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introduction1

Life and Scholarship in the  
Shadow of Slavery

The Sociology of Slavery was not simply my first scholarly book, 
but the academic and deeper intellectual as well as sources of all 
my later works on slavery, race and freedom. The slave plantations 
and their post-emancipation incarnations have profoundly influ-
enced Jamaican society. For me, their presence could not have 
been more personal and pervasive. When I was four years old, 
my mother and I moved to Lionel Town in the centre of one of 
the island’s main sugar-producing areas. The only adequate pre-
primary school in the area was located in the church hall of a once 
elegant Anglican church in a bleak village called the Alley, once 
known, incredibly, as the Paris of Jamaica in the 18th century, and 
I was sent to live in the home of a family friend who was a foreman 
on the Monymusk estate, one of the island’s oldest, owned in 
the mid-18th century by Sir Archibald Grant who also owned a 
slaving station in West Africa that directly provided the estate with 
its enslaved. The house was located literally in the midst of the 
cane fields. A narrow dirt track ran from alongside it through a 
dark, dirt-poor village of wattle and daub huts, the former hab-
itation of enslaved workers, in which the Indians, who had been 
brought over from India to replace them, still lived. The emaciated 
stiff bodies of the men clad in dhoti loincloth, the dull glow of the 
women’s hollowed eyes as they stared back at me and the other 
Black children, squatting before their rice pots above the wood 
fire on the ground, left an indelible impression on me. In hushed 

1  My warmest thanks to Professors Loïc Wacquant and Chris Muller for 
encouraging the publication of this new edition and for their valuable com-
ments on an earlier draft of this introduction. Thanks also to the anonymous 
readers of the introduction for their very useful comments.
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tones, the older children would often tell me: ‘Dat’s where di slave 
dem used to live.’ We moved to May Pen for my primary school, 
the then small capital town of Clarendon, once surrounded by 
sugar plantations and cattle pens: Sevens, Halse Hall, Suttons, 
Moreland, Amity Hall, New Yarmouth, Parnassus, only a few, like 
Monymusk, still going strong, most marked by the ruins of great 
houses shrouded in thorny bush – Bog, Parrins, Carlisle, Paradise, 
Exeter and Banks. From my childhood I began to wonder what 
life was like for the enslaved whose violently enforced labour made 
it all possible, imaginings made vivid by the scary duppy stories, 
told at dusk, by the older children and grandparents of the ghosts 
of the enslaved still haunting the eerily hot spaces around the silk 
cotton trees of the lonely country roads leading from the town.

West Indian history had just begun to find a place amid the 
imperial history that still dominated the colonial curriculum of my 
primary school with its Royal Readers, as well as my secondary edu-
cation, focused on British history and literature, and I seized every 
chance to study it. My very first research project was a study of 
the Morant Bay rebellion, the revolt of former Jamaica enslaved in 
1865 that was ferociously put down by the colonial authorities, sav-
agely aided by the Maroons. It won the national essay prize of the 
Jamaica History Teachers’ association in 1957 and confirmed my 
decision to study history should I win a scholarship to the recently 
formed University College of the West Indies. I did win a scholar-
ship to the university, but to my great disbelief, in a typical act of 
learned imperial arrogance, the Black, Naipaulian mimic men who 
then ran the university ordered me to major in economics, which 
was being instituted for the first time in my freshman year and did 
not have enough applicants, my pleas and those of my distraught 
high-school history master simply brushed aside. Fortunately, the 
Economics Department was really an inter-disciplinary group 
dominated by two eminent social anthropologists, R. T. Smith and 
M. G. Smith, the sociologist Lloyd Brathwaite, and the demog-
rapher George Roberts. All recognized the centrality of history 
and enslavement for any understanding of the Caribbean. This 
included the economists of the department, George Cumper and, 
later, George Beckford. Indeed, Beckford saw the slave plantation 
and its later developments as so critical for any understanding of 
West Indian economy that he developed, along with the economist 
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Lloyd Best, what became known as the ‘Plantation Model’ of the 
Caribbean economy and society. In addition to these interdisci-
plinary scholars, with whom I was later to work in the New World 
Group of Caribbean intellectuals, I developed strong friendships 
with fellow students who shared my historical view of Caribbean 
scholarship, particularly the political economist Norman Girvan 
and the historian Walter Rodney. 

There were, however, other forces that pulled me to an engage-
ment with European thought and culture, both in my study of 
slavery and on the development of Europe’s culture of freedom. I 
arrived in London to begin my research on slavery in 1962, in what 
was to be the most exciting decade in the modern cultural history 
of Britain. I soon became deeply immersed in three networks of 
friends and fellow intellectuals: the West Indian student commu-
nity, focused on the West Indian Student Centre in Collingham 
Gardens, Earls Court; the newly emerged New Left Review group 
that had broken off from the old Oxford New Left; and the literary 
group of West Indian writers and artists that came to be known 
as the Caribbean Artists’ Movement, founded mainly by the 
poet-historian Edward Kamau Brathwaite, its first meeting being 
held at my flat in London.1 My involvement with the West Indian 
Students’ Union mainly kept alive my engagement with the broader 
West Indian society, in much the same way that the University of 
the West Indies (UWI) had earlier done, and my commitment to 
return to Jamaica to give back and help in its post-colonial devel-
opment, a necessary pull, in view of the nearly irresistible tempta-
tions of intellectual and cultural life in Britain of the sixties. 

My involvement with the new New Left Review group (which 
had emerged in 1960 from the merger of E. P. Thompson’s New 
Reasoner and Stuart Hall’s Universities and New Left Review) came 
not long after the Perry Anderson take-over that basically sidelined 
Thompson and the older post-communist left that had started it. I 
became deeply involved with the group, eventually joining its edito-
rial board, through my relationship with Robin Blackburn, whom I 
met during his freshman year at LSE after he had been sent down 
from Oxford. I was soon immersed in the many strands of Marxist 

1  Anne Walmsley, The Caribbean Artists Movement 1966–1972: A Literary 
and Cultural History, New Beacon Books, 1992.
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thought of the period. Although Blackburn was later to write major 
studies on slavery and abolition, in his early years he showed little 
interest in the subject. To the degree that slavery was ever men-
tioned, it was focused exclusively on the Marxian theory of the slave 
mode of production, on which Perry Anderson was to later write 
at length.1 Nonetheless, my later deep involvement with the origins 
and development of European culture and the role of slavery in 
the emergence and persistence of its central value, freedom, origi-
nated in those intense discussions on the crisis of the left, and the 
problem of where in the world was Europe going, which preoccu-
pied us in our fortnightly evening sessions. Interestingly, only one 
member of the circle of intellectuals we cultivated ever expressed 
any interest in the archival work I was doing on slavery in Jamaica 
at the time and that was the existential psychologist R. D. Laing, 
then the rising star of the anti-psychiatry movement who, after one 
of our meetings when I had vainly raised the subject of the real 
enslaved of 18th-century Jamaica in contrast to the abstraction of 
the slave mode of production, pulled me aside and asked what I 
had learned from my studies about the existential reality of slavery. 
My answer intrigued him, and I was both surprised and flattered 
when, a few days later, he invited me to address his experimen-
tal group of residential schizophrenic patients and their therapists 
at Kingsley Hall in Bromley, East London. It was my very first 
public lecture on slavery, drawing on my dissertation research, my 
audience, apart from Laing and the other resident psychotherapist, 
Joseph Berke, being a deeply attentive group of English psychot-
ics, among whom was the then unknown English painter, Mary 
Barnes who, after the talk, led me by the hand on a guided tour of 
her grease crayon paintings. Their questions, and the fact that they 
found the subject so personally engaging, led me to focus more 
on the problem of the social psychology of slavery that appears in 
Chapter 6 of The Sociology of Slavery.

