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A	Barbaric	Independence:
Rebel	Voice	and	Transnational
Solidarity,	Morant	Bay,	1865

The	 rebellion	 of	 the	 negroes	 comes	 very	 home	 to	 the	 national	 soul.	 Though	 a	 fleabite	 compared	with	 the	 Indian
Mutiny,	it	touches	our	pride	more	and	is	more	in	the	nature	of	a	disappointment.

The	Times,	18	November	1865

What	have	the	English	people	done	that	the	irrepressible	negro	should	make	an	interruption	into	their	daily	press,
disport	himself	at	their	dessert,	chill	their	turtle,	spoil	their	wine,	and	sour	their	pine-apple	and	their	temper?	…	Are
we	henceforth	to	be	separated,	as	a	nation,	into	negrophilites	and	anti-negroites?

Saturday	Review,	October	1866

Constitutionally	 considered,	 it	 makes	 no	 difference	 in	 the	 question,	 that	 what	 Governor	 Eyre	 did	 was	 done	 in
Jamaica	and	not	in	England.	For	this	purpose,	the	two	islands	are	one	and	the	same.

The	Bee-Hive,	1	September	1866

On	a	cloudy	Monday	morning	in	October	1865,	a	few	hours	after	the	end	of	the	Sabbath,
George	William	Gordon,	a	forty-five-year-old	man,	stood	beneath	the	arch	of	a	burned-down
courthouse	in	the	Jamaican	town	of	Morant	Bay.	His	hands	and	feet	had	been	pinioned	and	a
halter	was	draped	around	his	neck.	After	the	drop	fell	at	7.10	a.m.,	the	corpse,	dressed	in	a
borrowed	white	coat,	was	kept	suspended	and	swinging	on	public	view	in	inclement	weather
for	a	full	twenty-four	hours	and	then	thrown	into	a	felon’s	grave.	It	was,	however,	far	from
being	consigned	to	anonymity.	Gordon’s	name	would	soon	reverberate	4,500	miles	away	on
another	island,	one	which,	by	that	point	in	history,	was	more	habituated	to	rainy	days	than	to
summary	public	executions	of	opposition	politicians.	From	late	November	1865,	when	news
finally	 reached	 London	 of	Gordon’s	 execution	 under	martial	 law	 and	 of	 the	 extra-judicial
deaths	of	many	others	–	mostly	black	or	Afro-Jamaican	men	deemed	part	of	a	conspiracy	to
overthrow	white	rule	–	a	controversy	raged	in	England	for	nearly	three	years.	The	so-called
‘Jamaica	Affair’	would	 shake	 the	English	 intelligentsia	 and	political	 classes,	 creating	 fresh
and	 bitter	 divisions	 while	 widening	 existing	 cleavages.	 It	 would	 also	 be	 discussed	 at
working-class	meetings	held	in	the	run-up	to	the	Second	Reform	Bill,	which	was	coming	up
for	parliamentary	debate.1	For	nearly	 three	years,	 the	English	public	sphere	would	concern
itself	with	what	also	came	to	be	known	as	‘the	Eyre	controversy’,	as	attempts	were	made	by
some	of	England’s	best-known	political	and	intellectual	figures	to	bring	to	book	the	colonial
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governor	 under	 whose	 administrative	 aegis	 Gordon	 and	 over	 500	 others	 had	 met	 their
untimely	deaths.

Breaking	out	eight	years	after	the	Indian	uprising,	Morant	Bay	has	long	been	recognized
as	 the	 other	 mid-nineteenth-century	 national	 crisis	 which	 contributed	 to	 ‘new	 ways	 of
categorising	racial	difference’.2	‘After	the	Morant	Bay	Rebellion’,	writes	Marouf	Hasian,	Jr,
‘the	 belief	 in	 racial	 hierarchies	 also	 ossified,	 and	Afro-Jamaicans	were	 re-characterized	 as
unruly	 and	 untrustworthy	 colonial	 subjects.’3	 The	 profound	 effect	 of	 this	 uprising	 on
metropolitan	 discourse	 has	 also	 been	 discussed	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 fundamental	 questions	 it
raised	 ‘about	 the	 nature	 of	 Englishness	 itself’.4	 Tim	 Watson	 reminds	 us	 of	 the
‘disproportionate	 significance’	 accorded	 to	Morant	Bay	 at	 the	 time,	 arguing	 that	 the	 event
presaged	 the	 re-emergence	 of	 ‘the	 modern	 notion	 of	 the	 British	 Empire	 as	 a	 single
conceptual,	territorial,	and	political	unit’.5	Consequent	upon	the	controversy	was	nothing	less
than	 the	 consolidation	 of	 the	 British	 Empire	 ‘as	 an	 imaginary	 unit	 soldered	 together	 by
modern	humanitarianism’.6	Within	 the	British	 historiographical	 record,	 the	Governor	 Eyre
controversy	 functions	as	a	 locus	classicus,	 a	 characteristic	moment	of	 internal	moral	 crisis
leading	 to	 self-correction	 –	 in	 this	 case	 a	more	 responsive,	 liberal	 and	 reforming	 colonial
government,	 with	 Jamaica	 passing	 to	 direct	 Crown	 rule	 in	 1866,	 when	 its	 Legislative
Assembly	dissolved	 itself.	 ‘The	moral	 perils	 of	 empire’,	writes	R.	W.	Kostal,	 situating	 the
controversy	 in	 a	 historical	 frame,	 ‘were	 quintessentially	 English	 preoccupations,	 and	 they
had	surfaced	many	times	before.’7

Contemporary	etching	of	rebels	being	hanged	at	the	Morant	Bay	Courthouse

What	happens,	though,	to	the	insurgent	Jamaican	subject	who	instigates	the	crisis	in	the
first	 place?	 While	 there	 is	 little	 doubt	 that	 the	 whole	 controversy	 was	 ‘appropriated	 and
reconstructed	as	a	means	of	contesting	political	positions	and	propositions	in	England’	itself,
it	is	a	mistake	to	view	the	Eyre	affair	as	only	as	the	mise	en	scène	for	a	very	British	debate
about	rights	and	constitutionality,	the	Jamaican	elements	rendered	secondary	to	the	process.8
Even	where	connections	have	been	touched	on,	discussions	of	the	Morant	Bay	episode	have
in	general	tended	to	emphasize	either	events	in	Jamaica	or	the	famously	divided	high-profile
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response	in	Britain.	In	fact,	not	only	was	the	Jamaican	insurgent	 instrumental	 in	fomenting
debate	and	division	but	black	agency	–	and	what	was	to	be	done	with	it	–	was,	in	many	ways,
at	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 controversy.	 The	 positions	 taken	 by	 British	 domestic	 parties	 to	 the
controversy	were	profoundly	inflected	by	an	awareness	of	both	the	reality	of	black	Jamaican
self-assertion	 and,	 crucially,	 the	 fact	 that	 ‘ex-slaves	 chose	 to	 define	 the	 content	 of	 their
freedom	 in	 apparent	 opposition	 to	 market	 forces’.9	 Their	 words	 and	 actions	 fomented
division	in	Britain,	and	in	doing	so	also	formed	the	basis	for	 the	emergence	of	criticism	of
post-Emancipation	white	rule	in	the	West	Indian	colonies,	as	well	as	something	very	like	the
transnational	working-class	solidarity	envisioned	by	Congreve	and	Jones	in	the	wake	of	the
Indian	rebellion.

Once	again,	the	question	of	‘voice’	is	central	–	indeed	more	so,	for,	unlike	the	1857	crisis,
this	 time	 the	 documents	 of	 counterinsurgency	 provided	 a	 channel	 for	 the	 voices	 of	 black
Jamaican	rebels	–	as	well	as	Gordon	himself	–	 to	 resonate	more	 fully	 in	 the	British	public
sphere.	 Mimi	 Sheller	 notes	 that,	 even	 prior	 to	 the	 rebellion,	 ‘the	 numerous	 two-way	 ties
between	 freed	 people	 and	 the	British	 government	made	 both	 sides	 adept	 at	 addressing	 the
other’,	 leaving	 a	 more	 extensive	 documentary	 trail	 than	 was	 often	 the	 case.10	 Thus,	 the
historical	 record	 shows	 very	 clearly	 that	 Jamaican	 dissidents	 and	 rebels	made	 demands	 of
Britain	 and	British	 rule	while	 challenging	 its	 rhetorical	 contradictions.	Their	 specific	 post-
slavery	understandings	of	what	 freedom	should	mean	were	frequently	distinct	 from,	and	 in
conflict	with,	those	generated	by	the	imperial	centre.	The	multiple	speech	acts	through	which
the	 black	 Jamaican	 peasantry	 and	 their	 political	 leaders	 communicated,	 both	 leading	 up	 to
and	following	the	rebellion,	registered	upon	and	were	interpreted	by	various	interests	back	in
Britain	and	should	be	regarded	as	significantly	tributary	to	the	controversy	that	subsequently
unfolded.	It	is	not	just	that	when	Jamaica	‘reappeared	on	centre	stage	of	British	public	life	in
late	1865,	 it	 also	 found	 itself	 at	 the	 centre	of	 a	new	 set	 of	political	 and	cultural	 beliefs’.11
Afro-Jamaican	insurgency	helped	shape	those	beliefs	in	very	fundamental	ways,	giving	them
genuinely	transnational	dimensions	and	thickening	the	meaning	of	democratic	rights.	In	his
excellent	 legal	 history	 of	 the	 controversy	 and	 the	 various	 attempts	 made	 by	 the	 Jamaica
Committee	to	prosecute	Eyre	for	‘murder’,	among	other	misdeeds,	Kostal	has	suggested	that
the	 ‘controversy	arose	 from	 the	 tectonic	 stresses	generated	by	 the	collision	between	global
imperial	ambition	and	bedrock	moral	and	legal	sensibilities’.12	This	 familiar	 reading	of	 the
controversy	largely	in	terms	of	‘Burkean	qualms’	elides	a	constitutive	third	party:	the	Afro-
Jamaican	 peasant	 rebels	 who,	 in	 ways	 their	 Indian	 counterparts	 could	 not,	 offered	 to	 a
metropolitan	audience	engagements	with	their	own	condition.13

One	 of	 the	 reasons	 that	 the	Morant	 Bay	 uprising	 created	much	more	 pronounced	 and
high-profile	divisions	than	we	saw	in	the	case	of	India	1857	is	the	extent	to	which	the	voices
of	Jamaican	discontent	were	heard	–	and	speaking	in	English	–	back	in	the	metropole.	The
British	press	across	the	spectrum	reported	assiduously	on	the	insurgency	and	its	repression,
often	 carrying	 copies	 of	 dispatches	 and	 reports	 from	 the	 Jamaican	 press.	 The	 views	 and
aspirations	 of	 black	 Jamaican	 peasants	were	 available	 for	metropolitan	 understanding	 in	 a
striking	 variety	 of	 forms:	 petitions,	 memorials,	 speeches,	 addresses,	 resolutions,	 letters,
placards,	 and	 leaflets.	 These	 embodied	 genres	 ranged	 from	 complaints,	 lamentation,
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deposition	 and	 testimony	 to	 plea,	 threat,	 demand,	 accusation	 and	 claim.	 Even	 Edward
Underhill,	whose	famous	letter	to	the	colonial	secretary	detailing	the	condition	of	the	Jamaica
peasantry	became	a	flashpoint	for	Jamaican	organizing,	would	recall	in	his	memoirs	that	the
Royal	Commission	of	Inquiry	itself	drew	on	a	wide	variety	of	evidentiary	texts,	from	pieces
by	‘editors	and	writers	in	newspapers’	to	‘the	loose	talk	of	the	nursery’,	‘the	jokes	of	friends’,
‘the	 vague	 rumours	 which	 accompanied	 or	 followed	 the	 political	 meetings’	 and	 ‘the
exasperated	 language	of	men	 smarting	under	 fresh	 acts	 of	 injustice’.14	Underhill’s	memoir
details	the	manifold	ways	in	which	black	Jamaican	peasants	voiced	their	discontent,	his	own
controversial	letter	having	drawn	on	their	articulated	grievances	rather	than	‘authoring’	them,
as	was	charged.	One	response	to	such	self-assertion	was,	as	Holt	observes,	a	redefinition	of
black	people	 themselves	as	 ‘a	different	kind	of	human	being’,	so	 that	hardened	racial	 lines
became	a	means	of	fending	off	the	threat	of	resistance	to	the	demands	of	political	economy.15
Studies	of	such	‘re-characterization’	have	tended	to	focus,	as	in	the	case	of	India	in	1857,	on
this	 sharpening	 of	 boundaries	 and	 racial	 ‘othering’,	 which	 undoubtedly	 testifies	 to	 the
ultimate	 triumph,	as	 it	were,	of	 the	Eyre	camp’s	 racism.	Those	 responses	which	sought,	 in
contrast,	 to	 insist	on	 the	need	 for	parity	of	 treatment	 for	white	Briton	and	black	 Jamaican,
have	largely	been	read	in	terms	of	anxieties	about	the	British	constitution	and	the	rule	of	law,
rather	than	as	an	engagement	with	the	question	of	racial	equality.	(Holt	is	one	of	the	few	to
suggest	 that	 this	might	 have	been	 strategic,	 given	 a	post-1857	milieu	of	 tremendous	 racial
hostility	 to	 non-white	 peoples.)	 My	 own	 argument	 here	 is	 that	 the	 self-assertion	 of	 the
Jamaican	blacks	and	their	insistence	on	shaping	their	historical	condition	were	key	not	just	to
the	 vitriolic	 racism	 of	 those	 like	 Carlyle,	 Dickens	 and	 Ruskin,	 who	 counted	 themselves
supporters	of	Eyre	and	were	open	about	the	dangers	of	black	agency;	they	also	put	pressure
on	those	liberals	and	radicals	who	came	together	to	hold	the	governor	accountable,	making
for	 the	 emergence	 of	more	 racially	 inclusive	 and	 egalitarian	 conceptions	 of	 rights.	 If	 John
Stuart	Mill’s	leadership	of	the	Jamaica	Committee	was	impelled	by	an	‘imagined	community
[which]	was	one	of	potential	equality’,	it	is	necessary	to	acknowledge	the	role	of	the	Jamaica
rebels	 in	 pushing	 open	 the	 racial	 and	 geopolitical	 borders	 of	 that	 community.16	 Here,	 as
elsewhere,	agitation	and	insurgency	from	below	served	to	radicalize	liberalism	in	ways	that
need	to	be	made	more	visible	–	or	audible.

A	recognition	of	black	agency	also	inflected	an	incipient	British	labour	internationalism
which	began	 to	stress	class	 ‘sympathies’	or	solidarity	over	 racial	differences.	The	 ‘Jamaica
affair’	was	one	of	the	few	Victorian	crises	of	empire	in	which	there	is	a	record	of	expressed
British	 working-class	 sympathies	 for	 victims	 of	 violent	 colonial	 repression.	 The	 parallels
between	domestic	struggles	and	those	of	the	Jamaican	peasantry	were	not	invoked	simply	out
of	generosity	or	a	colour-blind	egalitarianism,	but	in	response	to	a	self-assertion	which	made
claims	upon	working-class	solidarity.	We	know,	for	 instance,	 that	 in	early	September	1866,
by	which	time	the	Royal	Commission	had	reported	back	very	fully	on	events	leading	up	to
the	rebellion,	Eyre	was	burned	in	effigy	on	Clerkenwell	Green.17	Funerary	decorations	used
in	 some	 condemnatory	 working-class	 protest	 meetings	 hailed	 Gordon’s	 death	 as	 that	 of	 a
martyr.	As	the	controversy	over	Eyre’s	conduct	heated	up,	the	question	of	according	parity	to
the	 struggles	 of	 both	 the	 white	 working	 classes	 and	 the	 black	 peasantry	 itself	 became	 a
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flashpoint,	 Dickens	 complaining	 in	 a	 letter	 to	 a	 friend:	 ‘So	 we	 are	 badgered	 about	 New
Zealanders,	and	Hottentots,	as	if	they	were	identical	with	men	in	clean	shirts	at	Camberwell,
and	were	to	be	bound	by	pen	and	ink	accordingly.’18	Others,	however	–	labour	 leaders	and
trade	unionists	–	called	for	common	cause	to	be	made,	not	least	because	the	Tories	could	do
to	the	English	working	classes	what	they	had	done	to	Jamaicans.	Indeed,	the	question	of	who
had	the	right	to	be	accorded	‘sympathy’	was	central	to	the	arguments	for	and	against	Eyre’s
actions.	But	it	is	misleading	to	view	this	simply	as	an	exercise	in	the	expression	of	existing
political	dispositions;	it	was,	at	least	partly,	a	dialogical	response	to	the	claims	put	forward	by
rebellion.	 In	 the	 context	 of	 the	 Hyde	 Park	 riots	 of	 1866	 and	 the	 Habeas	 Corpus	 Acts	 in
Ireland,	 ‘political	 reformers	 did	 not	 take	 long	 to	 see	 similarities	 between	 the	 Jamaican
episode	and	their	own	struggle	for	parliamentary	reform’,	Douglas	Lorimer	rightly	observes,
though	 insisting	 that	 these	 ‘simply	 reconfirmed	 existing	 beliefs’.19	 Such	 an	 assessment
overlooks	 the	 ideological	 and	 rhetorical	 tensions	 that	 became	 evident	 in	 progressive
engagements	with	the	moment	and	afterlife	of	the	Morant	Bay	rebellion.	If,	as	Catherine	Hall
suggests,	 the	 Eyre	 debate	 ‘marked	 a	 moment	 when	 two	 different	 conceptions	 of	 “us”,
constructed	 through	 two	 different	 notions	 of	 “them”,	were	 publicly	 contested’,	 it	 is	worth
examining	how	it	was	black	insurgency	that	made	space	for	the	construction	of	a	radical	‘us’
that	crossed	both	racial	lines	and	the	boundary	between	colony	and	metropole.	This	was	less
about	 the	 ‘potential	 of	 Jamaican	 blacks’	 to	 become	 like	 a	 transnational	 ‘us’	 through	 a
civilizing	 process,	 but	 rather	 the	 active	 forging	 of	 ‘us’	 out	 of	 a	 fellowship	 of	 ongoing
struggle.20	In	what	follows,	I	first	explore	the	content	of	the	uprising;	then	the	role	played	by
Gordon,	 and	 his	 death,	 as	 a	 vehicle	 for	 controversy;	 and,	 finally,	 the	 responses	 of	 British
liberal	reformers	and	working-class	radicals	to	the	claims	made	by	the	Jamaican	insurgency.

