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Abstract
As geopolitical warfare intensified in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, 
free individuals of African heritage increasingly disputed European ideologies 
that condemned them as naturally inferior and lacking in humanity. With 
the onset of the Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) and the Latin American 
wars for independence (1810-1825), individuals and groups of African 
descent circulated their own views. I argue that free Blacks from colonial 
Saint Domingue, Jamaica, and Cuba employed similar rhetorical strategies 
across the French, British, and Spanish empires. Their speeches, petitions, 
and declarations forged distinct Afro-Atlantic counter-discourses that 
proclaimed their equality and advocated for their human and civil rights.
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Introduction

“Do you believe, citizen colleagues, that nature is unjust, that it has made 
some men to be the slaves of others, as the planters assert?” queried Jean-
Baptist Belley, a representative from Saint Domingue, at the French National 
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Assembly in 1795 (Dubois & Garrigus, 2006, p. 145). African-born and for-
merly enslaved, his challenge to prevailing European beliefs of the natural 
inferiority of Africans and their far-flung diasporas resonated across the 
Afro-Atlantic world in the revolutionary era. In particular, the 34 year span of 
turbulence ignited by the Haitian Revolution in 1791 and capped by the ces-
sation of the Latin American wars for independence in 1825, positioned the 
Caribbean-Atlantic as a geopolitical and ideological center of the insurgen-
cies. In this context of revolution, free people of African descent throughout 
the region echoed Belley’s demands for equality and humanity by contesting 
imperial inequities. Moreover, Belley’s legal freedom, military experience, 
and leadership within and beyond Saint Domingue’s free community of 
African descent aligned with his counterparts in Jamaica and Cuba in the 
early 19th century.

In Jamaica, a group of free Blacks petitioned the colonial Assembly in 
1816 for “the just rights and privileges of white subjects,” because they had 
accumulated modest wealth, paid taxes, and acquired education, despite dis-
criminatory laws based on race (Heuman, 1981, p. 28; Jamaica, 1795-1829, 
Volume 13, p. 37). In Cuba, militia officers of color crafted a manifesto in 
1823 to defend themselves against international slander in the wake of the 
Haitian Revolution and to remind Spanish authorities how they had faithfully 
defended the island while being “denied and governed by the same laws that 
rule and govern the whites.” (Reid-Vazquez, 2010, p. 262). These examples 
from Saint Domingue, Jamaica, and Cuba represented an elite sector of 
legally free people of African descent, some formerly bondsmen, others born 
free. As such, they often held distinct perspectives on the application of revo-
lutionary ideology for themselves, as well as the enslaved. Their discursive 
contributions shed light on the conscious decisions they made about envi-
sioning and demanding a more equitable world (Johnson, 2012, p. 24).

Although the Saint Dominguan representative, the Jamaican petitioners, 
and the Cuban militiamen did not identify each other explicitly, the revolu-
tionary insurgencies and the reality they invoked often served as powerful 
references for their objectives in 1795, 1816, and 1823. As such, the concept 
of Caribbean-Atlantic—which combines the comparative aspects of trans-
Atlantic imperial spaces and the cis-Atlantic focus on specific locales and 
their connections with the broader world—provides the framework for unit-
ing these multiple discourses over geography and time (Armitage, 2002, pp. 
16, 18, 21). Such transcolonial expressions highlight the ideological inter-
connectedness of the Caribbean-Atlantic, particularly the ways free people of 
African descent sought to negotiate their specific contexts (Johnson, 2012, p. 
21). Moreover, analyzing these texts together offers a deeper understanding 
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of the impact of revolutionary ideology across the Caribbean during ongoing 
efforts to deny equality to free people of African heritage.

As geopolitical warfare intensified in the late 18th and early 19th centu-
ries, free individuals of color, some formerly enslaved and some racially 
mixed, increasingly disputed European ideologies that condemned them as 
naturally inferior and lacking in humanity. Although European thinkers had 
refined their own vision of mankind that persistently ranked Whites at the top 
of constructed hierarchies and marginalized others, African and African-
descended peoples resisted these negative representations, designed to deni-
grate and subordinate them in the so called age of reason. In response to 
prevailing colonial discourses and in the midst of international political 
upheaval wrought by the Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) and the Latin 
American wars for independence (1810-1825), Black individuals and groups 
circulated their own views. These discourses marked the public expansion of 
antiracist expression in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, precisely at a 
time when political and economic upheaval in the Atlantic world disrupted 
established notions of racialized subjugation and Black inhumanity. I argue 
that free people of African descent employed similar, and evolving, rhetorical 
strategies across the British, French, and Spanish empires and produced writ-
ings that countered dominant ideas about their alleged racial inferiority and 
advocated for their human and civil rights. Using language as a mode of 
agency, Saint Domingue representative Belley, Jamaican petitioners, and 
Cuban militiamen engaged an unfolding intellectual process that sought to 
remake the colonial world (Butler, 1997, p. 7; Smitherman, 2000, p. 99).