There was one other important personal experience in England 
that greatly influenced the writing of The Sociology of Slavery. 

1  My last contribution to New Left Review included a strong critique of 
one of the most abstruse, though well-received versions of the slave mode of 
production by Barry Hindness and Paul Hirst, 1975, Pre-Capitalist Modes of 
Production, Routledge. See my ‘Slavery in Human History’, New Left Review, 
1/117, Sept./Oct. 1979, pp. 31–67.
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Not long after we arrived in England, Norman Girvan, Walter 
Rodney and I received a note from C. L. R James, summoning 
us to a weekly meeting with him at his London apartment (we 
never figured out how James came to know of our existence). We 
obeyed, of course, read every item on the reading list he sent us 
and, for the better part of a university term, we literally sat at the 
feet of the great man – there were not enough chairs in his modest 
flat, but the seating arrangement was symbolically appropriate – 
and listened to his interpretation of Marxism, with its strongly 
Trotskyite slant. James, of course, had been a friend of Trotsky, so 
the three of us were simply awed at the fact that we were getting 
the true vision of Marxist theory from someone who had got it 
from the horse’s mouth of one of Marxism’s founding fathers. 
Interestingly, James made no attempt to change my approach to 
the study of slavery in Jamaica, grounded theoretically more in 
Hobbes than Marx and, indeed, encouraged me to probe as deeply 
as I could into the lives and mode of survival of the enslaved. 
His deep interest in Caribbean society superseded any theoreti-
cal interest he may have had when discussing my work with me. 
Never once did he raise the subject of the slave mode of produc-
tion. He had only recently returned from Trinidad, where he had 
been deeply involved with the decolonization movement before 
his final split with Eric Williams and was writing the appendix to 
the 1963 edition of the Black Jacobins,1 entitled, ‘From Toussaint 
L’Ouverture to Fidel Castro’, to which he occasionally referred 
during our meetings. 

The contrast with my New Left associates could not have been 
greater. We both agreed that, as West Indians, all our problems and 
cultural distinctiveness originated in slavery and the succeeding 
colonial situation. At the time, James was also writing one of his 
great classic studies, Beyond a Boundary, on the role of cricket in 
West Indian culture; his very grounded treatment of the subject 
was similar to my own approach to Jamaican slavery and under
development. James was also instrumental in the publication of my 
first novel, The Children of Sisyphus, which he recommended to his 
publisher, without even asking me, after reading the manuscript 

1  C. L. R. James, 1938, 1963, The Black Jacobins, New York, Random 
House, Inc.
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that I had nervously left with him after one of our meetings, later 
writing a long and very favourable review article on it.1 My admi-
ration, and gratitude for all I had learned from him during those 
Friday evening listenings, was partly expressed in the dedication 
of The Sociology of Slavery to him.

The Sociology of Slavery was the first book-length study of Jamaican 
slavery and slave society. It is also among the first studies in English 
to focus in its entirety on the culture, social organization, cultural 
life and attitudes and modes of resistance of the enslaved, in the 
New World. There were, of course, many book-length and other 
studies on Jamaica before, but they were focused mainly on other 
aspects of the society – its politics, economy, demography, flora 
and fauna, climate, the white ruling class and so on, or general 
studies with a chapter on slavery in general. Oddly, even the more 
recent scholars of Jamaican history who immediately preceded me 
seemed to have deliberately avoided any direct treatment of the 
subject. Douglas Hall, for many years chair of history at UWI, 
wrote his dissertation and most important work, Free Jamaica,2 on 
the immediate post-emancipation period, the same relatively brief 
period covered by Philip Curtin3 in his published dissertation, Two 
Jamaicas. Indeed, with the notable exceptions of C. L. R. James’ 
Black Jacobins (first published in 1938), Eric Williams’ The Negro in 
the Caribbean (1942)4 and Capitalism and Slavery (1944),5 and Elsa 
Goveia’s Slave Society in the British Leeward Islands at the End of the 

1  C. L. R. James, 1964, ‘Rastafari at Home and Abroad’, Review of 
Orlando Patterson, The Children of Sisyphus, New Left Review, Vol. 1/25.

2  Douglas Hall, 1959, Free Jamaica, 1838–1865. Yale University Press. In 
1962, Hall published a very general paper on slavery, in the course of thir-
teen pages dealing with the socio-economic dilemmas of the planters, the 
economic effects of emancipation, and the consequences of slavery and 
post-emancipation society for his day. Hall, 1962, ‘Slaves and Slavery in the 
British West Indies’, Social and Economic Studies, Vol. 11, No. 4, pp. 305–18. 
Nearly three decades later, he published a well-edited edition of the 
Thistlewood diary, crafted in his thorough and understated style, that intro-
duced Caribbean scholars to this important diary.

3  Philip Curtin, 1968, Two Jamaicas: The Role of Ideas in a Tropical Colony, 
1830–1865, Praeger.

4  Eric Williams, 1942, 1970, The Negro in the Caribbean, Haskell House.
5  Eric Williams, 1944, 2021, Capitalism and Slavery, University of North 

Carolina Press.
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Eighteenth Century,1 which appeared two years before The Sociology 
of Slavery, this avoidance of slaving and the enslaved as the focus 
of research, was true of all the English-speaking historians writing 
on the West Indies. Reference was, of course, made to the enslaved 
in many of these earlier studies, but rarely to their way of life, 
and no one had written a book-length study. I drew on the most 
important of these studies, especially Lowell Joseph Ragatz’s The 
Fall of the Planter Class in the British Caribbean, 1763–1833,2 Frank 
W. Pitman’s The Development of the British West Indies, 1700–1763,3 
George Roberts’4 Population of Jamaica, and M. G. Smith’s paper 
on the early 19th-century British Caribbean.5 The authors of the 
latter two were my undergraduate teachers, and Smith’s paper was 
of special importance in pointing the way towards how a soci-
ologist would approach the study of slavery. Although he wrote 
nothing on slavery in Jamaica, another of my teachers, the British 
anthropologist, Raymond Smith, was important in my study of the 
enslaved family, since I adapted his theory of the developmental 
cycle of the household, which he had derived for the anthropolo-
gist, Meyer Fortes, in writing about the subject. 