A	Most	Serious	Insurrection
John	 Edward	 Eyre	 had	 been	 first	 lieutenant	 governor	 then	 governor	 of	 Jamaica	 for	 about
three	years	when	he	faced	the	uprising	that	would	eventually	result	in	his	immense	notoriety.
Though	 it	has	now	receded	from	the	popular	memory	 in	Britain,	 the	general	outline	of	 the
story	 is	 a	 familiar	 one	 to	 scholars	 of	 British	 imperial	 history.	 On	 11	 October	 1865,	 an
organized	procession	of	several	hundred	black	men	and	women	entered	the	town	of	Morant
Bay,	converging	from	different	roads	leading	into	town.	They	were	blowing	shells	and	horns
or	 beating	drums,	 and	many	were	 armed	with	 sticks	 and	 cutlasses.	While	 their	 destination
was	the	town	courthouse,	en	route	they	stopped	at	the	police	station	where,	by	all	accounts,
they	beat	up	at	least	one	policeman	before	divesting	the	building	of	its	weapons	(though,	as	it
turned	out,	the	guns	were	missing	parts	and	there	was	no	ammunition	to	be	had).21	When	the
crowds	 reached	 the	 town	 square,	 they	 were	 addressed	 by	 the	 Baron	 von	 Ketelhodt,	 the
‘custos’	or	chief	magistrate	of	the	parish	of	St-Thomas-in-the-East	in	which	Morant	Bay	was
located.	In	front	of	him	stood	a	line	of	‘volunteers’	from	the	island’s	militia,	which	had	been
summoned	as	a	precaution.	Ketelhodt	asked	those	gathered	not	to	come	into	the	square	and,
when	 they	 proceeded	 to	 do	 so,	 read	 out	 the	 Riot	 Act.	 The	 crowd’s	 response	was	 to	 fling
stones	at	the	militia,	at	which	point	the	latter	began	firing,	killing	several.	Instead	of	backing
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down,	many	of	those	present	then	rushed	the	militia.	Outnumbered,	the	volunteers	retreated
into	 the	 courthouse	 to	 join	 the	 custos	 and	 other	 officials.	 Ignoring	 the	 truce	 flags,	 the
insurgent	 crowd	 then	 set	 fire	 to	 the	 courthouse.22	 As	 the	 custos	 and	 other	 officials	 came
running	out,	some	of	them,	including	Ketelhodt,	were	set	upon	and	killed.23	Some	accounts
suggest	 that	 the	 latter’s	 fingers	were	deliberately	cut,	with	one	person	 ‘observing	 that	 they
would	write	no	more	lies	to	the	Queen’.24	After	setting	another	building	on	fire	and	releasing
some	fifty	prisoners	from	the	district	gaol,	 the	crowd	left	 the	area.25	By	most	accounts,	 the
protesters	 retreated	 to	 a	 Native	 Baptist	 chapel	 run	 by	 their	 leader,	 Paul	 Bogle,	 in	 the
settlement	of	Stony	Gut,	and	spent	some	time	in	prayer.

The	unrest	 spread	 to	a	handful	of	 settlements	and	sugar	plantations	 in	 the	parish	of	St-
Thomas-in-the-East	 the	following	day	as	crowds	entered	 them,	plundering	some	stores	and
houses.	One	 threatening	 chant	hinted	 that	 that	 the	 area	would	be	 cleansed	of	 ‘buckras’,	 or
whites:

Buckras’	blood	we	want
Buckras’	blood	we’ll	have
Buckras’	blood	we	are	going	for
Till	there’s	no	more	to	have.26

Despite	some	pillaging	and	taking	of	prisoners,	there	was	in	fact	only	one	killing	–	that	of	the
attorney	of	the	Amity	Hall	Estate	plantation,	Augustus	Hire,	who	had	been	directly	involved
in	a	conflict	with	some	of	the	rebels	over	land	tenure.	As	official	reports	would	later	take	the
trouble	to	note,	no	white	women	or	children	were	harmed;	some	had	been	taken	to	safety	by
loyal	black	servants.	By	the	next	day,	Governor	Eyre	had	sent	troops	to	regain	control	of	the
area,	 and	 within	 three	 days	 the	 outbreak	 had	 been	 completely	 suppressed,	 the	 troops
apparently	meeting	with	little	resistance.	Martial	law	was	nevertheless	declared	in	the	whole
county	of	Surrey	excepting	the	town	of	Kingston,	which	was	the	seat	of	government.	Over
the	next	several	days,	as	troops	rampaged	through	the	eastern	portion	of	the	island,	hundreds
of	actual	and	presumed	rebels	were	summarily	shot,	while	others	were	executed	after	cursory
military	 trials.	Additionally,	 over	 600	men	 and	women,	many	 of	whom	had	 nothing	 to	 do
with	 the	 uprising,	 were	 subjected	 to	 brutal	 floggings,	 and	 some	 thousand	 dwellings	 were
burned	to	the	ground	in	what	would	later	be	described	by	a	Royal	Commission	of	Inquiry	as
a	 ‘wanton	 and	 cruel’	 manner.27	 Some	 military	 officers	 would	 write	 back	 to	 friends	 and
colleagues	in	England	describing	the	killings	and	floggings	with	a	‘levity’	deprecated	by	the
Royal	Commissioners.28	Meanwhile,	 in	Kingston,	after	hearing	that	a	warrant	for	his	arrest
had	been	issued,	George	William	Gordon,	who	had	been	unwell,	voluntarily	turned	himself
in	 to	 the	 governor.	 Eyre	 promptly	 loaded	 him	 on	 board	 the	 naval	 sloop	Wolverine,	 and
personally	conveyed	him	to	Morant	Bay	to	face	a	military	trial.	This	would	turn	out	to	be	a
disastrous	misstep	on	Eyre’s	part.	After	 a	 trial	 that	 lasted	barely	 a	 few	hours,	Gordon	was
hanged	after	having	been	deemed	–	according	to	Major	General	O’Connor	who	presided	over
the	clearly	flimsy	proceedings	–	‘to	have	been	one	of	the	principal	instigators	of	the	people	to
rebellion,	 and	 the	 primary	 cause	 of	 the	 miserable	 massacre	 of	 Europeans	 and	 native
inhabitants	at	Morant’.29	The	creak	of	 that	scaffold	would	resonate	 in	England	for	 the	next
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three	years.

George	William	Gordon	(1820–65)

When	 news	 of	 the	 uprising	 reached	 England	 in	 early	November,	 there	was	 immediate
consternation:	 memories	 of	 1857	 were	 still	 fresh	 in	 the	 public	 mind,	 and	 familiar	 racial
anxieties	were	swiftly	rekindled	as	snippets	of	news	about	atrocities	against	whites	came	off
the	 ships	 arriving	 from	 the	Caribbean.	The	Times	 reprinted	 a	 bulletin	 from	Major	General
O’Connor	claiming	the	rebels’	plan	was	‘to	murder	all	of	the	white	and	coloured	men	first,
then	the	children,	and	to	keep	the	women	as	servants	and	for	 their	own	pleasure’.30	As	the
week	went	by,	however,	more	reassuring	news	indicated	that	the	situation	was	in	fact	under
control,	 and	 that	 the	 white	 community	 of	 Jamaica	 was	 now	 safe.31	 Speculation	 about	 the
causes	 of	 the	 rebellion	 began,	 with	 some	 fingers	 pointed	 at	 Baptist	 missionaries	 for
‘authoring’	discontent,	 and	others	 at	 colonial	officials	 and	 the	planters	of	 Jamaica	 for	poor
governance	 and	 deteriorating	 social	 conditions.	 By	 the	 time	Governor	 Eyre’s	 first	 official
dispatch,	 dated	 20	 October,	 arrived	 in	 London	 on	 16	 November	 1865,	 news	 had	 already
started	circulating	about	the	questionable	manner	in	which	the	uprising	had	been	put	down.
The	dispatch	itself	would	set	off	a	flurry	of	sceptical	responses,	inaugurating	the	‘Governor
Eyre’	 or	 ‘Jamaica’	 affair.	 Opening	 with	 news	 of	 the	 ‘great	 loss	 of	 life	 and	 destruction	 of
property’	entailed	by	what	 it	 termed	a	‘most	serious	and	alarming	insurrection	of	 the	negro
population’,	 Eyre	 took	 self-regarding	 cognizance	 of	 his	 own	 ‘promptitude	 and	 vigour	 of
action’	 in	 suppressing	 the	 uprising.32	 His	 swift	 imposition	 of	 martial	 law	 and	 dispatch	 of
troops	to	the	troubled	region,	he	asserted,	had	spared	the	mother	country	the	loss	of	Jamaica,
the	 alternative	 to	 which	 might	 have	 been	 an	 ‘almost	 interminable	 war	 and	 an	 unknown
expense’	to	keep	the	colony.33	Instead,	those	responsible	had	been	brought	swiftly	to	military
courts	 and	 executed	 after	 trial	 to	 prevent	 the	 outbreak	 spreading	 further.	 While	 outlining
troop	 movements	 and	 suppression	 measures	 in	 a	 matter-of-fact	 tone,	 Eyre’s	 dispatch	 is
unable	to	resist	a	touch	of	post-1857	sensationalism	pertaining	to	what	he	describes	as	black
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atrocities	 against	whites:	 a	 victim	who	 ‘is	 said	 to	 have	 had	 his	 tongue	 cut	 out	whilst	 still
alive’	as	attempts	were	made	 to	skin	him;	another	who	was	set	on	fire;	and	still	more	who
‘are	said	to	have	had	their	eyes	scooped	out’	as	‘heads	were	cleft	open,	and	the	brains	taken
out’	(these	were	later	shown	to	be	unsubstantiated	rumours).	Indeed,	Eyre	pointed	out	cannily
that	 ‘the	 whole	 outrage	 could	 only	 be	 paralleled	 by	 the	 atrocities	 of	 the	 Indian	 mutiny’,
before	going	on	to	add	that,	‘as	usual’,	the	women	‘were	even	more	brutal	and	barbarous	than
the	men’.34

It	is	only	towards	the	end	of	his	dispatch,	however,	that	Eyre	finally	reveals	his	hand.	As
he	 toured	 the	 affected	 region	 in	 the	 days	 following	 the	 outbreak,	 he	writes,	 he	 had	 ‘found
everywhere	 the	 most	 unmistakable	 evidence	 that	Mr	 George	William	 Gordon,	 a	 coloured
member	 of	 the	 House	 of	 Assembly,	 had	 not	 only	 been	 mixed	 up	 in	 the	 matter,	 but	 was
himself,	through	his	own	misrepresentations	and	seditious	language	addressed	to	the	ignorant
black	 people,	 the	 chief	 cause	 and	 origin	 of	 the	 whole	 rebellion’.35	 After	 briefly	 outlining
what	he	identifies	as	additional	provocateurs	and	provocations	responsible	for	the	uprising	–
primarily	 a	 letter	 by	 the	 Baptist	 missionary	 Edward	 Underhill	 that,	 earlier	 that	 year,	 had
detailed	 the	multifarious	 distresses	 suffered	 by	 the	majority	 of	 islanders	 –	 Eyre	 somewhat
defensively	alludes	 to	 the	 ‘just	 severity’	of	 the	measures	 that	had	been	exercised	under	his
personal	 approval	 and	 instruction.36	 Then,	 in	 a	 terse	 postscript	 dated	 23	 October	 at	 the
bottom	of	the	letter,	Eyre	finally	informs	the	colonial	secretary	that	Gordon	‘has	been	tried	by
court-martial	at	Morant	Bay,	and	sentenced	to	be	hung’	that	morning.37

An	outbreak	of	some	seriousness	contained	by	proportionately	serious	measures:	Eyre’s
dispatch	 unfolded	 a	 story	 that	 had	 been	 told	 many	 times	 before.	 As	 the	 activist	 lawyer
Frederic	 Harrison	 would	 note	 sardonically,	 ‘the	 oft-recurring	 tale	 of	 insurrection’	 was	 a
familiar	one,

a	tale	of	wonderful	sameness	–	one	unbroken	weary	round	of	horror.	A	riot;	much	agitation;	a	good	deal	of	plunder;	a
little	bloodshed:	 then	 an	ominous	pause.	Soon	an	organized	 reign	of	 terror	by	 the	planters,	martial-law,	burnings,
floggings,	torturings,	and	indiscriminate	massacre	of	an	unresisting	and	cowering	people,	protracted	for	months,	until
the	very	executioners	become	exhausted.	Afterwards	a	murmur	of	 indignation	at	home,	defiance	 from	 the	planter
interest,	a	craven	Government,	and	public	apathy.38

The	Colonial	Office	published	Eyre’s	unmistakably	defensive	dispatch	 in	short	order,	 three
days	 after	 it	 arrived,	 on	 19	 November	 1865,	 and	 it	 was	 carried	 by	 the	 country’s	 main
newspapers,	with	unhappy	consequences	for	the	colonial	governor.	From	the	early	perception
that	 he	 had	 done	 an	 admirable	 job	 in	 so	 swiftly	 quelling	 a	 catastrophic	 uprising	 against
colonial	 rule,	 the	 tide	now	turned	 to	concern	 that	Eyre	might	have	presided	over	a	brutally
disproportionate	 response	 to	 a	 small,	 localized	 insurrection.	As	newspapers	 began	 to	 carry
other	 letters	and	reports,	 it	became	apparent	 that	 there	were	many	questions	 to	be	asked	of
Eyre	 and	 his	 officials	 in	 Jamaica.	 Why	 had	 suppression	 of	 the	 uprising	 necessitated	 the
gruesome	 deeds,	 including	 the	 vicious	 flogging	 and	 shootings-on-sight	 of	 which	 some
military	officers	were	boasting	 in	 letters?	Why	was	martial	 law	 imposed	 for	 so	many	days
after	the	insurrection	had	been	put	down?	Had	the	brief	military	trials	been	just	and	based	on
clear	evidence	of	complicity?	Why	had	Gordon	–	now	revealed	to	be	a	political	opponent	of
Eyre	 and	 other	 legislators	 –	 been	 swiftly	 transported	 from	 Kingston,	 where	 civil	 law
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prevailed,	to	Morant	Bay	for	military	trial	and	execution?	By	the	beginning	of	November,	in
just	 two	weeks,	 as	 one	 historian	 puts	 it,	 ‘the	 Jamaica	 affair	 had	 been	 transformed	 from	 a
narrative	about	 the	salvation	of	Jamaican	colonists	 into	a	narrative	about	 the	destruction	of
the	English	constitution’.39	As	various	representations	criticizing	Eyre’s	actions	were	made
to	 the	Colonial	Office	and	 to	Downing	Street,	with	British	antislavery	activists	 leading	 the
charge,	 the	 government	 announced	 the	 formation	 of	 the	 Jamaica	 Royal	 Commission	 to
investigate	 what	 had	 happened	 in	 Morant	 Bay.40	 On	 19	 December	 1865,	 the	 newly
constituted	 Jamaica	 Committee	 –	which	 included	members	 of	 various	 existing	 antislavery
advocacy	organizations,	 including	Exeter	Hall	–	also	met	 for	 the	 first	 time.41	A	number	of
luminaries	 agreed	 that,	 pending	 further	 investigation,	 Eyre	 could	 face	 prosecution.	 They
included	 the	politician	 John	Bright,	 the	philosopher	 and	politician	 J.	S.	Mill,	 the	 academic
Goldwin	Smith,	the	Positivist	Frederic	Harrison,	and	the	scientists	Charles	Darwin,	Thomas
Huxley,	and	Herbert	Spencer	(‘all	the	leading	evolutionists	…	besides	others	less	known’,	as
the	 last	 would	 note).42	 It	 was	 around	 this	 attempt	 to	 hold	 Eyre	 to	 account	 that	 a	 bitter
controversy	would	unfold	over	the	next	several	months,	leading	the	Tory	Saturday	Review	to
complain	that	every	dinner	party	and	tea	party	was	‘worried	and	wearied’	by	arguments	as	to
the	 ‘brutal	 inferiority	 or	 the	 angelic	 superiority	 of	 the	 sons	 of	 Ham’.43	 The	 culture	 wars
brewing	from	the	1838	Emancipation	onwards	had	finally	come	to	a	head.