The sources were produced by a relatively elite, male sector among their 
respective free Black communities and, as such, will be analyzed in terms of 
the traditionally masculine arenas of imperial leadership and military service. 
While it is notable that free women of color constituted a slight majority 
within this group in Saint Domingue, Jamaica, and Cuba, colonial norms of 
discrimination based on race and gender have rendered them inaccessible for 
this examination (King, 2001, p. 181; Kiple, 1976, p. 84; Mair, Beckles, & 
Hill, 2006, pp. 272, 275). And although the discourses presented by these 
men in the speech, petition, and manifesto typically laid claim to the broader 
humanity and equality of African-descended populations, their socioeco-
nomic positions and colonial defense both anchored and complicated their 
claims in the age of revolution. For instance, assertions of racial equality did 
not always include liberty for the enslaved sector and they rarely highlighted 
gender equality (Jamaica, 1795-1829, Volume, 13. p. 37; Reid-Vazquez, 
2010, p. 261). Rather, most free men of color protested that, despite their 
military service and positions of leadership garnered through political or eco-
nomic status, they suffered similar encounters with racism in their respective 
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imperial locales. These ongoing episodes, in turn, shaped their challenges to 
discriminatory colonial laws. The age of revolution created spaces for them 
to develop compelling commentaries that publicly opposed European 
 assertions of African inferiority and inhumanity. From their position and 
experiences in the Caribbean-Atlantic, they forged distinct Afro-Atlantic 
counter-discourses that aimed to place them on equal footing with Europeans. 
Moreover, by centering Black political and intellectual engagement across 
the British, French, and Spanish colonies of the revolutionary Caribbean, I 
provide a critical window into comparative African diasporic ideological 
alignments concerning liberty and equality.

Jean-Baptist Belley: “It Is You That Has No Soul!”

Jean-Baptist Belley-Mars, born in the 1740s in West Africa, just off the coast 
of Senegal, and enslaved in the French colony of Saint Domingue at the age 
of two, entered an era of 18th-century colonization in which Europeans had 
rationalized the subordinate ranking of Africans, and other non-Whites. In 
Saint Domingue, Belley purchased his freedom in the late 1750s through 
“his own labor,” most likely by acquiring a skilled craft like others enslaved 
on plantations who managed to save money for self-manumission. Out of 
bondage he entered the colony’s expanding free sector of color, gens de 
couleur, which played important economic and military roles in the island. 
A small minority, often the sons of elite plantation owners, joined the ranks 
of the wealthy planter class by purchasing real estate or obtaining land 
through inheritance. Artisans and entrepreneurs comprised a larger middle 
sector that provided skilled labor as carpenters and domestics, owned small 
plantations, managed shops, and sold produce (King, 2001, pp. xvi, xviii, 
xix, 129, 131, 141).

Military service, albeit in segregated units, also advanced the social status 
and leadership of free men of color as defenders against external rivals and 
internal slave marronage and revolt. By the 1760s, men of African heritage 
predominated the colonial militias. This act of patriotism elevated their posi-
tion, and those who served typically accumulated enough wealth through 
commercial endeavors to place them in the middle classes (Dubois, 2005, pp. 
66-67; King, 2001, p. 228). By 1789, Saint Domingue’s free sector of color 
totaled approximately 28,000 (5.3%), with 31,000 (6%) White colonists, and 
over 465,000 (88.7%) slaves (Dubois, 2005, pp. 30, 170-171; Dubois & 
Garrigus, 2006, p. 141; Schmidt-Linsenhoff, 2000, p. 91). In addition to 
Belley’s acquired freedom and business acumen as a skilled artisan, he also 
advanced his social status through military participation. His service included 
taking part in the 1779 Battle of Savannah during the American Revolution. 
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These combined factors situated him squarely in the rising middle strata of 
Saint Domingue’s free community of color (Peabody, 2006, p. 30). During 
the Haitian Revolution, he would apply his capabilities as an infantry captain, 
and broader experiences in slavery and freedom, to the goals of the insurgent 
army. Ultimately, his social standing and leadership prowess facilitated his 
election as one of Saint Domingue’s representatives in the French National 
Assembly (Dubois, 2005; p. 157; Weston, 1994, pp. 84, 86).

The racialized nature of France’s colonial system, however, subjugated all 
people of African descent. Using “nature,” rooted in biological, intellectual, 
and moral traits, philosophers such as Voltaire posited Africans and their 
descendants as naturally lacking in “reason, advanced thought, and civiliza-
tion,” and that these differences served as proof that Africans were “not men” 
(Curran, 2013, pp. 147-148; Voltaire, 1766, pp. 6-7, 19). Proponents of slav-
ery considered these natural characteristics to be fixed and unchanging. 
Moreover, these ideas became systematized in the Code Noir and proclaimed 
enslavement as a key process for the salvation of any soul Africans might 
have (Sala-Molins & Conteh-Morgan, 2006, p. x). Regulations also set spe-
cific legal limitations on the free population of color in order to maintain their 
social subordination. This included sumptuary laws regarding how they could 
dress, what they could own, and the occupations they could hold (King, 2001, 
pp. xvii-xviii, xx). Free men of color, whether former slaves like Belley, 
whose social advancement hinged on a skilled trade and military service, or 
free-born mixed-race elite planters such as Julien Raimond, a French-
educated indigo and cotton planter (Garrigus, 2007, p. 3), suffered ongoing 
discrimination and indignity (Garrigus, 2006, p. 2).

The start of the Haitian Revolution in 1791 complicated the ideals of lib-
erty, equality, and fraternity espoused by the French Revolution, initiated in 
1789. Prior to the outbreak of rebellion in Saint Domingue and in an effort to 
safeguard support from planters, France’s National Assembly passed a 1790 
decree explicitly guaranteeing that slave regimes in the colonies would not 
have any interference from the Metropole on modifying the slave trade or 
enslavement (Geggus, 1989, pp. 1294-1296). However, when French 
Revolutionary officials granted conditional suffrage to free men of color in 
the Caribbean, Saint Domingue’s white colonists fomented civil war against 
free people of African descent. Within months, the enslaved sector initiated 
their own insurgency for liberty and equality (Garrigus, 2006, p. 2).

