 3. (July, 1955), 400. 
 
18 For a complete discussion on the system of bonding labor see David W. Galenson, “British Servants and 
the Colonial Indenture System in the Eighteenth Century” The Journal of Southern History, 44, no.1. (Feb., 
1978), 41-66, and Hilary McD. Beckles, “A ‘Riotous and Unruly Lot’: Irish Indentured Servants and 
Freemen in the English West Indies, 1644-1713.” The William and Mary Quarterly, 47, no. 4 (Oct., 1990), 
503-522. 
 
19 Robin Blackburn, The Making of New World Slavery (New York: Verso Publishing, 1997), 241-242. 
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Between 1650 and 1680 over 30,000 whites left Barbados. They either returned to 

England in defeat, or went in search of other British colonies in the New World.20 

After the close of the Anglo-Dutch war in April 1654, Cromwell and the 

Protectorate Council of State turned their attention to England's traditional enemies, 

namely France and Spain. Cromwell’s plan was to pursue a commercial treaty with 

France rather than a military alliance against Spain. Under his “Western Design,” 

Cromwell secretly planned to attack Spanish territories in the West Indies and secure a 

base of operations in the Caribbean. By accomplishing this, Cromwell hoped England 

could then threaten Spanish trade and treasure routes in Central America.21 

On Christmas Day 1654 a force of 18 warships, 20 transport vessels and 2,500 

men set sail from Portsmouth, England. Admiral William Penn led the naval force. 

General Robert Venables commanded the accompanying ground forces. Arriving in 

Barbados one month later, the two men raised a further 6,000 volunteer troops from 

among the islands indentured servants and freemen; some coming from the neighboring 

Lesser Antilles islands of Montserrat, Nevis and St Kitts. After a short period in 

Barbados, the British force set sail to begin its mission. In its sights was the capture of 

Hispaniola.22  

The conquest of Hispaniola was a disaster. Under-provisioned and poorly trained 

the English force was no match for the Spaniards. Two assaults on the island strong-hold 

of Santo Domingo failed miserably. With the troops refusing to mount another attack and 

mutiny in the air, Penn and Venables withdrew their forces from the island. Cromwell’s 

grand “design” seemed in jeopardy.23 

                                                 
20 Hugh Thomas, The Slave Trade, The Story of the Atlantic Slave Trade: 1440 – 1870 (New York: 
Touchstone Publishing, 1997), 187; Ralph Davis, The Rise of the Atlantic Economies (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1973), 252. 
 
21  For a full treatment of Cromwell’s Western Design see S. A. G. Taylor, The Western Design: An 

Account of Cromwell's Expedition to the Caribbean (Kingston: The Institute of Jamaica and the Jamaica 
Historical Society, 1965) 
 
22  Robert Venables, The narrative of General Venables: with an appendix of papers relating to the 

expedition to the West Indies and the conquest of Jamaica, 1654-1655. Edited for the Royal historical 

society by C. H. Firth, Cornell University Library Historical Monographs collection (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2007), xvi-xviii.  
 
23 Ibid., 95-97. 
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Hoping to salvage the situation after their failure, Penn and Venables agreed on an 

attempt to capture the neighboring island of Jamaica. Being a relatively insignificant 

provisioning base, the two commanders knew it to be weakly defended by the Spaniards. 

In their minds this presented an easy target. After their recent failure anything was better 

than the further humiliation of an expedition resulting in nothing gained. Thus, on May 

11, 1655 Spanish colonialism ended in Jamaica with the British conquest of the island. 

With barely a whimper, 8,000 British soldiers led by Admiral William Penn and General 

Robert Venables seized the poorly defended island. The following day, Venables 

occupied Santiago de la Vega, later known as Spanish Town and on May 17, 1655 the 

Spanish officially surrendered. 

At the time the population consisted of a mere 1,500 Spaniards of whom only 

about 500 could bear arms and approximately an equal number of slaves.24 The Spanish 

settlers reacted by doing the only thing they knew to do. During the capture they freed 

their slaves and left them behind with a number of Spanish volunteers in hopes that they 

could harass the English with guerrilla warfare until it was possible to collect an army to 

take back the island. Though there were a few meager attempts, the planned Spanish 

reconquest never occurred. However, the freed Spanish slaves, later to become famous as 

the Jamaican Maroons, did manage to wage various battles with the British in Jamaica 

from 1655 until 1795 in their efforts to remain free and autonomous from their English 

colonizers.25   

From the perspective of those in Barbados, the acquisition of Jamaica was a 

godsend. In 1656 approximately 1,600 immigrants arrived and settled around Port 

                                                 
24 Black, 49, and Cyril Hamshere, The British in the Caribbean (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1972), 69. 
 
25The term Maroon is derived from the Spanish word Cimarron meaning “wild, or untamed.” The Maroons 
of Jamaica created two distinct settlements on the island. One being the Leeward Maroons found in the 
cockpit country of the west and the other being the Windward Maroons located in the Blue Mountains of 
the East. Along with a few remaining Spanish soldiers, and possibly the last vestiges of the indigenous 
Arawak Indians, the Maroons fought the English and resisted the Plantocracy for many years. There most 
notable opposition to the British came in the 1st Maroon War (1731-1739) and the 2nd Maroon War (1795-
1796). For further reading see Richard Price, Maroon Societies : Rebel Slave Communities in the Americas. 
3rd ed. (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), specifically chapters 14 an 15 which 
are contributions by Bryan Edwards and Orlando Patterson respectively; and Mavis Christine Campbell, 
The Maroons of Jamaica, 1655-1796: A History of Resistance, Collaboration & Betrayal (South Hadley, 
Mass.: Bergin & Garvey, 1988).  
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Morant. Many of these people were white servants and poor planters from overcrowded 

Barbados and the Leeward Islands seeking better opportunities on a bigger island. Others 

were soldiers and new settlers from England. However, due to the introduction of tropical 

diseases such as malaria, Jamaica was an unhealthy place during these years. The 

mortality rate among the soldiers and English settlers was incredibly high, and 

immigrants from other islands fared little better. Many died during their first year of 

residence. Between 1650 and 1660, disease reduced English troops alone by four-fifths.26  

Initially governed by military commissioners mainly concerned with suppressing 

the Maroons, the young colony of Jamaica suffered. Establishing a sugar plantation 

required extremely large amounts of capital and labor, and most of the first settlers had 

little money and fewer slaves. Altogether, about 12,000 white settlers came to British 

Jamaica during its first six years, but the population in 1661 was only 3,470 and in 1662 

that number had only increased to 4,205.27 Despite the government’s efforts to promote 

agricultural development as a source of tropical products, few acres became cleared and 

put under cultivation during the early years of British rule.  

Six years after the British captured the island, Jamaica established Civil 

Government. In 1661, operating under instructions from the English Monarchy, the 

island’s first governor, General Edward Doyley, established the Jamaican Council.28 This 

new body, appointed on nominations presented to the governor by the Board of Trade in 

England, was to assist him in the oversight of the colony. The twelve man council served 

as both an advisory and an executive body. It customarily dealt with issues concerning 

jurisdiction of civil court, law and order, and the framing of acts and ordinances in 

keeping with English law. However its main duty was that of an advisor to the 

governor.29 

                                                 
26 Trevor Burnard, “European Migration to Jamaica, 1655-1780” The William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 53, 
no. 4. (Oct., 1996), 771. 
 
27 The Gleaner Geography and History of Jamaica (Kingston: The Gleaner Company, 1990), 56-57 and 
Handbook of Jamaica, 1882, 435. 
 
28 Sherlock and Bennett, 86.  
29 George Metcalf, Royal Government and Political Conflict in Jamaica: 1729-1783 (London: Longmans, 
Green and Co. LTD., 1965), 24. 
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1664 saw the establishment of the House of Assembly. The responsibility of the 

Assembly was to pass law on the island. It consisted of thirty or more elected parish 

representatives nominated by the Governor of Jamaica.30 Parishes gained seats on the 

assembly depending upon their respective prosperity and the influence of certain 

residents. The white settlers saw the Council and Assembly as modeled on the House of 

Lords and the House of Commons in England. They used them to achieve “extensive 

powers of self-government.” Because of this the Assembly became a powerful tool of the 

dominant planter class.31    

The lowest level of government in Jamaica was the local council. Consisting of 

the vestries from the various parishes, the local council dealt mainly with simple regional 

issues and carried little influence in the greater political and economic scheme of the 

island. These vestries consisted of ten vestrymen, two church wardens, the parish rector, 

and local magistrates. The chief magistrate, or custos rotulorm, acted as chairman. The 

custos was usually the most influential local leader.32 The elite also dominated here. 

Though not empowered with great political influence, it was an avenue of keeping the 

church in line with the plantocracy and manipulating the welfare, and thus the social 

issues, of the poor Jamaican whites.33 

The British and Jamaican governments soon realized that the island could not be 

fully developed and prosper economically unless it could defend itself from Maroon 

attacks and possible invasions by other European powers, as well as muster a sufficient 

labor force. In an effort to settle the island, Oliver Cromwell issued a proclamation 

guaranteeing settlers full rights of British citizenship and offering generous land grants. 

Commodities produced by these settlers received a moratorium on export customs for ten 

years. Additionally, England relieved settlers of custom duties on imports for seven 

                                                 
30 Black, 50. All laws passed by the Assembly were subject to subsequent approval by the British 
Parliament. This continued until 1865. 
 
31 Richard B. Sheridan, “The Formation of Caribbean Plantation Society, 1689-1748,” in Nicholas Canny, 
The Origins of Empire: British Overseas Enterprise to the Close of the Seventeenth Century (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 405. 
 
32 Michael Craton and James Walvin, A Jamaican Plantation:  The History of Worthy Park 1670-1970 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1970), 22.   
 
33 Sheridan, “Caribbean Plantation Society,” 405. 
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years.34 He also attempted to increase the island's white population by sending indentured 

servants and prisoners captured in battles with the Irish and Scots, as well as some 

common criminals. Under the governorship of Sir Thomas Modyford from 1664 to 1673, 

these initiatives began to show results with most of the best farmland along the south-

central coast being distributed, much of it in large allotments.35 By the end of 

Modyford’s term in office in 1673 the population exploded to 17,272. By 1696 the

number of inhabitants in Jamaica totaled

 

 47,365.36 

                                                

Under the British, Jamaica soon became an exploitation colony growing steadily 

into a sugar-based economy. This provided the impetus for the African slave trade to 

thrive in Jamaica. By 1664 the number of slaves increased to 8,000. In 1673 the number 

rose to approximately 10,000 out of a total population of 18,000 inhabitants. The standard 

was set and by the end of the seventeenth century, 40,000 of the 47,365 occupants of the 

colony were African slaves. 37 As sugar production soared so did the slave population. 

The result was an extremely pronounced black majority and a decline in the percentage of 

the white population. 

During this period the island prospered for other reasons as well. British rule 

brought great wealth to the island by the buccaneers. Operating mainly from Port Royal, 

they plundered Spanish ships which transported gold and silver from South America. By 

the late seventeenth century, Port Royal earned the reputation of being the richest and the 

wickedest city in the world. Thus, there were two Jamaicas from 1655 to 1689; an 

agricultural community of still relatively small plantations and farms and cattle ranches 

and the wealthy buccaneer capital of Port Royal. However, in 1692 an earthquake 

damaged the entire island and wiped out Port Royal. Soon afterwards, a severe malaria 

epidemic took many lives, and a French invasion almost captured the island in 1694. This 

 
34 Oliver Cromwell, Proclamation of Oliver Cromwell, Protector of England, 1655 in Documents of West 

Indian History, ed. Eric Williams (Port of Spain: PNM Publishing, 1963), 290-291. 
 
35 Blackburn, The Making of New World Slavery, 252-253. 
 
36 The Gleaner, 57, 60. 
 
37 Hamshere, 97 and Sherlock and Bennett, 133. 
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signaled the end of the dominance of piracy in the West Indies and the beginning of the 

Jamaican transition to agricultural dominance in the Caribbean.38  

The Jamaican planters began to clear the thick tropical forests by 1713, when a 

general European peace finally allowed agriculture to take off. The first sixty years 

proved to be a harsh winnowing process. Only a few of the men arriving during these 

first decades survived. But those that did endure founded dynasties that became 

immensely wealthy during the eighteenth century. As on Barbados, once the number of 

white settlers shrank, the survivors took over their property and imported African 

slaves.39 Few white servants wanted to go to Jamaica, and the black slaves outnumbered 

their masters almost seven to one by 1700. Most of the best land therefore was held in 

very large estates. The gulf between large and small planters grew very large, and the 

sugar planters dominated local offices though most of their property still lay fallow, and 

sugar production remained relatively low until the 1720’s. Nevertheless, the stage was set 

for the rapid development of a classic plantation society during the eighteenth century. 40 

By the eighteenth century the political structure of Jamaica consisted of four 

components: the governor, the Council, the House of Assembly, and the local Council. 

Only assisted by the latter three, the governor was the chief representative of the crown in 

the colony. The governor’s duties and objectives were relatively clear. He was to further 

Britain’s interest on all fronts. On the one hand he was to extend British influence in the 

Caribbean and defend her current possessions and on the other he had to keep the island 

content and in harmony with the mother-country. This was not always an easy task, 

especially concerning colonial matters. Since there were no real political parties in 

Jamaica with set standards and opposing principles, politically the island was a free-for-

all; factions of various groups vying against each other continuously. Planters opposed 

other planters, merchants opposed other merchants, and of course planters and merchants 

opposed each other and everyone else.41  

                                                 
38 Black, 41-50. 
 
39 Blackburn, The Making of New World Slavery, 252-253. 
 
40 Ibid., 343-344. 
 
41 Metcalf, 23. 
 

 12



 

To make matters worse, there also existed a high level of distrust between the 

governorship of Jamaica and its planter class. Governors were not only given public 

commissions by the crown, but secret instructions as well. These instructions were by no 

means or under any conditions to be made public. This immediately set them apart, and 

as perceived by the planters, against the colonists. To the planters this general secrecy 

continually became a point of annoyance.42 Edward Long writes in regards to these secret 

instructions that “they may be considered as the grand sources that feed the ferments and 

divisions between governor and colonists.”43 The politics of this period became 

characterized by an uneasy alliance between the governor as the representative of the 

crown, and the Assembly of planters, against the slaves. Frequently, the alliance broke 

down, invariably over taxation of the plantations. 

Though power and wealth developed within the infrastructure of the island, it is 

important to remember that this did not translate into autonomy from metropolitan 

control. The Jamaican colonial government remained subordinate to its metropolis Great 

Britain. London was the center of all major decisions affecting the destinies of the sugar 

colonies. From nominating members of the Council and Assembly, to approving 

legislation, England to a high degree controlled the fate and fortunes of the colonists. To 

counter this centralization of power, those West Indian absentee planters resident in 

England formed an association with Caribbean-connected London merchants and 

political agents within the colonial legislatures. This West Indian lobby, as it came to be 

known, became the primary means of voicing sugar interests within the Empire.44  

By the middle of the eighteenth century, this group included several associations 

of West Indian planters and merchants from the principle trade centers of England. 