In	her	influential	work	on	the	Eyre	controversy,	Catherine	Hall	has	suggested	that	slave
emancipation	itself	provoked	a	hardening	in	the	typologies	of	racial	difference,	inasmuch	as
it	‘raised	the	spectre	of	black	peoples	as	free	and	equal’.44	In	fact,	the	Morant	Bay	uprising
manifested	 the	feared	reality	 of	 subjects	of	 the	British	Empire	willing	 to	 struggle	–	 just	 as
their	slave	forebears	had	rebelled	–	for	rights,	justice	and	opportunities	beyond	the	nominal
freedom	which	was	bestowed	on	them.45	It	is	this	embodied	reality	–	of	what	the	Spectator
magazine	 correctly	 described	 then	 as	 ‘the	 demand	of	 negroes	 for	 equal	 consideration	with
Irishmen,	Scotchmen,	and	Englishmen’	–	that	underpins	much	of	the	British	response	to	the
Morant	Bay	uprising,	and	shapes	the	ideological	fault	line	that	became	visible	in	its	wake.46
It	elicited	a	range	of	reactions,	all	of	them	to	do	in	one	way	or	another	with	the	implications	–
for	Britain	 and	 the	 colonies	 –	 of	 realized	 black	 freedom.	The	 presence	 of	 colonies,	writes
Linda	Colley,	made	inescapable	the	question	of	whether	colonial	subjects,	‘those	millions	of
men	and	women	who	were	manifestly	not	British,	but	who	had	been	brought	under	British
rule	 by	 armed	 force	 …	 have	 any	 claim	 on	 those	 vague	 but	 valuable	 freedoms	 so	 many
Britons	 considered	 to	 be	 peculiarly	 their	 own’.47	 What	 if	 the	 Morant	 Bay	 rebellion	 also
pointed	to	a	clash	of	freedoms	–	one	in	which,	rather	than	be	forced	to	concede	ground	to	a
wholly	 different	 conception	 of	 political	 economy	 where	 workers	 had	 considerably	 more
control	over	what	to	do	with	their	labour	power,	it	might	be	wiser	to	concede,	in	response	to	a
claim,	 certain	 limited	 shared	 rights	 precisely	 as	 joint	 ‘British	 subjects’?	 ‘The	 case	 of
Governor	Eyre’,	 as	Bernard	Semmel	observes,	 ‘was	perhaps	 the	 first	 in	which	 it	might	be
said	 that	 the	 realities	 of	 a	 heavy-handed	 imperial	 rule	 were	 confronted	 by	 the	 growing
acceptance	 of	 democracy	 in	 the	 homeland’.48	 That	 confrontation,	 however,	 was	 itself
facilitated	 by	 the	 voices	 of	 G.	 W.	 Gordon	 –	 whose	 language	 had	 been	 so	 central	 to	 the
charges	against	him	–	and	those	his	judicial	execution	had	brought	to	metropolitan	attention.
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‘A	sanctimonious	bearing	and	a	brown	skin’

Wild,	east	and	west,	he	roams	and	raves,
Against	the	Church	and	State,
Seeking	to	idolize	the	small,
And	demonize	the	great.

W.	Hosack,	describing	G.	W.	Gordon49

In	 the	 late	autumn	of	1865,	as	arguments	began	to	rage	(again)	over	whether	‘strong	white
government’	 was	 the	 only	 way	 to	 control	 the	 black	 man,	 or	 whether	 Britain	 had	 been
dishonoured	by	 the	violation	of	 the	 rule	 of	 law,	 from	beyond	 the	grave	 came	 the	 sobering
voice	of	George	William	Gordon,	whose	last	letter	to	his	wife,	written	on	the	morning	of	his
death,	was	published	by	British	newspapers	on	1	December	1865.50	In	the	letter,	which	was
later	 distributed	 by	 antislavery	 activists	 and	 cited	 in	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 writing	 around	 the
incident,	Gordon’s	tone	was	calm	but	disconcertingly	firm:

My	beloved	Wife	–	General	Nelson	has	just	been	kind	enough	to	inform	me	that	the	court-martial	on	Saturday	last
has	ordered	me	to	be	hung,	and	that	the	sentence	is	to	be	executed	in	an	hour	hence;	so	that	I	shall	be	gone	from	this
world	of	sin	and	sorrow.

I	regret	that	my	worldly	affairs	are	so	deranged;	but	now	it	cannot	be	helped.	I	do	not	deserve	this	sentence,	for	I
never	advised	or	took	part	in	any	insurrection.	All	I	ever	did	was	to	recommend	the	people	who	complained	to	seek
redress	in	a	legitimate	way;	and	if	in	this	I	erred,	or	have	been	misrepresented,	I	do	not	think	I	deserve	the	extreme
sentence.	It	is,	however,	the	will	of	my	Heavenly	Father	that	I	should	thus	suffer	in	obeying	his	command	to	relieve
the	poor	and	needy,	and	to	protect,	as	far	as	I	was	able,	the	oppressed.	And	glory	be	to	his	name;	and	I	thank	him	that
I	suffer	in	such	a	cause.51

For	all	that	it	is	written	by	a	‘truly	devoted	and	now	nearly	dying	husband’	who	accepts	his
fate	with	faithful	calm,	Gordon’s	last	letter	is	also	unflinching,	indeed	defiant,	in	naming	the
injustices	he	has	been	subject	to.	The	judges	appear	to	have	been	against	him	from	the	outset,
he	notes,	even	determined	to	have	him	‘sacrificed’.52	He	had	hoped	that	the	governor	would
give	him	a	fair	trial,	but	witnesses	had	changed	their	testimony,	judges	retaining	the	version
that	was	to	his	disadvantage.	The	‘rigid	manner	of	the	court’	meant	that	he	had	been	silenced
and	could	not	 ‘get	 in	 all	 the	 explanation	 I	 intended’.53	What	 he	 is	 very	 clear	 about	 is	 that
neither	 his	wife	 nor	 other	members	 of	 his	 family	 should	be	 ashamed	of	 his	 death:	 ‘I	 have
fought	a	good	fight,	I	have	kept	the	faith.’54

It	 is	 tempting	 to	 suggest	 that	Gordon	became	 the	 focus	of	moral	outrage	and	anti-Eyre
sentiment	 in	 England	 because	 he	 was	 essentially	 regarded	 as	 an	 almost	 white	 Christian
English	gentleman.	This,	however,	is	to	overlook	not	only	the	extent	to	which	the	Jamaican
politician	was	explicitly	 racialized	as	 an	ungrateful	 ‘incendiary	mulatto’,	 but	 also	his	open
espousal	of	the	interests	of	the	black	poor.55	Gordon	also	practised	a	form	of	Christianity	–
Native	Baptism	–	 that	was	wholly	connected	with	black	 life	and	African	 influences,	 a	 fact
used	 against	 him	 politically.	 As	 Abigail	 Bakan	 has	 noted,	 the	 ‘political	 leadership	 of	 the
producing	classes	was	associated	with	self-styled	Baptist	preaching’.56	While	 it	 is	certainly
true	 that	 Gordon	 exuded	 a	 certain	 establishmentarian	 respectability	 –	 he	 was	 a	 man	 of
property	 who	 was	 also	 educated	 and	 articulate	 –	 it	 would	 have	 taken	 a	 degree	 of	 wilful
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evasion	 for	 his	 supporters	 in	 England	 to	 overlook	 both	 his	 close	 connections	 to	 the	 black
peasantry	 and	 his	 consistently	 antagonistic	 relationship	 to	 the	white	 planter	 establishment.
Underhill,	for	instance,	describes	Gordon	as	‘a	staunch	and	unfailing	advocate	of	the	interests
of	 the	 negro,	 to	which	 race,	 by	his	 birth	 he	was	 allied’.57	One	British	politician	described
Gordon	as	possessed	of	the	‘fanatical	earnestness	of	the	field-preacher’,	likely	referring	both
to	 his	 religious	 observances	 and	 his	 political	 style.58	 While	 Gordon	 undoubtedly	 used	 a
politician’s	calculus	 in	setting	up	a	 large	support	base	among	 the	black	peasantry,	 it	 seems
clear	 that	he	was	also	genuinely	 ‘willing	 to	confront	 the	wrong-doings	of	men	who	hold	a
position	of	public	and	important	trust’,	and	that	this	earned	him	great	malice	from	his	foes.59
The	Spectator	clearly	grasped	the	importance	of	Gordon’s	connections	to	Jamaican	blacks,	as
it	criticized	Eyre’s	acquittal	in	a	private	prosecution	brought	by	the	Jamaica	Committee:

We	remark	that	Mr	Justice	Blackburn	uses	the	phrase,	‘general	belief	in	the	colony’	–	which	he	says	was	all	against
Mr	Gordon	–	as	synonymous	with	general	belief	amongst	the	whites	of	the	colony	…	That	Mr	Gordon	had	plenty	of
warm	 friends	who	 thoroughly	 disbelieved	 in	 his	 guilt	 amongst	 the	mulatto	 and	 native	 population,	 and	who	were
utterly	aghast	at	the	violent	measure	taken,	no	one	disputes.60

It	 is	 likely	 that	Gordon,	 in	 fact,	posed	 something	of	a	problem	 for	detractors	and	admirers
alike,	 since	 he	 was	 at	 once	 recognizable	 as	 someone	 ‘rather	 eccentric	 in	 his	 views	 and
notions	 of	 the	 people’s	 rights’,	 a	 familiar	 prototype	 in	 mid-Victorian	 Britain,	 but	 also
insistently	different	by	virtue	of	his	own	skin	colour.61	His	insistence	on	what	he	called	‘the
stern	obligations	of	a	sense	of	justice	and	common	humanity’	would	have	struck	a	chord	with
English	liberals;	but	they	were	rather	more	used	to	calling	for	the	benevolent	deployment	of
humanitarianism	 towards	 the	 ‘weaker	 races’	 than	 having	 the	 claims	 of	 common	 humanity
articulated	 as	 a	 demand.62	 In	 the	 face	 of	 inhuman	 treatment	 and	 lack	 of	 redress,	 Gordon
apparently	agreed	that	‘the	people	would	be	quite	right	to	break	out	into	open	rebellion.	If	an
illegality	 is	 permitted	 in	 the	 Governor,	 an	 illegality	 may	 be	 permitted	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the
people.’63	Described	by	fellow	assemblymen	as	habitually	thwarting	their	goals,	Gordon	was
‘a	 sort	 of	 constitutional	 Opposition	 in	 himself’,	 speaking	 up	 persistently	 and	 urging	 his
constituents	to	do	the	same,	and	insist	to	their	employers	on	their	rights	as	waged	labourers.64
Testimony	 before	 the	 Royal	 Commission	 described	 his	 ‘language	 and	 deportment’	 as
‘anything	but	what	it	ought	to	have	been’;	his	personality	was	obdurate	–	he	refused	to	leave
the	vestry	even	after	he	was	stripped	of	his	position	as	a	churchwarden	and	physically	lifted
in	 his	 chair	 out	 of	 the	 room.65	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 he	 appears	 to	 have	 exhorted	 his	 Afro-
Jamaican	electors	to	self-improvement:	‘Educate	your	children,	and	in	time	they	will	be	able
to	 take	 the	 leading	posts	 in	 the	country.’66	 In	a	 letter	 to	 the	colonial	 secretary	 shortly	after
Gordon’s	execution,	Eyre	claimed	that	a	few	educated	persons	were	stirring	up	the	ignorant
and	illiterate:	at	meetings	‘language	of	 the	most	exciting	and	seditious	kind	was	constantly
used,	 and	 the	 people	 told	 plainly	 to	 right	 themselves,	 to	 be	 up	 and	 doing,	 to	 put	 their
shoulders	to	the	wheel,	to	do	as	the	Haytiens	had	done,	and	other	similar	advice’.67	He	was
referring	to	Underhill	and	other	Baptists,	but	clearly	also	to	Gordon	and	his	allies.68	Whether
or	 not	Gordon	 could	 be	 held	 ‘morally	 guilty	 and	 legally	 innocent’,	 as	 one	 of	 Eyre’s	 later
biographers	 had	 it,	 he	 certainly	 minced	 no	 words,	 and	 was	 clearly	 aware	 of	 rebellious
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sentiments	fermenting	among	Afro-Jamaicans.69	 In	Jamaica,	Gordon	was	both	disliked	and
feared	by	white	politicians,	including	Eyre,	who	–	referring	partly	to	Gordon’s	ownership	of
the	newspapers	the	Watchman	and	Jamaica	Free	Press	and	the	Sentinel	–	complained	to	the
Colonial	Office	that	the	newspapers	were	mostly	owned	by	‘either	Jews	or	coloured	persons
–	classes	that	have	been	generally	for	the	last	two	years	in	violent	antagonism	to	me	from	one
cause	or	another’.70

It	was	 the	black	vote	 in	 a	 restricted	 franchise	 that,	 in	1863,	 saw	Gordon	elected	 to	 the
Assembly;	his	political	 agent	was	Paul	Bogle,	 a	 prominent	 figure	 in	 the	uprising	 to	 come.
Gordon	also	established	his	own	‘Tabernacle’	as	a	Native	Baptist	preacher.	‘That	he	was	an
agitator,	I	will	not	dispute;	that	his	agitation	was	invariably	measured	and	prudent	I	may	not
affirm’,	 wrote	 one	 of	 his	 white	 supporters.71	 It	 is	 inadequate	 to	 claim,	 as	 a	 sympathetic
British	 politician	 did,	 that	 Gordon	 simply	 represented	 the	 best	 of	 representative	 politics
within	 an	English	 constitutional	 system,	 a	 politician	who	 ‘out	 of	 his	 very	 restlessness	 and
troublesomeness	often	does	good	…	representing	the	check	of	perpetual	opposition’.72	But	it
is	very	likely	that	‘his	employment	of	the	usages	of	British	political	agitation	in	so	heated	an
atmosphere,	 probably	 contributed	 to	 store	 up	 combustible	 elements’.73	 Indeed,	 he	 seemed
fully	aware	both	of	the	level	of	discontent	on	the	island	and	of	his	own	power	to	harness	it,
observing	 frankly	 to	 one	white	 interlocutor:	 ‘If	 I	wanted	 a	 rebellion	 I	 could	 have	 had	 one
long	ago.	I	have	been	asked	several	times	to	head	a	rebellion,	but	there	is	no	fear	of	that.’74
At	 the	 same	 time,	 he	 believed	 that	 a	 popular	 ‘great	movement’	was	 afoot	 and	 that,	 unless
changes	were	secured,	‘in	six	months	there	will	be	a	revolution	in	this	country’	–	apparently
noting	too,	according	to	witness	testimony	that	was	taken	by	some	to	be	damning:	‘As	I	have
always	stood	by	the	people,	 I	will	stand	by	 them	then.’75	A	report	of	a	meeting	chaired	by
Gordon	 indicates	 that	he	actually	cautioned	his	constituents	against	 terrorizing	and	abusing
white	residents,	but	urged	them	to	‘speak	out	boldly	as	to	the	state	of	the	Island’	and	claim
their	rights	as	British	subjects.76

‘It	was	never	made	clear	 to	me	how	a	 rich	brown	man	and	a	poor	black	man	came	 to
share	 the	 gallows	 at	 the	 Courthouse	 in	 1865’,	 remarked	 a	 commentator	 in	 the	 Jamaican
newspaper	the	Sunday	Gleaner	in	2004,	reflecting	on	Gordon’s	death.77	The	answer	has	to	do
with	the	milieu	of	political	ferment,	in	which	alliances	between	the	coloured	middle	classes
and	 the	black	peasantry	were	 integral.	Although	Gordon	knew	how	 to	put	 pressure	 on	 the
constitutional	system	within	which	he	operated,	it	is	important	to	recognize	that	Jamaicans	–
who	were,	in	any	case,	not	fully	enfranchised	–	did	not	merely	‘	“learn”	democratic	political
culture	from	British	tutelage’,	but	seized	opportunities	‘to	push	forward	their	own	vision	of
freedom’	 in	 ways	 that	 were	 sometimes	 constitutional	 and,	 at	 others,	 possessed	 of	 ‘more
violent	 undercurrents’.78	 By	 the	 middle	 of	 1865,	 in	 conditions	 of	 extreme	 poverty	 and
deprivation,	 and	 the	widespread	 resentment	 that	 resulted,	 there	 had	 emerged	 a	 remarkable
political	 confluence:	 investigative	 missionaries	 from	 Britain	 like	 Underhill,	 Jamaican
political	agitators	of	colour	(of	whom	Gordon	was	only	the	most	literate	and	prominent),	and,
most	 crucially,	 a	 black	 population	 in	 dire	 straits	 willing	 to	 organize	 and	 take	 risks.
Emancipation	 had	 both	 enabled	 this	 concatenation	 of	 factors	 and	 created	 a	 need	 to	 make
claims	on	freedom	as	a	state	of	being,	and	expand	it	into	a	more	meaningful	condition;	in	this
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sense,	 the	 end	of	 formal	 slavery	 in	1838	had	posed	a	beginning	 rather	 than	an	ethical	 and
political	end-point.