The eruption of economic and political upheaval in Saint Domingue 
prompted French imperial officials to reconsider their position, and they 
abolished slavery in the colonies in February 1794 (Dubois & Garrigus, 
2006, p. 9). In that same year, Belley, along with delegates Louis-Pierre 
Dufay, of French descent, and Jean-Baptiste Mills, of mixed African and 
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European ancestry, arrived as representatives to the French National 
Convention. In Paris, they advocated for Black equality and humanity. Belley 
served from 1794 to 1797 and he and his fellow envoys from Saint Domingue 
succeeded in precipitating the National Assembly’s decision to end enslave-
ment throughout the French empire (Dubois, 2005, p. 168).

French planters condemned the new emancipation policies by character-
izing Africans as inferior and inhuman. In a speech to the National Convention, 
proslavery planter Marie-Benoit-Louis Gouly, from the Isle of France (pres-
ent-day Mauritius) in the Indian Ocean, claimed that Africans and their 
descendants “in the Caribbean had reverted to barbarism and laziness since 
the end of slavery” (Dubois & Garrigus, 2006, pp. 144-145). In terms of 
Africans’ natural inferiority, he proclaimed that their “souls” could only be 
“animated” by the pulse of “drums” and that their physique projected “stu-
pidity.” Regarding Africans’ lack of humanity he asserted, “He has no desires, 
loves repose, and absolutely hates work; his pleasure is to do nothing, and he 
finds all his happiness in sleeping” (Dubois, 2005, p. 194). According to 
Gouly, Africans and their descendants in the Americas had insufficient intel-
lectual capacity to emote mature internal expressions. Thus, they did not have 
the ability to contribute to the progress of the French republic as men or as 
citizens (Dubois, 2005, p. 194; Grigsby, 2002, p. 52). Gouly’s criticism 
echoed the damning French Enlightenment representations by philosophers 
like Voltaire, who asserted that African’s physical features and intelligence 
resulted in “a prodigious difference between them and the other species of 
men.” The persistence of such pseudo-scientific claims continued to situate 
Africans as naturally distinct from and subordinate to Europeans (Curran, 
2013, p. 137; Voltaire, 1766, pp. 6-7).

In response to Gouly’s demeaning and false declarations, Belley delivered 
a scathing reply. In a speech entitled “The True Colors of the Planters,” Belley 
refuted Gouly’s claims not only through his words, but through his appear-
ance at the National Convention. “I was born in Africa,” Belley announced 
unabashedly. “Brought in childhood to the land of tyranny, through hard 
work and sweat I conquered liberty.” Replying to assertions of Africans’ nat-
ural state of subordination Belley challenged,

Do you believe, citizen colleagues, that nature is unjust, that it has made some 
men to be the slaves of others, as the planters assert? The torturers of the blacks 
lie shamelessly when they dare assert that these oppressed men are brutes . . . 
Brutalized by slavery . . . his withered soul, dead to hope, lived for a long time 
with the discouragement inspired by his happy and cruel tyrants! And their 
oppressors come here and describe them as brutes, and reproach them for 
having souls with no shape . . . Ah! Gouly, you who dare so profane nature, you 
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prove well that it is you that has no soul! (Dubois, 2005, 195; Dubois & 
Garrigus, 2006, pp. 144-145).

Belley’s comments spoke directly to prevailing ideas about Africans 
within the framework of European hierarchy and civilization by calling on 
the French revolutionary principles of liberty and equality to be applied to 
people with African heritage. First, he denied planters’ notions that Africans 
were born “to be the slaves of others.” Furthermore, noting that he acquired 
his freedom “through hard work and sweat” signaled that he was far from 
the idle, inferior, chattel that the slave system labeled him. He called out 
proslavery French elites for their brutality and marked the inhumanity of 
Europeans like Gouly. Belley highlighted his own quest for emancipation 
as symbolic proof not only of his individual humanity, but that of all people 
of African descent.

Belley’s commentary formed part of a broader debate over slavery and 
freedom in the late 18th-century French empire. Slavery proponents in France 
maintained depictions of men like Belley, the former slaves in the French 
Caribbean, and people of African heritage more broadly, as idle brutes. 
European antislavery advocates like Nicolas de Condorcet, a founding mem-
ber of Amis des Noirs (French Society of the Friends of the Blacks) in 1788, 
rebuffed such assertions by characterizing enslavement as insupportable and 
detrimental to humankind, and argued that environment, rather than ancestry, 
determined an individual’s intellectual and creative capacity. Despite his con-
demnation of slavery, Condorcet advocated for gradual, rather than immedi-
ate, emancipation. He insisted that bondsmen and women were not fully 
prepared for the obligations that accompanied liberty, an argument sustained 
by Gouly and other planters, and applied readily throughout the Caribbean 
colonies to curtail the rights of the legally free Black populations (Blackburn, 
1988, pp. 170-171). While some wealthy gens de couleur planters, like the 
previously mentioned Julien Raimond, initially balked at the abolition of 
slavery, most concurred with Belley on challenging colonial racism against 
free men of African descent (Garrigus, 2006, p. 2). The spread of revolution-
ary warfare and the 1794 abolition of slavery in the French Caribbean, how-
ever, forced colonial proslavery and antislavery proponents to reformulate 
their positions. While supporters of slavery maintained dehumanizing con-
structions, Condorcet and other members of the Amis des Noirs crafted an 
image of former slaves as loyal soldiers, diligent workers, and ideal citizens 
(Dubois, 2005, p. 196). Such polemics would continue into the early 19th 
century as revolutionary fervor, abolitionist rhetoric, and proslavery argu-
ments collided in the French empire. Moreover, Jean-Baptist Belley’s com-
mentary on Black humanity and equality at the French National Convention 
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wedged open a path for counter-discourse and laid the groundwork for free 
men of African descent to stridently contest colonial social structures in the 
British and Spanish empires.