Together they fostered ties with members of both houses of Parliament and eventually 

even achieved a number of seats.45 The West India lobby soon began to work in their 

                                                 
42 Ibid., 17. 
 
43 Long, History of Jamaica, 1: 38. 
 
44 Richard B. Sheridan, Sugar and Slavery: An Economic History of the British West Indies, 1623-1775 
(Kingston: Canoe Press, University of the West Indies, 1994), 60. 
 
45 Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1944),  
92-93.  
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own interest. In 1733 they influenced the passage of the Molasses act to suppress North 

American trade with the French islands through the imposition of prohibitive duties. In 

1739 the West Indian interest pushed the passage of the Sugar Act which provided for 

sugar from the West Indies to be shipped directly to Europe without having to first go 

through Britain. Although little sugar was actually exported because of an expansion 

within the British internal market, this market threat raised sugar prices in England and 

increased planters' profits.46 Once the planters became part of the government they had 

the opportunity to influence policies that affected the colonies. By maintaining fifty to 

sixty MPs in Parliament who had West Indian or trade affiliations they successfully 

influenced debates in their favor.47  

The Jamaican sugar industry continued to grow and expand in the 1740s. Treaties 

with the Maroons in 1738 and 1739 their raids and the Sugar Act of 1739 solidified its 

markets. Subsequently, British traders began to bring in more slaves, and sugar prices 

skyrocketed. Jamaica increasingly became a colony of large sugar estates. This made 

Jamaican sugar production extremely attractive to investors. By the middle of the 

eighteenth century Jamaica was the largest producer of goods in the British West Indies, 

accounting for fifty percent of the tropical imports into Britain and approximately thirteen 

percent of total imports.48 Jamaica’s importance to the empire at this time can not be over 

stated. In 1758, 455 sugar plantations produced 24,000 tons of sugar. However, this 

success came at a price. As in Barbados, a very small group of white planters, estate 

managers, and other professionals controlled a black population that outnumbered them 

by ten to one. In that same year of 1758, 18,000 whites supervised 177,000 slaves.49 

The West Indian sugar planters eventually controlled a considerable portion of 

Britain's wealth. As Adam Smith observed, “The profits of a sugar plantation in any of 

                                                 
46 Ibid., 119-120 and Mary Turner, Slaves and Missionaries: The Disintegration of Jamaican Slave Society, 

1787-1834 (Urbana: The University of Illinois Press, 1982), 3. 
 
47 Michael Craton, Sinews of Empire: A Short History of British Slavery (New York: Anchor Press, 1974), 
33.  
 
48 Sheridan, Sugar and Slavery, 470-471. 
 
49 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1982), 477. 
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our West Indian colonies are generally much greater than those of any other cultivation 

that is known either in Europe or America.”50 The English author Davenant reckoned that 

“one person in the islands, black or white, was seven times as profitable an individual in 

England.”51 John Bennett further calculated that every family in the West Indies gave 

employment to five seamen, manufacturers, and tradesmen and that each member of that 

family returned twenty times as much as his counterpart in England.52 Estimates suggest 

that by 1774 the sugar planters represented a net worth of approximately fifty million 

pounds sterling.53  

However, the unpredictability of the fates of sugar growers made the plantation 

enterprise a very speculative industry. Bankruptcies and debtor’s prison were common 

futures for those in the sugar industry. Sugar was anything but a sure investment. But as 

Sidney Mintz points out, the risks taken by the individual planters were offset by an ever 

increasing demand; those who entered the game eventually either became winners or 

losers finding no in-between.54  

During the heyday of the British slave trade, few questioned the morality of 

enslaving fellow human beings. The Established Church in England did little to minister 

to the slaves in the colonies or to inquire into the ethics of slave holding. Regarded as a 

“magnificent superstructure of American commerce and naval power on an African 

foundation,” the British Empire thrived.55 Indeed, for the greater part of the eighteenth 

century, most Englishmen were happy to bask in the newfound wealth and prosperity that 

the slave trade and sugar colonies brought to England.  

                                                 
50 Adam Smith, An inquiry into the nature and causes of the wealth of nations (Dublin, 1776) II: 170. 
  
51 Charles Davenant was the author of Discourses on the Publick Revenues, published in London in 1698. 
He is quoted here in Williams, Capitalism and Slavery, 52.  
 
52 John Bennett, Two letters and several calculations on the sugar colonies and trade; addressed to two 

committees nominated by the West-India merchants, &c. ... 2nd edition (London: R. Montagu, 1738), 55.  
 
53 Williams, Capitalism and Slavery, 53.  
 
54 Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (New York: Penguin 
Publishing, 1985), 44-45. 
 
55 Williams, Capitalism and Slavery, 52. 
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Due to their new found affluence, Jamaican planters and landowners as a rule 

were not keen on spending their entire lives on the island. England was the place to show 

off their success. Most came to the island with little intention of permanent settlement. 

John Stewart, a contemporary observer, noted however that the majority of these planters 

never realized their goal. He states that “no less than four-fifths of the white settlers died 

before they had realized a sufficiency,” and that only “five or six in a hundred ever 

returned to their native country with a fortune.”56 Although the reality of the planter was 

stark, the dream was stronger and manifested itself into a risk/reward mentality. Because 

of this temporary sense of establishment on the island, certain phenomena were 

commonplace. For example, houses rarely reached the grand proportions of the 

plantations houses on the other islands.57 Also, landowners in Jamaica generally led a 

degenerate and gluttonous lifestyle. Many visitors to the West Indies remarked on the 

monumental intake of food and wine. Lady Nugent, the wife of Governor Nugent, once 

commented in her journal, “I don’t wonder now at the fever the people suffer from 

here… such eating and drinking I never saw!” 58  

Although during the eighteenth century Jamaica's sugar industry continued to 

grow and provide England with great wealth it was not without its problems. Planters 

lived under constant threat from forces beyond their control. These included the 

destruction of hurricanes, slave resistance and rebellions, and the constant reality of wars 

throughout the region.  Throughout the eighteenth century these disrupted the continuity 

of the plantation system and caused reductions in trade between the colonies and Great 

Britain. The drain on supplies and resources adversely affected the health of the slaves, 

the mentality of the plantocracy, and ultimately lowered the production of sugar and 

profits. Uncertainty and trepidation became continual enemies of the Jamaican colony. 

The risk of hurricanes made planting in Jamaica especially unpredictable. The 

European colonists had never experienced storms of this nature, and they quickly became 

the most feared element of the region's environment. Storms regularly leveled 
                                                 
56  John Stewart, A View of the Past and Present State of the Island of Jamaica (Edinburgh, 1823), 179. 
 
57  Edwards, History, Civil, and Commercial, II, 207. 
 
58 Lady Nugent’s Journal: of Her Residence in Jamaica from 1802 to 1805, ed. Phillip Wright (Kingston: 
University of the West Indies Press, 2002), 57. 
 

 16



 

plantations, destroyed crops, and claimed lives. The destruction resulted in significant 

losses and necessitated major reconstruction efforts on the part of the planters. Most 

survived these economic shocks, but usually only with the help of outside credit. 

Hurricanes were frequently the breaking point for smaller or heavily indebted planters. 

The profits that came from sugar kept planters rebuilding, but the threat posed by the 

storms shaped the experience of the region throughout the period.59  

Perhaps the worst hurricane to have affected Jamaica since records began 

occurred on October 3, 1780. Portrayed as the worst natural disaster since the 1692 

earthquake, it devastated the island. Thomas Thistlewood, a Jamaican planter, described 

it as wreaking “sad havoc all through the countryside.”60 When the storm was over it cost 

the island several thousand pounds in damage and several hundreds of lives; mostly 

slaves. Though parliament offered relief, it was not enough and several planters found 

themselves unable to recover.61 

Brought to Jamaica to work, the African‘s commercial value was in direct relation 

to their ability to perform their allotted tasks. It was a strict economic strategy that 

ignored any social and cultural attributes of the slave. The planters found themselves 

caught between the need to impose higher production levels and the maintenance of their 

labor force. Absentee owners motivated only by greed, often tolerated excessive abuses 

of African slaves by their resident managers or overseers. Although there were 

exceptions, Jamaica became infamous for its treatment of slaves. Punishment was a 

regular part of estate life and ranged from lashings, to maiming, and ultimately death.62  

Slave resistance in Jamaica was notable for both its quantity and quality. Slaves 

took a wide range of both passive and active actions to weaken the slave system and to 

hasten its collapse. Examples of these actions included, malingering on estates, feigned 

                                                 
59

 Matthew Mulcahy, Hurricanes and Society in the British Greater Caribbean, 1624–1783 (Baltimore: 
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), 58, 66. 
 
60 Trevor G. Burnard, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire: Thomas Thistlewood and His Slaves in the Anglo-

Jamaican World (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 65. 
 
61 Ibid., 65-66. 
 
62 For examples of this behavior see James Pope-Hennessy, Sins of the Fathers : The Atlantic Slave 

Traders, 1441-1807 (London: Phoenix, 2000), 127-128, and Burnard, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire, 104-
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illness, arson, stealing, and self-inflicted mutilation. More drastic measures included 

poisoning their masters, murder of the plantocracy, self-manumission, and armed 

rebellion. Female slaves took specific actions of their own. These were in the form of 

infanticide and abortion. There were not only open acts of rebellion, some slaves took 

advantage of opportunities when they appeared and ran away. Many of these slaves 

managed to escape to the remote areas of the island where they joined existing Maroon 

communities.63 Through these means they sought to bring a speedier end to slavery. 

Signs of resistance caused slave owners to fear insurrection, especially because 

slaves outnumbered whites.64 Real and rumored slave rebellions resulted in a continual 

mood of impending disaster throughout Jamaica. This common fear galvanized even non-

slaveholders to the cause of black suppression. It also perpetuated a closed and repressive 

white society that saw a threat around every corner. This only strengthened the resolve of 

the plantocracy to maintain slavery and Jamaica’s racially ordered society. 

The outside forces influencing the colonial system also became causes of concern 

for the Jamaican planters. Though the continuous state of war between 1730 and 1783 did 

little to physically affect Jamaica, mentally it was a tremendous drain on the colonists. 

The threat of retaliation through invasion by the French and Spanish was a constant area 

of anxiety. In 1782, one such invasion, by the French Admiral the Count de Grasse, 

narrowly failed. High labor requirements kept militias small and what military support 

they had constantly found itself distracted by the necessary enforcement of martial law 

due to rebellions or Maroon uprisings.65 The Jamaican plantocracy existed in perpetual 

fear of both internal and external warfare.  

                                                 
63 James Walvin, Questioning Slavery (London: Routledge, 1996), 117-136; see also Michael Craton and 
James Walvin, A Jamaican Plantation; the History of Worthy Park 1670-1970 (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1970), 142-144; Michael Craton, “Slave Culture, Resistance, and Emancipation in the 
British West Indies,” in Empire, Enslavement, and Freedom in the Caribbean, edited by Michael Craton 
(Oxford: James Currey, 1997); and Michael Craton, “Forms of Resistance to Slavery,” in The slave 

Societies of the Caribbean, vol. III of General History of the Caribbean, edited by F.W. Knight (London: 
UNESCO Publishing, 19997), 222-270. 
 
64 As mentioned previously, by the mid-eighteenth century in Jamaica, a white population of less than 
20,000 controlled a Jamaican slave population of almost 150,000. 
 
65 Black, History of Jamaica, 122. 
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The exception to this autonomy from the direct effects of war was the American 

Revolution. It exposed Jamaica’s weakness of heavy reliance on North American supply 

goods. With the outbreak of war, these goods were effectively cut off. This mixed with 

the repeated destruction of Hurricanes, resulted in a period of extreme crisis between 

1780 and 1787. Because of the combined effects of natural disasters and disruptions in 

shipping and imports of foodstuffs by warfare, over 15,000 slaves died from starvation.66 

Jamaica in the eighteenth century was arguably the most important colony held by 

Britain in the Americas. Jamaica consistently contributed the most of any colony to the 

imperial coffers. Among the wealthiest subjects of the British monarchy, the Jamaican 

planter class greatly influenced the Empire. Nevertheless, during the course of the 

eighteenth century, Jamaica's experience was one of troubled development. White 

colonists in Jamaica faced considerable problems in transforming their island into a 

tropical British society. 

However, as David Brion Davis points out, this status came at a heavy social and 

cultural cost. The island was never able to develop a balanced economy or attract 

colonists who looked to Jamaica’s long-term welfare.67  Those that did stay or remained 

loyal to the plantocracy turned inward. This resulted in the creation of a discernible 

Creole identity. However, caught between the transitory nature of the sugar industry and 

the enjoyment of a certain level of Jamaican aristocracy, the settlers were unable to create 

a consensus on how that identity should be defined.68 

The various pressures felt by the Jamaican plantocracy did formulate certain solid 

realities. First and foremost, was the fact that the wealth of the colony rested solely on the 

backs of African slaves and the slave system. As a result, the institution had to be 

defended at all costs. Regardless of the pressures of the Enlightenment, to the colonists 

wealth meant power and power demanded white hegemony. If the hierarchal structure 

collapsed so would the aspirations of the colonists. 

Out of this realization came a proslavery fervor that echoed through the West 

Indian writings of the period. Men like Edward Long and Bryan Edwards came to define 

                                                 
66 Ibid., 123. 
 
67 Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, 51. 
 
68 Brathwaite, The Development of Creole Society, 105-150. 
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the eighteenth century Jamaican planter class. Through their assertions, a Creole identity 

emerged. And though they too never totally agreed on a definition of what that identity 

specifically meant, they were able to show that it could be reconciled with British loyalty. 

This was important to a Creole community on the edges of an Empire competing for 

viability in a world intent on outdating them. This is also important to understand the 

adaptability and perseverance of the mind of the master class.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

EDWARD LONG’S TWO JAMAICAS: THE PARADOX OF THE 

CREOLE PLANTER 

 

More than 200 years after its initial publication in 1774, Edward Long’s History 

of Jamaica provides an invaluable reference to the social, economic and political life of 

Britain's largest and wealthiest West Indian possession in the eighteenth century. The 

collection combines a wealth of scientific, legal, and historical information which has 

served as an important primary source for early Jamaica and British West Indian culture 

from the conquest of 1655 to the stresses of the late eighteenth century. However, it is 

Long’s political arguments and commentaries on Africans, race, and slavery that have 

bestowed an enduring sense of academic importance upon it. Here, as well as in other 

works, he explains slavery and the separation of the black and white races in both logical 

and biological terms. In Long’s writings, race is transformed from a system of arbitrary to 

natural signs employed to arrange humanity into a hierarchical order with Africans 

finding themselves at the bottom. It is through the postulation of these ideas and the 

rigidity of his stance behind them that Edward Long has been dubbed the “Father of 

English racism.”1 

Long deserves closer consideration for two reasons. First, he offers a unique 

insight into not only the mind of the West Indian planter elite, but the historical 

development of a new and distinct landed Creole gentry. The ability to ground his 

familial roots and ideological background within the construction of the Jamaican 

plantocracy grants the scholar an ability to draw inferences from his suppositions that 

normally would be out of reach. Secondly, Edward Long wrote during a period of 
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extreme anxiety within the British Caribbean brought on for many different reasons. 