If	Gordon	is	a	key	figure	in	thinking	about	the	implications	of	the	Morant	Bay	rebellion
for	dissent	in	Britain,	it	is	not	only	because	he	himself	was	extraordinarily	articulate,	but	also
because	the	manner	of	his	detention,	unjust	military	trial	and	subsequent	execution	excavated
a	 channel	 through	 which	 voices	 other	 than	 those	 of	 English	 missionaries,	 planters	 and
colonial	administrators	could	be	heard	back	in	the	imperial	homeland.	The	Reverend	Henry
Clarke,	 an	 Anglican	 rector	 in	 Jamaica	 who	 wrote	 to	 the	 Anti-Slavery	 Society,	 noted	 of
Gordon’s	power-in-death:

G.	W.	Gordon	is	at	this	moment	speaking	more	loudly,	more	persistently,	more	effectively	for	the	people	of	Jamaica
than	ever	he	did	in	his	life	time,	and	the	time	is	not	far	distant	when	amid	the	grateful	tears	of	a	free	and	prosperous
people	a	glorious	monument	 shall	be	erected	over	his	grave	 inscribed	 to	him	as	 the	 self-sacrificing	martyr	whose
blood	sealed	the	Magna	Carta	of	the	black	man’s	liberties.79

As	in	many	other	colonial	contexts,	our	knowledge	of	what	happened	at	Morant	Bay	comes
largely	 from	 the	 written	 accounts	 and	 archived	 documents	 provided	 by	 British	 officials,
travellers,	 missionaries	 and	 journalists.	 Embedded	 within	 these,	 however,	 are	 the	 copious
communications	 of	 those	 Jamaicans	 involved	 in	 some	 way	 with	 the	 uprising,	 particularly
those	who	attended	the	infamous	‘Underhill	meetings’	called	by	Gordon	and	his	allies,	using
the	 English	missionary’s	 critique	 of	 conditions	 in	 Jamaica	 as	 a	 basis	 for	 speaking	 up	 and
organizing.	These	 included,	according	to	one	disgruntled	editorial	 in	 the	Colonial	Standard
and	Jamaica	Despatch,	 ‘the	stump	orator,	 the	 little	agitator,	 the	small	speechifier	 [and]	 the
disappointed	scoundrel,	the	embryo	cut-throat,	the	ambitious	leader	of	illicit	trainbands	and
secret	associations’.80	One	of	 the	organizational	 roles	 that	Gordon	had	played	 successfully
was	 the	 ‘bridging	 of	 oppositional	 middle-class	 and	 black	 smallholder	 networks’,	 and	 this
meant	 that	 the	 archives	 contain	 a	 combination	 of	 formal	 registers	 and	 constitutional	 and
‘gentlemanly’	 as	 well	 as	 more	 untutored	 and	 colloquial	 forms	 of	 speech.81	 These	 also
reflected	 a	 range	 of	 oppositional	 activities	 which	 realized	 what	 Sheller	 calls	 ‘peasant
economic	agency’,	from	organized	work	stoppage	and	strikes	to	cooperative	labour,	self-help
societies,	 collective	 landholding	 and	 credit	 associations.82	 It	 was	 precisely	 this	 level	 of
organization	and	 the	concomitant	 ‘spectre	of	…	increasing	black	control	of	 the	 legislature’
that	had	caused	anxiety	for	Eyre	and	his	supporters	well	before	the	Morant	Bay	episode:83

The	 negroes	 were	 for	 the	 most	 part	 uneducated	 peasants,	 speaking	 in	 accents	 strange	 to	 the	 ear,	 often	 in	 a
phraseology	of	their	own,	with	vague	conceptions	of	number	and	time,	unaccustomed	to	definiteness	or	accuracy	of
speech,	and	in	many	cases	still	smarting	under	a	sense	of	injuries	sustained.84

The	report	of	the	Jamaica	Royal	Commission	and	the	related	papers	laid	before	parliament,
for	instance,	enable	us	to	hear	–	as	many	Victorians	would	have	–	the	voices	of	Gordon,	his
political	allies	 like	Paul	Bogle	and	James	McLaren,	and	many	ordinary	and	poor	Jamaican
blacks.85	Some	are	refracted	–	and	undoubtedly	distorted	–	by	second-hand	accounts,	while
others	emerge	through	copies	of	anonymous	letters	and	accounts	of	meetings	and	resolutions
taken.	They	speak	in	varied	registers	and	tones	but	are	strikingly	devoid	of	simple	postures	of
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suffering	–	the	passive,	imploring	and	benevolent	black	figures	that	had	become	familiar	to	a
British	 audience	 through	 abolitionist	 discourse.	 If	 the	 answer	 to	 the	 ‘world-renowned’
question	 ‘Am	 I	 not	 a	 man	 and	 a	 brother?’	 was	 in	 some	 doubt,	 as	 one	 British	 newspaper
argued,	it	was	perhaps	now	being	posed	as	a	statement	rather	than	a	plea.86	As	illustrated	in
several	 threatening	 letters	 to	 colonial	 officials	 collected	 and	 placed	 before	 the	 Royal
Commission,	 there	 was	 growing	 anger	 and	 a	 spirit	 of	 self-assertion	 among	 the	 Jamaican
peasantry:

Your	swords	we	do	not	care	about.	Your	firearms	we	don’t	care	about.	It	must	be	life	or	death	between	us	before	we
should	live	in	such	a	miserable	life	…	We	are	yours	disobedient	subjects	[sic].	(Anonymous,	sent	to	the	Custos	of	St
Mary)

We	not	to	be	dread	of	anything	…	By	the	time	you	send	for	man-of-war	and	soldiers	all	you	white	fellows	will	be
sent	to	a	flight	and	all	you	who	call	yourself	men	in	laws	that	will	 try	to	oppress	us	because	we	are	poor.	(Signed
‘Thomas	Killmany,	and	intend	to	kill	many	more’,	sent	to	Messrs	J.	B.	Goffe	&	Co.)87

We	can	hear	in	this	untutored	speech	growing	awareness	of	both	what	freedom	from	slavery
has	meant	and	what	it	has	not	yet	achieved;	discontent	at	the	limitations	that	still	govern	the
lives	 of	 former	 slaves	 and	 their	 descendants,	 ‘disaffection’	 with	 a	 government	 that	 is
perceived	 to	 be	 not	 on	 their	 side	 and,	 increasingly,	 a	 sense	 that	 little	will	 change	without
some	 form	 of	 action	 and	 assertion	 undertaken	 by	 those	 who	 feel	 themselves	 exploited.
‘Remember	 that,	 “he	 only	 is	 free	 whom	 the	 truth	makes	 free”	 ’	 exhorts	 the	 ‘State	 of	 the
Island’	placard	that	circulated	in	the	wake	of	the	‘Queen’s	Advice’:	‘You	are	no	longer	slaves
but	free	men.’88	Freedom	–	and	this	is	an	insight	repeated	in	a	variety	of	ways	–	will	have	to
be	 fleshed	out	and	given	meaning	 through	some	 form	of	action	by	 the	 ‘freed’:	 ‘We	advise
you	to	be	up	and	doing;	and	to	maintain	your	cause;	you	must	be	united	in	your	efforts.’89	As
Underhill	himself	recollected:	‘An	opportunity	had	now	come	for	the	despised	negro	to	give
utterance	to	his	complaints.	The	oppressed	and	down-trodden	people	were	not	without	able
expounders	of	their	rights,	men	risen	from	their	own	ranks’.90

Many	of	 these	expounders	‘were	able	public	speakers,	and	could	express	 themselves	 in
forcible	Saxon	speech’.91	Immediately	prior	to	the	outbreak,	Bogle	and	nineteen	other	black
men	had	also	sent	an	articulate	collective	statement	of	their	position	to	the	governor:

We,	the	petitioners	of	St	Thomas-in-the-East,	send	to	inform	your	Excellency	of	the	mean	advantages	that	has	been
taken	 of	 us	 from	 time	 to	 time,	 and	 more	 especially	 this	 present	 time,	 when	 on	 Saturday,	 7th	 of	 this	 month,	 an
outrageous	assault	was	committed	upon	us	by	the	policemen	of	this	parish,	by	order	of	the	Justices,	which	occasion
an	outbreaking	for	which	warrants	have	been	issued	against	innocent	person,	of	which	we	were	compelled	to	resist.
We,	 therefore,	 call	 upon	 your	 Excellency	 for	 protection,	 seeing	 we	 are	 Her	 Majesty’s	 loyal	 subjects,	 which
protection,	if	refused	to	will	be	compelled	to	put	our	shoulders	to	the	wheel,	as	we	have	been	imposed	upon	for	a
period	 of	 27	 years	with	 due	 obeisance	 to	 the	 laws	 of	 our	Queen	 and	 country,	 and	we	 can	 no	 longer	 endure	 the
same.92

While	 this	 missive	 has	 been	 read	 variously	 –	 as	 indicating,	 according	 to	 Eyre’s	 critics,	 a
willingness	 to	 follow	a	constitutional	path,	or,	according	 to	 the	Royal	Commissioners,	 ‘the
character	 of	 a	manifesto	 preparatory	 to	 and	 attempting	 to	 justify	 a	 recourse	 to	 violence’	 –
what	 is	 really	 significant	 is	 its	 insistence	 that	 resistance	 in	 the	 face	 of	 governmental
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intransigence	 is	 not	 so	much	 a	 right	 as	 a	moral	 compulsion	 on	 the	 part	 of	 otherwise	 law-
abiding	subjects.	The	freed	blacks	who	are	signatories	to	this	manifesto	are,	like	many	slave
rebels	before	them,	‘purposeful	subjects	aware	of	their	own	voices’,	clearly	cognizant	of	and
insightful	about	their	political	situation	and	the	possible	need	for	forceful	action	to	remedy	it
if	other	avenues	remain	closed	to	them.93	We	know,	for	instance,	that,	in	August	1865,	Bogle
had	 headed	 a	 delegation	 to	 take	 grievances	 to	 Eyre,	 only	 to	 be	 turned	 away.94	The	 above
address,	sent	to	the	governor	on	10	October	1865,	refers	to	having	endured	injustice	but	also
makes	 clear	 that	 the	 time	 of	 endurance	 is	 over.	Whether	 or	 not	 the	Royal	Commissioners
were	correct	in	suggesting	that	the	primary	purpose	of	the	letter	was	to	justify	violence,	they
were	 certainly	 right	 in	 detecting	 a	 note	 of	 ‘scarcely	 concealed	 defiance’.95	 This	 kind	 of
knowing	self-assertion	–	which	even	in	its	early	stages	manifested	itself	in	‘impertinent’	body
language,	‘insolent’	back-chat	and	deliberate	idling	at	work	–	could	not	ultimately	be	entirely
ignored	 by	 debates	 and	 commentary	 in	 the	 imperial	 capital,	 though	 it	 could	 be	 either
demonized	as	Carlyle’s	famous	‘miserable	mad	seditions’	or	minimized	by	some	missionaries
as	‘a	proneness	to	petty	quarrelling	and	a	love	of	litigation’.96

Exactly	two	months	before	the	riots	outside	the	courthouse,	on	11	August,	a	placard	was
posted	on	a	cotton	tree	on	the	main	road	in	Morant	Bay.	It	was	an	exhortation:

People	of	St	Thomas	ye	East,	you	have	been	ground	down	 too	 long	already.	Shake	off	your	sloth,	and	speak	 like
honourable	and	free	men	at	your	meeting.	Let	not	a	crafty,	jesuitical	priesthood	deceive	you.	Prepare	for	your	duty.
Remember	the	destitution	in	the	midst	of	your	families,	and	your	forlorn	condition.	The	Government	have	taxed	you
to	defend	your	own	rights	against	the	enormities	of	an	unscrupulous	and	oppressive	foreigner.	Mr	Custos	Ketelhodt,
you	feel	this:	it	is	no	wonder	you	do.	You	have	been	dared	in	this	provoking	act,	and	it	is	sufficient	to	extinguish	your
long	patience	…	it	is	your	duty	to	speak	out,	and	to	act	too!97

The	 language	 of	 the	 lengthy	 notice,	 titled	 ‘State	 of	 the	 Island’,	 is	 clearly	 erudite	 and
sophisticated,	 and	 evidence	 indicates	 that	Gordon,	 even	 if	 he	was	 not	 its	 sole	 author,	 had
contributed	substantially	to	its	formulation.	This	short	extract	reprises	the	themes	that	would
be	 rehearsed	both	 in	private	and	public	communications	by	Gordon	and	others:	 the	 fact	of
widespread	poverty	across	the	island,	a	flat	tax	that	weighed	disproportionately	on	the	poor,
and	a	judicial	system	which	was	seen,	with	good	cause,	to	be	skewed	in	favour	of	the	white
planters	 who	 also,	 scandalously	 enough,	 comprised	 the	 magistracy.	 Such	 causes	 for
disaffection	had	already	been	elaborated	 in	Underhill’s	 letter.98	But	unlike	 the	 letter,	which
highlights	suffering,	the	emphasis	here	is	on	the	unavoidable	duty	of	claiming	freedom	and
working	to	give	it	meaning	by	being	‘up	and	doing’.

The	insistence	of	the	Jamaican	peasant	petitioners	on	taking	responsibility	for	their	own
futures	 is	 relevant	 to	 the	 contest	 over	 the	 meanings	 of	 Emancipation.	 Following	 the
‘Underhill	meetings’,	a	petition	or	‘Memorial’	signed	by	108	persons	was	sent	to	the	queen	in
April	1865	by	the	‘poor	people	of	Jamaica	and	Parish	of	St	Ann’,	laying	out	their	grievances
and	 asking	 for	 due	 redress.99	 The	 petition	 spoke	 of	 ‘great	 want	 and	 distress	 for	 want	 of
employment’	 and	 lack	 of	 land	 to	 cultivate	 to	 ameliorate	 this	 situation.100	 High	 prices	 and
heavy	taxes	caused	further	impoverishment;	many	poor	blacks	had	committed	themselves	to
prison	in	consequence.	If	rendered	some	initial	assistance	–	that	is,	 if	 the	queen	would	rent
them	land	to	work	at	a	low	rate	–	the	petitioners	would	‘put	our	hands	and	heart	to	work,	and
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cultivate	coffee,	corn,	canes,	cotton	and	tobacco,	and	other	produce.	We	will	form	a	company
for	 that	 purpose’.101	 Where	 missionaries	 read	 the	 document	 as	 a	 cry	 of	 distress	 from	 a
suffering	people,	it	was	treated	by	Eyre’s	government	as	a	political	demonstration.	In	fact,	it
had	elements	of	both.	Described	 later	by	 the	 Jamaica	Committee	as	an	 ‘insult’,	 the	widely
circulated	reply	from	the	Colonial	Office	and	Cardwell,	in	the	form	of	‘The	Queen’s	Advice’,
would	come	as	a	huge	blow	to	the	petitioners,	greatly	increasing	disaffection	and	laying	the
ground	 for	 the	more	 radical	 steps	 that	 some	 of	 them	would	 advocate	 and	 take.	 Implicitly
upholding	the	white	plantocracy’s	view	of	black	labour	as	lazy	and	uncooperative,	the	letter
informed	 the	 petitioners	 that	 the	 prosperity	 of	 Jamaica	 depended	 ‘upon	 their	 working	 for
wages,	not	uncertainly	or	capriciously,	but	steadily	and	continuously,	at	the	times	when	their
labour	is	wanted,	and	for	so	long	as	it	is	wanted’.102	Put	simply,	the	petitioners	would	not	be
assisted	in	their	modest	goal	of	farming	their	own	small	plots	of	land,	but	were	patronizingly
urged	 instead	 to	 become	 the	 reliable	wage	 labourers	 sought	 by	 planters.	By	 endorsing	 the
planter	view	that	the	main	problem	affecting	Jamaica	was	the	lack	of	steady	black	plantation
labour,	this	royal	‘advice’	refused	to	acknowledge	the	widespread	desire	among	freed	slaves
and	their	descendants	to	control	their	own	economic	destiny	through	farming	smallholdings
rather	 than	be	shackled	 to	 low-wage	 labour	on	 terms	 laid	out	by	 the	planters.103	What	had
emerged,	 therefore,	 was	 a	 stark	 ideological	 clash	 about	 what	 freedom	 meant.	 One	 view,
touted	 by	 the	 planters	 and	 endorsed	 by	 the	 colonial	 government,	 insisted	 that	 freedom
consisted	of	 the	‘option’	of	selling	labour	 to	a	capitalist	entity	for	prices	determined	by	the
latter.	The	other	 refused	 anything	 resembling	 the	 contractual	 and	 compulsory	 extraction	of
labour	 in	 favour	 of	 controlling	 the	 output	 of	 a	 smallholding.	 This	 disagreement	 paved	 the
way	for	the	events	in	Morant	Bay	on	11	October	1865.