It is hard to imagine it now, but before The Sociology of Slavery, 
with the partial exception of Kenneth Stampp, there was not a 
single book-length study in English focused on the social and cul-
tural practices of the enslaved and their responses to their enslave-
ment, by any professional historian writing on the West Indies and 
North America. U. B. Phillips, the dominant, white-supremacist 
historian on U.S. slavery up to the middle of the century, wrote 
on aspects of enslaved life, especially in his slightly less racist, Life 
and Labor in the Old South,6 but as part of his wider pro-Southern 
study of the slave South, as were similar chapters in the broader 

1  Elsa Goveia, 1965, Slave Society in the British Leeward Islands at the End 
of the Eighteenth Century, Yale University Press.

2  Lowell Joseph Ragatz, 1928, The Fall of the Planter Class in the British 
Caribbean, 1763–1833, The Century Company.

3  Frank W. Pitman, 2017, The Development of the British West Indies, 1700–
1763, Yale University Press.

4  George W. Roberts, 1957, The Population of Jamaica, Cambridge 
University Press.

5  M. G. Smith, 1965, ‘Some Aspects of Social Structure in the British 
Caribbean about 1820’, in his The Plural Society in the British West Indies, 
University of California Press. 

6  U. B. Phillips, 1929, Life and Labor in the Old South, Little, Brown.
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studies of plantation slavery in Mississippi by Charles Sydnor.1 
A change occurred among white scholars following the civil 
rights revolution, especially in the revisionist work of Kenneth 
Stampp,2 which challenged the prevailing pro-Southern works of 
U. B. Phillips and others; and there was the important compar-
ative works by Tannenbaum3 and Klein.4 While anti-slavery and 
sympathetic to the enslaved, none of these works by white histo-
rians was wholly focused on the life of the enslaved and culture 
although Stampp’s book was exceptional in devoting over a third 
of the volume to these subjects. Both Tannenbaum’s and Klein’s 
works were concerned primarily with the question of the differ-
ences between Latin American and U.S. slavery. Stanley Elkins’5 
work, which compared slavery with the Nazi concentration camp 
in arguing that there was more than a core of truth in the infanti-
lized image of blacks reflected in the slaveholder’s Sambo stereo-
type, was indeed focused on the life and thoughts of the enslaved 
and, while his comparison with the Nazi concentration camps was 
not as far off the mark as so many critics claimed, he erred, not so 
much in identifying similarities in the psychological responses of 
Jewish inmates and slaves but in his interpretation of the mean-
ings and significance of these behavioural and psychological strat-
egies of the enslaved. The work was published in 1959 and still in 
vogue when I was researching The Sociology of Slavery. Indeed, 
my critique of the work’s basic argument was among the first to 
be published and became the concluding chapter of Ann J. Lane’s 
collection of critical writings on the Elkins book.6 

The situation was different among the pre-civil rights era of 
Black American intellectuals, historians and sociologists, among 
whom the experience of slavery and its consequences for later 
Black life was of great importance and figured prominently in 
their debate with racist scholars in the Jim Crow South. I read 
many of these Black scholars as an undergraduate, partly at the 

1  Charles Sydnor, 1933, Slavery in Mississippi, D. Appleton-Century.
2  Kenneth Stampp, 1956, The Peculiar Institution, Knopf-Doubleday.
3  Frank Tannenbaum, 1946, Slave and Citizen, Alfred Knopf.
4  Herbert Klein, 1967, Slavery in the Americas: A Comparative Study of 

Virginia and Cuba, University of Chicago Press.
5  Stanley Elkins, 1959, Slavery, University of Chicago Press.
6  Ann J. Lane, 1971, The Debate Over Slavery, University of Illinois Press. 

I will have more to say below on just where Elkins erred.
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urging of one of my teachers, Lloyd Brathwaite. A passage from 
a paper written in 1898 eloquently expressed DuBois’ views on 
what was missing in the study of slavery: that while a great deal 
had been written on the legal and political aspects of the subject, 
‘of the slave himself, of his group life and social institutions, of 
remaining traces of his African tribal life, of his amusements, his 
conversion to Christianity, his acquiring of the English tongue . . . 
of his whole reaction against his environment, of all this we hear 
little or nothing, and would apparently be expected to believe that 
the Negro arose from the dead in 1863’.1 Sixty-four years later, 
that is exactly how I felt about the study of the Jamaican past as 
I prepared to enter the archives of the British Records Office and 
British Museum. 

Not long after The Sociology of Slavery was published, the situation 
changed dramatically and a tide of scholarly works on Jamaica 
appeared. These works fall into two broad categories, which may 
be called dominion and doulotic studies. Dominion studies are 
those primarily concerned with the rule and rulers of the island; 
the nature of its macro-level socio-political system and economy, 
in the context of which its enslaved, as human capital, are con-
sidered; and, in keeping with one common meaning of the term, 
studies on the island’s existence as ‘a country that was part of the 
British empire but had its own government’ (Merriam-Webster). 
Doulotic studies are those mainly concerned with the island’s 
enslaved population, seen from the enslaved’s perspective, their 
demographic development and modes of socio-cultural survival, 
resistance, and adjustment to the system; the micro-level relations 
of domination between enslaver and enslaved; the meso-level 
nature and conflicts within the plantations, pens and other local-
ized units of production, as systems of total domination; and the 
functioning of slavery as an institutional process.2 

1 W. E. B. DuBois, ‘The Study of the Negro Problems’, Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 11, 1898, cited in J. D. 
Smith, ‘A Different View of Slavery: Black Historians Attack the Proslavery 
Argument, 1890–1920’, Journal of Negro History, 1980, Vol. 65, No. 4. 

2 The term comes from the Greek doulosis, meaning enslavement, derived 
from doulos, ‘slave’. I use the spelling ‘doulotic’ to distinguish it from the 
related term ‘dulotic’ used in social biology for a species of enslaving ants.



xvi	 Introduction

Jamaica has been fortunate in having outstanding scholars who 
have written major works from one or other, or both, of these per-
spectives. B. W. Higman surely ranks near, or at the top, of scholars 
who work on West Indian slavery with a special focus on Jamaica, 
with works from both perspectives. His monumental study of the 
historical demography of the West Indies serves scholars working 
from both perspectives and will continue to do so for years to 
come.1 For decades, before retiring to Australia, he worked in 
Jamaica, producing world-class scholarship on Jamaican and 
West Indian slavery, from his base at the University of the West 
Indies where he trained generations of West Indian historians. His 
meso-level work on Montpellier plantation2 shifts the focus to the 
doulotic and the 18th century and stands comparison with the 
Jamaican part of Dunn’s masterpiece comparing plantations in 
Jamaica and Virginia.3 I hasten to add that I disagree with several 
findings in Higman’s works, especially his revisionist view of the 
enslaved’s familial relations, which was too influenced by U.S. 
cliometric studies, and his rather too sanguine view of the system 
as a whole but, having already published these disagreements, 
there is no need to repeat them here.4 Approaching Higman’s 
and Dunn’s doulotic works in depth and quality are those of 
Trevor Burnard who has fast become the most prolific student 
of Jamaican slavery, writing from both perspectives. His study of 
Thomas Thistlewood’s relations with his enslaved workers5 brings 
the study of Jamaican slavery down from that of the meso-level 
unit of the plantation to the micro-level of what Marx called the 
‘relation of domination’, a term I borrowed for my own com-
parative study of slavery. If there ever were any doubts about the 

1  B. W. Higman, 1984, Slave Population of the British Caribbean, 1807–1838, 
Johns Hopkins University Press.

2  B. W. Higman, 1998, Montpelier, Jamaica: A Plantation Community in 
Slavery and Freedom, 1739–1912, University Press of the West Indies.