These included soaring slave populations and the resulting threats of rebellion, stricter 

trade and navigation laws, and the impending North American revolt.2
 Also at this time 

the first manifestations of public opinion that began to question the British slave trade 

began to appear. Thus, Edward Long not only provides insight into the eighteenth century 

British Caribbean, he also serves as a lens into the dichotomy of African slavery and the 

enlightenment. Both of which were a constant point of struggle for the plantocracy and its 

perceived need for a subjugated labor force. 

The story of Edward Long and the Long family is also the story of Jamaica. 

Samuel Long, his great-grandfather, first stepped foot on the island in 1655 as a member 

of the successful Penn and Venables expedition. Upon receiving several large land grants, 

Samuel became the first settler of the Longville estate in Clarendon parish. Soon he 

entered politics and became an extremely powerful member of the Jamaican Assembly. 

From the beginning Samuel was a staunch supporter of the colonist’s right to govern the 

island and helped establish the system of government which existed in Jamaica 

throughout the colonial period. 

Samuel’s son Charles, born in 1679, maintained the Long’s influence on the 

island; first by marrying Amy the daughter of Sir Nicholas Lawes and then by later 

marrying Jane the daughter of Jamaican governor Sir William Beeston (1693-1702). 

Parliament Sent Beeston to help rebuild Jamaica after the great earthquake of 1692. The 

Assembly later charged him with theft of funds arising from the wealth of unknown or 

lost proprietors during the disaster. Sir Nicholas Laws served as Governor of Jamaica 

from 1718-1722. He is most famous for trying the pirates Calico Jack and Ann Bonney in 

1720. He is also given credit for introducing coffee to Jamaica in 1730. Following in his 

father’s footsteps, Charles too served on the Jamaican Assembly and prospered as a 

                                                 
2 West Indians had little sympathy with Britain concerning its troubles with the American colonies. They 
understood that no good could come from it and that they would lose the most from the conflict. This 
feeling was based not only on the possible economic crisis, but the fear that France and Spain could 
potentially take advantage of a weakened empire to seek revenge on Britain through its colonies.  
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planter. The family’s holdings, as well as the original estate at Longville, grew under his 

direction and his political ties insured their future success.3 

In 1700 Amy, Charles first wife, gave birth to Edward Long’s father Samuel. He 

too entered politics and became an influential member of the Council. He married Mary 

Tate of Northhamptonshire and they had several children. Samuel, also a prominent 

planter owned the Lucky Valley sugar plantation in Clarendon. Now firmly established, 

the Long family was part of the island’s planter elite. 

Edward Long’s early years are extremely difficult to capture. He was born 

Charles Edward Long on August 23, 1734 at St. Blazey, in Cornwall, England. After this 

the record of his childhood and early development is obscure. It is known, however, that 

he received a certain level of education at Bury St. Edmunds School in Liskeard, 

Cornwall. Then on June 28, 1752 he became a law student attending Gray's Inn.4  

Upon his father’s death in 1757, Long left his law studies and relocated to 

Jamaica.5 After arriving on the island, he immediately took over the supervision of his 

father’s successful estate in Clarendon. Not long after, with the help of his eldest sister 

Catharina6, he became the private secretary of her husband the then lieutenant-governor, 

Sir Henry Moore.7 Shortly thereafter Long achieved the position of judge of the Jamaican 

                                                 
3 All biographical material concerning Edward Long and the Long Family was compiled from R.M. 
Howard, The Longs of Longville Jamaica, and Hampton Lodge, Surrey. 2 vols. (London, 1925), Leslie 
Stephen, Dictionary of National Biography (New York: Macmillan, 1892), 32: 304, and Kenneth Morgan, 
“An Introduction to the Microfilm Collection” in Materials on the History of Jamaica in the Edward Long 

Papers Held at the British Library, British Records Relating to America in Microform (BRRAM) series 
(West Yorkshire: Microform Academic Publishers, 2006), 1-2. 
 
4 The Honorable Society of Gray's Inn is one of the four Inns of Court around the Royal Courts of Justice in 
London, England. The four Inns of Court have the exclusive right to call individuals to the Bar which then 
entitles them, after a period of training, to either practice as independent advocates in the Courts of England 
and Wales or to take employment in government service, industry, commerce or finance. To qualify as a 
barrister, everyone must join an Inn and attend qualifying sessions on at least twelve occasions. During 
Long’s time qualification for call to the Bar depended on eating twelve dinners in the company of the Inn, 
rather than any formal training sessions, and on the recommendation of a Judge or a Bencher. For more 
information the society maintains a formal website at http://www.graysinn.info.  
 
5 Long eventually received his called to the bar ex gratia. 
 
6 Jamaica’s Catherine’s Peak located in the heart of the Blue Mountains is named after Catharina. She is 
said to have been the first woman to make the climb to the top.  
 
7 Sir Henry Moore was Jamaican born and the son of an extremely wealthy Jamaican planter. He served as 
acting Governor of Jamaica in 1756 and as Governor from 1759-1762. He also served as Governor of New 
York from 1765-1769.  
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vice-admiralty court. In August of 1758, he married Mary Ballard, the daughter and 

heiress of Thomas Beckford.8  

Long continued his family’s tradition of planter politics with his election to the 

Jamaican Assembly for St. Ann parish in 1761. He served subsequent terms in 1765 and 

1766. By 1768, Long was a highly influential and wealthy member of British society as 

well as an established Jamaican planter and slaver. Eventually, in September of 1768 he 

became Speaker of the Assembly. The House, however, dissolved by the end of that same 

month.  

Edward Long returned to England in 1769 due to poor health. Though he 

maintained a judgeship in Jamaica until 1797, he never returned to the island. While in 

England, Long remained actively involved in political and colonial issues. He continued 

to serve as a voice for both Jamaica and the planter class. He regularly wrote on topics 

concerning imperial policies and the sugar trade, generating numerous pamphlets and 

articles in London newspapers.9 This culminated into his most important work, the three 

volume History of Jamaica first published in 1774. Long died on March 13, 1813 at 

Arundel Park, Sussex. They buried him a week later in the chancel of Slindon Church, 

West Sussex.   

   Elsa Goveia points out in her Historiography of the British West Indies that 

even though Edward Long was born an Englishman, his close ties to Jamaica and his 

Creole sympathies defined him universally as a West Indian; “…and so he was indeed by 

every tie of sentiment and association…”10  Goveia asserts that the word Creole as used 

by her in this context is true to its understanding during Long’s time. It designated a 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
8 Thomas Beckford was not only a famous English author, but an immensely wealthy Jamaican planter. He 
once owned the highly successful Quebec Estate which at one time was one of the largest sugar plantations 
in Jamaica employing over 800 slaves. 
  
9 These included but were not limited to TThe trial of farmer Carter’s dog Porter, for murder. Taken down 

verbatim et literatim in short-hand, and now published by authority, from the corrected manuscript of 

Counsellor Clear-point, ... (London, 1771); Candid reflections upon the judgement lately awarded by the 

Court of King’s Bench, in Westminster-Hall, on what is commonly called the negroe-cause, by a planter 
(London, 1772); English humanity no paradox: or, an attempt to prove, that the English are not a nation of 

savages (London, 1778); and A free and candid review, of a tract, entitled, "Observations on the commerce 

of the American states;" shewing the pernicious consequences, both to Great Britain, and to the British 

sugar islands, of the systems recommended in that tract (London, 1784). 
 
10 Goveia, Historiography of the British West Indies, 53. 
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person either born in the West Indies or sufficiently assimilated to that particular society 

through family ties or residency.11 Though he was not born in Jamaica; his extremely 

wealthy and influential family had been connected with the island since its earliest days 

and had firmly established West Indian roots. The Longs, as with many other landed 

planters, in a sense had come to belong to Jamaica as much as Jamaica had come to 

belong to them. 

The concepts of assimilation and creolization are central to understanding the 

mindset of Edward Long and the Jamaican planter class he was a part of. For Long, 

Creole held no connotation of race. In fact, Long asserts that the Creole is a class of 

people unto themselves. He distinguishes them from “Whites, Blacks, Indians, and their 

varieties; Europeans and other Whites; and imported or African Blacks.”12 Referring to 

them as “native” inhabitants, he grounds them, and thusly himself, in the historic roots of 

Jamaica. Therefore, Long creates a distinct sense of “other” that at times seems both 

confrontational and separatist.  

This “othering,” or rather Creole exceptionalism, is significant when juxtaposed 

with Long’s anti-imperial views. A committed Whig, Long adamantly believed in the 

inability of the executive power of England to efficiently and justly govern Jamaica. This 

included appointments to the Governorship which he saw as simply a corrupt arm of 

imperial power let loose on the island to “abuse it with impunity and profit.”13 He held 

that distance, difference, and corruption prevented the complete assimilation of the 

colony with English government. In his view, the members of the colonial assembly were 

“…the best judges of the evils they feel, and their proper remedies.”14 To Long, Jamaica 

and England were two separate and distinct communities. 

In evaluating Long one can draw the conclusion that in his eyes the colonizing 

planter class underwent an acute transformation in Jamaica. Through West Indian 

creolization they became ideologically and legislatively the colonized. The imperial 

                                                 
11 Ibid. 
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13 Ibid., I, 4 
 
14 Ibid., I, 21. 
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discourse marginalized them and defined their identity on both sides of the Atlantic by 

their distance and difference from the imperial center. Therefore the ambivalence of 

Long’s colonial discourse lies in the fact that the processes of “othering” left the 

Jamaican plantocracy in a fluctuating state between sovereign and subject, infancy and 

adulthood.15   

This by no means sets Long up as a revolutionary wishing to abdicate from the 

British  Empire or to renounce Englishness as a whole. Repeatedly referring to England 

in terms of the “Motherland” and the importance of maintaining the British “birth-right” 

and the “sacred charter,” Long affirms his true belief in the Empire. Rather what he 

envisions is the ability of the Jamaican colony to benefit from a level of legislative 

autonomy within the constructs of empire for enjoying, in his words, the “…possession 

of British freedom to the fullest extent [that the] constitution will bear.”16 In his view this 

would allow Jamaicans to thrive as a colony for the good of both the planters and 

England.  

 As was the case in North America, Long and his fellow Jamaican Creoles firmly 

believed in Locke’s theories on the limitations of sovereign power and its dependency on 

the will of the people. Firmly entrenched in Whig principles, these ideas provided the 

foundation upon which he designed his concepts of the constitutional rights of the 

Jamaican Assembly and “the privileges as derived to them by their constituents.”17 He 

believed, much as the Northern colonists, that these privileges were not, and could not, be 

conceded by the Crown. Rather, he believed that they were the “right and inheritance of 

the people” and that a free and independent assembly was the only way to insure the 

colony against “arbitrary power.”18 As Goveia importantly pointed out, this was 

indicative of an aggressive, yet defensive posturing on the part of the colonists.19 

                                                 
15 For further treatment and a general explanation of the concept of “othering” see Bill Ashcroft, Post-

Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts (New York: Routledge, 2000), 11-12, 171-173. 
 
16 Long, History of Jamaica, I, 6. 
 
17 Ibid., I, 56. 
 
18 Ibid. 
 
19 Goveia, Historiography of the British West Indies, 53.  
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Ideologically, Long and his American contemporaries united in their political beliefs 

concerning the welfare of the colonial empire. 

 Though the West Indians justified the actions taken by the American colonists 

their sense of political camaraderie remained at a distance. British Caribbean plantations 

were far more lucrative investments and had become extremely profitable, and 

dependent, appendages of the Empire. As the historian Andrew Jackson O'Shaughnessy 

points out, the islands had integrated to a higher degree into the economic fabric of the 

Empire than the plantations of the north. This enabled the sugar industry to shape both 

the social conditions and the dependency of the planter elite on Britain.20 

 The extreme profitability of sugar allowed for several differentiating factors 

concerning the West Indian planters and their northern counterparts. However, a couple 

of these were more significant than the others in keeping the Caribbean loyal to the 

Empire. First, the immense capital investment required for the start of a plantation kept 

land and resources highly concentrated in the hands of the elite. This allowed for a 

growing percentage of Caribbean planters to enjoy absenteeism in Britain. Therefore 

enabling them to maintain their close ties with British society, as well as educate their 

children in British schools. This created an umbilical cord to the Motherland that even 

when in the colonies they could draw on for their reassurance of British citizenry.21  

 The second significant factor was the economic dependency of the Caribbean 

planter on England. Whereas the northern colonies enjoyed economic growth due to their 

ability to shop the open market, especially French sugar, monopolization of the British 

Market constrained the West Indies. Though they flourished, this restriction made them 

more and more dependent on discriminatory duties to guarantee their sugar cartel. 

Therefore, as O'Shaughnessy goes on to assert, “In the event of an imperial rift, economic 

self interest dictated loyalty to Britain.”22 So in contrast to the diversification of the 

northern colonies, the specialization of the West Indian sugar colonies both facilitated 

                                                 
20 Andrew Jackson O'Shaughnessy, An Empire Divided: The American Revolution and the British 

Caribbean (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 58. 
 
21 Ibid., 58. 
 
22 Ibid., 59. 
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their need for economic protection and restricted their ability to climb above the need for 

it. 

Therefore, in 1776 when America took the leap from rhetoric to action and 

demanded independence, the West Indian colonies chose to remain in the colonial 

system. It was in this system that their fortunes had been made. More significantly, the 

planters realized that it was also on this system’s continued avenues of trade that their 

economic futures solely rested. The sugar industry became blinded by a “golden age” 

following the Seven Years War where they saw increased production and the rise of 

wholesale sugar prices. Due to this “era of prosperity,” the island plantocracy looked on 

ignorant of the economic and provisional backlash that would soon be caused by the 

Revolution and environmental factors.23  

While the fervor of liberty forced American defenders of revolutionary ideologies 

into print during the early 1770’s, the Somerset ruling of 1772 did the same for pro-

slavery advocates throughout Britain and its Caribbean holdings.24 The case centered on 

a slave’s liberty and status as property. The slave in question, James Somerset, was the

property of a Boston customs official, Charles Stewart. Stewart eventually brought 

Somerset to England. After two years Somerset escaped. However, shortly afterwards he 

found himself recaptured and forced onto a ship bound for Jamaica. With help from 

Granville Sharpe, the humanitarian anti-slavery campaigner, Lord Mansfield, the Lord 

Chief Justice granted a writ of habeas corpus. This ordered the captain of the ship 

incarcerating Somerset to produce the slave before a court. Somerset's legal team argued 

that although the colonies tolerated slavery, the Court of King's Bench must apply the law 

of England. Mansfield ruled in 1772 that “English law could not countenance the 

deportation of a servant by a master.”

 

                                                

25 And so James Somerset won his freedom.  

 
23 David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution: 1770-1823 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1999), 52; Andrew Jackson O'Shaughnessy, An Empire Divided, 60; and Larry E. Tise, 
Proslavery: A History of the Defense of Slavery in America, 1701-1840 (Athens: University of Georgia 
Press, 1987), 76-77.  
 