Jamaican Petitioners: “Just Rights and Privileges”

Given events in the French empire—including Belley’s election and procla-
mations, the French abolition of enslavement, and the success of the Haitian 
Revolution—it should come as no surprise that Jamaica’s free population of 
African descent also engaged in discourses to obtain fuller expression of their 
liberty. Bound by a slave society with similar colonial prohibitions on their 
economic, social, and political lives as their counterparts in Saint Domingue, 
free Blacks laid claim to equality through dozens of personal appeals to the 
Jamaica Assembly in the 1770s and 1780s. Following the Haitian Revolution, 
their individual efforts gave way to bolder calls for equality through collec-
tive petitions. Conditions for people of African heritage in Jamaica paralleled 
those of Saint Domingue. Slavery drove the economic and social systems of 
both colonies, which had majority enslaved sectors by the late 18th century. 
In 1789, slaves in Jamaica totaled 250,000, or 90% of the population; in Saint 
Domingue, the 465,000 bondsmen, women, and children comprised 88.7% 
of the colony. Jamaica’s free population of color numbered roughly 10,000, 
approximately 3.5% of inhabitants; comparable proportionately to the 28,000 
(5.3%) in Saint Domingue. The number of white colonists also resembled 
one another with 30,000 in Jamaica and 31,000 in Saint Domingue (Dubois, 
2005, p. 30; Heuman, 1981, p. 7).

Moreover, British philosophers, plantation owners, and authorities reiter-
ated Enlightenment ideology on human hierarchy and civilization that, as in 
France, cast people of African descent as inferior. Scotland-born David Hume 
classified individuals of African descent as naturally subordinate. Similarly, 
wealthy Jamaican planter Edward Long asserted that Africans could never be 
a part of humanity because they were more akin to animals (Hume, 1854, p. 
228; Long, 1774). Moreover, British officials deemed free Blacks’ legal sta-
tus to be harmful to the maintenance of slavery, especially with the expansion 
of this sector’s population, assets, and influence. Such ideological underpin-
nings in the British empire marked those of African lineage as racially sus-
pect, which made the possibility of their full humanity and equality 
inconceivable in the colonial world (Whitfield, 2006, p. 59).

Based on these ideologies, an array of legal restrictions, known as defi-
ciency laws, circumscribed the lives of free people of African descent in 
Jamaica socially, economically, and politically. Nevertheless, some free peo-
ple of color managed to gain access to land, particularly through inheritance, 
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and built wealth through the collection of rents, farming ginger and pimento, 
and raising livestock (Heuman, 1981, pp. 5, 9-10). As in Saint Domingue, a 
large middle sector evolved in Jamaica. Free people of African heritage, par-
ticularly in the urban areas, made their living primarily through employment 
as skilled artisans, and shop and inn keepers, while others gained access to 
the professions of teaching, journalism, and law. The largest group comprised 
the lower strata of primarily poor free Blacks who did not own property (Sio, 
1976, pp. 11, 14).

Furthermore, most free men of color participated in military service as 
mandated by the British imperial system. As in Saint Domingue, Black mili-
tiamen in Jamaica provided protection against slave and maroon revolts, and 
defended the colony from foreign invasion. Although they could not obtain a 
rank above sergeant, by 1796, in most parishes they numerically outpaced 
white men serving in local units. As such, militia service in Jamaica, as well 
as in Saint Domingue and in Cuba, provided an important arena for commu-
nity leadership and social advancement in spite of systemic discrimination 
(Campbell, 1976, p. 46; Sio, 1976, p. 10). The repressive parallels between 
Saint Domingue and Jamaica, replicated in Cuba by the 1820s, combined 
with the circulation of revolutionary rhetoric throughout the Caribbean, 
would embolden free people of African lineage in their claims for full liberty 
and equality.