3  Richard S. Dunn, 2014, A Tale of Two Plantations: Slave Life and Labor in 
Jamaica and Virginia, Harvard University Press.

4  See Orlando Patterson, ‘Recent Studies on Caribbean Slavery and the 
Slave Trade’, Latin American Research Review, Vol. 17, No. 3, 1982. For my 
more detailed critique of Higman’s interpretation of the slave family, see my 
paper: ‘Persistence, Continuity, and Change in the Jamaican Working-Class 
Family’, Journal of Family History, Vol. 7, No. 2, 1982, pp. 135–61.

5 Trevor Burnard, 2004, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire: Thomas Thistlewood 
and his Slaves in the Anglo Jamaican World, University of North Carolina Press.
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conclusion I arrived at in The Sociology of Slavery, that Jamaican 
slave society was a Hobbesian state of savage exploitation and, 
with the possible exception of the enslaved in the Laurion silver 
mines of ancient Attica, the most brutal in all history, Burnard’s 
probing re-examination1 of Thistlewood’s world has disabused us 
of them. An impressive body of work is further illuminating the 
doulotic perspective on the system, a rigorous recent example of 
which being Justin Robert’s2 comparative study of the kinds and 
intensities of labour activities and the sickness and mortality rates 
of the enslaved in Jamaica, Barbados and Virginia, which nicely 
complement’s Dunn’s comparative work.

An important and growing number of works have brought sex 
and gender to the forefront of doulotic studies.3 The Sociology of 
Slavery was the first modern book on Jamaica, and the second 

1  It is interesting that, fifteen years before Burnard’s academic block-
buster, the Jamaican historian Douglas Hall had produced a valuable edited 
version of Thistlewood’s diary, noted earlier: In Miserable Slavery: Thomas 
Thistlewood in Jamaica, 1750–86, Macmillan Press. Given the explosive nature 
of the subject and its implications for the study of Jamaican slavery, and 
slavery in general, Hall’s understated editing may have prevented his work 
from reaching a wider audience. In a later study Hall’s detachment from 
Thistlewood’s gross inhumanities may have been taken too far in his admir-
ing discussion of the enslaver’s botanic and gardening interests, occasion-
ally referring respectfully to him as ‘Mr Thistlewood’. It was a bit odd, like 
writing about the Marquis de Sade’s curious reflections on the literary merits 
of Matthew ‘Monk’ Lewis’ gothic writings without ever mentioning the fact 
that he was, well, a sadist. See Douglas Hall, 2001, ‘Planters, Farmers and 
Gardeners in Eighteenth-Century Jamaica,’ in B. Moore, B. W. Higman, C. 
Campbell and P. Bryan, eds, Slavery, Freedom and Gender: The Dynamics of 
Caribbean Society, University of the West Indies Press, pp. 97–114.

2  Justin Roberts, 2018, Slavery and the Enlightenment in the British Atlantic, 
1750–1807, Cambridge University Press.

3  For an assessment, see Hilary Beckles, ‘Sex and Gender in the 
Historiography of Caribbean Slavery’, in Verene Shepherd, Bridget 
Brereton, Barbara Bailey, eds, 1995. Engendering History: Caribbean Women in 
Historical Perspective, Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 111–24. Although primarily on 
Barbados, his work on enslaved women in that island has important compar-
ative relevance to Jamaica: Beckles, 1989, Natural Rebels: A Social History of 
Enslaved Black Women in Barbados, New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University 
Press; See also, Marietta Morrissey, 1989, Slave Women in the New World: 
Gender Stratification in the Caribbean, University Press of Kansas; Diana 
Paton and Pamela Scully, ‘Introduction: Gender and Slave Emancipation 
in Comparative Perspective’ in Pamela Scully and Diana Paton, eds, Gender 
and Slave Emancipation in the Atlantic World, Durham, N.C., 2005, pp. 1–34; 
Barbara Bush, 1990, Slave Women in Caribbean Society, Indiana University 
Press.
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(after Goveia) on the West Indies more broadly, to discuss at length 
the triple exploitation of enslaved women on the plantation – their 
disproportionate representation in the fields and limited occupa-
tional opportunities, the sexual abuse of their bodies, the burdens 
of reproduction – and their sometimes anti-natalist attitudes as 
a form of resistance against the system.1 I wouldn’t presume to 
think that my work influenced the many fine studies on women 
in Jamaican slavery that followed it,2 but this I can say: the study 
of their plight in Jamaica was first explored in The Sociology of 
Slavery. While this emphasis on gender is to be applauded, I am 
somewhat concerned with the overemphasis of most of these 
works on the late abolitionist era of slavery. In this regard, the 
works of Kathleen Wilson,3 Katie Donington4 and Diana Paton5 
show that there is no shortage of data for the study of gender in the 
early 18th-century period of the society. Some authors have also 
been inclined to defend the sexual virtue and heroism of enslaved 
women, and their presumed propensity for the nuclear family, as 

1  See The Sociology of Slavery, pp. 61, 106–12, 157.
2  Lucille Mathurin Mair was the pioneer of gender studies of Jamaican 

and West Indian slavery, on which see her very influential 1974 disserta-
tion, eventually published in 2006 as A Historical Study of Women in Jamaica, 
1655–844, University of the West Indies Press. Mair drew on The Sociology of 
Slavery in her interesting theory that gender attitudes and the dispropor-
tionate use of women in the fields may have retarded technological develop-
ment on Jamaican slave plantations. See her chapter: ‘Women Field Workers 
in Jamaica during Slavery’, in B. Moore, B. W. Higman, C. Campbell and 
P. Bryan, Slavery, Freedom and Gender: The Dynamics of Caribbean Society, 
2001, pp. 184–5. 

See also Diana Paton, 2004, No Bond but the Law: Punishment, Race, and 
Gender in Jamaican State Formation, Duke University Press. See also Pamela 
Scully and Diana Paton, eds, 2005, Gender and Slave Emancipation in the 
Atlantic World, Duke University Press; Marietta Morrissey, 1986, ‘Women’s 
Work, Family Formation, and Reproduction among Caribbean Slaves’, 
Review, Winter, 1986, Vol. 9, No. 3; Sasha Turner, 2019, Contested Bodies: 
Pregnancy, Childrearing, and Slavery in Jamaica, University of Pennsylvania 
Press; Barbara Bush, 1990, Slave Women in Caribbean Society, 1650–1838, 
Heinemann Publishers; Verene Shepherd, op. cit., p. 2002.