24 Tise, Proslavery, 77. 
 
25 Blackburn, The Making of New World Slavery, 100. 
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Lord Mansfield's judgment had a profound effect on slaves. Many of them 

misunderstood the ruling to mean emancipation for the slaves in Britain. This was not the 

case. The decision was that no slave could be forcibly removed from Britain and sold into 

slavery. Lord Mansfield repeatedly emphasized that in his ruling “…there had been no 

determination that they were free,” and the judgment went no further than to determine 

that the Master “had no right to compel the slave to go into a foreign country.”26  Though 

the slaves in Britain were not free, this popular belief held for some time and London’s 

black population celebrated the judge throughout the city.27  

The Somerset case was extremely public and divisive. While some abolitionists 

rejoiced in a seeming victory, others less enthusiastic on the subject associated the 

consequences of the Mansfield decision with an unprecedented escalation in the number 

of black citizens in England. They viewed it as a pernicious threat to national purity in 

terms of the resulting intermixture of races: “It is therefore humbly hoped the Parliament 

will provide such remedies as may be adequate to the occasion, by expelling the Negroes 

now here, who are not made free by their owners, and by prohibiting the introduction of 

them in this kingdom for the future; and save the natural beauty of Britons from the 

Morisco tint.”28 It also, more importantly, revealed to the entire Empire how the 

slaveholder’s position in metropolitan thinking had weakened over time. Because it 

brought into question Masters’ rights, planters did not receive Mansfield's judicial 

decision enthusiastically, to say the least.29 Soon they were on the defensive and Edward 

Long stepped forward to register the West Indian response. 

Edward Long was among the first to respond to Judge Mansfield's ruling, in a 

pamphlet entitled Candid Reflections (1772). Playing on the now very real fear that the 

                                                 
26 Thomas Hutchinson, The Diary and Letters of His Excellency Thomas Hutchinson, ed. Peter Orlando 
Hutchinson (London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle & Rivington, 1883-6), 2:277. There have been many 
interpretations of Lord Mansfield's decision; see, for instance, William R. Cotter, “The Somerset Case and 
the Abolition of Slavery in England,” History 79:255 (1994), 31-56; Jerome Nadelhaft, “The Somerset 
Case and Slavery: Myth, Reality, and Repercussions,” Journal of Negro History 1 (1966): 193-208. 
   
27 James Walvin, Black Ivory: A History of British Slavery (London: Fontana Press, 1993), 15.   
 
28 The London Chronicle, 13-16 March 1773; cited in Nigel File and Chris Power, Black Settlers in Britain: 

1555-1958 (Hampshire: Heinemann Educational Press, 1990) 23.  
 
29 Robin Blackburn, The Overthrow of Colonial Slavery, 1776–1848 (London: Verso, 2000), 100. 
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nation, overrun by freed blacks, will become “embronzed with the African tint,” he 

attempted to let the West Indian anxiety of widespread racial intermixture loose on 

vulnerable class distinctions of Britain.30 In order to accomplish this, Long focused on 

the concept of “whiteness” and its vulnerability to racial “darkening.” This approach is 

most obvious in the Preface’s jibe against Mansfield. According to Long, the suppos

impossible act of “washing the Black-a-moor white” had been performed by “a 

lawyer.”

edly 

                                                

31 This sarcasm should not be hastily dismissed. It arises mainly from Long’s 

observations and opinions on the process whereby white men copulated with their mixed-

race offspring over several generations, in order to produce “pure” white progeny. The 

taunt is in the fact that Long believed this to be unattainable saying “twenty or thirty 

generations …would hardly be sufficient to discharge the stain.”32 Another possible 

connotation is his experience with the very slow and methodical manner of granting 

freedoms to blacks and mulattos in the West Indies.33  In essence, it is a warning meant to 

save both the bloodline of the human race and the established hierarchical social structure 

of the colonial Empire. 

Long’s use of “othering” in order to distinguish the Creole class in Jamaica was 

not just significant in terms of political and cultural belonging. More importantly, in the 

wake of the Somerset case, Long used it against the African to promote a racist agenda 

constructed to protect both the slave system and the whiteness of its masters. As the very 

acts of whitening or darkening indicate, the problem with complexion is that it is an 

 
30 Edward Long, Candid Reflections upon the Judgement lately awarded by the Court of the King's Bench, 

in Westminster-Hall, on what is commonly called the Negroe-cause (London, T. Lowndes, 1772). The 
passage is very well known in its assertions that the propensities of the weaker classes could lead to the 
destruction of all of society: “The lower class of women in England, are remarkably fond of the blacks, for 
reasons too brutal to mention . . . in the course of a few generations more, the English blood will become so 
contaminated with this mixture . . . this alloy may spread so extensively, as even to reach the middle, and 
then the higher orders of the people, till the whole nation resembles the Portuguese and Moriscos in 
complexion of skin and baseness of mind. This is a venomous and dangerous ulcer….” (48-9).  
  
31 Long, Candid Reflections, iii. “Washing the blackamoor white” was an ancient proverb expressing 
impossibility and fruitless labor. It is deeply seeded into the English belief in the relativity of complexion 
and morality.  The expression was a commonplace of the Jacobean stage. See Dictionary of Proverbs 
(London: Wordsworth, 1993), 59. 
 
32 Long, History of Jamaica, II, 261.  
 
33 Ibid., II, 320. 
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unstable margin of distinction. Long recognized this instability was increasingly 

problematic for men like him who believed in the fundamental division between the 

black and white “species.” In response to this threat, Long set out to challenge the 

monogenists in the eighteenth century.34 Long knew, as all planters did, that the door had 

been opened for the abolitionists with the Somerset case and quickly reacted. Therefore, 

Candid Reflections became a starting point for the war he would wage not only to justify 

slavery in the minds of the metropolis, but to insure whiteness and the survival of what 

Macaulay would later term “the aristocracy of skin.”35
   

Edward Long ridiculed the opinion that climate modified complexion when he 

referenced the common belief in England that “children born in Jamaica of white parents 

turn swarthy, through the effect of the climate” and some even “converted into black-a-

moors.” His intention in demolishing this metropolitan myth was to reassure his English 

readers that they could always confidently distinguish between the various forms of 

Creole “others.” Thus he protects the white plantocracy and their position in British 

society. However, he goes on to argue that illegitimate children, such as mulattos and 

quadroons, are often sent to England seeking education from “the most expensive 

schools, where their birth and parentage [are] unknown [and] they pass under the general 

name of West-Indians [where their] bronze complexion is ignorantly ascribed to the 

fervour [sic] of the sun.”36 Here he attempts to instill the Caribbean fear of racial 

subversion; hoping to enlist the partisanship of the metropolis to the planter’s egalitarian 

cause. Therefore Long clearly takes racial identity beyond the simplicity of eighteenth 

century taxonomy, and makes it contingent upon public perceptions. 

Though Long only spent twelve years in Jamaica he understood the unique 

difference between West Indian society and that of the metropolis. The institution of 

slavery caused Jamaican society to be racially stratified, not class stratified. As Trevor 

                                                 
34 Ibid., II, 336. Long argued, “For my own part, I think there are extremely potent reasons for believing, 
that the White and the Negroe are two distinct species. . . none but the blind can doubt it.” For a full 
account of the gradual rise of polygenesis, see Roxann Wheeler, The Complexion of Race: Categories of 

Difference in Eighteenth-Century British Culture (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 2000).  
  
35 The phrase “aristocracy of skin” was coined by T. B. Macaulay in a speech before the House 
of Commons in 1831; cited in Blackburn, The Overthrow of Colonial Slavery, 448.  
  
36 Long, History of Jamaica, II, 274. 
 

 11



 

Burnard asserts, in the Caribbean “The ubiquity of slavery…put a premium on 

whiteness.”37 Divisions of labor in England created social structures defined by labor 

needs. In the Caribbean, labor structures, created divisions of society defined by race. 

Therefore, whereas the metropolitan citizenry based their various manifestations of 

solidarity on the perception of class, Jamaica and its sister colonies based planter 

solidarity on whiteness. This, out of necessity, created a level of egalitarianism among 

whites which dispensed with issues of class, in so far as they were all white and stood 

together against the black threat; both real and perceived.38  

In general Long thought very highly of his fellow Jamaican Creoles. He asserts 

that “there are no people in the world that exceed the gentlemen of this island in a noble 

and disinterested munificence.”39 He continuously commemorated their deserving 

dispositions setting them as high as or higher than any resident of England. However he 

did make the comment that scandal and gossiping were in vogue on the island and 

practiced as well as in any other country.40 Regardless, In Long’s mind they were the 

elite of the Empire; keen of sight, intelligent, temperate, humane, and confident to name 

only a few.  

However, strangely enough, in matters concerning their participation in the slave 

trade Long portrayed the planters as simple, struggling children of Jamaica, blindly led 

along by Mother England.  Long emphasized the fact that in the past it was Parliament 

that had implicitly encouraged expansion of the slave trade. They promoted it as traffic 

“highly beneficial to the kingdom, and the colonies and plantations thereon depending.” 

Parliament had independently provided a definition of Negro laborers as “fit objects of 

purchase and sale, transferable like any other goods or chattels,” that obligated the planter 

to respect.41  

                                                 
37 Burnard, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire, 21. 
 
38 Ibid., 21, 75. 
 
39 Long, History of Jamaica, II. 263.  
 
40 Ibid., II, 283 
 
41 Long, Candid Reflections, 4, 24. 
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Long believed that the Empire’s desire to colonize Jamaica overshadowed its 

forethought on issues of industry. This left the Creole planter the responsibility of 

developing the economy and subsequent necessary work force as best they could. He 

admitted that slavery is not the most applaudable system of labor, but regards the planter 

as caught in a position with few alternatives. The Empire could not support the need for 

tens-of-thousands of laborers, and the uncertainty of the sugar industry in no way could 

support a waged labor system. Therefore, in Long’s mind no blame could exclusively rest 

on the planter's shoulders. He was ignorant of the means, and innocent of the guilt.42 

To further achieve his goals of justifying slavery and vindicating the “goodly 

planter,” Long had to recognize the enlightenment of the age. To accomplish this he had 

to reconcile his method, as well as slavery, with the Whig principles of liberty he had 

espoused in his denunciations of the Crown on the basis of “rational freedom.”43 Long 

admits that this reconciliation is not easy. However, he quickly finds solace in the manner 

whereby the Romans and Athenians used it as a foundation to their civilizations.  

This argument asserted by Long, can be considered the early vestiges of the 

mighty pro-slavery argument on the horizon in the American South. Fifty years after 

Long they built their defenses on similar ground; references to Greece and Rome, as well 

as medieval society, became common pillars in Southern pro-slavery rhetoric. However, 

the South’s argument rested on a tenuous relationship between religion and history. This 

created both a powerful front from which to fight, and an internal conflict between 

“antagonistic tendencies: their fondness for individual freedom descended from the 

Greeks and transformed by Christian doctrine; and their approval of a socially cohesive 

medieval corporatism designed to minimize class antagonisms.”44
 Ministers and religious 

thinkers contributed as much as intellectuals and planters did in defining elite Southern 

thought.   

However, Long’s references are neither as evolved nor intertwined with theology. 

Though informed by Roman tradition, David Armitage argues that Long’s period was 
                                                 
42 Ibid., 20-21. 
 
43 Long, History of Jamaica, II. 324. 
 
44 Eugene Genovese and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, The Mind of the Master Class: History and Faith in the 

Southern Slaveholders' Worldview (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 668. 
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still characterized by English and Scottish contemporaries struggling with the 

incommensurable tensions and anxieties between “empire and liberty” and “imperium 

and dominium.”   These contested versions of empire-formation impeded the creation of a 

unitary British Imperial ideology.45 This allowed for Caribbean need to meld with the 

ambiguities of Empire building. Thus, Long’s dilemma is resolved by justifying the 

institution as both inherent to the human condition and obligatory under civilized labor 

systems controlled by “men invested with power at discretion.”46  

To Edward Long the slave system was a historically enduring byproduct of class 

struggle no different than the “perpetual warfare” between the rich and poor.47 

Consequently, slavery must not be seen through the perspective of British concepts of 

freedom, but rather through the realities of being African. The slave is simply relocated 

within a natural and perpetual state of slavery. According to Long, his benefit is the 

limited freedom granted by his beneficing white master in contrast to his abject slavery in 

tyrannical Africa. Long notes that the gentleman planter’s “authority over them is like 

that of an ancient patriarch: conciliating affection…claiming respect through 

justice…[and attracting] the love of the honest and the good; while it awes the worthless 

into reformation.”48 In other words, Long’s concepts rested on the notion that the white 

master is the friend and father to the slave, as the Empire is to its subjects; an empirical 

hierarchical structure based on paternalism.  

Legitimizing the slave system was only the beginning. Now Long faced the 

fundamental problem of inserting the African into that system. He accomplished this by 

setting the Negro up as the necessarily subjugated “other.” He took a two pronged 

approach in achieving this. First, Long philosophically and psychologically played on the 

inherent prejudices and fears of a public consumed by ideas of complexion and their 

                                                 
45 David Armitage, The Ideological Origins of the British Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), 143. 
 
46 Long, History of Jamaica, I, 5. 
 
47 Ibid., I, 25.  
 
48 Ibid., II, 271. 
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broader meanings concerning race, culture, and class.49 And secondly, he scientifically 

and historically categorized black and white. Thus, Long created both a logical and moral 

arena for the debate. 

Before continuing, a point towards the foundation of Long’s viewpoints needs to 

be made. In order to accomplish this, the massive rebellion of 1760 deserves mentioning. 

No other single event would have a similar effect on Long’s slavery writings. It is from 

here that Long’s notions of the necessity of African subjugation became solidified. This 

is also the impetus behind Long’s eventual indictments concerning the deficiencies of the 

plantocracy and its need for change. 

 In the spring of 1760 the most noteworthy Caribbean slave rebellion prior to the 

Haitian Revolution swept through St. Mary’s, Clarendon, St. Elizabeth, St. James, and 

Westmoreland Parishes in Jamaica.50 Known as Tacky's Rebellion, the uprising is named 

for its leader, Tacky, who was supposedly a Coromantee chief in Africa. The plan began 

on Easter Monday when they murdered a shopkeeper in Port Maria before dawn. They 

took with them muskets, powder, and shot; by sunrise hundreds of slaves had joined their 

cause. 

The slaves moved inland in the early morning, taking over estates and killing 

white settlers, who were often still asleep upon their arrival. Eventually a slave from one 

of the overrun properties spread the alarm, and a troop of militiamen responded to the 

region. The Governor quickly gained the dispatch of two companies of regular troops, 

and called upon the Maroons to assist as part of their peace treaty with the British. The 

rebellion spurred slave revolts throughout Jamaica, and it took the British several months 

to quell all of the unrest. Final counts included the deaths of 60 whites and 300-400 

slaves, including the execution of several ringleaders.51  

                                                 
49 See Thomas DiPiero, “Missing Links: Whiteness and the Color of Reason in the Eighteenth Century,” 
The Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation 40:2 (1999), 155-74; For further interest in the field of 
“whiteness,” see David Roediger, Towards the Abolition of Whiteness: Essays on Race, Politics, and 

Working Class History (London: Routledge, 1994); and Richard Dyer, White (London: Routledge, 1997). 
 