In the 1770s and 1780s, free Blacks’ efforts to counter prevailing opinions 
and challenge colonial legislation took the form of individual appeals. The 
Jamaica Assembly journals recorded 56 requests in which petitioners 
demanded that racial exclusions be lifted so that parents, children, and grand-
children could enjoy the full benefits of free British subjects (Jamaica, 1795-
1829, Volumes 6-13). They framed their arguments to highlight colonial 
sensibilities. In particular, they encoded their petitions to buttress British ide-
als regarding property and religion, which often meant engaging in enslave-
ment and eschewing claims to African-derived spiritual practices in order to 
demonstrate their links to European standards of humanity and equality 
(Jamaica, 1795-1829, Volume 7, p. 504). And while these petitions did not 
emphasize military service explicitly, it is likely that many had personal or 
familial connections through the obligatory defense of the island. Indeed, in 
1778, William Henry Ricketts, the white captain of the “brown infantry com-
pany” praised these troops for their “extraordinary alertness in their military 
maneuver” and the necessity of raising a formal regiment in response to the 
American Revolution (Jamaica, 1795-1829, Volume 7, p. 85). Despite the 
lack of acknowledgment, nevertheless, their persistent requests revealed how 
free people of African heritage made use of colonial legal and linguistic 
structures to lay claim to greater freedoms.
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Similar to France, the efforts of Jamaican petitioners coincided with the 
antiracist rhetoric in Britain in the 1780s. Vocal proponents included James 
Ramsay, an Anglican priest who had resided in the Caribbean for 20 years. 
His 1784 essay rejected claims of African inferiority to Europeans, reasoning 
that any distinctions resulted from “accidental differences” exacerbated by 
the conditions of enslavement (Wheeler, 2001, p. 26). He made the case for 
full emancipation and equality by appealing to political loyalty. Slave insur-
rections during peace and war weakened the empire, he asserted, “but if all 
the inhabitants were free, and had property and families to fight for, what 
should they have to fear?” (Ramsay, 1784, p. 97). Unlike his French counter-
part Condorcet, Ramsay’s declaration emphasized Black humanity and full 
freedom as critical to sustaining imperial authority.

The Haitian Revolution, which embodied the ideals of antiracism and 
antislavery, resonated in Jamaica along the spectrum of negative to positive 
in the colonial Caribbean. Jamaican authorities initially welcomed refugees 
from Saint Domingue in 1791 “in the brotherhood of humanity against the 
insurgency of slaves” (Jamaica, 1795-1829, Volume 9, p. 53). However, by 
1795 members of the Jamaica Assembly sought to remove “French people 
of all descriptions” from the colony (Jamaica, 1795-1829, Volume 9,  
p. 385). With the French abolition of slavery in 1794 and Haitian indepen-
dence in 1804, the Jamaican legislature worried that free Blacks would ally 
with slaves, lead a Haitian-style rebellion, and destroy the island’s  economic 
prosperity (Heuman, 1981, p. 24).

Free Black Jamaicans had a different perspective. In 1792, 1 year after 
the warfare engulfed neighboring Saint Domingue, the evolution of British 
antiracist rhetoric and revolutionary warfare prompted free Blacks to pres-
ent their first group petition to the Jamaica Assembly. In this document, 
they highlighted previous attributes and calls for equality, and also 
demanded the retraction of existing laws that prohibited them from testify-
ing against or protecting themselves from assault or theft by white colo-
nists. The council, however, had choice words for the collective appeal. 
Assembly members condemned the request as offensive and fanatical, but 
in light of the insurgency in Haiti, recognized that it could not be fully 
ignored. Nevertheless, they tabled the petition to be dealt with at another 
time (Campbell, 1976, pp. 63-66). Instead of considering reforms that 
addressed the concerns of free people of color, Britain embraced a more 
cautious stance on freedom and property holding, and implemented stricter 
laws to suppress Black protests for equality (Heuman, 1981, p. 24; 
Wheelock, 2016, p. 100). The combined Atlantic insurgencies and colonial 
backlash to the demands of free people of color set the stage for more 
forceful collective efforts to come.
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A decade later, unsatisfied with the lack of broad reform after the British 
abolition of the slave trade in 1807, free people of color submitted a group 
petition in 1813, representing 2,700 free individuals of African descent 
who described themselves as educated, Christian, and propertied in land 
and slaves, to maintain pressure on the Jamaica Assembly (Campbell, 
1976, p. 62; Heuman, 1981, p. 30). In 1813 they insisted on greater recog-
nition of their humanity and status as free British subjects through provid-
ing testimony against whites in the courts and removing prohibitions on 
receiving gifts of property and money from white relatives. In response to 
the 1813 petition, the Assembly conceded, in part, and granted free people 
of color the right to participate in the courts and claim inheritances. They 
balked at the second demand and reasserted that the appellants had “no 
right or claim whatsoever to political power, or to interfere in the 
 administration of the government” (Jamaica, 1795-1829, Volume 12, pp. 
506, 519).

Just as planters Gouly and Long had condemned people of African lineage 
as physically and socially subordinate, white colonists in Jamaica replicated 
these commentaries. Incensed over the Assembly’s modest concessions, local 
planters objected to what they saw as an expansion of the “many rights and 
privileges” that already existed for free people of African descent. They 
asserted that Jamaica’s “wisely framed” laws should preserve the “marked 
distinction between the white inhabitants and the free persons of color and 
free blacks.” Moreover, they contended, “a just discrimination of ranks, and 
a due preservation of grades, are essentially necessary” to maintain the stabil-
ity of the colony (Jamaica, 1795-1829, Volume 12, pp. 506, 531). The senti-
ments of the white petitioners promoted the racial discourses on European 
hierarchy that categorized people with African heritage as inferior and that 
worked to maintain the “prodigious difference” as noted by Voltaire (1766), 
between Africans and Europeans (pp. 6-7).