3  Kathleen Wilson, 2003, The Island Race: Englishness, Empire and Gender 
in the Eighteenth Century, Routledge.

4  Katie Donington, 2020, The Bonds of Family: Slavery, Commerce and 
Culture in the British Atlantic World, Manchester University Press.

5  Diana Paton, 2001, ‘Punishment, Crime, and the Bodies of Slaves in 
Eighteenth-Century Jamaica’, Journal of Social History, Vol. 34, pp. 923–54; 
as well as her 2012, Obeah and Other Powers: The Politics of Caribbean Religion 
and Healing, Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press.
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if their survival under the genocidal and rapine conditions of slave 
life were not enough. 

Rhoda Reddock’s bracing Marxist–feminist studies have stoutly 
challenged this historiographic line.1 The attempt to impose the 
Western nuclear family on West Indian working-class women, she 
shows, has failed, both during and after slavery by missionaries 
and middle-class do-gooders, and one lesson she draws from her 
comparative study of Caribbean slavery is that ‘Love of mother-
hood was neither natural nor universal.’2 The works of Randy M. 
Brown,3 mainly on Berbice, of Patricia Mohammed4 on Jamaica, 
and of Kamala Kempadoo on the Caribbean,5 have forcefully 
advanced this realistic and unsentimental feminist agenda, which 
recognizes that among poor and working-class Caribbean women 
from the period of slavery until today, as Kempadoo well puts it: 
‘Sexuality is strongly linked to survival strategies of making do, 
as well as to consumption, which in itself is often seen as a pre-
requisite for survival. It is not always conflated with intimacy or 
love, nor necessarily, when economically organized, seen to violate 
boundaries between the public and private.’6 My work on Jamaican 
slavery, as well my ethnographic field studies of the Kingston poor 
in the early 1970s, fully bear this out, and I make no apologies for 
pointing out that sex work was one of the strategies of survival by 
enslaved women in the misogynistic nightmare of Jamaican slave 
society. Slavery was drenched in violence, rape an integral part, 
and tragically, the violence of the enslaver against the enslaved 
seeped down like a viper’s poison through the veins of the entire 
system, deep into the relations among the enslaved themselves, 
especially between older, more advantaged enslaved men and 

1  Rhoda Reddock, 1994, Women, Labour and Politics in Trinidad and Tobago. 
A History, Ian Randle.

2  Rhoda Reddock, 1985, ‘Women and Slavery in the Caribbean: A Feminist 
Perspective’, Latin American Perspectives, Vol. 12, No. 1, Latin American 
Colonial History, pp. 77, 78.

3  Randy M. Browne, 2017, Surviving Slavery in the British Caribbean, 
University of Pennsylvania Press.

4  Patricia Mohammed, 2000, ‘“But Most of All Mi Love Me Browning”: 
The Emergence in Eighteenth and Nineteenth-Century Jamaica of the 
Mulatto Woman as the Desired’, Feminist Review, Vol. 65, No. 1, pp. 22–48.

5  Kamala Kempadoo, 2004, Sexing the Caribbean: Gender, Race and Sexual 
Labor, Routledge.

6  Ibid.
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women, intimate violence that we still live with in the West Indies, 
especially Jamaica, where violence against women, members of the 
LGBTQ community, and other vulnerable groups, is endemic. 

The works of Michael Craton deserve mention in any review of 
the literature on Jamaican and broader Caribbean slavery, if for 
no other reason than its prolificity, especially his works on Worthy 
Park. The Sociology of Slavery was the first work to use materials on 
Worthy Park. I had been told of their existence by a friend who had 
worked in the offices of the estate and, when I visited it in 1964, 
I was provided with a box of materials on the enslaved and space 
to work on them. I had expected more from what my friend had 
told me, but thankfully made the most of what I had been handed. 
I was very surprised when I read the announcement of a book on 
the plantation in late 1969, to be published the following year.1 I 
was then a lecturer at the University of the West Indies and a col-
league of the distinguished Jamaican economist, George Beckford. 
We immediately developed a joint research project focusing on the 
historical development and present socio-economic structure of 
the plantation, went to Worthy Park and sought permission from 
the owners to conduct our research. We were flatly denied access 
to the family papers and most of the archives, although told that 
we could do what we wanted with the workers.2 Eight years after 
the first, dominion-type study, Craton’s large doulotic study of the 
plantation appeared.3 Craton and Walvin are not to be blamed for 
the denial of access to us of the estate’s papers, which was quite 
consistent with the racist attitudes of the Jamaican planter class. 
Although critical of the repeated unctuous posturing towards 
favoured members of the Caribbean academic community, and 
several analytic flaws, my review of the work was generally favour-
able, my judgment being that he was ‘not only a first-rate historian 

1  Michael Craton and James Walvin, 1970, A Jamaican Plantation: The 
History of Worthy Park, 1670–1970, University of Toronto Press.

2  A few years later I conducted a questionnaire-based survey of Worthy 
Park with a research assistant, along with in-depth interviews of plantation 
workers, but never analysed the result. Soon after the survey I received a 
letter from Michael Craton asking me to leave his site alone and find another 
plantation to study. I gave up the project. The questionnaire materials, which 
include several network questions, will be deposited with my papers at a yet 
to be determined library.

3  Michael Craton, 1978, Searching for the Invisible Man: Slaves and 
Plantation Life in Jamaica, Harvard University Press.
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but acute observer of contemporary mores’.1 Unfortunately, that 
view had to be changed after it became evident from later works 
that Craton was a repeatedly dishonest scholar. Sidney Mintz, the 
eminent, well-tempered Caribbeanist, has upbraided him for his 
habit of appropriating ‘concepts developed and legitimized by 
other scholars whose works are well known’, while citing them for 
trivial contributions many pages later, as in his appropriation of 
the Australian anthropologist Peter Wilson’s concepts of reputa-
tion and respectability in Eastern Caribbean peasant life.2 Mintz 
is also unsparing in pointing out Craton’s other academic flaws 
and pretensions in the course of a devastating critique of his book 
on slave revolts, noting passages that are ‘ill-informed or evasive’, 
‘misleading’, and the ‘insouciant use of concepts unfamiliar to the 
author’. In another work Craton subjected Mintz himself to this 
duplicity, prominently entitling a paper on slave revolts ‘Proto-
Peasant Revolts?’ The concept of the Caribbean slave as a proto-
peasant was conceived and fully developed by Mintz and well 
known to Caribbeanists but unlikely to be known to the readers 
of Past and Present, who would only be informed near the end 
of the paper that Mintz had ‘coined’ the term without citing the 
Mintz paper, where it was clearly evident that he had done more 
than simply ‘coined’ the term, instead citing a paper Mintz had 
co-authored with Douglas Hall.3 Perhaps the most egregious act 
of academic deceit committed by Craton was his report of my 
interpretation of the personality of the Jamaican enslaved in their 
interaction with their enslavers, discussed at length in Chapter 6, 
Section 5 of The Sociology of Slavery. There I pointed out that there 
was a stereotype of the enslaved known as ‘Quashee’ in Jamaica, 
equivalent to the U.S. slaveholders’ infantilized stereotype of the 
African American enslaved, known as ‘Sambo’, that had recently 
been made famous, for many infamous, by the American historian 
Stanley Elkins. My argument, which in one crucial respect was 
critical of Elkins, was that Quashee, far from reflecting the true 

1  Orlando Patterson, 1982, ‘Recent Studies on Caribbean Slavery and 
The Atlantic Slave Trade’, Latin American Research Review, Vol. 17, No. 3, 
pp. 251–75.