50 Long, History of Jamaica, II, 447-465. 
 
51 Ibid.; Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Buford Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra : Sailors, Slaves, 

Commoners and the Hidden History of the Revolutionary Atlantic, (Boston: Beacon Press, 2000), 221-224; 
and Michael Craton, Testing the Chains : Resistance to Slavery in the British West Indies (Ithaca N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 1982), 125-139. 
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From the British perspective the rebellion would not be equaled as an 

imperialistic shock until the Baptist War of 1831 and the Morant Bay Rebellion in 1865, 

both of these also taking place in Jamaica.52 This revolt, which Edward Long noted was 

“more formidable than any [uprising] hitherto known in the West Indies,”53 left an 

indelible mark on the Jamaican planter class. According to historians Linebaugh and 

Rediker, Tacky’s Revolt also became the initiative behind a “new phase of slave 

resistance” and the impetus behind subsequent uprisings and plots throughout the British 

Caribbean.54  

As previously mentioned, Tacky’s revolt had a profound impact on Edward Long. 

Both immediately and over time, it played on his perceptions of planter class. The cause 

and effects of the rebellion tempered his high regard for the society to which he belonged.  

His particular disagreement was with those who were absentees in the system. He argued 

that these plantation owners propagated an inefficiency which had become pervasive 

throughout the island. Overseers left alone, over-abused slaves, and slaves without a 

proper sense of belonging to a master became disagreeable and hard to manage.55 In 

Edward Long’s eyes the general welfare of the island suffered because of this 

phenomenon. In his view, this deficiency could easily be overcome when estate owners 

resided in Jamaica rather than returning as absentees to Britain.  

 Soon after the militia quashed Tacky’s revolt, Long weighed in heavily upon the 

planters. First, Long asserted that historically rebellions began on the estates of absentees, 

and Tacky’s was no exception. By not being present these plantations lacked necessary 

control and personal influence; thus, making them powder kegs of malcontent. 

Furthermore, when rebellions did occur, the responsibility of defense and control on these 

                                                                                                                                                 
  
52 Burnard, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire, 170, and Craton, Testing the Chains, 138. 
 
53 Long, History of Jamaica, II, 462. 
  
54 Linebaugh and Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra, 224. Examples used are Bermuda and Nevis (1761), 
Suriname (1762, 1763, 1768-72), Jamaica (1765, 1766, 1776), British Honduras (1765, 1768, 1773), 
Grenada (1765), Montserrat (1768), St. Vincent (1769-73), Tobago (1770, 1771, 1774), St. Croix and St. 
Thomas (1770 and after), and St. Kitts (1778). It is also pointed out that veterans of Tacky’s Revolt 
participated in the uprisings in Jamaica and British Honduras in 1765 and 1766. 
 
55 Long, History of Jamaica, II, 464. 
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estates fell to the personal services and resources of other men. Long believed that since 

these men found it necessary to retire from the dangers of the island in order to better 

enjoy their prosperity in England there should be ramifications.  

The low ratio of Whites to slaves was so alarming to the Jamaican Assembly that 

it regularly passed Deficiency Acts, fining those planters who failed to keep a due portion 

of white servants to meet the need for extra soldiers as guards against slave rebellions. 

The regulations generally called for one white for every thirty slaves, one for every one 

hundred and fifty head of cattle, and one per tavern or retail shop. The fine or “tax” for 

each deficiency ranged from £6 to £26, depending on the class of the offender and the 

“pleasure of the Assembly.”56 In the wake of the revolt, Long proposed that those who 

were absent should alone carry the burden of the deficiency Tax for the following year 

and allow those who maintained proprietorship and helped in the cause retain theirs.57 In 

his opinion, by not keeping with the spirit of the Deficiency Acts, they effectively 

crippled the island’s ability to defend itself.  Hearing Long’s petition, the following year 

the Assembly levied an extraordinary amount of taxes upon the absentees.58 

At this point, it is immediately clear that a contradiction exists between the 

notions of Long on absenteeism and the reality of his own situation. Edward Long left 

Jamaica in 1769 due to bad health; however it is known that he did not relinquish his 

holdings upon departure. On the contrary, records show that from his Lucky Valley estate 

alone in Clarendon, he reported substantial profits throughout the 1770’s.59 Long, 

however, seemingly has a way to reconcile this dichotomy. He states in his History that at 

certain times absentia was allowable upon taking sufficient precautions and hiring 

reliable and honorable personnel as managers.60 If this is true in his case, he allowed 

                                                 
56 Long, History of Jamaica, I, 380-381. 
 
57 Long, History of Jamaica, II, 464.  
 
58 As a resolution the Assembly doubled the deficiency tax normally required for those that were absent 
during the rebellion. The tax was ameliorated for those that stayed by exempting them from one deficiency 
infraction and maintaining the usual monetary penalty for any remaining infractions. See Long, History of 

Jamaica, II, 464.  
 
59 B.W. Higman, Jamaica Surveyed: Plantation Maps and Plans of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth 

Centuries (Kingston: University of the West Indies Press, 2001), 85-86. 
 
60 Long, History of Jamaica, I, 194. 
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himself an out. It must be remembered that the completion of the History was subsequent 

to his leaving Jamaica.  In addition to these measures, the Longs kept family influence on 

the island. Long retained his judgeship in Jamaica until 1797 and his brother maintained 

the estate of Longville also in Clarendon Parish.61 Therefore, by virtue of wealth, status, 

and familial presence, Long obviously justified this ambiguity concerning his beliefs, 

both to himself and his audience.  

In order to save Jamaica from itself, Long felt obliged to also reflect negatively 

upon the “intemperance and sensuality” of Jamaican white men. He saw theirs as a 

lifestyle that sent most of them to an early grave, leaving a large number of rich “young 

widows, who are greedily snapped up . . . as soon as the weeds are laid aside.”62 

According to Long, the strengthening of the institution of marriage was the first step in 

the right direction. White men needed to abate their attractions to Black women. He 

believed that instead of being “graced by yellow offspring not their own,” they should do 

their English duty by “raising in honorable wedlock a race of unadulterated beings.”63 

Long feared the threat of racial contamination would jeopardize the islands’ 

stability. For Long, the challenge for white West Indians had always lain in maintaining 

their whiteness against the numerous assaults from the creolization of color. This 

included physical adaptation to the tropical climate, interracial sex, or ambiguous cultural 

signifiers, as Long put it, of “dress or fortune.”64 Though all these processes differed 

significantly, any hint that difference might be a matter of surface appearance rather than 

biology threatened the very foundation of slavery in the opposition between black and 

white. This tension between perception and science can be seen very clearly in Long, 

who, while committed to the biology of race and the theory of polygenesis, was 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
61 Higman, Jamaica Surveyed, 84. 
 
62 Ibid., II, 285-6.  
 
63 Ibid., II, 327. He also believed that in order to control illicit connections the laws governing the 
transmission of property should be revised, reverting back to the feudal law of non-alienation. He sought 
this to discourage white fathers from willing their property to mixed children. (326)  
 
64 Long, History of Jamaica, II, 329.  
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nevertheless too close and too astute an observer of West Indian life to ignore the 

tendency of the creolization of color to blur the boundaries between racial identities.65 

 Obsessed by the threat of darkening the “whiteness” of the West Indian planter, 

Long shared the view of many other commentators on the West Indies that domestic life, 

“Creole style,” needed immediate intervention. He asserted that no good could be 

produced by the unnatural mixture of white and black. According to Long the Spanish 

American colonies exemplified this in the fact that a “vicious, brutal, and degenerate 

breed of mongrels has been there produced, between Spaniards, Blacks, Indians, and their 

mixed progeny.”66 For him white and black were two distinct entities that nature had 

purposely divorced, like oil and vinegar.67 Because of this, Long had a colorful 

vocabulary for describing the offspring of the islands’ “disorderly connexions [sic]” 

between white and black. In comparison with pure whites who constituted “a race of 

unadulterated beings,” mulattos were a “tawney [sic] breed,” “a tarnished train of 

beings,” his favorite color for their complexion being “yellow” or “sallow.”68 

Peter Hulme argues in his work on St. Vincent in the late eighteenth century, such 

were the effects of cultural mixing, or transculturation, that it was difficult to tell who 

anybody was by simply looking at them.69 This was a distinct fear of Long’s. He 

conceded that the metropolis might socially tolerate the “yellow brood” of West Indians. 

However he maintained that in the West Indies “so great is the distinction kept up 

between white and mixed complexions, that very seldom are they seen together in a 

familiar way.”70  It is obvious that for Long, racial identity was crucially related to the 

issue of widespread miscegenation in Jamaica. Regrettably for Long, this focus on the 

                                                 
65 Ibid., II, 332. 
 
66 Ibid., II, 327. 
 
67 Ibid., II, 332. 
 
68 Ibid., II, 327-9. A yellow complexion commonly indicated Creoles of mixed-race origin.  
 
69 Peter Hulme, “Travel, Ethnography, Transculturation: St. Vincent in the 1790s,” paper presented at the 
conference, “Contextualizing the Caribbean: New Approaches in an Era of Globalization,” University of 
Miami, Coral Gables, Florida, September 2000; see http://privatewww.essex.ac.uk/~phulme/.  
 
70 Ibid., II, 329.  
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blurring of white and black identities deflated his arguments on the distinction of races 

and their inability to viably mix.  

Edward Long finds it necessary to address the woman’s role in Creole society as 

well. His approach is telling of his perceptions concerning women. First, he describes 

them in a commoditized manner. As if discussing a property of pleasure, Long begins the 

discussion on the topic of their magnificent shape and noticeable sexuality. He then, 

spends ample time on the finer qualities of their teeth as compared to North American 

women.71  From here, Long shows an almost Aryan preference for blondes. He states that 

unlike the fairer complexions of the sex who turn a modest red in direct sun “the 

brunettes …frequently become browner…and seem to be tinged with a bilious secretion 

which circulates with the blood.”72 This is significant because even in issues concerning 

sexuality, the deeply engrained fear of darkening seemingly cannot be overcome. In this 

case, perceptions of whiteness overrule the common sense of environment in order to 

define acceptability in the opposite sex. 

Beyond this, women for Long are childlike and in need of constant supervision.73 

They are a potential weak link in the defensive chain of Creole white hegemony. For 

Long, however, this is not a hopeless state. Through proper training women can 

transform into a significant contributor to Creole society and the betterment of the 

plantocracy. In his opinion all that is required is sufficient education and the development 

of skills in the realm of domestic tasks. In addition, he offered many attributes for which 

these women should aspire; including a modest demeanor, a moderate zeal for expensive 

pleasures, fidelity, discretion, and plain tokens of good humor. Long believed it no 

arduous task for them to become more companionable and useful, thus rendering them 

more agreeable wives. This agreeability was paramount in Long’s view, to overcoming 

the man’s need to wander. 74  
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Long conceded however that this would be easier for those women brought up in 

and around towns or Great Britain. Those who had been bred in the country he felt should 

be pitied, but not excused. To his dismay, rural Creole life involved an unseemly 

intimacy of white women with large numbers of black attendants. The typical young 

white Creole woman lolled around in imitation of her African servants, he wrote, 

“gobbling pepper-pot, seated on the floor, with her sable hand-maids around her.”75 He 

also complained about the pervasive habit of putting white children out to Black or 

mulatto wet nurses.76 Long firmly believed that this practice through the transference of 

breast milk would “…generate a large quantity of viscid slime in their bowls, [and form] 

a nidus for the worms to deposit their eggs.”77 Clearly Long’s intent was to sustain belief 

in the deeply seeded biles of race in order to continue the strict divisions necessary 

between white and black. In regards to the plight of these “unhappy tramontanes,” Long 

reasserts his belief in female education. Here he makes a plea to the Jamaican Assembly 

that the offering of schools and instruction is their only hope to receive the “liberal 

polish” needed to become “ornaments” of society.78 Though the task was great, women’s 

reform was possible.  

Long’s views on Creole men and women are telling of two of his immediate 

concerns. First, the front against darkening was broad, and every member of society had a 

distinct role to play. Secondly, it shows that Long believed, as many of the time, that 

women were a weakness; childlike in their ignorance. They occupied a distinct position 

in the Creole hierarchy, and, like the slaves, this position was defined by natural 

circumstance. 

In order to direct a stronger sense of urgency toward the danger of racial dilution 

or darkening, Long needed to continue his “othering.”  Drawing upon the notion of the 

Great Chain of Being, Long employed a pseudo-scientific, polygenic approach to argue 
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that Africans were a separate species, occupying an intermediate position between 

humans and apes.79 Confidently arguing this position, with the certitude borne of 

extremism, he advanced the notion that “If such has been the intention of the Almighty, 

we are then perhaps to regard the orang-outang [sic] as, -the lag of human kind, Nearest 

to brutes, by God design’d [sic].”80 Hence he stressed the orangutan’s proximity to man, 

and, conversely, the debased similarity of the Hottentots.81 To illustrate their kinship, he 

cites Tyson, Rufon, and every fragment of apocrypha on the subject. Orangutans ate at 

dinner tables; they had the same mechanical and intellectual abilities as Negroes; and 

they were equally lascivious, having “the most intimate connexion [sic] and 

consanguinity” with Negroes, including “amorous intercourse.”82 Moreover, Negroes had 

“a covering of wool, like the bestial fleece, instead of hair;” and, instead of white lice, 

they were infested with black lice, like animals.83 Long did not merely place the black 

man below the white man, he practically expelled him from the human race.84  

                                                 
79 Also called scala natura, this is the influential concept that all of nature, from non-living matter to 
sophisticated organisms to spiritual beings, forms an unbroken physical and metaphysical series. Based on 
ideas of Plato and Aristotle but popularized in biology in the writings of German philosopher Gottfried 
Leibniz, French naturalist Georges Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, and Swiss philosopher Charles 
Bonnet. The theory's biological significance developed in the 18th century, when species were arranged in 
a graded hierarchy. 
 
80 Long, History of Jamaica, II, 371; Long continued as follows: “The Negro race (consisting of varieties) 
will then appear rising progresively in the scale of intelect, the further they mount above the oran-outang, 
and the measure of it more compleat, and analogous to the harmony and order that are visible in every other 
line of the world’s stupendous fabric. Nor is this conclusion degrading to human nature, while it tends to 
exalt our idea of the infinite perfections of the Deity.”  
 
81 This African tribe, which calls themselves the Khoikhoi, was first encountered near The Cape of Good 
Hope in the 17th century by Dutch travelers to East Asia. The Dutch found them to be what they 
considered uncivilized, treacherous, stinking, and not to be trusted. In the British mind, the Hottentots had 
the reputation of being people considered at the lowest rung of The Great Chain of Being, indicating that 
they were not much less than animals. Hottentots, in the writings of Eighteenth Century Europeans, is most 
often used as a standard for the lowest, most savage types of human beings. See Linda E. Merians, 
Envisioning the Worst: Representations of "Hottentots" in Early Modern England (Newark: University of 
Delaware Press, 2001), 13-32. 
 
82 Long, History of Jamaica, II, 352. 
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 The abhorrent logic of this argument cannot solely lie at the feet of Long. Others 

during this period advanced similar positions with the same commitment and zeal. These 

included the anonymous American author of the essay Personal Slavery who echoed the 

same conclusions. He denied rationality to Blacks and, therefore, emphasized their 

inability to “have the most distant notions of a supreme being.”85 Like Long, he placed 

Blacks on the lowest rung of the human scale, directly above the apes. Thomas Jefferson 

too accepted the Negro-ape relationship. Negro men, he claimed, preferred white women 

to black as equally as the “oranootan[sic]” desired black women to females of their own 

species.86 

Central to this white discussion of slavery in the eighteenth century was the 

aptitude and capability of the African slave. Long knew that if education could be proven 

to advance the African slave, a damaging exception to the racist assumption of mental 

inequality would exist. To Long, and those who shared his opinions, it was unthinkable 

that the black mind could ever rival that of the white.87 Therefore, Long repeatedly deals 

with issues he associated with “proper” white society in order to detail the inferiority of 

the Negro. Long claims that Africans “seem almost incapable of making any progress in 

civility or science…. They have no moral sensations… and no taste but for women and 

drinking to excess. They conceive no pleasure from the most beautiful parts of their 

country.”88 Long echoed Hume and Kant and found it astonishing that despite being 

subject to colonization and integration into European society for hundreds of years, 

African slaves failed to demonstrate any appreciation or possession of arts and letters or 

inventive ability.  