The	Uses	of	Freedom

What	God	Almighty	make	land	for?	You	have	plenty;	we	have	none.
A	Morant	Bay	peasant

The	 personal	 cultivation	 and	 ownership	 of	 land	 was	 fundamental	 to	 the	 post-slavery
Jamaican	 conception	 of	 freedom.	Well	 before	 1865,	 rumours	 had	 begun	 to	 circulate	 that,
along	with	freedom,	the	queen	had	bestowed	lands	upon	ex-slaves	to	cultivate,	 linking	‘the
idea	of	 liberty	of	 the	person	with	 liberty	of	 the	 land’,	as	 the	Royal	Commission	would	put
it.104	The	owner	of	an	uncultivated	estate,	Wellwood	Maxwell	Anderson,	testified	before	the
Commission	that	his	tenants	refused	to	pay	ground	rents,	arguing	‘that	the	Queen	had	given
them	the	place	when	she	gave	them	freedom;	and	freedom	would	be	of	no	use	if	they	had	not
their	 lands	 and	 houses’.105	 Although	 Gordon	 himself	 became	 the	 subject	 of	 rumours	 in
which	he	 says	 that	peasants	were	 entitled	 to	get	 land	or	 fight	 for	 it,	 such	claims	appear	 to
have	 emerged	 autonomously.	 As	 James	 C.	 Scott	 notes,	 oppressed	 groups	 ‘often	 read	 in
rumors	promises	of	their	imminent	liberation’.106	A	plot	of	land,	however	small,	‘symbolized
freedom,	personhood,	and	prestige	among	 the	descendants	of	 former	 slaves’.107	The	Royal
Commission	concluded	that	‘a	principal	object	of	the	disturbers	of	order	was	the	obtaining	of
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land	 free	 from	 the	 payment	 of	 rent’.108	 The	 bone	 of	 contention	 was	 access	 to	 what	 was
known	as	the	‘back	lands’	–	lands	that	lay	on	the	perimeters	of	cultivated	or	plantation	land
which	had	fallen	into	disuse	by	its	tenants	and	owners.	One	witness’s	account	of	a	September
meeting	 in	 Paul	 Bogel’s	 chapel	 in	 Stony	 Gut	 illuminates	 matters	 clearly.	 Addressing	 the
meeting,	McLaren,	who	would	be	one	of	the	leaders	of	the	October	uprising,	explains	‘why
cause	me	 hold	 this	meeting’,	 given	 that,	 although	 his	 parents	were	 slaves,	 he	 himself	 had
been	born	free:

But	now	I	am	still	a	slave	by	working	from	days	to	days.	I	cannot	get	money	to	feed	my	family,	and	I	working	at
Coley	estate	for	35	chains	for	1s.,	and	after	five	days’	working	I	get	2s.6d.	 for	my	family.	 Is	 that	able	 to	sustain	a
house	full	of	family?	…	Well,	the	best	we	can	do	is	to	come	together,	and	send	in	a	petition	to	the	Government;	and
if	they	will	give	up	the	outside	land	to	we,	we	shall	work	with	cane,	and	cotton,	and	coffee	like	the	white.	But	the
white	people	say	we	are	lazy	and	won’t	work	…	if	the	outside	land	was	given	up	to	them	to	work,	they	should	pay
the	taxes	to	the	Queen,	and	if	the	land	was	given	up	to	them	they	did	not	want	anything	from	the	white	people,	they
would	try	to	make	their	own	living	themselves.109

In	 former	 slave	 colonies,	 ownership	 or	 use	 of	 land	 at	 reasonable	 rent	 was	 more	 than	 an
alternative	 means	 of	 sustenance;	 it	 was	 tied	 to	 a	 deeply	 felt	 resistance	 to	 working	 for
plantation	owners,	owing	not	only	to	a	clearly	inadequate,	indeed	unviable,	economic	return,
but	 also	 a	 suspicion	 that	wage	 labour	 under	 those	 conditions	was	 too	 close	 to,	 and	might
entail	a	 return	 to,	 slavery.	 In	 the	months	 leading	up	 to	Morant	Bay,	a	popular	 rumour	held
that	 slavery	 was	 to	 be	 reinstated.110	 There	 was	 something	 of	 a	 panic	 about	 this,	 one
clergyman	maintained	 in	 his	 testimony:	 ‘a	 settled	 belief	 gaining	 strength	 from	 the	 time	 it
arose’	which,	 to	his	mind,	 paved	 the	way	 for	potential	 rebellion.	 Importantly,	 the	 curate	 is
firm	in	his	insistence	that	the	black	peasantry	are	no	more	credulous	‘than	England	or	other
places’,	taking	seriously	‘only	such	reports	as	that	which	peculiarly	affect	their	own	position,
such	as	that	of	being	made	slaves’.111

Another	element	of	the	organized	mobilizing	that	appears	to	have	emerged	independently
of	either	Gordon	or	his	‘seditious	language’	was	a	call	to	black	unity	by	some	agitators.	The
rhetoric	of	 race	 and	 racial	 unity	 in	Morant	Bay	was	most	 apparent	 as	 a	 form	of	 collective
self-assertion,	 one	 underpinning	 a	 claim	 to	 land	 through	 a	 reversal	 of	 the	 existing	 racial
hierarchy	of	ownership	and	use:	‘Hurra!	Buckra	country	for	us.’112	For	the	white	propertied
class	 of	 Jamaica	 and	 their	 supporters	 in	Britain,	 the	 perceived	 refusal	 of	 freed	 blacks	 and
their	descendants	to	submit	to	the	regimes	of	plantation	labour	in	favour	of	tilling	their	own
plots	 of	 land	 threw	 their	 self-serving	 idea	 of	 ‘freedom’	 into	 crisis.	 The	 liberty	 of	 black
Jamaicans	to	sell	or	withhold	their	labour	power	as	they	pleased	was	as	much	an	economic
problem	as	a	political	one.	In	this	regard,	an	observation	offered	to	the	Royal	Commission	by
a	planter	on	his	relations	with	the	freed	black	peasantry	is	illuminating:

I	 should	 be	 very	 glad	 if	 they	 would	 be	 dependent	 on	my	 capital;	 but	 they	 are	 not,	 and	 that	 would	 be	 the	 great
difficulty	in	Jamaica	with	regard	to	agriculture;	the	negroes	are	not	like	those	in	Barbadoes,	they	are	not	dependent
upon	estates	for	their	livelihood	…	their	very	independence	is	an	evil.113

Another	 critic	 of	 the	 Morant	 Bay	 rebels,	 who	 describes	 himself	 as	 a	 ‘A	 Thirty	 Years
Resident’,	 concedes	 that,	 at	 Emancipation,	 planters	 ‘rather	 resembled	 madmen	 than
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reasonable	beings;	deprived	of	the	unrequited	labours	of	the	slaves,	their	great	object	seemed
to	be	 to	assimilate	 [the	slaves’]	 freedom	as	nearly	as	possible	 to	slavery’.114	This	 included
concerted	action	 to	keep	wages	 as	 low	as	possible	 and	charge	enormous	 rents	 for	 cottages
and	provision	grounds.

Their	unacceptable	resistance	to	a	regime	of	wage	labour	within	the	plantation	economy
is	a	salient	theme	in	Victorian	broadsides	against	ex-slaves	and	their	insurgent	descendants.	It
is	 not	 so	 much	 the	 discursive	 spectre	 of	 an	 existentially	 free	 black	 human	 being	 that
occasions	 indignation	here	as	 the	material	 refusal	of	Jamaican	peasants	 to	comply	with	 the
economic	 imperatives	of	mercantile	capitalism.	The	Times	 editorial	 of	13	November	1865,
just	after	news	of	the	Jamaica	insurrection	came	in,	mulls	over	what	it	regards	as	the	colonial
failure	to	‘eradicate	the	original	savageness	of	the	African	blood’	by	turning	slaves	into	wage
labourers:	‘The	negro	has	been	able	to	live	with	little	or	no	work,	he	has	been	able	to	get	a
patch	 of	 land	 readily,	 and	 to	 subsist	 by	 a	 wretched	 cultivation	 of	 it.’115	 Necessitating	 the
importation	of	coolies,	or	indentured	labour,	from	India	and	China	to	do	the	plantation	work
instead	 of	 them,	 black	 Jamaicans	 are	 uncivilized	 to	 the	 precise	 extent	 that	 they	 refuse	 to
accede	 to	 the	 demands	 of	 capitalism	 or	 ‘the	 laws	 of	 industry	 and	 labour,	 which	 naturally
regulate	 all	 well-managed	 communities’,	 as	 one	 critic	 of	 Emancipation	 puts	 it.116	 In
frustrating	 the	 demands	 of	 political	 economy,	 the	 emancipated	 black	 is	 ‘freer	 than	…	 the
white	man’117	–	and	so	prosperous	that	‘no	peasant	in	England,	Scotland,	France,	or	Belgium
could	 compete	 with	 him	 in	 his	 command	 of	 the	 comforts	 of	 life’.118	 In	 his	 later,	 more
measured	 reflections	 on	 the	 matter,	 Charles	 Roundell,	 who	 had	 acted	 as	 secretary	 to	 the
Jamaica	Royal	Commission,	would	ask	in	a	hopeful	vein	whether	the	perceived	‘failure’	of
Emancipation	 might	 not	 be	 ‘an	 economical	 question	 of	 capital	 and	 labour,	 supply	 and
demand,	which,	 like	 all	 economical	 questions,	 is	 capable	 of	 being	grappled	with,	 of	 being
understood,	and	successfully	surmounted’.119	The	right	restrictions	on	labour	and	employers
alike	could	ensure	a	controlled	liberty	that	would	result	in	more	plentifully	supplied	capital,	a
consistent	labour	supply	and	better	returns.

For	 supporters	 of	 Eyre,	 the	 resistance	 to	 the	 claims	 of	 political	 economy,	 which
culminated	in	the	Morant	Bay	violence,	could	easily	have	led	to	a	repeat	of	the	nightmare	of
the	 Haitian	 Revolution	 –	 an	 obsessive	 preoccupation	 for	 many	 critics	 of	 Emancipation.
Gordon	was	repeatedly	accused	by	planters	of	exhorting	his	electorate	 to	‘do	as	 they	do	 in
Hayti’;	he	was	equally	insistent	that	he	had	never	thought	of	it.	‘The	vicinity	of	Hayti	and	its
barbaric	 independence’,	 The	 Times	 editorial	 of	 20	 November	 1865	 pronounces,	 almost
triumphantly,	 ‘have	 fostered	 [the	 black	 man’s]	 dreams	 of	 vengeance	 and	 his	 dreams	 of
aggrandizement	 …	 He	 dreams	 of	 the	 glorious	 island	 in	 which	 he	 lives	 being	 owned	 in
perpetuity	 by	 himself	 and	 his	 posterity.’120	 That	 version	 of	 freedom,	 to	 be	 avoided	 at	 all
costs,	is	‘the	erection	of	a	semi-barbarian	Sovereignty	in	the	West	Indies’,	along	the	lines	of
Haiti.121	Freedom,	 in	other	words,	was	divisible	 into	 the	putative	universalism	of	capitalist
political	economic	imperatives	and	the	unacceptable	particularism	of	refusing	them.	The	real
issue	at	stake	for	those	who	denounced	the	Jamaica	rebels	emerges	more	explicitly	in	a	well-
known	polemic	 titled	‘The	Negro	 in	Jamaica’,	given	before	 the	Anthropological	Society	of
London	in	1866.	In	it	Commander	Bedford	Pim	would	state	the	case	for	‘moderate	control’	in
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baldly	honest	political-economic	terms:

The	negro	in	a	state	of	freedom	continues	powerless	to	advance	himself	in	civilisation,	and	he	is	most	improvable
when	under	moderate	 control.	 It	 is	 no	 longer	 expedient	 to	make	a	 slave	of	him;	he	has	performed	his	part	 in	 the
world’s	history	in	that	capacity	…	He	has	no	right,	however,	and	civilized	man	has	no	right	to	allow	him,	to	pass	his
existence	without	in	any	way	contributing	to	the	advancement	of	mankind.122

It	 is	 not	 until	 the	 ex-slave	 has	 been	 fully	 incorporated	 into	 this	 economic	 regime,	 having
proved	his	 title,	 that	 ‘he	can	be	admitted	 into	 the	 fellowship’	of	 the	 free,	and	 therefore	 the
fully	 human.	 In	 the	 ensuing	 discussion,	 many	 of	 Pim’s	 audience	 would	 repeat	 a	 familiar
grouse:	that	the	Afro-Jamaican	limited	‘his	husbandry	to	the	satisfaction	of	his	daily	wants’,
and	that	as	a	group	they	refused	to	‘apply	their	knowledge	for	their	own	gain	in	life	or	for	the
benefit	 of	 their	 employers’.123	As	 the	writer	 J.	A.	 Froude,	 a	 friend	 of	Charles	Kingsley’s,
would	put	it,	looking	back	on	the	events	of	1865	some	two	decades	later,	if	self-government
of	 any	 kind	 was	 to	 be	 granted	 in	 the	 West	 Indies,	 it	 would	 be	 impossible	 to	 take	 black
allegiance	for	granted,	or	to	remain	confident	‘that	the	liberties	which	we	concede	will	not	be
used	for	purposes	which	we	are	unable	to	tolerate’.124

Reframing	Rebellion:	The	Jamaica	Committee	and	the	Problem	of	Freedom
What	 purposes	 should	 underlie	 liberty,	 and	 who	 should	 have	 it?	 These	 were	 indeed	 the
questions	at	the	heart	of	the	disagreement	over	Eyre’s	actions,	as	English	intellectuals	broke
ranks	and	formed	two	opposing	committees	to	determine	the	governor’s	future	after	he	was
recalled	 from	 Jamaica	 in	 1866.	 Once,	 in	 August	 1866,	 it	 became	 clear	 that	 the	 Jamaica
Committee	would	pursue	a	private	prosecution	of	Eyre,	as	 the	government	had	declined	 to
charge	him,	an	organization	 to	champion	Eyre’s	cause	came	 into	being.	The	Eyre	Defence
and	Aid	Fund	 felt	 it	 to	 be	 ‘a	 solemn	public	 duty	on	 the	part	 of	 all	 those	who	believe	 that
Governor	Eyre	 quelled	 the	 insurrection	 in	 Jamaica,	 and	 saved	 the	 island,	 to	 come	 forward
and	 boldly	 proclaim	 such	 to	 be	 their	 opinion’.125	 Its	 constituent	 members	 included	many
well-known	writers	 and	 intellectuals,	 such	as	 John	Ruskin	and	Thomas	Carlyle,	 as	well	 as
John	 Tyndall	 and	 Charles	 Kingsley;	 it	 would	 receive	 support	 from	 the	 likes	 of	 Charles
Dickens,	Alfred	Lord	Tennyson	and,	 later	on,	 J.	A.	Froude.	Equally	 revealing	are	 the	 self-
descriptions	given	by	 those	who	anonymously	sent	 subscriptions	 to	 the	 fund;	 they	 include,
among	 others:	 ‘One	 whose	 sister	 was	 massacred	 at	 Cawnpore’,	 ‘One	 who	 perceives	 the
necessity	 of	 firmness	 and	 vigour	 in	 those	 in	 authority’,	 ‘A	 lady	 who	 has	 suffered	 by
insurrection’,	‘A	soldier	who	has	not	forgotten	Cawnpore’,	‘A	lady	who	was	in	India	during
the	Mutiny’	and	‘A	lady	ashamed	of	her	country’s	ingratitude’.126	For	Eyre’s	defenders,	the
rebellious	blacks	whom	he	had	contained	were	an	imminent	threat,	above	all,	to	the	political
economy	of	empire.	In	a	letter	to	the	Jamaica	Committee,	some	of	whose	members	he	was
friendly	with,	the	scientist	John	Tyndall	lambasted	‘a	tendency	on	your	part	to	tone	down	the
crimes	 of	 the	 negro	 and	 to	 bring	 his	 punishments	 into	 relief’.127	 Objecting	 to	 the
Committee’s	downgrading	of	the	Morant	Bay	uprising	to	a	mere	‘local	riot’,	Tyndall	pointed
to	‘the	spirit	of	rebellion’	born	of	widespread	disaffection	that	could	only	have	been	quelled,
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as	 Eyre	 had	 done,	 by	 ‘making	 the	 name,	 power,	 and	 determination	 of	 England	 terrible
throughout	the	island’.128	Like	many	others,	Tyndall	saw	this	insurgent	flame	as	originating
from	and	nourished	by	the	historical	and	spatial	proximity	of	Haiti’s	success	in	overthrowing
the	 power	 of	 France.	Gordon,	 he	 said,	 had	 to	 be	 read	 as,	 at	 the	 very	 least,	 a	 ‘taproot’	 for
insurgency,	rather	than	the	bland	constitutionalist	that	the	Jamaica	Committee	had	made	him
out	 to	 be.129	 Moreover,	 attempts	 to	 universalize	 liberty	 and	 identify	 black	 and	 white
resistance	 were	 illegitimate:	 ‘We	 do	 not	 hold	 an	 Englishman	 and	 a	 Jamaica	 negro	 to	 be
convertible	terms,	nor	do	we	think	that	the	cause	of	human	liberty	will	be	promoted	by	any
attempt	to	make	them	so.’130	Also	writing	a	letter	on	the	topic,	to	the	Daily	Telegraph,	was
John	Ruskin,	an	active	member	of	the	Eyre	Defence	Fund,	noting	that	the	difference	between
him	and	the	Jamaica	Committee	was	not	just	that	he	was	for	lordship	and	they	for	liberty,	but
that	he	believed	‘that	white	emancipation	not	only	ought	to	precede,	but	must	by	law	of	all
fate	precede,	black	emancipation’.131	 In	 a	 lecture	on	 ‘Liberty’,	 also	given	 in	1865,	Ruskin
uses	 a	 tellingly	 vivid	 metaphor	 of	 the	 dangers	 of	 excessive	 freedom	 illustrated	 by	 the
housefly,	‘free	in	the	air,	free	in	the	chamber	–	a	black	incarnation	of	caprice	–	wandering,
investigating,	flitting,	flirting,	feasting	at	his	will,	with	rich	variety	…	what	freedom	is	like
his?’132	 Carlyle,	 who	 drafted	 a	 Petition	 from	 the	 Eyre	 Defence	 Fund	 to	 the	 House	 of
Commons,	 spoke	 similarly	 of	 the	Morant	 Bay	 incidents	 as	 a	 ‘frightful	 and	 immeasurable
kindling	 of	 black	 unutterabilities’	 –	 a	 telling	 phrase,	 seeking	 to	 render	 the	 voices	 of	 black
rebellion	 literally	 unspeakable.133	 Famously,	 of	 course,	Carlyle	 also	 described	 the	 Jamaica
Committee’s	observations	as	less	than	human,	relegating	them	to	the	same	level	of	speech	as
those	 they	defended,	 ‘nothing	but	 a	group	or	knot	of	 rabid	Nigger-Philanthropists,	 barking
furiously	 in	 the	 gutter,	 and	 threatening	 one’s	 Reform	Bill	with	 loss	 of	 certain	 friends	 and
votes’.134