2  Sidney Mintz, 1984, ‘More on the Peculiar Institution’, New West Indian 
Guide/Nieuwe West-Indische Gids, Vol. 58, No. 3/4, pp. 185–99.

3  Michael Craton, 1979, ‘Proto-Peasant Revolts? The Late Slave Rebellions 
in the British West Indies, 1816–1832’, Past and Present, No. 85, pp. 99–125.
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nature of the enslaved, was a case of the enslaved ‘playing fool to 
catch wise’, in the words of a famous Jamaican proverb and was, 
in fact, a psychological mode of resistance or what James C. Scott 
later called a ‘weapon of the weak’ in a work that correctly cites 
my view of the subject.1 Incredibly, Craton reported in one of his 
papers that: ‘Patterson describes the Quashy as a slave who fulfils 
the masters’ degrading stereotype of the Negro; lazy, deceitful, 
temperamental, childlike if not dog-like’ – an interpretation appar-
ently reinforced by the modern Jamaican epithet ‘Quashy Fool’ 
for what Englishmen would call ‘an ignorant peasant’.2 This is the 
exact opposite of my argument, which, as pointed out earlier, was 
included in a well-known collection of critical works on Elkins!3 
What does one make of a scholar who writes many presumably 
major works yet is so repeatedly dishonest? I leave it to the com-
munity of historians of Caribbean slavery to decide.

The Sociology of Slavery concentrated on the sugar plantation 
sector of Jamaica’s slave system and, while no one doubts that 
sugar dominated the entire economy and social order to the very 
end, it is a reasonable complaint that the work neglected the 
sectors of the economy not in sugar, especially those sectors pro-
ducing coffee, livestock and other produce. The works of Higman,4 
Shepherd5 and Monteith6 have greatly illuminated these sectors. 

1  See James C. Scott, 1990, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden 
Transcripts, Yale University Press, p. 24.

2  Michael Craton, 1974, ‘Searching for the Invisible Man: Some of the 
Problems of Writing on Slave Society in the British West Indies’, Historical 
Reflections / Réflexions Historiques, Vol. 1, No. 1, p. 50.

3  On Elkins, as indicated earlier, I am sympathetic to his comparison of 
slavery with the Nazi concentration camp. Unlike many critics of Elkins, I also 
found similarities to the Sambo stereotype in Jamaica, as I did later in other 
slave societies such as ancient Rome in the slaveholder class’s mocking ste-
reotype of Greek slaves as worthless, unmanly and garrulous, or ‘Graeculus’, 
well documented in Roman comedy. Where we differ sharply is my interpre-
tation that ‘Quashee’ and ‘Sambo’ were deliberately using the stereotype as 
a subaltern weapon against the slaveholder, as were the Graeculus of ancient 
Rome. See Orlando Patterson, 1982, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative 
Study, Harvard University Press, pp. 91, 96–7, 338.

4  Higman, 1976, op. cit.; see also his 1986 ‘Jamaican Coffee Plantations 
1780–1860: A Cartographic Analysis’, Caribbean Geography, Vol. 2, pp. 73–91; 
and his 1989 ‘The Internal Economy of Jamaican Pens, 1760–1890’, Social 
and Economic Studies, Vol. 38, No. 1, pp. 61–86.

5 Verene A. Shepherd, 2009, Livestock, Sugar and Slavery: Contested Terrain 
in Colonial Jamaica, Ian Randle.

6  Kathleen E. A. Monteith, 2002, ‘The Labour Regimen on Jamaican 
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Higman1 showed that in 1832 the sugar plantations contributed 
58.5 per cent of the island’s total income, compared with 12.6 per 
cent from the coffee plantations and 10.4 per cent from livestock 
pens. 

My reason for not paying more attention to these sectors points 
to an important division in doulotic studies of slavery in Jamaica, 
recently highlighted by Burnard,2 a division based on temporality. 
There were profound differences between the state of affairs in 
Jamaica between the century and a half prior to the abolitionist 
movement leading to the ending of the slave trade in 1807 and 
what came afterwards. The Sociology of Slavery covered the entire 
period of slavery but was firmly rooted in the classic earlier period 
of 145 years, fully 80 per cent of the entire period of slavery, for 
most of which the sugar plantation was indeed predominant and 
the vast majority of enslaved toiled on them. It was also when the 
system was at its most ruthless and, as Burnard notes, and I com-
pletely agree, ‘All of us working on slavery in the period before 
abolitionism struggle with the realization that enslaved people’s 
lives were miserable and stunted in ways that make it hard to see 
how Jamaican slaves could have led any sort of lives that held any 
meaning for them.’3 Indeed, one may well turn the issue around 
and question the overwhelming emphasis on the last forty years 
of slavery by the majority of studies on the subject, not only those 
on gender as previously noted. This was the period of abolition-
ist activism, with the planters’ backs increasingly up against the 
wall in an ideological battle that they eventually lost. During this 
period, in response to the relentless criticisms of the horrors of 
the system they had created, they desperately tried to ameliorate 
it. After the ending of the slave trade the amelioration intensified, 
not simply in response to abolitionist rhetoric, but out of the stark 
realization by the slaveholders that if they were to procure more 
enslaved persons, they had to induce them to reproduce. How rea-
sonable is it then, to base one’s account of slavery in Jamaica on 

Coffee Plantations During Slavery’, in Kathleen E. A. Monteith and Glen 
Richards, eds, Jamaica in Slavery and Freedom: History, Heritage and Culture, 
University of the West Indies Press, pp. 259–73.

1  Higman, 1976, op. cit., pp. 16–17.
2 Trevor Burnard, 2020, Jamaica in the Age of Revolution, University of 

Pennsylvania Press, p. 13.
3  Burnard, 2020, op. cit., p. 14.
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this last-gasp period of transition, to the neglect of the previous 80 
per cent of the history of the system, which was the classic period 
of unrestrained wealth-generation based on the merciless exploita-
tion of the enslaved and the protracted genocide of their recruit-
ment, replacement and growth, made possible by the slave trade.1 

Perhaps not. This is like confining a study of the history of 
racism and the economic exploitation of blacks in America to 
the post-civil rights era. And yet, remarkably, the great majority 
of works on slavery in Jamaica are confined to this period. What 
accounts for this bias? A clue to the answer is the apocryphal story 
of the drunkard who lost the keys to his home in the dark but kept 
looking for them under the streetlight, because that’s where the 
light was. The data on Jamaica during the period of abolition are 
exceedingly, and temptingly, rich, accounting for the large number 
of historians of many nationalities attracted to the study of this 
period of the island’s slavery. That’s where the light is. Alas, that’s 
not where the keys to most of the horrors are to be found.