In 1816, a segment of free Blacks from the original appeal put forth 
another, more forceful petition to counter the response of white colonists and 
the Assembly’s gradual erosion of rights granted in 1813. In the new demand, 
free people of color reminded the Assembly of their equality with white resi-
dents and their contributions to British humanity. The group called for an end 
to the “humiliating system of exclusion and reproach which those [British] 
laws generate and keep alive in this their native land.” Whereas the white 
colonists of 1813 advocated for laws to sustain inequality, subsequent free 
Black petitioners challenged the validity of regulations that curtailed the 
rights of some, and not others, based on race. Instead, they asserted that they 
were “entitled” to “the just rights and privileges of white subjects,” precisely 
because they too owned property, worked as merchant clerks and skilled 
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artisans, and paid taxes (Heuman, 1981, p. 28; Jamaica, 1795-1829, Volume 
13, p. 37). In doing so, they rejected claims of natural inferiority by offering 
proof of their equality through colonial occupations and landholding.

These examples also emphasized their humanity by demonstrating how 
they had supported the political and economic advancement of Britain and 
colonial Jamaican society. Politically, they noted that they “contribute[d] so 
largely to the resources and contingencies thereof, do yet labor under many 
incapacities, restraints, and privations.” Economically, they had

borne an equal share in all taxes and contributions, without deriving an equal 
benefit in return, and made the case that they should be tried by their peers, or 
by a division thereof, as has been from time immemorial granted aliens by the 
British constitution.

The combined examples and demands revealed the socioeconomic position 
of these men within the middle and elite strata of free Blacks, which con-
tained militiamen as well as planters and artisans (Jamaica, 1795-1829, 
Volume 13, p. 37). They highlighted their economic wealth, occupation, and 
military participation, which in turn positioned them as leaders within their 
community.

The closing lines of the petition appealed to broader British claims of 
humanity: “his majesty’s free subjects of all denominations, . . . should enjoy 
the blessings of a free constitution, and should be bound to each other by 
mutual interest and mutual affection”. The counter-discourse of free Blacks 
in Jamaica laid claim to the ideas of European philosophers, in this case 
Hume’s commentary that “the best way to secure our personal interest in 
survival and economic prosperity is to secure the mutual interest in these 
things through establishing or maintaining general order”. Above all, the 
petition stressed that in order for Jamaica to reap the fullest economic and 
social benefits, the Assembly should “deem the several laws now in force 
against them no longer necessary to be retained.” Not surprisingly, the 
Jamaica Assembly rejected the 1816 petition as an affront to colonial sensi-
bilities and a threat to the island’s stability (Hardin, 2009, p. 114; Jamaica, 
1795-1829, Volume 13, p. 37, 39; Hardin, 2009, p. 114).

Colonial officials remained staunchly opposed to the challenges, real 
and perceived, from Black populations. Given the recent destruction of 
colonialism and slavery in neighboring Haiti, the Assembly maintained 
ongoing efforts to halt the flow of potentially dangerous foreign refugees, 
especially free Blacks, and slaves, into the colony. Threats from within, 
after Britain’s abolition of the slave trade in 1807, included resistance by 
enslaved soldiers, who staged a mutiny in St. Catherine’s Parish in 1808, 
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and the discovery of a conspiratorial plot by a network of slaves and free 
people of color in 1809 (Jamaica, 1795-1829, Volume 12, pp. 53, 63, 117, 
118). Aware of colonial fears of insurgency and socioeconomic stability, 
the group of Jamaica’s elite free Black men took a multipronged approach 
that demanded an end to racial discrimination based on their array of criti-
cal contributions to the British empire, but that stopped short of full racial 
parity for all people of African descent. Proponents of abolition and equal-
ity from this sector in Jamaica would emerge in the 1820s (Watson, 2016, 
p. 290). While circumstances proved unpropitious for their claims in 1816, 
free Blacks in Jamaica would continue their quest for fair and equal treat-
ment through political pressure and regional networks in the decades to 
come.

Cuban Militiamen: “Others Have Gained Riches Through Our 
Immense Sacrifice”

Revolutionary warfare brought the destruction of Haiti’s sugar economy. 
By the early 19th century, Cuba emerged as a leading sugar colony, and 
rapidly developed into a major slave society, similar to colonial Saint 
Domingue and Jamaica. As elsewhere in the Atlantic world, free Blacks in 
Cuba defied colonial expectations and perceptions, particularly in terms of 
demographics and contributions to the colonial economy and defense. First, 
they far outnumbered their counterparts in the neighboring Caribbean 
islands. At the end of the 18th century, while free people of color in Jamaica 
comprised approximately 10,000 and 28,000 in Saint Domingue, Cuba out-
paced both with nearly 100,000 (approximately 15%-20% of the total pop-
ulation) (Dubois, 2005, p. 30; Heuman, 1981, p. 7; von Humboldt, 2011, p. 
66). Second, they predominated as skilled artisans; men as carpenters, tai-
lors, and shoemakers, and women as midwives and seamstresses. Finally, 
one in five men served in the militia of color. First established in the late 
16th century to augment the defense of the colonies, by the 18th century 
these units had spread, with Havana possessing a unit of 400 soldiers. The 
combination of population size, expertise in essential occupations, and mil-
itary service made Cuba’s free sector of African descent both vital and 
threatening to colonial notions of hierarchy and humanity (Reid-Vazquez, 
2004, p. 3, 2011, pp. 18, 32, 87, 169).