For	 the	 Jamaica	 Committee,	 which	 included	 no	 fewer	 than	 nineteen	 members	 of
parliament	headed	by	John	Bright,	the	questionable	deployment	of	martial	law	by	Eyre	raised
the	possibility	of	repression	coming	home	to	roost:	‘What	is	done	in	a	colony	to-day	may	be
done	 in	 Ireland	 to-morrow,	 and	 in	England	 hereafter’,	 as	 Fredric	Harrison	 had	 it.135	 ‘Men
became	members	of	that	committee	who	had	never	taken	part	in	public	agitation	of	any	kind
before’,	wrote	 the	MP	Justin	McCarthy	many	years	 later.136	The	 ‘members	of	 the	 Jamaica
Committee’,	 Bernard	 Semmel	 averred,	 were	 ‘men	 of	 the	 new	 middle	 classes,	 sober,
respectable,	pious	and	serious’.137	For	 those	who	came	 to	Eyre’s	defence	–	 largely	‘King’s
men’,	 in	Ruskin’s	 terms	–	 the	 Jamaica	Committee	 represented	what	would	 today	be	called
‘political	correctness	gone	mad’,	or	as	Dickens	would	put	it,	a	‘platform-sympathy	with	the
black	–	or	the	native,	or	the	devil	–	afar	off,	and	platform	indifference	to	our	countrymen	at
enormous	odds	in	the	midst	of	bloodshed	and	savagery’.138	Ironically,	of	the	two	parties,	it	is
those	who	backed	Eyre	who	accorded	to	the	Jamaica	rebels,	albeit	with	outrage,	the	status	of
full-fledged	 black	 insurgents	whose	 actions	 and	 views	might,	 in	 the	 long	 run,	 portend	 full
independence	from	white	rule,	along	Haitian	lines.	The	Jamaica	Committee’s	deliberations,
in	 contrast,	 stressed	 the	 right	 to	 constitutional	 forms	of	 agitation.	Though	 they	denied	 that
events	at	Morant	Bay	amounted	to	outright	rebellion,	the	right	of	those	in	British	territories	to
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agitate	–	‘as	men	must	ever	be	allowed	to	do	in	every	free	country’	–	was	nonetheless	central
to	 the	 case	 the	 committee	 made	 against	 Eyre.139	 Their	 principal	 goal,	 insisted	 these
campaigners	–	who	came	to	include	the	veteran	antislavery	figures	from	Exeter	Hall,	Louis
Chamerovzow,	Charles	Buxton	MP,	and	Frederick	Chesson	–	was	constitutional:	the	absolute
‘defence	of	 those	 legal	 and	 chartered	 rights	which	protect	 the	 lives	 and	 liberties	of	 all’.140
The	 language	 of	 its	 public	 documents	 and	 deliberations	 was	 therefore	 self-consciously
‘moderate’	 and,	 perhaps	 also	 reflecting	 its	 composition,	 carefully	 parliamentary.	 As	 Mill,
who	had	spent	a	career	with	the	East	India	Company,	and	had	just	been	elected	to	parliament,
in	 July	 1865,	 put	 it:	 ‘There	 was	 much	 more	 at	 stake	 than	 only	 justice	 to	 the	 Negroes,
imperative	 as	was	 that	 consideration.	The	question	was,	whether	 the	British	 dependencies,
and	eventually	perhaps	Great	Britain	 itself,	were	 to	be	under	 the	government	of	 law,	or	of
military	license.’141	Events	in	Morant	Bay	indicated,	the	Jamaica	Committee	argued,	rioting
rather	 than	 outright	 rebellion,	 so	 that	 the	 imposition	 of	 martial	 law	 was	 not	 only	 legally
questionable	 but	 also	 strategically	 unnecessary.	 Even	 if	 ‘resistance	 did	 occur	 in	 the	 riots’,
they	 argued,	 there	 was,	 nevertheless,	 no	 ‘rebellion’,	 in	 the	 sense	 not	 only	 of	 ‘forcible
resistance	to	lawful	authority,	but	a	resistance	that	is	concerted,	and,	to	some	extent	at	least,
organized’.142

There	was	undoubtedly	a	certain	doubleness	to	the	Jamaica	Committee’s	formal	position,
which	at	once	 insisted	on	 the	 right	of	colonial	 subjects	of	 the	Crown	 to	 resist,	as	domestic
subjects	could,	and	attempted	 to	mitigate	 the	extent	of	 that	 resistance	as	 it	had	unfolded	 in
Morant	Bay.	The	rebellion	in	Jamaica	was,	in	other	words,	recast	by	the	Jamaica	Committee
in	terms	that	would	be	familiar	to	British	constitutionalists	and	advocates	of	gradual	change,
annexed	 to	 the	 rhetoric	 of	 liberal	 constitutionalism.	 In	 its	 advocacy	 of	Gordon	 as	 a	 semi-
heroic	and	peaceable	figure,	the	Committee	insisted	that	any	‘popular	agitation	as	revealed	in
the	 Jamaica	 press	 was	 of	 a	 constitutional	 kind’,	 deriving	 from	 a	 situation	 where	 ‘a	 large
portion	of	the	people	believed	themselves	to	be	under	a	system	of	government	in	which	the
interests	of	 the	many	were	sacrificed	 to	 the	desires	of	 the	few’.143	There	was	‘no	evidence
that	 revolutionary	measures	were	 contemplated’.144	While	 reminding	 ‘their	 fellow-citizens
that	hopeless	wrong	is	 the	sure	parent	of	 rebellion,	and	 that	 its	best	antidote	 is	 the	hope	of
constitutional	 redress’,	 the	Committee	 also	 insisted	 that,	 in	 sending	 their	 representatives	 to
Jamaica	to	investigate	matters,	they	had	‘no	desire	to	abet	resistance	to	lawful	authority	or	to
weaken	 the	 arm	 of	 the	 magistrate	 in	 preserving	 public	 order’,	 and	 intended	 to	 ‘lend	 no
assistance	or	countenance	to	those	persons	who	had	suffered	for	real’.145	Collating	evidence
and	assessments	 into	 a	 series	of	pamphlets,	 the	Committee	believed	 that	 these	 showed	not
only

the	necessity	for	an	official	 inquiry	 into	all	 the	circumstances	of	 the	so-called	‘Rebellion’	 in	Jamaica,	and	into	 the
legality	 of	 the	 sanguinary	 measures	 of	 repression,	 but	 …	 the	 need	 of	 a	 powerful	 organization	 to	 assist	 in	 the
collection	and	examination	of	evidence,	and	to	demand,	on	behalf	of	the	British	nation,	the	impartial	application	of
the	law	in	any	well-authenticated	cases	of	cruel	excess	of	power.146

This	doubleness	has	to	do	with	the	fact	that,	in	significant	ways,	what	the	Jamaica	Committee
was	also	doing	was	channelling	into	more	parliamentary	language	the	emergence	of	a	more
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radical	solidarity	with	Jamaican	resistance.
There	was	an	important	third	force	which,	like	Eyre’s	defenders,	chose	to	read	events	and

actors	in	Jamaica	as	indeed	constituting	a	radical	resistance	to	political	economy;	unlike	the
Eyre	party,	it	considered	the	resistance	desirable.	British	working-class	and	labour	movement
engagements	with	the	Jamaica	controversy	were	direct	and	polemical	in	defending	the	right
of	 Jamaican	 labourers	 to	 resist	 an	 exploitative	 system	 with	 all	 their	 might.	 This	 third
approach	manifested	a	process	of	recognition	in	which	the	voiced	resistance	of	the	Jamaican
peasant	 resonated	with	 attempts	 to	give	voice	 to	working-class	men	 in	Britain	 through	 the
franchise.	 Radical	 British	 polemics	 on	 the	 Eyre	 controversy	 cautioned	 against	 seeing	 the
violent	 repression	 of	 resistance	 in	 Jamaica	 as	 singular,	 for	 what	 the	 Jamaican	 rebels	 had
exposed	was	a	system	of	exploitation	so	red	in	tooth	and	claw	that	it	was	unlikely	to	take	any
more	 kindly	 to	 being	 substantially	 challenged	 in	 the	metropole	 than	 in	 the	 colony.	 Such	 a
system	 necessitated	 a	 resistance	 that	 would	 cut	 across	 the	 racial	 divisions	 of	 empire.	 The
popular	 Reynolds	 Newspaper,	 founded	 by	 novelist	 G.	 W.	 M.	 Reynolds	 with	 a	 largely
working-class	 circulation	 (350,000	by	1870),	 covered	 the	 Jamaica	 controversy	 extensively.
One	 of	 its	 regular	 columnists,	 writing	 under	 the	 pseudonym	 ‘Northumbrian’,	 sounded	 the
keynote	for	an	oppositional	approach	at	the	outset,	reading	dominant	rhetoric	–	purveyed	by
the	 likes	of	The	Times	 –	 against	 the	grain,	 and	 identifying	points	of	 commonality	with	 the
rebels.	 ‘Somehow	or	other’,	observed	Northumbrian	 sardonically,	 ‘British	arms	are	always
engaged	 in	 fighting	 Kaffirs,	 Maories,	 Hindoos,	 or	 negroes.	 Now,	 this	 policy	 may	 be
necessary,	 but	 certainly	 is	 not	 glorious.’147	 Race	 and	 racial	 discourse	 are	 engaged	 with
directly:	‘Excesses	and	atrocities	of	the	most	fiendish	kind	have	been	committed’,	announced
an	article	in	late	November	1865	satirizing	the	hysterical	high	notes	of	The	Times’s	coverage
of	 the	 insurrection	as	 an	attack	on	whites.	 ‘The	most	 lawless,	malignant,	 and	diabolical	of
these	atrocities	have	been	perpetrated,	not	by	the	blacks,	but	by	the	whites	…	men	of	British
blood,	who	arrogate	to	themselves	an	immeasurable	and	unapproachable	superiority	over	the
despised	 African.’148	 Identifying	 similarities	 in	 the	 workings	 of	 power	 across	 colonial
contexts	helped	allies	of	the	Morant	Bay	insurgents	to	make	the	argument	that	what	happened
out	in	the	Empire	was	likely	to	come	home	to	roost	by	stages:	‘Our	rulers	have	not	used	the
Jamaica	negroes	in	a	more	unlawful	manner	than	they	have	the	Irish	Fenians.	The	difference
in	the	treatment	of	 these	two	is	one	of	degree,	not	of	principle	…	Let	Englishmen	think	of
these	 things;	 for,	 although	 Irishmen	 and	 negroes	 are	 the	 present	 victims,	who	 knows	who
may	 be	 the	 next	 people	 exposed	 to	 the	 tender	mercies	 of	 the	Hobbs’s,	 the	 Eyres,	 and	 the
Wodehouses?’149

Reynolds	was	clearly	drawing	on	sentiments	expressed	in	working-class	and	other	public
meetings	held	to	discuss	the	Jamaica	business,	lengthy	accounts	of	which	were	also	carried	in
the	 paper.	 A	 report	 of	 a	 meeting	 in	 Manchester	 notes	 that	 600	 signatures	 had	 been
requisitioned	to	call	it.	‘A	riot	was	a	rising	of	the	people	against	authority	for	the	time	being,’
said	one	speaker,	as	a	resolution	introduced	by	T.	B.	Potter	MP	–	who	also	edited	the	smaller-
circulation	trade	union	paper	the	Bee-Hive	–	 invited	listeners	 to	make	connections	between
violence	 against	 colonial	 subjects	 and	 repression	 at	 home.150	Manchester	 too	had	 faced	an
‘attack	upon	the	people	by	 the	authorities	[which]	gave	 the	signal	 for	great	changes	 in	 this
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country’,	he	reminds	his	listeners,	referring	presumably	to	the	Peterloo	massacre	of	1819.151
The	 trouble	 taken	 to	 make	 these	 parallels	 and	 to	 urge	 audiences	 to	 see	 the	 historical
resonances	 cannot	 be	 simply	 dismissed	 as	 discursive	 annexation,	 for	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 effort
goes	into	identifying	and	illuminating	points	of	connection.	Similarly,	Potter’s	insistence	on
Gordon’s	and	his	allies’	right	to	be	seen	as	Englishmen	is	clear-sighted	in	reframing	national
identity	as	a	fellowship	of	common	cause	rather	than	a	matter	of	racial	essence:	‘When	one
looked	at	the	case	of	Mr	Gordon,	he	(Mr	Potter)	confessed	it	made	his	blood	run	cold	to	think
that	 an	 Englishman	 –	 for	 though	 coloured	 men	 these	 were	 Englishmen	 –	 (cheers)	 –	 our
fellow-subjects,	whose	 rights	were	 our	 rights,	 as	 ours	were	 theirs	 –	 (renewed	 cheers)’	 had
been	subjected	to	a	court	martial	as	the	Jamaican	civilian	opposition	politician	had	been.152
The	 language	 is	 deliberately	 reciprocal,	 locating	 both	 parties	 in	 a	 mutually	 reinforcing
relationship	 of	 struggle	 against	 a	 common	 enemy,	 rather	 than	 one	 ‘bestowing’	 rights	 on
another.	Indeed,	most	of	the	writing	on	the	controversy	in	Reynolds	Newspaper	is	marked	by
a	 distinct	 lack	 of	 paternalism	 and	 contains	 strikingly	 few	 references	 to	 the	 ‘inferiority’	 of
other	 races.	 Speaking	 at	 the	 same	 meeting,	 Jacob	 Bright,	 brother	 of	 the	 famous	 Liberal
politician	John,	would	apostrophize	Gordon	thus:	‘And	if	there	could	be	fifty	such	men,	there
might	be	a	Government	in	Jamaica	(applause).’153