Turning to dominion studies, the first post-war study from this 
perspective focused on the West Indies is Elsa Goveia’s pathbreak-
ing work on the British Leeward Islands.2 Her opening statement 
on the work is a good definition of what I am calling dominion 
studies: ‘The term “slave society” in the title of this book refers 
to the whole community based on slavery, including masters 
and freedmen as well as slaves. My object has been to study the 
political, economic and social organization of this society and the 
interrelationships of its component groups and to investigate how 
it was affected by its dependence on the institution of slavery.’ 
Goveia selected the Leeward Islands because they were among the 
most ‘mature’ of the British Caribbean societies and ‘analysis of 
its characteristics sheds light on the characteristics of plantation 
slavery and of “creole’’ society of the eighteenth century through-
out the islands’.3 Furthermore, it was Goveia who was first to apply 

1  On which see Richard Sheridan, 1965, ‘The Wealth of Jamaica in the 
Eighteenth Century’, Economic History Review, Vol. 18, pp. 292–311; Richard 
Sheridan, 1985, Doctors and Slaves: A Medical and Demographic History of 
Slavery in the British West Indies, 1680–1834, Cambridge University Press, 
Chapters 5–8.

2  Elsa Goveia, 1965, Slave Society in the British Leeward Islands at the End 
of the Eighteenth Century, Yale University Press. 

3  Ibid., pp. vii, viii.
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the concept of creolization, which she did repeatedly throughout 
the work. Although she contrasted her position with mine in her 
review of The Sociology of Slavery1 in arguing that the Leeward 
Islands’ slave system was ‘highly organized and integrated’, our 
positions were really not that dissimilar, since I am in complete 
agreement with her that that integration was entirely ‘on the basis 
of racial inequality and subordination of the labouring majority 
of blacks to the minority of whites’. Our views on the destructive 
nature of slavery on the familial and sexual lives of the enslaved 
are identical,2 and my view that the slave system was best viewed 
as a collection of largely self-contained plantation units, certainly 
when viewed from the perspective of the enslaved – the essence 
of my doulotic approach – is identical to her own verdict that: ‘At 
the end of the eighteenth century each of the plantations . . . was 
itself a small world, and the field slave was trapped in this world, 
like a fly in a spider’s web.’3 Our principal difference was that she 
approached the system from a dominion or macro-level perspec-
tive. But there was another: she was writing about the Leeward 
Islands, whereas I wrote about Jamaica, a larger and much more 
complex and unequal system, possibly the most pitilessly cruel 
and exploitative in modern history.

Higman has also written most extensively from the dominion 
perspective, as have an impressive number of other scholars. As 
I have already hinted, he somewhat normalizes the role of the 
white slaveholder class and the slave economic system, especially 
in his study of the managerial aspect of the plantation regime. 
His Plantation Jamaica:1750–18504 is an important and neces-
sary work, but one reads it with some unease, a bit like reading a 

1  Elsa Goveia, ‘Slave Society’ Review of The Sociology of Slavery’, The 
Times Literary Supplement, No. 3411, 13th July 1967, p.  622. (The Times 
Literary Supplement Historical Archive, 1002–2019). Signed reviews were 
introduced by the TLS only in 1974 and the authors of earlier reviews made 
available much later, when I became aware of the fact the review was by 
Goveia. It is unlikely that Goveia would have referred to her own work in a 
signed review.

2  Goveia, op. cit., p. 237.
3  Goveia, op. cit., p. 238.
4  B. W. Higman, 2005, Plantation Jamaica: 1750–1850: Capital and Control 

in a Colonial Economy, University of the West Indies Press. See also his 
1988 work, Jamaica Surveyed. Jamaica Maps and Plans of the Eighteenth and 
Nineteenth Centuries, University of the West Indies Press.
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meticulous analysis of the Nazi Totenkopfverbände, the SS Death’s-
Head Battalions that guarded and managed the concentration 
camps. Like all his other works, it is expertly crafted and thor-
oughly documented, and he is unsentimental in his approach to 
the subject, writing in the introduction:

Their business was exploitation and part of my task is to assess how 
efficiently they carried out that enterprise. It is only by taking this 
perspective that it is possible to understand the working of the larger 
system of plantation economy and the role of enslaved and free workers 
within the society. The people who did the hard work of the planta-
tions remain essentially voiceless in the narrative, reduced to the tools 
of capital and themselves literally human capital. It is a harsh story.

Quite so. Nonetheless, other works such as Burnard’s are consist-
ently more critical.1 From the older generation one may single out 
those of Brathwaite,2 Sheridan,3 the Bridenbaughs,4 Greene5 and 
Dunn.6 It may strike some as odd that I have classified Brathwaite’s 
work as a dominion study but, contrary to the popular view of the 
work as one focused on the life and culture of the slaves, it is largely 
devoted to the political, social and economic structure of the 
society and the role and attitude of the whites: only 59 of the text’s 
312 pages directly examines the Black population. Brathwaite’s 
work is strongly influenced by Elsa Goveia’s study of the Leeward 
Islands, both in its attempt to interpret Jamaica during the same 

1  See in particular his comparative study, with John Garrigus, of Saint-
Domingue and Jamaica, which draws out distinctive patterns in both 
systems, while demonstrating their enormous significance for the econo-
mies of France and Britain and, in more general terms, the rise of European 
capitalism in the 18th century: The Plantation Machine: Atlantic Capitalism in 
French Saint-Domingue and British Jamaica, University of Pennsylvania Press 
(2016).

2  Edward Brathwaite, 1971, The Development of Creole Society in Jamaica, 
1770–1820, Clarendon Press.

3  Richard Sheridan, 1974, Sugar and Slavery: An Economic History of the 
British West Indies, Johns Hopkins University Press.

4  Carl and Roberta Bridenbaugh, 1972, No Peace Beyond the Line: The 
English in the Caribbean, 1624–1690, Oxford University Press.