Discourses in the Spanish empire surrounding race and freedom echoed 
those in the British and French colonial worlds. While Spanish statesman 
Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos did not explicitly address race in his writings, 
he extolled the use of agricultural production in the Americas, which cast 
Africans as naturally unfit to be anything other than laborers (König, 1993,  
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p. 143; Richardson, 2011, p. 101). Similarly, Francisco Arango y Parreño, a 
Cuban planter and major proponent of slavery, viewed free Blacks with dis-
dain. He asserted that their socio-legal condition offered few benefits in 
Cuba’s slave society. And while the onset of the revolutionary era provoked 
Arango to contemplate whether it might “be more fitting to gain the will and 
respect of our people of color with just laws and opportune measures,” ulti-
mately, he maintained notions of African inferiority by suggesting that free 
Blacks be removed from skilled positions in the cities and put to work in the 
agricultural industry (Reid-Vazquez, 2011, p. 27).

As in Jamaica, revolutionary shifts resonated in Cuba. The impact of the 
Haitian Revolution, including the fear of foreign refugees of all hues and 
social conditions in Cuba, Britain’s abolition of the slave trade in 1807, the 
Napoleonic invasion of Spain in 1808, and onset of the Latin American 
wars of independence in 1810 heightened imperial debates over slavery and 
the substantial free populations of African descent. In an 1811 treatise, 
Arango and other prominent Cuban planters denounced any commentary 
on abolishing enslavement. Arango issued guarded praise for Black sol-
diers, portraying them as loyal, at best, but fairly unpredictable. With the 
outbreak of revolution in Haiti, he warned that these men should be regarded 
as possible adversaries of colonial order (Reid-Vazquez, 2011, p. 38). 
Meanwhile, antislavery supporter Jose Blanco white, from exile in Britain, 
upheld freedom as a natural condition for man and emphasized that people 
of African descent were “no less than other men of rationality and human-
ity.” Delegates in the Spanish Cortes posited a sliver of possibility for free 
Blacks to acquire equality: extraordinary service to Spain, often coded as 
military defense, and proof of free birth to legally married free parents, a 
spouse of the same condition, and gainful employment. Consequently, 
accessing citizenship proved a tall order for even the most prominent men 
of color. Meanwhile, Spanish authorities did little else to advance the status 
of free Blacks (Schmidt-Nowara, 2013, pp. 121, 125, 159-161). Thus, 
despite their proven loyalty to the Spanish crown, militiamen of color found 
themselves targeted as untrustworthy precisely because of the inherent 
social inequality of the colonial system.

Geopolitical conflict exacerbated tensions over race and freedom, and 
prompted protests by the militia of color. Cuba’s Black militiamen, like 
Belley and the Jamaican petitioners, forcefully confronted attacks on their 
humanity and equality as insurgent warfare engulfed Latin America. Two-
dozen officers in Havana published a manifesto in 1823 aimed at Spanish and 
international detractors. Entitled Exact Sentiments of Havana’s Free Pardo 
and Moreno Spaniards, their declaration provided a powerful reply to accu-
sations made by a Colombian newspaper, La Fraternidad. Echoing the 
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disparaging depictions of Africans and their descendants made by European 
philosophers, planters, and colonists, the article accused the militiamen of 
being treacherous, disloyal, and capable of fomenting a Haitian-style revolt 
(Reid-Vazquez, 2010, p. 260). The inflammatory tract disputed the equality 
and humanity of free Blacks, especially in light of the Haitian Revolution. 
Moreover, it denigrated the efforts by people of African lineage in the Latin 
American colonies to claim and apply the ideals of freedom and equality to 
themselves as these territories sought liberation from the shackles of Spanish 
rule. The response in Exact Sentiments illuminated the continuation of 
Caribbean-Atlantic counter-discourses that addressed the ongoing tensions 
over empire, race, freedom, and equality couched in allegations of African 
inferiority and lack of humanity.

Outraged, the militiamen called the author a “coward” and condemned his 
comments as “reckless” and “atrocious slander.” In addition, Cuban service-
men, like the petitioners in Jamaica, cited numerous examples of the inequal-
ity of their lived experiences regardless of their relatively elite socioeconomic 
status. Speaking broadly to the Spanish empire, the group emphasized their 
ongoing “loyalty and submission to the governing laws and to the authorities 
that dispense them” in spite of being “denied” full equality (Reid-Vazquez, 
2010, pp. 261-262). They reminded readers that they were raised as brothers 
with white Cuban militiamen, “breast-fed from the same chests” and their 
“[masters] freed them zealously.” Furthermore, they noted, “We . . . learned 
the first rudiments [of education] with them in the same schools” and “have 
properties . . . farms . . ., & slaves” comparable to white society (Reid-
Vazquez, 2010, pp. 262-263). These examples highlighted how, despite the 
laws designed to both regulate and circumscribe their freedom based on race, 
the militia of color community shared the same early experiences and eco-
nomic markers with their white counterparts, and in doing so, challenged 
notions of their alleged natural inferiority.

In terms of humanity, the officers penned an eloquent summary of their 
contributions to Spanish civilization. “We . . . are the ones that carried out the 
skilled arts in the highest degree of perfection with admiration of the teachers 
of other learned nations.” In addition to “our industry,” we have “contributed 
. . . our determination and efforts to honor the grand splendor of said land 
which we have received humanity, and from where others have gained riches 
through our immense sacrifice” (Reid-Vazquez, 2010, pp. 260-262). In other 
words, they defined themselves as men of reason and knowledge. No one 
needed question their humanity as they had repeatedly demonstrated their 
ability to serve the Spanish empire loyally and honorably.