Christianity was also beyond the grasp of the Negro. To support this he cites their 

general “inappentency” to become converts. He believed that this together with their 

                                                 
85 Personal Slavery Established by the Suffrages of Custom and Right Reason (Philadelphia, 1773), 18. 
Like Long, this anonymous author also engaged in the game of classifying species. Indeed, he went to the 
extreme of subdividing “the Africans in five classes, arranging them in the order as they approach nearest 
to reason, as 1st Negroes, 2nd Orang-outangs, 3rd Apes, 4th Baboons, and 5th Monkeys...”  
  
86 Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the state of Virginia (Philadelphia, 1788), 148.  
 
87 Gordon Lewis, “Pro-Slavery Ideology,” in Caribbean Slavery in the Atlantic World, ed. Verene Shepherd 
and Hilary McD. Beckles (Kingston, Jamaica: Ian Randle Publishers Limited, 2000), 552. 
 
88 Long, History of Jamaica, II, 353. 
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“barbarous stupidity” and ignorance of the English language rendered them incapable of 

understanding what was being taught to them, much less the importance of the message. 

In Long’s view attempts at preaching and the act of baptism would no more convert a 

Negro to Christianity than a “sound drubbing would convert an illiterate faggot-maker 

into a regular physician.”89 Long’s African possessed “no rules of civil polity,” no 

aesthetic appreciation, and no moral rectitude.90 Long argued the Negro by nature was 

incapable of reasoning or higher thought. 

For Long the final justification for the institution of slavery was that Africans 

were freer as slaves in the Caribbean than as subjects under tyrannical, unaccountable 

chiefs in their homelands.91 Long sincerely believed that slavery as an institution allowed 

Africans to make real progress towards freedom. He asserted that the “taming of the 

beast,” brought them closer to the identity of man and since English law protected these 

“tamed beasts,” the master could not hold an unlimited amount of power over them.92 In 

Long’s mind this allowed them a degree of liberty they could never enjoy in Africa.  

Additionally, they benefited from exposure to modern European culture and technologies. 

Therefore, in Long’s view slavery was a transitional state that offered Africans 

measurable long term benefits, which made it ultimately a modernizing and progressive 

institution.93  

Human progress for the Negro meant creolization to Long. Once accepted into the 

familial bosom, Jamaica transformed the slave from the “wild African” to the more 

passive Black Creole. Long is quick to point out that the English habit of compounding 

the Blacks into one rebellious class is misguided. In his experience only the newer, 

unseasoned Negroes ever conspired against the colonists. The Creole had been tamed, 

and even the native Africans did not dare to elicit their help in rebellion.94  
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Prolonged enslavement and the creolization process had cultural benefits as well. 

Long points out that the black Creole, as opposed to their African counterparts, 

developed a certain propensity for music and dance. Of note is their supposed, according 

to Long, affinity for the minuet and sonata.95 The black Creole was also better fit for the 

reception of Christianity. By gaining the ability of retention and a better knowledge of the 

language, Long saw them as being responsive to instruction and able to retain the 

importance of baptism. He also believed in the productive consequences their conversion 

would have on the moral and fundamental aspects of their lives.96 

Long’s belief in the ability of the Creole to transform himself is not one stricken 

out of hope for a single society. Long simply believed that the more European in manner 

and custom, the better off the black Creole would be. This better position, for Long, leads 

to a better disposition; all advancing toward the goal of a content workforce owing and 

grateful to the ambivalent planter for his generosity. Even when addressing the need for 

mulatto schools, Long does not have assimilation in mind. His purpose was to ease the 

shock of English society toward the short-comings of the planter class.97  

 Edward Long was undeniably a strong proslavery advocate and polygenist who 

regarded enslaved Africans as subhuman; an inferior species. He associated slaves with 

apes in terms of lechery and as any planter feared the prospect of slave revolts. He 

believed, however honestly in his own mind, that transporting enslaved Africans to the 

Caribbean instilled order and discipline into their lives. He considered the slave trade 

both a profitable and necessary endeavor for British colonial interests and attempted in 

every way to portray Jamaican slavery as a benevolent institution. He supported the rights 

of the plantocracy against the power of the imperial government no matter the colony.  

When necessary he reliably and swiftly defended their cause in the face of humanitarian 

objections to slavery. However, Edward Long also argued against “inefficient” plantation 

owners. He adamantly believed that estate owners should be responsible residents in 

Jamaica rather absentee owners. Long argued for better schools in Jamaica, and education 
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for women and mulattos. He campaigned for improved military defenses and a stronger 

militia. Suspicious of the governor’s power and worried for the effects of abuses, Long 

fervently supported an elected Jamaican Assembly, free from arbitrary dismissal. In 

essence Long belonged to two Jamaicas: The island of the “temperate and humane” 

Creole; and the Agricultural empire of the British entrepreneur. 

Edward Long’s History of Jamaica unravels its racist logic by combining 

conflicting views of human differences. He mixes his contention of a permanent gulf 

between Africans and Europeans with a belief in the reformist possibilities of 

creolization. He creates layers of “others” while simultaneously giving them a unique 

West Indian fluidity. Regrettably, Long the historian is constantly under the intense 

pressure of Long the planter. While applauding the virtues of the Jamaican Creole 

gentleman, he cannot escape his disdain for their weaknesses. As Gordon Lewis puts it, 

in a sense he is the “Puritan in Babylon.”98 Long becomes a victim of both his time and 

circumstance. Caught between the rock of moral modernization and the hard place of the 

Jamaican plantocracy, Edward Long serves as an historical reminder of the extreme 

colonial dichotomy within the British Empire during the late eighteenth century. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

THE PLANTOCRACY IN TRANSITION: THE DICHOTOMY OF  

BRYAN EDWARDS 

 

 

In 1793 Bryan Edwards first published his well-respected and much cited History, 

Civil and Commercial of the British Colonies in the West Indies. Like Edward Long, he 

too wrote from the perspective of the well-established British plantocracy. In his writings 

and political and economic activities, he championed the significance of the West Indian 

colonies and their viability within the Empire. Being a Jamaican planter Edwards’ 

personal fortune depended on the continued success of the West Indian planters and 

merchants in the expanding British economy. Therefore, as with Long, Edwards’ 

apologetic history of the British West Indies resulted from his firmly held membership 

within Jamaica’s plantocracy. 

However, by the time of Edwards’ History, the world Long wrote about 

drastically changed. As James Walvin asserts, “After the loss of the American colonies in 

1783, the ideologies of that revolution established a universal vernacular of equality 

throughout the Empire that could not simply be limited to white people.”99 As a result, by 

the middle of the 1780s, persistent rumblings over the wretchedness of slavery began to 

echo throughout Britain. In 1787, fueled by the establishment of the Committee for the 

Abolition of the Slave Trade, and the persistence of men like Thomas Clarkson and 

William Wilberforce, the abolitionist movement surged forward bringing with it a wave 

of public opposition.100 The West Indian planters caught the brunt of the attack full force. 

                                                 
99 James Walvin, “Abolishing the Slave Trade” History in Focus, 12 (Spring, 2007), 
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Consequently, Bryan Edwards, as their deputized advocate and defender went on the 

defensive.  

Long and Edwards, witnessed many of the same historical events, but they wrote 

about and defended slavery in markedly different times. The significantly different 

external pressures of the time uniquely influenced Edwards’ interpretations and reactions 

concerning them, and his approach to defending the Caribbean plantocracy and its 

dependency on the institution of slavery. These influences caused a conflict between 

Edwards’ ingrained conservative and racist planter mindset and his recognition of the 

liberty and humanitarianism of the period.   

Unlike Long, whose writings geared more towards inciting a West Indian 

audience, Edwards’ focus was the metropole. Because of this, he found himself fighting a 

battle that necessitated late-century restraint over early-century resolve. Therefore, as 

historian Elsa Goveia points out, in response to the abolitionist’s critique, he moderately 

attempted “to reconcile the claims of order and justice in a society composed of masters 

and slaves.”101 In contrast to Long, Edwards tried to find a middle ground and step 

outside the unconditional racism characterized by his historical counterpart. By 

borrowing the language of his progressive and liberal opponents, Edwards attempted to 

justify and reinforce a white Creole society struggling to both maintain their way of life 

and their place within the British Empire. 

Born in Westbury, England on May 1, 1743, Bryan Edwards spent his early youth 

on a small country estate that his father had inherited.  However, the income of the estate 

was minimal, less than £100 per year. Because of this, the elder Edwards attempted to 

undertake a variety of businesses including the brokering of corn and malt. Always 

seeming to be beyond the realm of his aptitude, the attempts proved to be vain. In 1756 

Edwards’ father died leaving his mother a destitute widow with six children. Luckily, the 

family was not without benefactors. His mother’s brother, Zackary Bayly, a wealthy 

landowner and planter in Jamaica, took the family under his protection. 
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As the eldest child, Edwards' father had him study under the tutelage of the 

minister William Foot in Bristol. Foot, according to Edwards, “was both a learned and 

good man.”102 Here he studied arithmetic, writing, and English grammar. Edwards 

particularly remembered the attention spent in the construction of letters. It was here that 

he excelled and always considered this training where he acquired his thirst for “correct 

and elegant composition.”103 However, upon his father’s death his uncle removed him 

from the care of Foot and placed him in a French boarding school, also in Bristol. In 

1759, the younger brother of his benefactor came to England and settled in London. Soon 

Edwards came to live with him where he began to enjoy an upper class lifestyle for the 

first time. This younger uncle, among other things, was a representative of Abingdon in 

parliament. Though financially he was better off, the relationship between the two soured 

and in the latter part of 1759 Bryan Edwards left for Jamaica to reside with Zackary 

Bayly. 

Upon arriving in Jamaica, Edwards immediately realized his good fortune. He and 

his uncle were soon close and Edwards found himself to be extremely happy. Before long 

Bayly engaged a tutor to continue Edwards’ education. The man acquired for the task 

was Mr. Isaac Teale, a clergyman, who had previously been master of a free grammar 

school. Teale and Edwards’ relationship lasted for five years and had a profound effect 

on Edwards. After his teacher’s death in 1764, Edwards published in his honor the poem 

“Elegy on the Death of a Friend”104 and later in his History, he referred to him as his 

“…loved and ever-to-be lamented friend.”105 

Initially Bayly gave Edwards the two estates of Bryan Castle and Brampton 

Bryan. He did this with the intention of training him in the sugar industry. Subsequently, 

when Bayly died in 1769 Edwards inherited his wealth and many other properties. A 

student of the plantocracy, Edwards rose in prominence. He became one of the wealthiest 
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men in Jamaica eventually owning by the mid-1770’s thousands of acres and over 1,500 

slaves.106 

In 1765 Bryan Edwards entered the Jamaican assembly and became a strong voice 

for colonial rights. After a short while he became a leading member of that body. He soon 

began to assert his wealth and position in matters concerning what he thought was the 

common good of the island; namely the planter elite. In 1774 he visited England in an 

attempt to convince the Board of Trade, which oversaw colonial affairs, to allow the 

Jamaican Assembly the rights of regulation over the island’s slave trade.107 Though he 

lost the fight he never backed down from his convictions on the subject of self-

government or the general welfare of Jamaica. Edwards not only spoke for the plight of 

the West Indian planter, but also vocally supported the North American colonies in their 

disputes with Great Britain before and after the American Revolution. Never afraid to 

voice an opinion, he firmly believed that “The war with America on the part of great 

Britain was conceived in wickedness, and continued through insanity.”108 In 1782, he 

returned to England as an outspoken voice against the war. 

Upon his arrival in England, Edwards tried and failed to secure a seat in 

parliament as a member for Chichester. In 1783, he openly protested against the passage 

of a prohibition on West Indian trade with the newly formed United States. Years of war 

and repeated destruction by hurricanes had left food supplies decimated in the British 

Caribbean. He published pamphlets and argued before the Board of Trade asserting, “We 

accuse the planter of cruelty to his slaves…and contemplate, at the same time, with 

approbation or indifference, our own commercial policy, under which many thousands of 
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these unhappy people have already perished, and…many thousands more will probably 

fall a sacrifice.”109 Though Edwards’ plea fell on deaf ears, he proved correct. In Jamaica 

alone over 15,000 slaves died mainly from starvation between 1780 and 1787.110 In 1787 

Edwards returned to Jamaica. Resuming his place in the Jamaican assembly, Edwards 

remained vocal on advocating for slavery and other West Indian issues such as trade 

restrictions and the local autonomy of government.111  

In 1792 Edwards was a part of a British relief expedition to the nearby colony of 

French St. Domingue where the massive Haitian Revolution erupted in August of 1791. 

What Tacky’s Revolt was to Edward Long, the Haitian Revolution was to Edwards. What 

he witnessed there overwhelmed his mind and he set forth to impress that shock onto the 

British Empire. Edwards waged a descriptive war against his ideological enemies with 

disturbing visions of infants impaled on stakes and white women raped across the corpses 

of their husbands and fathers.112 He relates the horrific fate of Madame Séjourné:  

This unfortunate woman (my hand trembles as I write) was far advanced in her 

pregnancy. The monsters, whose prisoner she was, having first murdered her 

husband in her presence, ripped her up alive, and threw the infant to the hogs. 

―They then (how shall I relate it) sewed up the head of her murdered husband in 

―!!! ―Such are thy triumphs, Philanthropy!113 

  

He related these atrocities in an attempt to burn an indelible mark on the complacency of 

the planter class, as well as the sentimental rhetoric of the abolitionists. 

After witnessing the ravages upon the planter class in the midst of revolution, 

Edwards’ resolve in aiding in the maintenance of the slave system became even more 
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solid. He believed that more than any other factor it was “the vile machinations of men 

calling themselves philosophers whose pretences to philanthropy were as gross a 

mockery of human reason, as their conduct was an outrage on all the feelings of our 

nature, and the ties which hold society together,”114 which caused the uprising. For 

Edwards, the false hope of abolition gave rise to the revolutionary ideals of the slave. 

Urging them to aspire to a place in society they could never achieve. As the historian 

Olwyn Blouet points out, Edwards became keenly aware and resentful of “external forces 

seeking to change internal affairs.”115 No longer did British pressure simply target 

economic systems of the Caribbean, but now it plainly aimed at disrupting the very social 

fabric of the colonies. If Creole slaves proved to be susceptible to the influences of 

abolitionists and incited to rebel, what did this say about the success of creolization. 