5  Jack P. Greene, 2016, Settler Jamaica in the 1750s: A Social Portrait, 
University of Virginia Press.

6  Richard Dunn, 1972, Sugar and Slaves: The Rise of the Planter Class in the 
English West Indies, 1624–1713, University of North Carolina Press.
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period of time as a systemic whole, and in his use of the creoliza-
tion concept, neither of which is sufficiently acknowledged. In any 
case, his use of the concept of creolization is problematic in light of 
the still pluralistic and ‘disunited’ state of Jamaica and other West 
Indian societies emphasized by Goveia,1 the failure to distinguish 
localization from creolization, and the assumption that creoliza-
tion entails assimilation and harmony, especially in sexual rela-
tions and racial mixing. His extraordinary view that it was ‘in the 
intimate area of sexual relations’ that ‘inter-cultural creolization 
took place’ by engendering a mixed group that helped ‘to integrate 
the society’,2 would certainly have been rejected by Goveia and, 
after the sickening revelations on Thomas Thistlewood3 whose 
cruelty and insatiable sexual sadism Douglas Hall agrees was the 
norm in Jamaica,4 must now be viewed with disbelief. The com-
monly held view that Brathwaite ‘coined and deployed the term 
creolization as a theory of Caribbean culture’, recently asserted by 
Kamugisha, is incorrect and puzzling.5 The concept was long in 
use among linguists, and its extension to Caribbean cultural pro-
cesses received its definitive theoretical formulation in a 1968 con-
ference at the University of the West Indies (coming after Goveia’s 
empirical use of the term), described by the Finnish creole scholar 
Angela Bartens as ‘one of the major events which initiated the era 
of modern creolistics’,6 a quarter of whose attendees were social 
scientists and historians, myself included, that Brathwaite would 
certainly have known about.7 

1  Goveia, op. cit., p. 338.
2  Brathwaite, op. cit., pp. 303–5.
3 Trevor Burnard, 2004, Mastery, Tyranny, and Desire: Thomas Thistlewood 

and his Slaves in the Anglo-American World, University of North Carolina 
Press. 

4  Douglas Hall, In Miserable Slavery: Thomas Thistlewood in Jamaica, 1750–
86, 1989, Macmillan Press, p. xix.

5  Aaron Kamugisha, 2019, Beyond Coloniality: Citizenship and Freedom in 
the Caribbean Intellectual Tradition, Indiana University Press.

6  Angela Bartens, 2001, ‘The Rocky Road to Education in Creole’, Estudios 
de Sociolinguistica, Vol. 2, No. 2, p. 28.

7 The definitive account of that transformative conference is given by Dell 
Hymes, one of the founders of sociolinguistics and creole studies, Items, Vol. 
22, No. 2, 1968. Find it here: https://items.ssrc.org/from-our-archives/pidgini​
zation-and-creolization-of-languages-their-social-contexts/

On creolization in 17th-century Jamaica, see David Buisseret, ‘The 
Process of Creolization in Seventeenth-Century Jamaica’, in David Buisseret 
and Steven Reinhardt, eds, 2000. Texas A&M University Press, pp. 19–34. 
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Prominent among earlier scholars who, in critical reaction 
against the acculturation studies of Herskovits, had clearly artic-
ulated a conception of the Caribbean as a space in which creo-
lization was the norm, was Sidney Mintz, who spent a lifetime 
researching the problem and developing a theoretical framework 
for understanding it.1 One prominent creole linguist who has 
extended her work from language to the socio-cultural domain 
of what she calls the ‘creole space’ is Bartens, whose book is an 
important contribution to the historical sociology of creolization 
that deserves greater attention among Caribbeanists.2 Given its 
roots in the study of language, it is perhaps not surprising that one 
of the most theoretically sophisticated and empirically informed 
works on the Jamaican creolization process is by the critically 
acclaimed British historian of French and Francophone Caribbean 
literature, Richard D. E. Burton.3

Mary Turner’s4 thoroughly documented, well-written work on 
the island during the same period covered by Brathwaite, paints 
a more complex, conflict-ridden system from which the religious 
sphere was not spared. The works of Sheridan, the Bridenbaughs 
and Dunn are especially valuable in placing Jamaica within its 
broader West Indian context, the latter two emphasizing the failure 
of early British Jamaica as a social system.5 Greene’s recent study 
offers a wealth of information on a wide range of social and eco-
nomic activities, land use and demographic patterns at an unusual 

Buisseret’s ‘Introduction’ to the volume offers one of the clearest and most 
comprehensive models of the creolization process I know of.

More recently, the theoretical complexities and contradictions of the 
concept, and the tensions between its usage by linguists, historians and 
anthropologists, as well as its global applications, have been examined 
in Charles Stewart, ed., 2016, Creolization: History, Ethnography, Theory, 
Routledge.

1  On which, see Michael Zeuske, 2011, ‘Sidney Mintz: Work, Creolization, 
Atlanticization’, Review, Vol.34, No. 4, pp. 423–8.

2  Angela Bartens, 1996, Der kreolische Raum: Geschichte und Gegenwart, 
Annales Academiae Scientiarum Finnicae. See the useful review and 
summary by Stephanie Hackert, 1999, Journal of Pidgin and Creole Languages, 
Vol. 14, No. 1, pp. 171–6.

3  Richard D. E. Burton, 1977, Afro-Creole: Power, Opposition, and Play in the 
Caribbean, Cornell University Press.

4  Mary Turner, 1998, Slaves and Missionaries: The Disintegration of Jamaican 
Slave Society, 1787–1834, University Press of the West Indies.

5  Dunn, 1972, Sugar and Slaves: The Rise of the Planter Class in the English 
West Indies, p. 276. 
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level of detail, and for the period of the mid-18th century too often 
neglected in recent studies.1 

One quaint work on Jamaican slavery by the American historian 
Vincent Brown,2 has left me and many historians from the region 
perplexed. According to Brown, the catastrophic mortality rate in 
Jamaica for both blacks and whites, far from hardening attitudes 
towards death, was the source of cultural creation, ‘the principal 
arena of social life and gave rise to its customs’. This is a polished 
production, well received, but it describes a world unfamiliar to 
nearly all of us who have closely studied Jamaican slave society. 
True, there were elaborate funeral rites among the enslaved, 
mainly adaptations of African mortuary rituals to the exigencies 
of the plantation dead yards in which death was celebrated, when 
given the chance, as a return passage to Africa, which I discussed 
at some length in The Sociology of Slavery (pp. 195–207). Brown 
argues, however, that death and its rituals were central to life and 
culture at all levels and among all ethno-racial groups in Jamaican 
slave society. I found no evidence of any such cultural preoccupa-
tion in my years of study of Jamaica, nor has any of the many out-
standing historians mentioned above who have studied the period 
over the past century. To the contrary, insofar as the most reliable 
contemporary observers mention the subject, it was to comment 
on the callous indifference of the whites of all classes to death and 
dying. Lady Nugent, one of the most astute observers of the late 
period, repeatedly expressed distress and astonishment that ‘here 
no one appears to think or feel for those who are suffering from 
these frightful attacks’ (17th August 1801) and, two weeks later, 
‘that the usual occurrence of a death had taken place. Poor Mr 
Sandiford had died at 4 o’clock this morning . . . but all around 
us appeared quite callous’, then on the 10th December that same 
year: ‘He disgusted me very much the other day, by making a joke 
of poor Lord Hugh’s death; but it is a common custom here.’ [empha-
sis added]3 Thomas Thistlewood in his thirty-six years of living and 

1  Greene, 2014, op. cit.
2 Vincent Brown, 2008, The Reaper’s Garden: Death and Power in the World 

of Atlantic Slavery, Harvard University Press.
3  Maria Nugent, Lady Nugent’s Journal of her Residence in Jamaica from 

1801 to 1805, Philip Wright, ed., 1966, Institute of Jamaica: pp.  16, 18, 45. 
Brown cites the second of these entries without comment. 