The Cuban officers reiterated the potential consequences of such slander 
and disdain espoused by their counterparts throughout the Caribbean-Atlantic. 
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Belley had remarked that in the early stages of rebellion the Haitian insurgents 
supported the continental revolutionary forces that had made them “free and 
French,” and had the potential to draw “the undeserving blood of the English 
and the planter traitors” (Dubois & Garrigus, 2006, p. 147). The Jamaican 
petitioners had reminded the Assembly that despite being subjected to so 
“many incapacities, restraints, and privations,” they comprised an expanding 
sector of the population that “contribute[d] so largely to the resources and 
contingencies” of the colony (Jamaica, 1795-1829, Volume 13, p. 37). 
Similarly, Cuban militiamen reiterated to officials that an acknowledgment of 
their contributions to advance colonial Cuba and the Spanish empire was also 
key to maintaining their allegiance. They could have supported the political 
upheaval in Haiti and the rest of Latin America, but instead had maintained 
“the most religious silence” surrounding these conflicts (Reid-Vazquez, 2010, 
p. 262). In other words, their fidelity should not be taken for granted. In their 
declarations as defenders of the Spanish empire, free Black Cubans defied 
colonial racist practices and accusations of their alleged inferiority and 
inhumanity.

Nevertheless, as in Jamaica, officials in Cuba resisted challenges to the 
colonial hierarchy. Legislation repeatedly sought to ban foreign-born, espe-
cially French, free Blacks and slaves (Ferrer, 2014, pp. 61-62). Revolutionary 
emancipation in Haiti, antislavery debates in Britain, the end of the slave 
trade in neighboring Jamaica, and the evolution of the Latin American wars 
for independence fueled the entrenchment of slavery and efforts to maintain 
the subordination of free people of color in Cuba. Cuban slaveholders 
expanded the importation of enslaved Africans. Refugees from Saint 
Domingue were largely expelled when Napoleon seized the Spanish crown in 
1808 (Childs, 2006, pp. 30, 40). As free Black royalists from the Spanish 
empire swelled the ranks of Cuba’s existing free population of color in the 
opening decades of the 19th-century, planters lamented the rapid develop-
ment of this sector on the island. At least one captain general proposed that 
all free people of color be ejected from the colony (Reid-Vazquez, 2011, 27). 
Spain’s 1812 Constitution perpetuated slavery and barred the bulk of the 
empire’s free subjects of color from attaining citizenship (Reid-Vazquez, 
2011, p. 123).

In turn, enslaved and free people of color, often regardless of their com-
paratively elite status, forged alliances with the goal of overthrowing slavery 
and colonial rule. For instance, slave rebellions across five plantations in 
1812, led by José Antonio Aponte, a free Black militiaman, preceded the 
1823 manifesto (Childs, 2006, p. 1). Such episodes of defiance and Black 
alliance exacerbated colonial tensions over race and freedom. As the waves 
of warfare shifted unpredictably in the Caribbean basin, 1823 served as a 
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tipping point for the Cuban militiamen. Their manifesto revealed a persistent 
claim for full freedom and equality, for themselves, and increasingly for the 
enslaved sector in the ensuing decades (Reid-Vazquez, 2011, p. 26).

Conclusion

The counter-discourses expressed by people of African descent, some for-
merly enslaved and some born free, demonstrated the ways in which they 
refuted the deep-rooted philosophies of European thinkers, planters, and 
policy makers. Bolstered, in part, by antiracist and antislavery advocates, free 
men of color asserted their own desires and merits. They did so despite the 
fervor with which imperial proponents of slavery and inequality sought to 
subordinate people of African heritage through racist treatises and practices 
of inequality across the British, French, and Spanish empires. The revolution-
ary era disrupted normative colonial intersectionalities involving race, 
humanity, equality, agricultural work, skilled labor, and military service. 
Moreover, insurgent processes fostered an expansion of fissures that free 
Blacks used to rebut the inequality and inhumanity that Europeans encoded 
upon Africans.

Through the speech, group petitions, and manifesto, men of African heri-
tage harnessed language to create a new reality. Belley, free Black Jamaicans, 
and Cuban militiamen of color envisioned a society more equitable than the 
imperial powers seemed prepared or willing to radically alter. Although the 
complexities of imperial society tethered many free Blacks to the social ben-
efits they derived from racial mixture and associated notions of white superi-
ority, racist practices remained an obstacle to equality for everyone of African 
heritage, enslaved or free. The counter-discourses that emerged in the age of 
revolution denounced the deprivations of European enslavers, disputed the 
inaccuracies of colonial detractors, and contested racist legislation. In doing 
so, their rhetoric in the age of revolution sought to engage and reshape ideas 
of race, humanity, and equality.

The responses analyzed in this essay also shed light on the common 
rhetorical themes they used to reconfigure a reality that attended to their 
human and civil rights. Saint Domingue representative Belley in 1795, free 
Black Jamaicans in 1816, and Cuban militia officers in 1823 all produced 
commentaries that opposed prevailing ideas about their alleged racial infe-
riority and rejected portrayals of their lack of humanity. Moreover, their 
dialogical engagements revealed multifaceted layers of identity. Given the 
realities of colonialism, slavery, revolution, and circumscribed freedom, 
many of their appeals advocated for full equality using multiple examples 
of their contributions to colonial society. Others highlighted 
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social-economic position and military defense as further evidence of their 
merits. Some noted the potential consequences, inferred or direct, of ongo-
ing discrimination. Linking these writings across the French, British, and 
Spanish empires reveals a burgeoning Afro-Atlantic intellectual history 
forged in the revolutionary era and provides insight into the prevailing 
issues of post-emancipation struggles.
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