From	several	articles	and	summaries	of	speeches	at	public	meetings,	 it	 is	clear	 that	 the
recognition	of	common	cause	was,	in	fact,	based	on	an	informed	engagement	with	the	issues
at	stake,	including	the	fact	that	the	blacks	of	Jamaica	had	articulated	their	needs	only	to	be
denied	redress.	In	its	very	first	report	on	the	insurrection,	Reynolds	was	swift	to	note	that	the
blacks	of	Jamaica	laboured	under	very	real	injustices,	and	had	cause	to	be	‘dissatisfied’	with
the	 results	 of	 their	 applications	 for	 relief.154	 A	 later	 article	 observed	 that	 the	 whites	 of
Jamaica	had	‘never	yet	reconciled	themselves	to	the	emancipation	of	the	blacks’,	despite	the
hefty	 compensation	 paid	 out	 by	 the	 ‘plundered	 and	 impoverished’	 working	 classes	 of
Britain.155	 It	 is	 understandable,	 however,	 that	 the	 ‘freedmen’	 (printed	 with	 scare	 quotes)
might	not	have	 found	wage	 labour	on	plantations	a	congenial	prospect,	and	would	wish	 to
make	their	‘freedom’	more	real	than	the	planters	intended	it	to	be:

When	 the	 negroes	 obtained	 their	 nominal	 freedom,	 they	 very	 naturally	 preferred	 to	 work	 for	 themselves.	 They
desired	to	be	their	own	masters	…	But,	because	they	have	done	this	–	because	they	declined	to	work	for	the	white
planters	as	slavishly	and	cheaply	as	when	they	were	slaves	–	they	have	been	denounced	as	lazy,	sensual,	and	insolent
creatures,	unfit	for	freedom	and	incapable	of	sustained	industry.156

The	piece	 quotes	 extensively	 from	various	 depositions,	 as	well	 as	 the	 ‘St	Ann’s	Address’,
which	it	attributes	to	Gordon,	offering	a	different	reading	from	that	articulated	by	the	British
authorities.	 ‘Phrases	deemed	inflammatory	and	exaggerated’	such	as	‘	“Naked	people	of	St
Ann’s”!	…	 “Starving	 people	 of	 St	 Ann’s!”	 ’	 were,	 it	 argued,	 ‘words	 descriptive	 of	 facts
which	 are	 not	 less	 terrible	 than	 true’.157	Any	 form	of	 speaking	out	 by	 Jamaicans	 came	up
against	 a	 pernicious	 interdict:	 ‘If	 the	 negroes	 complain	 of	 this	 treatment,	 they	 are	 at	 once
charged	with	rebellious	and	murderous	designs.’158	This	suppression	of	voices	found	a	direct
parallel	 in	Britain,	 noted	 the	 chair	 of	 another	 public	meeting,	 held	 to	 protest	 the	welcome
banquet	held	for	Eyre	upon	his	return	to	a	country	where	‘the	working	men	could	not	make
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themselves	heard	 in	 the	House	of	Commons	because	unrepresented’.	The	‘only	way	 left	 to
them	 to	 show	 that	 they	 took	 an	 interest	 in	 the	 affairs	 of	 the	 nation	 was	 to	 hold	 public
meetings’.159

The	struggles	of	the	Jamaican	blacks	and	the	violent	repression	they	subsequently	faced
not	 only	 found	 expressions	 of	 identification	 or	 outrage	 back	 in	 Britain,	 but	 also	 offered
opportunities	for	the	practice	of	democracy.	The	meeting	alluded	to	above	took	as	its	purpose
expressions	not	just	of	solidarity	with	blacks	struggling	for	their	due,	but	also	of	distancing
the	 English	 working	 classes	 from	 the	 white	 ruling	 classes,	 for	 ‘it	 behoved	 the	 people	 of
England	 to	 demonstrate	 …	 that	 they	 did	 not	 identify	 themselves	 with	 acts	 which	 had
disgraced	 the	 British	 name’.160	 This	 reclaiming	 of	 nation	 was	 in	 stark	 and	 deliberate
opposition	 to	 Charles	 Kingsley’s	 bombastically	 imperialist	 and	much-resented	 ruling-class
encomiums	to	Eyre	at	his	welcome	banquet	as	an	embodiment	of	‘the	English	spirit	of	good-
nature,	of	temper,	of	the	understanding	of	human	beings,	of	knowing	how	to	manage	men	…
that	English	 spirit	which	had	 carried	 the	Anglo-Saxon	 tongue	 round	 the	world,	 and	which
had	made	us	the	fathers	of	the	United	States	and	the	conquerors	of	India’.161	If	the	Jamaica
controversy	had	indeed	set	into	motion	a	struggle	over	the	very	meanings	of	Britain/England,
it	was	one	to	which	the	question	of	democracy	and	economic	justice	as	posed	by	the	Afro-
Jamaicans	 was	 central.	 The	 expropriations	 of	 land	 and	 labour	 were,	 in	 fact,	 issues	 that
resonated	for	both	white	and	black	working	classes,	as	‘the	chief	end	and	object	of	all	royal
and	 aristocratic	 governments	 is	 to	 enslave	 the	 masses	 of	 mankind’	 –	 an	 insight	 from
‘Northumbrian’	that	directly	echoed	Jamaican	peasant	views	of	wage	labour	on	plantations	as
slavery	 in	another	 form.162	Gordon’s	death	was	deemed	exemplary	of	 the	 lengths	 to	which
the	ruling	classes	would	go	to	preserve	this	state	of	affairs.	Wearing	a	black	armband	like	the
others,	and	standing	on	a	wagon	draped	with	a	flag	bearing	the	name	‘G.	W.	Gordon’	in	white
letters	surrounded	by	wreaths,	one	speaker	pronounced:

George	William	Gordon	…	was	murdered	without	a	 trial,	although	the	charges	brought	against	him	were	 inquired
into	 by	 the	 foppish	 striplings	 of	 an	 odious	 and	 dangerous	 aristocracy.	 (Hisses)	 And,	 need	 he	 say	 that	 the	 same
aristocracy	would	treat	John	Bright	–	(loud	cheers)	–	and	Edmond	Beales	–	(cheers)	–	in	a	similar	manner	to-morrow
if	they	had	the	chance?	(Cries	of	‘They	would	if	they	dare.’)163

Another	 speaker	would	 note	 that	 ‘it	 had	 always	 happened	 that	 the	 aristocracy	 of	 England
were	 opposed	 to	 the	 rights	 and	 liberties	 of	 the	 people’.164	 The	 common	 condition	 of
exploitation,	and	not	race,	had	to	be	the	basis	of	kinship.

Even	 as	 these	 radical	 responses,	 and	 the	 distinctly	 more	 moderate	 line	 taken	 by	 the
Jamaica	Committee,	differed	 in	 their	approach	 to	 the	question	of	how	resistance	should	be
undertaken,	 there	 are	 clear	 lines	 of	 connection	 between	 them.	 One	 can	 be	 traced	 through
Edward	Beesly,	a	Positivist	like	Harrison,	and	also	a	member	of	the	Jamaica	Committee.	A
student	of	Richard	Congreve’s	 at	Oxford,	 a	 labour	 campaigner	 and	close	 associate	of	Karl
Marx	 in	 the	 run-up	 to	 the	 First	 International,	 Beesly,	 also	 a	 London	 university	 professor,
became	a	familiar	voice	speaking	and	writing	on	the	Eyre	controversy.	He	was	one	of	the	few
writing	in	the	pages	of	Reynolds	to	maintain	a	racial	hierarchy	in	discussing	the	Jamaicans:
‘The	 treatment	 of	 uncivilized	 races	 by	 Englishmen	 is	 a	 subject	 that	 demands	 far	 more
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attention	 from	 workmen	 than	 it	 gets.’165	 Beesly’s	 racial	 hierarchy	 finds	 a	 parallel	 in	 his
delineation	of	 a	 class	order	 in	which	 the	working	classes	must	be	 represented	by	educated
middle-class	men.	For	him,	Gordon’s	death	was	not	so	much	a	story	about	the	Jamaican	poor
as	 one	 of	 the	 disciplining	 of	 those	more	 elevated	 individuals	 who	 spoke	 for	 the	margins:
‘Every	one	[sic]	who	makes	himself	…	conspicuous	by	pointing	out	to	the	lower	orders	the
political	and	social	evils	under	which	 they	suffer	will	do	so	at	a	 terrible	 risk.’166	Here	 too,
however,	Gordon	 is	 a	 cautionary	 tale	 for	what	might	 just	 as	well	 happen	 in	England	with
liberal	leaders:

Take	care	of	Mr	Bright	or	Mr	Beales.	They	have	both	of	them	repeatedly	used	much	stronger	language	than	any	that
was	proved	 against	Gordon.	 If	 the	 reform	 struggle	 should	become	more	 embittered;	 if	 the	Tories,	 by	 their	 insane
management	should	bring	about	a	riot,	attended	with	loss	of	life	…	what	will	there	be	to	prevent	Mr	Bright	and	Mr
Beales	from	being	treated	as	Mr	Gordon	was?	The	cases	would	be	exactly	parallel.167

Beesly	 shares	with	his	 radical	working-class	 readers	 a	developed	 sense	of	 the	 implications
for	democratic	agitation	in	Britain	of	allowing	repression	in	the	colonies	to	go	unchallenged.
Indeed,	he	suggests,	the	key	bone	of	contention	in	Jamaica	may	also	have	an	exact	parallel:

But	political	privilege	is	not	the	dearest	possession	of	the	upper	classes.	Touch	their	monopoly	of	the	land	and	you
will	see	 their	 teeth.	When	Mr	Bright	said	 in	Glasgow	that	half	Scotland	belonged	to	a	dozen	proprietors,	and	half
England	to	a	hundred	and	fifty,	he	put	his	finger	on	one	of	the	most	frightful	blots	on	English	civilization.168

There	 is	no	 reason	 to	assume,	he	points	out,	 that	 the	violence	exercised	against	a	different
race	in	Jamaica	will	not	be	reprised	at	home	should	the	same	kinds	of	challenges	to	power	–
and	land-ownership	–	be	issued	by	white	working	people.	To	allow	‘the	Jamaica	precedents
to	remain	unchallenged’	is	to	‘furnish	our	oligarchy	with	a	weapon’	that	can	be	turned	against
white	Britons.169

Beesly	was	writing	this	in	a	letter	to	Reynolds,	as	he	puts	it,	because	‘your	journal	is	read
by	a	very	 large	number	of	workmen	who	never	 look	at	any	other’.	He	himself	was	a	more
regular	contributor	to	the	Bee-Hive,	the	trade	union	journal	for	the	‘industrial	classes’	which
also	 covered	 the	 Morant	 Bay	 uprising	 extensively	 –	 though	 slightly	 differently	 from
Reynolds,	 in	 that	 its	 emphasis	 was	 on	 the	 consequences	 of	 the	 repression	 for	 organized
British	working-class	agitation	against	systemic	exploitation.	In	the	pages	of	the	Bee-Hive	on
25	November	1865,	Beesly	argued	that	the	punishments	inflicted	on	the	Jamaicans	were	self-
evidently	 severe,	 but	 that	 the	 real	 point	was	 ‘that	 they	 have	 been	 inflicted	 to	maintain	 an
abominable	 system	which	 it	 behoves	our	working	men	here	 to	do	 their	 best	 to	 tear	 up	 the
roots’.170	At	stake	were	the	relations	between	labour	and	a	parasitical	planter	class,	eager	to
sit	on	 its	hands	doing	nothing,	 ‘a	burden	on	 the	 land’,	 that	prioritized	profits	at	 the	cost	of
both	wages	and	the	public	purse.	Beesly	is	at	his	polemical	best	when,	in	a	series	of	reversals,
he	 attacks	 those	 in	power,	 using	 the	 same	 terms	Thomas	Carlyle	 famously	deployed	when
polemicizing	against	freed	blacks	as	‘lazy’:	‘The	emancipation	of	the	blacks	left	all	the	land
in	the	possession	of	the	whites,	a	lazy,	vicious,	bankrupt	class,	filled	with	hatred	for	their	late
slaves;	 too	proud	to	work,	 though	not	ashamed	to	beg	in	a	genteel	way.’171	The	charges	of
‘laziness’,	 he	 observes,	 are	 also	 deployed	 at	 home	 against	 strikers.	 Beesly	 notes	 that,	 in
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response	to	demands	for	better	wages	from	black	workers,	white	Jamaican	planters	‘sent	half
round	the	world	for	shiploads	of	“Coolies”	to	do	the	work	cheap	–	a	trade	which,	if	the	truth
be	 told,	 is	 not	 much	 better	 than	 the	 old	 slave-trade’.172	 He	 was,	 of	 course,	 referring	 to
indentured	labour.	While	Beesly	famously	distances	himself	from	the	black	man	as	such	–	‘I
protest	 I	 am	 no	 negro-worshipper’	 –	 and	 remains	 unshaken	 in	 his	 assumption	 of	 black
inferiority,	it	is	precisely	this	protestation	that	makes	his	call	for	solidarity	and	parity	of	rights
worth	examining.173	Indeed,	it	is	because	he	shares	a	wider	liberal	sense	of	racial	hierarchies
that	 Beesly’s	 call	 for	 ‘vigorous	 and	 indignant’	 cross-racial	 and	 international	 solidarity	 is
striking.	His	 advice	 is	 that	 the	 trade	unions	 draw	up	 a	 petition	 to	 parliament	which	would
make	it	clear	that	the	petitioners	as	‘labourers	look	on	the	cause	of	the	labourers	in	Jamaica
as	 their	 own’.	 Thus,	 ‘when	 the	 upper	 classes	 see	 how	 such	 injustice	 to	 labour,	 even	 in	 a
distant	 colony,	 is	 resented	 by	 the	working	men	 of	England,	 they	will	 be	 careful	 how	 they
trifle	with	similar	interests	at	home’.174	Comparing	events	in	Morant	Bay	to	the	Hyde	Park
riots,	 he	 notes	 in	 another	 piece:	 ‘In	 both	 instances	wealth	 and	 respectability	 employed	 the
executive	apparatus	to	put	down	the	lower	orders.’175

Other	articles	in	the	Bee-Hive,	however,	did	engage	directly	with	the	question	of	race.	A
regular	columnist,	‘Plain	Dealer’,	would	put	it	with	absolute	clarity:	‘Yes,	there	are	working-
men	in	Jamaica.	Though	their	skin	is	black,	their	hair	woolly,	their	noses	flat,	and	their	lips
thick,	 they	 are	 entitled	 to	 the	 same	 consideration	 and	 sympathy	 as	 working-men	 of	 fair
complexion.’176	For	Plain	Dealer,	Morant	Bay	was	a	case	of	outright	repression	in	response
to	legitimate	agitation	where,	he	would	write	a	year	 later,	 ‘agrarian	discontent	and	political
aspiration	among	the	people	of	Jamaica	were	extinguished	in	their	own	blood	and	in	that	of
good	men	who	 acknowledged	 to	 them	 that	 they	 had	 cause	 for	 complaint	 and	 did	 well	 to
speak	 up	 for	 them-selves’.177	 Again,	 speech	 is	 the	 key	 issue,	 the	 writer	 observing	 that
repression	along	the	lines	of	what	took	place	in	Jamaica	‘would	be	an	excellent	device	…	for
silencing	 the	 voice	 of	 the	 working	 men	 of	 England	 claiming	 the	 rights	 of	 industry,	 and
soliciting	a	share	in	the	constitutional	franchise	of	their	country’;	they	too	could	be	‘hunted
down	 or	 hanged	 up	 or	 shot	 as	 the	 negroes	 were’.178	 Race	 hierarchies	 are	 operative,	 but
whiteness	will	not	in	itself	protect	English	agitators.	Sympathy	for	Eyre,	he	opined,

may	be	attributable	to	the	habit	of	setting	a	lower	value	upon	the	lives	of	black	or	coloured	men	than	upon	those	of
the	white.	But,	while	no	such	distinction	is	to	be	for	an	instant	allowed,	neither	must	we	delude	ourselves	with	the
vain	imagination,	that	it	makes,	in	the	minds	of	those	who	entertain	it,	the	least	difference	in	favour	of	the	working
men	of	England	over	the	field	negroes	of	Jamaica.179

Where	Beesly	relies	on	a	certain	abstraction	to	emphasize	that	 the	same	system	operates	in
both	metropole	and	colony,	which	leaves	agitating	labour	vulnerable	across	the	board,	Plain
Dealer	warns	against	allowing	sympathy	and	solidarity	to	emerge	solely	on	race	lines:	‘Those
of	our	countrymen	who,	in	any	dispute	between	white	and	black,	confine	their	fellow-feeling
to	that	side	where	they	find	complexions	like	their	own,	are	not	to	be	trusted,	let	them	protest
ever	 so	 loudly	 their	 devotion	 to	 the	 cause	 of	 public	 freedom	 and	 to	 the	 interests	 of	 the
community’.180	Racists,	 in	 short,	 cannot	 be	 depended	 upon	 for	 solidarity	 along	 class	 lines
either,	Plain	Dealer	cautions,	also	denouncing	littérateurs	like	Kingsley	for	failing	to	develop
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sympathies	with	their	fellow	humans	of	a	different	hue.181	The	Bee-Hive	columnist	is	clearly
attuned	to	the	clash	of	freedoms	in	Jamaica,	warning	that	 the	whites	of	the	West	Indies	are
the	‘sworn	enemies’	of	all	liberty	‘but	that	which	would	give	them	license	to	work	out	their
own	 will’.182	 Real	 freedom	 is	 necessarily	 universal,	 so	 that	 its	 violation	 in	 one	 place
constitutes	its	violation	in	another:	‘Most	certainly	the	only	way	to	preserve	the	liberties	of
our	country	is,	to	assert	and	vindicate	them	wherever	they	are	assailed	and	violated.’183	In	the
killing	of	Gordon	and	the	harm	visited	upon	the	Jamaican	blacks,	‘our	rights	as	Englishmen,
the	rights	of	every	one	of	us,	have	been	outraged	and	endangered’.	If	the	Jamaicans	stood	up
for	their	rights,	so	must	Englishmen,	duly	inspired	–	shades	of	Ernest	Jones	here	–	‘make	a
stand	 for	 your	 rights’	 rather	 than	 sitting	 ‘quiet	 with	 our	 hands	 before	 us	 and	 our	 mouths
closed’.184	 The	 test	 to	 which	 Emancipation	 was	 put	 by	 the	 Jamaicans	 is	 not	 irrelevant	 in
England,	for	the	‘time	has	come	when	we	must	make	it	seen	whether	English	freedom	is	a
real	fact	or	a	mere	fancy’.185