Thus, in Edwards’ view if the creolization of West Indian society failed, the alternative 

was St. Domingue.116 In 1795, Edwards returned to England and took up his activities as 

a West India merchant and banker. That same year he failed once more to enter 

parliament, this time standing in Southampton. Still determined, in 1796 he finally 

became an MP for Grampound, a notoriously corrupt Cornish borough.117 Convinced that 

the perpetuation of the slave trade was essential to the survival of Jamaica as a sugar 

colony, and with the resolved founded on his experience in St. Domingue, Edwards 

quickly joined forces with the powerful pro-slavery faction. In this capacity, he fought 

fervently until his death in July of 1800. 

In reviewing the works of Bryan Edwards, he at times can be viewed as a 

contradictory character wishing that there were no such thing as slavery in the world and 

at other times it’s most loyal and fierce defender. He openly admitted that he once hoped 

for England to abolish the slave trade all together. In his mind, this would set a humane 
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example for other nations.118 Although hoping to position himself as a moderate, it is 

important to remember that Bryan Edwards was himself a West Indian planter. He openly 

believed that West Indian slavery was, overall, advantageous for Africans and his 

loyalties lay in the furtherance of the institution. The stern antislavery rebuttal, A Letter to 

Bryan Edwards, by William Preston of Dublin in 1795 is evidence of this fact. Here 

Preston asks Edwards why a man “of liberal and ingenuous spirit would knowingly and 

deliberately commence the advocate of barbarity, and prostitute the dignity of the historic 

page to the propagation of error and the support of abuses.”119 For these reasons, in the 

late eighteenth century, Bryan Edwards was certainly understood to be a vocal defender 

of slavery and one who attracted abolitionists’ attention. 

In fact Edwards can quickly be distinguished from a mediator between the master 

and the slave and become recognized as an eager defender of slavery. He firmly believed 

that the sudden emancipation of the Negroes would increase, rather than diminish, their 

miseries and lead to unspeakable sufferings that “would involve both master and slave in 

one common destruction.”120 Any benevolence, therefore, confined itself within the 

bounds of planter class reason, not the realities of slavery. Thus, any support for positive 

change within the institution of slavery had to meet certain standards. First, its success 

could not produce any violent agitation or revolution, and second it must be beneficial to 

both the image of the planter class and the continuance of slavery. Therefore, what drove 

Bryan Edwards was a similar desire to both reform and preserve slavery. 

Admittedly, Edwards pulled substantially from Edward Long. He refers to Long 

in the capacity as both a friend and an advisor. Edwards writes, “Neither the gratitude 

which I owe for favors bestowed, nor the pride which I feel from the honour [sic] of our 

friendship, will allow me to conceal the name of Edward Long, to whom I am first and 

principally indebted.” 121 Yet, in contrast to Long, Edwards maintained relatively close 
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ties to the ideological transitions of England. Where Long remained isolated in thought 

through a strong West Indian lineage, the issues of revolution in America, and the fear 

beset by Tacky’s revolt, Edwards saw himself as forced to respond to the humanitarian 

mentality of his time.122  

It was essential for Bryan Edwards to maintain an outward sense of 

humanitarianism. This is easily seen in his many references to the fact that he is no friend 

of slavery. He adamantly proclaimed that all “fortitude of mind is lost as free agency is 

restricted”; he adds, “Cowardice and dissimulation have been the properties of slavery in 

all ages and will continue to be so until the end of the world.”123 However, though Bryan 

Edwards recognized the negatives, he found it hard to evolve past his pro-slavery views 

while living in and profiting from the system of slavery. He is, therefore, compromised 

by his social and economic position. That is not to say that under any other circumstances 

Edwards would have been an abolitionist. As David Brion Davis has pointed out, 

Edwards’ beliefs and attitudes though influenced less by racial prejudice and more by 

enlightened ideas, remained firmly centered in the preservation of the plantocracy and 

West Indian Creole culture.124   

For Edwards, the tensions between his liberal and proslavery positions resolved 

themselves by falling back on the extensively studied stereotypes revealed in Long’s 

History of Jamaica. He agreed with Long that the “Negro is distrustful and prone to 

theft.”125 He commented on their perceived inability to consider the future or invest 

themselves in their independent well-being; needing a master to direct them. Similar to 

Long and many others, he also observed their supposed promiscuity and sexual 
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aggressiveness.126 Dark, wild, and unpleasant to the sense of smell, from Edwards’ 

perspective, Africans were undoubtedly savages from a barbarous continent.127 

Edwards focused on the uncivilized nature of life in Africa and the inherent lack 

of capabilities for modern life among African people to argue they were better off under 

slavery. According to Edwards’ reasoning, the very circumstance of being African had 

unfortunately left them wanting of the graces bestowed on the rest of the Human race.128  

For him, by virtue of savage conditioning, they were void of the capacity for distinctive 

civilized traits such as love, restraint, music, literature, and honesty. Thus, since the softer 

virtues were missing in the heart of the African, Edwards asserted that benevolence was 

altogether lost to them and any authority placed in their hands would immediately turn to 

tyrannical passions and cruelty without restraint.129 Therefore, in a world defined by 

those capable of wielding power and those who were under their control, the slaves were 

unable to aspire in bettering their fate, nor move beyond their unfortunate situation. In 

other words, Edwards argued these deficiencies made them incapable of promoting 

themselves to the ranks of white civility. 

Here lies the significant difference between Bryan Edwards and Edward Long. 

Edwards saw the world through a reflection of certain enlightened ideas, ones  that Long 

avoided through either ideological isolationism or simply staunch racism. Edward Long 

unabashedly placed Africans with the apes, distinguishing them from white race by 

species. Edwards, however, never states a belief in the certainty of the African being of 

an inferior race, or species for that matter.  

Bryan Edwards provides a meticulous account of the various African peoples 

transported to Jamaica as slaves. He takes care in uniquely illustrating their differences; 

categorizing them by region and nation, as well as in some cases by tribes found within 

the various nations. For Edwards, whether Mandingos, Koromantyn, or Eboes, each was 
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distinguishable by specific physical and social characteristics.130 Therefore, Edwards, in a 

remarkable break from Long and his contemporaries, looking past the obvious racism, 

gave the African a discernable individuality not based on biology, but rather region and 

circumstance. This is most telling in his description of the Eboes where he noted that “the 

conformation of the face greatly resembles that of a baboon” and that this seemed to 

distinguish them from other Africans. However, most significant to this passage is its 

final note. Here he added, “ I mean not however to draw any conclusion of natural 

inferiority in these people to the rest of the human race, from a circumstance which 

perhaps is purely accidental, and no more to be considered as a proof of degradation, than 

the red hair and high cheek bones of the Natives of the North of Europe.”131  Hence, 

according to Edwards, Africans were simply unfortunate enough “through accident of 

birth or fortune” to be the opprimé du jour.132  Edward Long wrote of the necessity to 

form a racial hierarchy grounded in the separation of species. Twenty years later, Bryan 

Edwards made room for a social caste system based on the separation of races simply by 

unfortunate conditions. 

Edwards then juxtaposed the unfortunate circumstances of the African with the 

humanity of the West Indian planter. He began by soliciting pity for the owners of slaves. 

It was his experience that the majority of masters found themselves owning slaves 

because of happenstance rather than planning. He asserted that most came by their 

plantations through inheritance, debt collection, or some other accidental means. He 

further suggested that since the majority of these men maintained residence in England, 

removed from their properties, that they could not be blamed for affairs they neither 

participated in nor had ever seen.133 

Edwards believed that public indignation unjustly marked slaveholders for 

prosecution. He saw the popular trembling of a nation over the “real or fictitious 

distresses of the African Laborers” as allowing no room for the “sober exercise of 
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reason.”134 He warned that the circumstance of the slave relies heavily on the 

circumstances of the slave owner and that “the blow that wounds the master, exterminates 

the slave.”135 Though appealing to British common sense and reason, he resolutely 

situated the planter in a defensive position. 

It is from this position then, that Edwards builds his case for showing the 

humanity of the plantocracy as exemplified by their treatment of the slaves.  According to 

Edwards’s apology in the defense of slavery, upon being sold to a Master the slave is 

enlightened to the civility and necessity of clothing. Edwards notes, “The circumstance of 

being exposed naked is perhaps of little account to those who were never sensible of the 

necessity or propriety of being clothed.”136 Then through assimilation into plantation life 

they acquired certain levels of autonomy from which to develop, in Edwards’ opinion, a 

“happy coalition between the master and the slave.”137 For instance, the allotment of 

provisional grounds to cultivate allowed them access to the market for whatever 

foodstuffs that they did not consume themselves and part of the yield that had to be 

turned over to their master. The slave could then sell what meager remains they had and 

“indulge himself with fine clothes on holidays, and gratify his palate with salted 

meats.”138  Finally, they obtained “cottages” in small black villages (the slave quarters) 

within the plantation, that Edwards lauded as “pleasing and picturesque” in 

appearance.139 Where Edwards bestowed his highest praise was for the medical care the 

plantation offered their slaves. He believed this to be the largest source of their 

“indebtedness” to the master. The slaves were daily or weekly inspected by a doctor for 

good health. In instances where medical attention was required, every plantation 

according to Edwards, offered the benefit of a sick-house or hospital. The slave-owner in 
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his infinite generosity supplied the blankets, rice, flour, and other assundries needed for 

the proper maintenance of the facility.140 

As evidenced above, Edwards’ attempted to re-imagine slavery as humane and 

deployed sentiment in order to support the institution. This position placed him between 

the extremes of Long’s pro-slavery argument and abolitionism.  He strove for middle 

ground between the immediate end of slavery and total acceptance of plantations as they 

were. In doing this he manipulated the dichotomy of slave and master to fabricate the 

paternalistic humanitarian basis upon which he situated the plantocracy. The result was 

irreconcilable contradictions from which Edwards could not escape. It also showed the 

feebleness in his pro-slavery argument; if the best you can offer up in defense of the 

master class is their generosity in basic necessities such as food and clothing. 

On the one hand Edwards asserted, “…with truth and modesty,” that generally, 

with only a few exceptions, slaves found in the British West Indies are in 

“…circumstances of their food, lodging, and medical assistance,” better off than the 

European peasantry. He pointed out that the colonial legislative authorities, “humanely 

and laudably,” worked to improve the condition of slavery and “circumscribe the power 

of the master.” 141 Yet on the other hand, Edwards did admit that regardless of the 

enlightenment of the age and the improvements made towards slavery that there were 

problems. For Edwards it was a “melancholy truth” that the subjugation of a people does 

create instances of abuse and that these abuses were often necessary to instill fear in 

slaves. He held that most planters were humane; but he allowed that some facts could be 

cited in contradiction of the assertion. He also pointed out the inability of the slave to 

seek redress in the courts for these abuses. According to Edwards, with a loss of 

accountability “a sense of decorum alone affords but a feeble restraint against the corrupt 

passions and infirmities of our nature.”142 This obviously shows a direct conflict of 

priorities, while at the same time defining the planter class. The planter is humane and 

sadistic; good and bad.  
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Edwards reconciled these positions, with the proclamation of planter virtue. 

Though large numbers of Africans “have been torn from their native country and dearest 

connections, by means which no good mind can reflect but with sentiments of disgust, 

commiseration, and sorrow… Nothing is more certain than that the slave trade may be 

very wicked, and the planters in general very innocent.”143 The only question for 

Edwards concerning the character of the planters was how to make “undue allowance for 

human frailty under the influence of a degree of power ever dangerous to virtue.”144 A 

blatant denial of truth, Edwards knew it was the planters who petitioned for expanding 

the slave trade. Regardless of this contradiction, for him planters were helpless victims of 

their situation; a situation placed upon them by others, namely England herself. 

 One of the most important points from Bryan Edwards’ History involve his rare 

indictment of the plantocracy. He used the idea that careless masters, whose debts disrupt 

the domestic and sentimental attachments of male slaves, were one of the worst aspects 

of slavery. Edwards’ moral appeal was to domesticity; to the value of family integrity. He 

suggested that slavery could be perfectly humane and reasonable if only every master 

were a responsible planter as well as a responsible paternalist. He focused on the 

individual slave who has virtues of domesticity, responsibility, and self-discipline, but is 

cruelly treated due to forces beyond their control. “He is…forcibly separated from his 

wife and children, dragged to public auction, purchased by a stranger, and perhaps sent to 

terminate his miserable existence in the mines of Mexico, excluded for ever from the 

light of heaven; and all this … because his master is unfortunate.”145 Bryan Edwards 

takes this premise to the conclusion that slavery should become a system of semi-serfdom 

with slaves attached securely to their plantations in order to prevent such breakup of 
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families. In this context, Edwards uses the passage to show the extent to which criticisms 

of slavery, and even such sentimental ones, do not necessarily support antislavery.146  

Edwards never suggested the abandonment of slavery as an institution of human 

domination for labor relations. Rather, he argued for its transfiguration along more 

modern lines of divisional labor; making their toil “more certain and determinate.”147 An 

anonymous note appended to Bryan Edwards’ “consideration of amelioration” appears to 

have resonated with his Smithian and paternalist beliefs. It suggests that planters “make 

the interest of the master and slave go hand in hand.” In order for this to be 

accomplished, the mysterious contributor believed “that small wages, subject to stoppage 

for delinquency, would have this effect.” The anonymous writer introduced the notion of 

compensation in order to “correct the idea, which a Negro may be said to imbibe with his 

mother's milk, that whatever he can cheat his master of is clear gain to himself.” 148  By 

drawing on this assertion, Bryan Edwards envisions slavery made acceptable by using an 

incentive system as a disciplinary tool. The key to this reform is developing the slaves’ 

sense of self through paternal relationships with their masters and the potential stability 

of a family. By bringing slaves to accept their condition voluntarily, they achieve a sense 

that their work is in their own self-interest. If treated humanely and offered the concept of 

residential permanence, slaves would develop social and cultural attachments. According 

to Edwards, this then would lead them to accept their position bound to a master under 

slavery as a free laborer accepts being bound to his employer contractually.  
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As Edward Long attempted to show earlier, white equality centered on the 

inferiority of the African slave. White masters experienced equality despite their 

differences in rank and wealth because they could exert control over a subordinate black 

race. An elite unified by color and fear kept slaves in a state of servility through the use 

of ostracization and terror. Therefore, the elitism of white supremacy became intimately 

married to the structures of chattel bondage.149 According to Ira Berlin African slavery 

was not simply another factor in the demarcation line between subordinate and superior. 

In a complex world of hierarchies, it was the very foundation social order rested upon.150 

Bryan Edwards acknowledged the interdependence of slavery and freedom during 

the Enlightenment. Through the prolific writer and Irish statesman Edmund Burke, he 

argued that freedom was truly noble only among the white plantocracy. This was, 

according to both men, due to it being a kind of “rank” and “privilege” rather than the 

common blessing that so often looked like servitude in “free” countries.151 Edwards’ use 

of Burke here is significant. Burke was not West Indian, nor was he a planter. Yet, his 

doctrines supported the stance of the Caribbean slaveholders. He believed that equality 

undermined the hierarchical order of nature and defying nature was unworkable. 

Therefore, Burke concluded that equality was “a monstrous fiction”152 Edwards could 

use these points to bulwark his pro-slavery stance in England. By citing Burke, he 

showed that the debate over slavery was a much larger debate over the natural order a

not simply a West Indian proble

nd 

m. 