Another	 prominent	 member	 of	 the	 Jamaica	 Committee	 writing	 in	 the	 Bee-Hive,	 the
Oxford	 classics	 don	 Goldwin	 Smith,	 also	 picked	 up	 on	 the	 distinction	 between	 ‘public
liberty’	and	the	planter	class’s	liberty	to	oppress	at	will	by	warning	that,	for	the	plantocracy,
race	bonds	did	not	actually	extend	across	class:	‘Do	we	flatter	ourselves	that	the	Eyre	party
would	 regard	 the	English	workman	or	 peasant	 as	 their	 own	 flesh	 and	blood,	 and	 that	 they
would	 not	 …	 do	 to	 him	 what	 they	 glory	 in	 having	 done	 to	 the	 negro	 peasantry	 of
Jamaica?’186	Noting	that	Gordon’s	lighter	skin	had	not	ultimately	protected	him,	Smith	also
suggests	 that	 if	 an	 agitation	 similar	 to	 that	 in	 Jamaica	were	 to	 arise	 in	England	 and	 create
class	 ‘panic’,	 a	 sense	 of	 racial	 kinship	 would	 not	 stop	 ‘the	 planter	 party	 here’	 from
implementing	 ‘Jamaican	 measures	 of	 oppression’,	 referencing	 once	 again	 the	 Peterloo
massacre	 and	 bloodshed	 in	 Ireland.	 For	 Smith,	 the	 violence	 visited	 upon	 light-skinned,
chromatically	liminal	figures	like	Gordon	and	the	Irish	is	evidence	that	race	is	no	ring-fence
when	it	comes	to	‘oligarchic	vengeance’;	resistance	must	therefore	also	be	forged	across	race
lines.	‘Startling’	and	‘extravagant’	though	it	may	sound,	the	prospect	of	a	real	war	is	‘a	hard
struggle	 between	 the	 enfranchised	 and	 the	 unenfranchised,	 between	 capital	 and	 labour’.187
The	most	 developed	 account	 of	 the	wider	 implications	 of	 the	 ‘fatally	 chronic’	 exercise	 of
arbitrary	power	‘to	maintain	our	vast	unresting	empire’,	however,	came	from	Harrison,	who,
though	he	had	declared	himself	to	be	politicized	by	the	Indian	uprising,	really	emerged	as	an
oppositional	voice	on	colonial	issues	with	his	work	for	the	Jamaica	Committee,	in	which	he
clearly	drew	on	 the	emergent	 identification	of	 the	Jamaican	peasant	with	English	working-
class	causes.188

For	 Harrison,	 whose	Martial	 Law:	 Six	 Letters	 to	 ‘The	 Daily	 News’	 was	 collated	 and
published	by	the	Committee	as	a	single	work	with	their	imprimatur	on	it,	there	could	also	be
no	 impermeable	 border	 which	 would	 prevent	 the	 wave-like	 contagion	 of	 a	 repressive
counter-insurgency	from	rebounding	on	the	colonial	motherland.	‘We	cannot	make	rules	for
negroes’,	he	would	note	pointedly	of	the	‘reign	of	terror’	in	Jamaica,	‘without	baiting	them
like	traps	for	Europeans	…	Whose	turn,	be	it	colony	or	citizen,	might	not	come	next?’189	His
comparison	of	the	Jamaica	insurgency	and	those	historical	rebellions	in	England	is	explicit:
‘The	 sacred	 principles	 for	 which	 the	 English	 people	 once	 fought	 and	 struggled	 we	 now
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invoke	 for	 the	 loftier	 end	 of	 checking	 the	 English	 people	 themselves	 from	 imitating	 the
tyranny	 they	crushed.’190	For	all	 that	Harrison	repeatedly	 invokes	 the	principles	of	English
‘liberty’,	 his	 language	 also	 evinces	 an	 acknowledgement	 that,	 in	 the	 face	 of	 a	 struggle	 for
rights,	 the	 ‘rebel’	and	 ‘repressor’	are	 shifting	subject	positions,	one	capable	of	 turning	 into
the	other.	At	the	time	he	was	writing,	the	place	where	these	liberties	were	being	asserted	was
the	colonies,	and	the	person	who	had	become	the	symbol	of	that	assertion	was	the	executed
Gordon,	now	carrying	‘in	himself	all	the	acts	of	wrong	which	his	race	has	endured’.	With	the
end	 of	 slavery,	 Harrison	 notes,	 ‘all	 separate	 rights	 of	 colour’	 have	 been	 ‘utterly
extinguished’.191	 Empire	 and	 motherland,	 imperial	 subject	 and	 domestic	 subject,	 are	 now
inextricably	linked:	‘Every	citizen	in	that	empire,	black	or	white,	is	perilled	by	the	sanction
of	 outrage	 on	 any	 other.’192	 For	 Harrison,	 it	 is	 1857	 which	 is	 in	 danger	 of	 becoming	 a
precedent:	‘It	called	out	all	the	tiger	in	our	race.	That	wild	beast	must	be	caged	again.’193	In	a
metaphor	 familiar	 from	 the	 rhetoric	of	antislavery,	he	expresses	a	particular	disquiet	 at	 the
civilizational	 inversions	 implied	 by	 the	 exercise	 of	 absolute	 power	 and	 arbitrary	 violence:
‘We	know	that	African	slavery	has	bred	in	white	men	a	spirit	more	devilish	than	any	that	has
ever	 defiled	 human	 nature	 –	 cannibalism	 only	 excepted.	 That	 spirit	 is	 yet	 rampant.	 It
mastered	the	late	governor.’194	The	idea	that	whereas	rebellion	humanized,	power	bestialized,
was	given	more	blunt	polemical	 force	 at	 a	working-class	meeting	where	 an	effigy	of	Eyre
was	burned,	one	placard	suggesting	he	should	be	thrown	to	the	lions	in	the	London	Zoo	to
devour.

Given	the	existence	of	this	range	of	radical	readings	of	the	Morant	Bay	uprising,	how	do
we	situate	the	relatively	cautious	–	if	nonetheless	controversial	–	response	to	it	of	the	Jamaica
Committee?	 In	 her	 assessment	 of	 J.	 S.	 Mill’s	 engagement	 with	 Eyre	 and	 the	 Jamaica
Committee,	Jennifer	Pitts	has	speculated	that	‘Mill’s	motives	in	avoiding	public	mention	of
the	 racial	 and	 colonial	 context	 were	 in	 part	 strategic:	 he	 feared	 that	 he	 would	 lose	 the
sympathy	of	the	British	public	if	he	were	to	insist	on	the	racial	aspect	of	the	crimes.’195	Pitts
notes	rightly	that,	despite	his	efforts	to	bring	Eyre	to	book	representing	‘his	most	determined
criticism	of	the	British	Empire	…	Mill’s	response	fell	short	of	a	thoroughgoing	interrogation
of	the	premises	and	systemic	failures	of	British	rule	over	populations	that	Mill,	like	most	of
his	 countrymen,	 considered	 civilizationally	 inferior’.196	 Mill,	 of	 course,	 had	 famously
defended	the	East	India	Company’s	rule	and	denied	that	the	British	had	provoked	the	1857
uprising.	My	own	argument	here	 is	 not	 that	Morant	Bay	1865,	 any	more	 than	 India	1857,
resulted	 in	a	discursive	 rejection	of	 the	 imperial	project	 as	 such.	There	can	be	 little	doubt,
however,	 that	 it	 constitutes	 a	 significant	moment	 of	 ground-clearing	 in	which	 oppositional
tendencies	 emerged,	 not	 least	 from	within	working-class	 and	 labour	movements,	which	 in
turn	put	pressure	on	political	liberals.	In	1865,	this	took	the	form	not	so	much	of	a	rejection
of	 empire,	 but	 of	what	might	 be	 regarded	 as	 an	 incipient	 internationalism	 –	 one	 in	which
there	was	a	self-conscious	identification	of	the	causes	of	black	and	white	people	against	the
depredations	 of	 the	 ruling	 classes.	Given	 the	 dominant	 and	 increasingly	 polarized	 view	 of
non-whites	as	 inferior,	and	 therefore	not	deserving	of	parity,	 these	early	forms	of	 theorized
solidarity	–	in	response	to	black	resistance	–	are	both	radical	and	remarkable.

What	 emerges	 in	 Mill’s	 and	 the	 Jamaica	 Committee’s	 contentions	 as	 a	 bland
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constitutionalism	insisting	on	equality	for	all	the	‘Queen’s	subjects’	(not	to	be	treated	lightly,
either,	 in	 an	 atmosphere	 inclined	 to	 justify	 colonial	 and	 racial	 violence)	 should	 be
understood,	in	crucial	ways,	as	a	distillation	and	reframing	of	a	more	thoroughgoing	criticism
from	below.	It	is	possible	in	one	sense	to	read	the	more	careful	phrasing	of	John	Stuart	Mill,
quoted	 below,	 and	 his	 colleagues	 on	 the	 Jamaica	 Committee	 as	 translations	 (with	 due
elisions)	of	radical	outrage	into	parliamentary	discourse:

If	officers	of	the	Government	are	to	be	allowed	to	take	the	lives	of	the	Queen’s	subjects	improperly	–	as	has	been
confessedly	done	in	this	case	–	without	being	called	to	a	judicial	account,	and	having	the	excuses	they	make	for	it
sifted	and	adjudicated	by	the	tribunal	in	that	case	provided,	we	are	giving	up	altogether	the	principle	of	government
by	law,	and	resigning	ourselves	to	arbitrary	power.197

Nonetheless,	 ‘the	people’,	 an	 entity	which	emerges	 as	 a	 constitutively	 transnational,	 cross-
racial	collectivity	in	radical	working-class	discourse	on	Morant	Bay,	is	also	invoked	in	Mill’s
speech	when	he	notes	 that	 the	 ‘great	 public	duty’	of	holding	 the	 executive	 to	 account	was
ultimately	 a	 democratic	 one;	 it	 ‘may	 be	 discharged	 without	 the	 help	 of	 the	 Government:
without	the	help	of	the	people	it	cannot’.198	As	Pitts	suggests,	while	Mill’s	contributions	on
the	Jamaica	affair	stressed	the	importance	of	upholding	the	rule	of	law	there,	two	weeks	after
news	of	 the	rebellion	reached	England,	he	expressed	his	support	 for	black	enfranchisement
through	suffrage	in	America,	observing:	‘What	has	just	taken	place	in	Jamaica	might	be	used
as	a	very	strong	argument	against	 leaving	the	freedmen	to	be	 legislated	for	by	their	former
masters’.199	Certainly,	after	1865,	Mill	appeared	 to	have	moved	 in	more	 radical	directions,
even	without	 repudiating	 the	colonial	enterprise	per	se,	beginning	 in	1866	 to	 reflect	on	 the
‘universal	 colonial	 question’	 and	 the	 consequences	 of	 Britain’s	 treatment	 of	 its	 colonial
subjects,	 including	 in	 India	 during	 the	 1857	 uprising.200	 The	 Eyre	 episode	 may	 have
prompted	 Mill	 to	 struggle	 ‘with	 concerns	 about	 colonial	 violence	 towards	 non-European
subjects	as	he	never	had	in	his	Indian	career’;	his	faith	in	colonial	benevolence	was	no	longer
unquestioning.201	But	the	question	is,	why?	Could	it	have	at	least	something	to	do	with	the
ways	in	which	the	voices	of	the	oppressed	and	the	rebellious	resonated	in	parliament	through
the	 Royal	 Commission’s	 report,	 among	 other	 documents,	 in	 a	 far	 clearer	 way	 than	 had
occurred	 during	 the	 1857	 uprising?	 Were	 they	 becoming,	 not	 least	 through	 Gordon’s
representations,	recognizable	as	political	subjects	voicing	unanswerable	claims?	As	Semmel
observes,	Goldwin	Smith	too	had	been	a	votary	of	British	paternalism	in	the	colonies;	news
of	Morant	 Bay	 would	 change	 his	 mind.202	 Eyre	 had	 to	 be	 brought	 to	 book	 to	 ‘vindicate
humanity’,	and	‘to	prove	that	all	British	subjects,	black	or	white,	were	under	the	protection	of
British	law’.203	In	this,	Goldwin	Smith	tellingly	notes,	echoing	the	assertions	made	in	public
meetings,	they	were	‘defeated	by	the	sympathy	of	the	Tory	upper	classes	with	arbitrary	and
sanguinary	violence’.204

My	father	died	in	a	morphia-dream,	the	subject	of	which	was	the	high-handed	action	of	Governor	Eyre	in	Jamaica	…
the	Eyre-prosecution,	 then	 pending,	 greatly	 occupied	 his	mind.	His	 last	 audible	words	 concerned	 the	 controversy
which	was	raging	at	the	time.

So	wrote	Herbert	Spencer	in	his	memoirs.	In	the	end,	Eyre	successfully	faced	down	attempts
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at	prosecution	by	 the	Jamaica	Committee,	but	 lived	out	his	days	quietly	 in	 the	Devonshire
countryside,	 in	 possession	 of	 a	 government	 pension	 attained	 after	 some	 campaigning;	 his
career	as	a	civil	servant,	to	the	outrage	of	his	defenders,	was	over.	Jamaica	passed	to	direct
Crown	rule	as	its	Legislative	Assembly	–	fearful	of	an	eventual	black	majority	–	fell	on	its
sword	 and	 dissolved	 itself	 in	 December	 1865.	 It	 was	 an	 action	 that	 many,	 including	 the
Jamaica	 Committee,	 saw	 as	 a	 public	 admission,	 if	 an	 honourable	 one,	 of	 ‘incapacity	 to
rule’.205	 But	 the	 reverberations	 of	 both	 the	Morant	 Bay	 rebellion	 and	 the	 Governor	 Eyre
controversy	 would	 be	 felt	 in	 both	 colony	 and	 imperial	 motherland	 for	 several	 decades	 to
come,	provoking	debate	and	analysis	well	 into	 the	 twentieth	century.	Thomas	Huxley,	who
joined	the	Jamaica	Committee,	in	opposition	to	friends	of	his	like	Kingsley	and	Tyndall,	was
right	to	say	that	‘men	take	sides	on	this	question,	not	so	much	by	looking	at	the	mere	facts	of
the	case,	but	rather	as	their	deepest	political	convictions	lead	them’.206	He	also	pointed	out
that	 the	affair	acted	as	a	clarifying	lens	to	‘help	a	great	many	people	 to	find	out	what	 their
profoundest	political	beliefs	are’.207	I	have	argued	here	that	this	moral	crisis,	engendered	by
the	 rebellion	and	suppression,	cannot	be	 read	 in	 isolation	 from	 the	 figure	of	 the	 rebel	who
instigates	it	in	the	first	place.	G.	W.	Gordon,	Paul	Bogle	and	many	others	made	their	voices
heard	 in	 the	 metropole	 through	 the	 documents	 of	 insurgency	 and	 counterinsurgency	 and
elicited	 in	 response	both	deep	hostility	and	a	sense	of	common	cause.	Like	 the	uprising	of
1857,	but	far	more	intensively	and	explicitly,	 the	Morant	Bay	uprising	raised	questions	and
concerns	which,	 in	 causing	debate	 and	 self-reflection,	 formed	 the	 seedbed	 for	oppositional
discourse	on	imperial	questions	to	emerge.	In	the	next	two	chapters,	I	will	explore	how	travel
and	 contact	 opened	 up	 fresh	 modes	 of	 dialogical	 engagement	 between	 anticolonial
movements	 in	Egypt	 and	 India	 and	British	 travellers	 of	 a	 dissident	 bent.	While	 it	was	 not
until	 well	 into	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 during	 the	 interwar	 period,	 that	 something	 like
transnational	anticolonial	alliances	would	emerge,	these	several	chords	of	criticism	and	crisis
in	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 constitute	 a	 vital	 backstory	 which	 teaches	 us	 that	 it	 is	 out	 of	 a
struggle	over	the	meanings	and	scope	of	freedom	that	solidarity	emerges.
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