                                                

Edwards further described how this unique sense of common superiority filtered 

down through the entire white social structure of the island with beneficial consequences. 

In his opinion, the relative equality of all whites “awakens the laudable propensities of 
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our nature- frankness, sociability, benevolence, and generosity.”153 He explained that the 

“poorest White person seems to consider himself nearly on a level with the richest 

[colonist].” Edwards noted that in Jamaica the white lower classes demonstrated a 

freedom with their employers that in England would be “seldom displayed by men in the 

lower orders of life towards their superiors.” This arose, he argued, “from the pre-

eminence and distinction which are necessarily attached even to the complexion of a 

White Man, in a country where the complexion, generally speaking, distinguishes 

freedom from slavery.”154 Edwards attempted to deflect attention from the subjugation of 

the African and focus on the supposed benefits of slavery for lower class whites Since 

this was moot to those accustomed to life in the Caribbean, its only purpose was to win 

over the British public with an argument easily understood by a society riddled by 

conflicts between class and labor.    

Edwards quickly identified the cause of these apparent egalitarian social relations 

among whites. Edwards agreed with Long that skin color was fundamentally the common 

denominator of white hegemony and rule; the litmus test of freedom in a plantation 

society.155 However, Edwards had a clearer view of what white egalitarianism offered 

planter society. He had the benefit of witnessing first hand the Slave revolution in St. 

Domingue. Whites were equal because they were equally dependent upon each other for 

protection. Therefore, white egalitarianism arose out of fear; and Jamaica had plenty to 

go around. In eighteenth century Jamaica the white population found themselves in an 

exceptionally precarious situation. Though they had established an extremely profitable 

economy, they had also created a mass of bitter, exploited, and brutalized African slaves.  

Africans outnumbered their white masters by 9 to 1, with slave revolts and Maroon 

attacks commonplace.156 Therefore, as historian Matt Childs points out, “Contemporary 

Jamaican planter and politician Bryan Edwards protested any attempts that would 
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undermine the coercive authority necessary for slavery.”157  To reinforce this position he 

quotes Bryan Edwards: “In countries where slavery is established, the leading principle 

on which the government is supported is fear: or a sense of that absolute coercive 

necessity which, leaving no choice of action, supersedes all questions of right.  It is vain 

to deny that such actually is, and necessarily must be, the case in all countries where 

slavery is allowed.”158 Thus, the result of this perceived reality was a society whose 

leading principles centered on trepidation and absolute coercion.159  

As with Long, creolization was at the heart of Edwards’ Jamaica and its 

uniqueness. Through this process, the white Jamaicans evolved into a state of supremacy 

over the island: culturally, socially, and physically. Edwards maintained Long’s 

classification model and isolated those of Creole standing from all other inhabitants of 

Jamaica.160 In Edwards’ opinion, Jamaica gave birth to an individual of particular 

nobleness and superiority. He noted, that these exceptional people from birth “entertained 

a very high opinion of their own consequence,” and were “cautious of doing any act 

which may lessen the consciousness of their proper dignity.”161 Thus, as argued in the 

case of Long, Edwards too invoked the “other.” 

However, Edwards spoke to an audience more inline with the British metropole, 

and less with the planter class. Therefore, while Long invoked a sense of “other” to 

separate Jamaicans from a perceived imperial threat, Edwards could not. During the time 

of Edwards’ writing, the metropolis wrestled over their perceptions of the West Indian 

Creoles. As historian Kathleen Wilson argues, “Cultural regression on the frontiers of 

Empire swelled anxieties about the contingent nature of Englishness abroad.”162 This 

uncertainty over identity quickly became fodder on which the abolitionists could feed. 
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David Brion Davis supports this assertion by noting that British abolitionists relied 

heavily on differentiating the slaveholders as a degenerate group of people and drawing 

distinctions between those in the “slave world” and those in the “free world.”163  

Given these attempts by the abolitionists to isolate Creole slaveholders as brutes, 

Edwards felt it more prudent to highlight their Englishness, despite their differences. For 

Edwards the “other” was only necessary to justify certain plantocratic behaviors when 

scrutinized by the distant metropole.  Edwards never intended to develop a completely 

separate identity for the plantocracy outside the umbrella of the Empire. Edwards 

understood that in order to maintain cohesiveness between an island and metropole 

identity a distinction between “circumstances which are the result of proximate causes 

and those that are the effects of national customs and early habits” was necessary.164 

Thus, his goal was the assertion that cultural and economic factors beyond the control of 

the planter shaped behavior patterns within the institution of slavery. They were not an 

expression of a debased human nature. In other words, Edwards needed to humanize the 

plantocracy by making them British, rather than the brutes described by the abolitionists. 

Because of these concerns, Edwards had to remain vigilant over his dispersions 

concerning the effects of nature versus environment. For instance, Bryan Edwards argued 

carefully that the West Indian climate displayed itself “more strongly on the persons of 

the Natives, than on their manners, or on the faculties of their minds.” Attempting to 

strike a balance between gains and losses, he focused on external and superficial 

differences. He praised white Creole men as tall, supple, and graceful, but criticized them 

for not having sufficient bulk to meet British ideas “of masculine beauty;” thereby 

extolling the Creole self, while endearing a British public.165 

 Bryan Edwards recognized that it was slavery that gave Jamaican society its 

Creole character and separated it from metropolitan society. However, he also knew that 

to make this distinction too profoundly and differentiate them at too deep of a level, it 

would dissipate all feelings of sentimentality from the mother country towards her 
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colonial sons. Therefore, despite the differences, Edwards realized that the planters had to 

remain committed to the negotiation of the dichotomy between being British subjects and 

Jamaican Creoles. Thus, by fostering the relationship between colonial and metropolitan 

identities, Edwards could envision reconciliation between Creole loyalty to the institution 

of slavery and their privileged status as British subjects. 

 Edward Long had adamantly defended both slavery and the slave trade as being 

both necessary and beneficial institutions for the prosperity of England. However, 

Edwards took the seemingly paradoxical stance of questioning slavery in principle, while 

maintaining the argument for its continuation. He realized that the institution could not 

last forever, but argued that it would not be practical nor in the best interest of the Empire 

to dissolve it in the near future.166 Paradoxes were nothing new however in the debate 

over slavery. On the other side of the argument, parliament insisted on making illogical 

distinctions between the slave trade and slavery. This war of beliefs and cultural 

philosophies proves two significant points. First, the ideology of the Jamaican 

plantocracy was not static, but rather dynamic in its ability to respond to British attacks 

and issue their own counter-attacks. Secondly, the lines of division over the institution of 

slavery were much more complicated than simply pro and con. They consisted of 

concessions of grey areas on both sides.  

Historians as far back as Lowell Ragatz’s 1928 study questioned the veracity of 

Edwards; dismissing it as a cleverly designed defense of British planters and their 

economic interests.167 While more recent scholars, like Gordon Lewis, recognize his 

capacity to objectively look at the institution of slavery both intelligently and 

humanely.168 Regardless of the contentions surrounding him, the importance of Bryan 

Edwards rests in his approach to West Indian slavery. It is necessary to remember that he 

composed during a period of extreme pressure on the Jamaican plantocracy. They were 

experiencing a barrage of criticisms from abolitionists in their campaign to end Britain’s 
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slave trade and bring attention to the deplorable conditions under which slaves toiled in 

the West Indies. Therefore, Edwards’ ability to offer a controlled view for the times is 

noteworthy. His battles varied. He fought against abolitionist claims that Creole society 

had become “un-English;” wanting instead for the metropolis to see them as they saw 

themselves, not as brutal tyrants, but as industrious and loyal Britons.169 He fought 

abolition head on through his experiences in St. Domingue, successfully creating doubt 

within its ranks and effectively crippling it for a decade. Even Ragatz, while drawing 

harsh conclusions on the usefulness of Edwards’ study, admitted that he represented the 

most articulate voice raised on behalf of the planters and their interests.170 

However, most significantly, engulfed in an atmosphere of humanitarianism, he 

fought to maintain an economic and social system that relied on the denial of human 

equality. Edwards proved that reconciliation between the plantocracy and the metropolis 

was possible. By deconstructing long held beliefs concerning racial hierarchy and 

environmental adaptiveness, he effectively brought the Creole back from the edge of the 

Empire. More importantly, he redefined race. Though misguided in his intentions, he 

allowed for geographical and cultural distinctions beyond the misinformed racial science 

that dominated previously. This included concerns directed at both West Indian whites 

and African slaves.  Through these observations and assertions, Bryan Edwards defined 

an age of ideological transition in the West Indies. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

 

In The Making of New World Slavery, Robin Blackburn noted that the 

development of New World slavery and the Atlantic slave trade was due mainly to the 

activities of private individuals. According to Blackburn, it was not primarily monarchs 

or governments, but entrepreneurs and men on the make who together helped to develop 

an unjust system that both defined and bound the Atlantic world. This same spirit 

defended the institution of slavery as well.171 This thesis focused on Jamaica, an integral 

component of that 18th century system, and examined the writings of two of these men 

determined to make their fortunes by using and justifying the labor of enslaved Africans. 

In order to accomplish its objectives, the approach of this study has intentionally 

maintained linear simplicity as well as geographical restraint.  By structuring the study in 

this manner, I have endeavourer to provide a more focused interpretation of the processes 

involved in transforming the Jamaican plantocracy into a distinct white Creole society. In 

chapter one, the evolution of the British Caribbean plantocracy revealed unique conflicts 

between the colonies and the Motherland. By focusing on the external pressures felt by 

the Jamaican planter class it became clear that in order to protect their viability within the 

Empire exceptional responses to the metropole developed during the latter part of the 

eighteenth century. Chapters two and three defined these responses as personified 

through Edward Long and Bryan Edwards. 

The established historical accounts of proslavery link it to the broader and more 

rigidly racialized writing of North America in the nineteenth century.172 This has 

minimized the impact of unique West Indian social and cultural factors on the late 

eighteenth-century British Empire. In reading Long and Edwards, and their respective 
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stances on slavery, this study contextualized the two authors by placing them within their 

unique colonial situations. It avoided generalizations in their defense of the plantocracy, 

and concentrated on the distinguishing features of their respective works. This reflected 

the attempt of this study to define itself by an approach focusing on the nature and 

variability of proslavery writing within the Caribbean.  

Equally important to this thesis was the need to emphasize the effects of 

creolization on the West Indian planter class. It accomplished this by building upon the 

pioneering work of scholars such as Edward Brathwaite. As he demonstrated in his 

Development of Creole Society in Jamaica, the converging of slave and master cultures 

formed a viably unique, multi-sided society. Though this fusion owed much to both 

Africa and England, it resulted in being unrecognizable as distinctly either one.173 This 

study has reaffirmed those assertions and grounded these findings in relating the 

transitions between Long and Edwards.  

One must avoid misrepresenting the complexities of the West Indian slave system 

in the last decades of the eighteenth century. It is easy to fall into the academic trap of 

neatly pigeon-holing the defenders of colonial slavery into a fellowship of both thought 

and deed. However, as this study has shown through a focus on Long and Edwards, 

Jamaican whites often disagreed with one another and the common values that they 

shared shifted and evolved over time. For that reason, any attempt to provide a succinct 

view that completely encompasses the planter class proves elusive. Rather, more 

significantly, it shows that creolization acted as an ideological agent. Therefore, 

proslavery, in the West Indian sense, had to go both on the defensive and the offensive. It 

was defensive in its attempts to reconcile human bondage with the revolutionary ideas of 

natural rights.  While at the same time, it was offensive in its mission to maintain the 

plantocracy’s British identity within the metropole. Thus, the decline of the planter class 

did not occur as an abrupt historical event within the political system leading to abolition 

over night. Rather, it was the ebb and flow of slight changes within colonial and 

metropolitan society and culture over long periods of time that had the large-scale 

consequences of eventual emancipation. 

                                                 
173 Brathwaite, Development of Creole Society, 307-309. 
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At the heart of the histories of Long and Edwards stands the white Jamaican 

Creole. It is around the formation and maintenance of this particular Creole identity that 

the dynamic tensions of these texts are concentrated. It is this identity that embodies the 

historical personalities of these authors; therefore, these texts are essentially defensive 

strategies concerning their common interests and their audience. They found themselves 

caught between forces that would eventually change the British Empire and set off two 

hundred years of debate.  

The writings of Edwards and Long demonstrate that Creole identity was a fluid 

construction, subject to the external forces it encountered at any given time. The 

argument whether economic concerns or sentimental discourses served as the impetus to 

antislavery, is not central to the construction of this thesis. For, as Long and Edwards 

have proven, these could also aid slavery’s apologists. Key however, is the one rigid 

factor that the planters could not overcome: the institution of slavery itself. No matter 

how planter society changed socially, it still depended on the subjugation of the black 

race. The essential deduction from Long and Edwards must be that though progressive in 

terms of redefining itself, white Creole identity remained inegalitarian in nature; thereby 

restricting its ability to transform itself into a truly enlightened and inclusive society. This 

then led to the intense conflict between abolitionist and pro-slavery ideologues at the turn 

of the nineteenth century.   

What emerges from this work is a picture of two men representing a society 

committed to a social order based on ideas of racial inequality. They desperately sought 

to advance and protect their economic interests and social privilege. They accomplished 

this by developing and sustaining a set of values based around the institution of slavery 

and the advantages that they experienced as white men in a slave society. This 

commitment to upholding social and economic systems that differed considerably from 

those of the new metropolis in terms of race and labor helped define the membership of 

Jamaican whites to a distinctive Creole Caribbean social order. Eugene Genovese said it 

best when in his Political Economy of Slavery he stated, “the debate over a seemingly 

economic question cannot be understood unless studied in its political context. The main 

feature of which was the intention of the rural slave-holders to maintain their hegemony 

 49



 

at all costs.”174 This was clearly the case in Jamaica. The majority of the Jamaican 

planters resisted all discussions on labor reform and property rights. As this study has 

shown, slavery was far more than an economic institution; it was the social, political, and 

cultural institution that defined colonial society.  

This study has asserted the central role played by Edward Long and Bryan 

Edwards in contributing to what defined white Jamaican Creole society was its defense of 

slavery. Therefore, the creolization of these men directly affected Jamaican society, as 

well as reflected the impact of that society on them. Thus, they were as instrumental in 

defining internally held Creole beliefs as they were in countering ideals imposed upon 

them by outsiders. 

 This study has utilized these two historians in order to illuminate the transitions in 

planter class ideology between 1774 and 1793. Historians, such as David Brion Davis, 

have admittedly used them in a larger context to show broad transitions from slavery and 

emancipation. However, the contribution of this work is in its narrow focus. By 

highlighting the singular juxtaposition of Edwards and Long, a single thread of time and 

space appears. They wrote under overlapping pressures, with similar experiences, 

confined to identical geographies. They were comparable in age, occupation, hobbies, 

and interests. Though their experiences were similar, within a narrow scope of time their 

responses articulate a change in the ideological defense of slavery. This thesis then 

modestly places itself within the broad context of Caribbean studies on slavery and the 

plantocracy within the colonial West Indies. Most importantly, it provides a framework 

for the consideration of a more nuanced view of Edward Long and Bryan Edwards who 

not only shaped, but also reflected the society in which they belonged. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
174 Eugene Genovese, The Political Economy of Slavery (New York: Vintage Books, 1965), 221. 
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