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Abstract

This essay reconsiders Freedom’s Debtors through the lens of the three 
Ferguson Prize panelists’ comments. It frames the arguments of the book in 
relationship to a growing body of scholarship on the history of Sierra Leone, 
and in relationship to older problems in the history of British imperial political 
economy. The essay reasserts two of the core contentions in Freedom’s Debtors: 
the close, and sometimes unacknowledged, proximity between British slavery 
and British antislavery, and the centrality of antislavery to British imperial 
expansion in the nineteenth century.

Résumé

Ce texte jette un nouveau regard sur Freedom’s Debtors dans l’optique des 
commentaires des trois panélistes du Prix Ferguson. Il situe les arguments du 
livre par rapport à un ensemble croissant de recherches sur l’histoire de la Sierra 
Leone, liées aux problèmes plus anciens de l’histoire de l’économie politique 
impériale britannique. Ce texte réaffi rme deux des principaux arguments de 
Freedom’s Debtors : la proximité, parfois non reconnue, entre l’esclavage 
britannique et l’antiesclavagisme britannique, et la place centrale de l’anties-
clavagisme dans l’expansion impériale britannique au XIXe siècle.

From the perspective of British metropolitan history, the campaign 
against slavery and the slave trade followed a rhythm of rising and 
falling action. The campaign against the British slave trade peaked 
twice, in 1792 and 1806–7. In 1792, Parliament voted in favour of 
a motion promising its gradual abolition. After 1792, the wars of 
the French and Haitian Revolutions made antislavery more suspect 
in Britain, seen as either a frippery that was superfl uous to military 
mobilisation or as a suspiciously radical movement that threatened the 
security of Britain’s colonies. Napoleon’s restoration of French colonial 
slavery, and his campaign against Haitian rebels in 1802, reopened 
space in British politics for the campaign and, in 1807, the Slave Trade 
Act received royal assent. In 1815, more petitions were signed, urg-
ing British politicians negotiating the Treaty of Paris to press for the 
general abolition of the slave trade. When this proved impossible, the 
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domestic antislavery campaign stalled. The movement revived in 1823 
with the founding of the Anti-Slavery Society, and reached a crescendo 
ten years later, as a widespread and well-coordinated revolt by tens of 
thousands of enslaved people in Jamaica overlapped with agitation in 
Britain for the reform of Parliament. Changes in parliamentary repre-
sentation after the 1832 Reform Act helped to build a majority for the 
passage of the 1833 Abolition of Slavery Act. As Seymour Drescher 
put it, until 1832, British abolitionism was largely “a movement for 
good seasons, thriving in relative prosperity and waning in periods or 
areas of deep economic and social crisis.”59

In Britain in 1815, antislavery was at low ebb. But in West Africa, 
British antislavery was thriving. As a graduate student, I started the 
project that eventually became Freedom’s Debtors with a few questions. 
First, if antislavery “peaked” in 1807 and 1833, what happened to the 
movement in the interim? Second, what happened when antislavery 
principles became rules for government? Third, what ideological work 
did enforcement of the ban on the slave trade do for the antislavery 
movement in Britain? And fi nally, what role did William Wilberforce 
and other iconic leaders of the British campaign against the slave trade 
play in shaping antislavery policy after the abolition of the slave trade?

Freedom’s Debtors, I hope, answers some of these questions, and 
shows that an important problem in the history of slavery and eman-
cipation in the British Empire hides in plain sight. The campaign 
against the slave trade was a triumph of patriotism, humanitarian-
ism, and Evangelicalism in Britain. But in West Africa, antislavery 
was the impetus for a sustained campaign of commercial speculation 
and military conquest. Formerly enslaved people — “freedom’s debt-
ors” — did ideological and manual labour for British antislavery. The 
people released from the slave trade and repatriated in Sierra Leone 
symbolised the “sacrifi ce” Britain had made of a part of its economy. 
Antislavery activists argued that British leadership in the transat-
lantic slave trade had put Britain in debt to Africa. The end of the 
slave trade, they argued, had reversed the relationship. Now people 
freed from slave ships owed something to Britain, a debt that could 
be repaid in obedience and labour. Resistance to coerced labour and 
“civilisation” was taken as ingratitude. Ingratitude, in turn, seemed to 
prove the necessity of coerced labour and the civilising mission.

Beginning in 1808, enslaved captives from slave ships captured 
by British forces off the coast of West Africa were emancipated and 
repatriated in Sierra Leone. At fi rst, former captives were known as 
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“captured Negroes.” In the Vice-Admiralty Court of Sierra Leone, 
which thrived during the Napoleonic Wars, “captured Negroes” were 
released from slavery when the Court declared them to be property 
without an owner and by default the property of the Crown.60 Since 
Britain had abolished the slave trade, the Crown formally declined 
to hold an enslaved person as property. Former captives were no lon-
ger enslaved, but neither were they free to do as they liked. They 
remained at the disposal of the Crown and its offi cials in Freetown. 
After the wars, new Courts of Mixed Commission used a similar legal 
procedure to declare enslaved people to be “Liberated Africans,” a 
term which came into common use in the early 1820s. The ambi-
guities inherent in the status of a “captured Negro” remained for a 
“Liberated African.” The idea that enslaved people had been “liber-
ated” from slave ships evoked emancipation, but also reaffi rmed the 
status of former captives as a kind of un-owned property, “liberated” 
from the hold of a slave ship, like a shipment of rum. Later in the 
nineteenth century, Liberated Africans were sometimes referred to as 
“recaptives,” another term that reaffi rmed the idea that although lib-
eration from a slave ship ended enslavement, it did not end Britain’s 
claim on former captives.

Richard Anderson, in his authoritative new history of identi-
ty-formation among the Liberated Africans, estimates that at least 
99,752 enslaved people disembarked from captured slave ships in 
Freetown Harbour between 1808 and 1863, among whom some 
72,284 were resettled in Sierra Leone.61 Freedom’s Debtors ends with the 
death, in 1824, of Governor Charles MacCarthy in battle during the 
First Anglo-Asante War. MacCarthy’s death marked the end of the 
era of colonial government in Sierra Leone when the colony was near-
est to the centre of antislavery politics in Britain. When MacCarthy 
was killed, antislavery leaders were already beginning to shift their 
attention from West Africa to the Caribbean. The project of ending 
the slave trade and replacing it with trade in commodities like ivory 
and palm oil, what abolitionists called “legitimate commerce,” became 
secondary to plans for emancipating the hundreds of thousands of 
enslaved people claimed as property in the colonies. From 1808 until 
1824, more than 10,000 Liberated Africans disembarked in Freetown. 
British antislavery leaders considered them to be indebted to Britain 
for their freedom. Consequently, in the colony and in Britain, former 
captives were reimagined as an endlessly plastic source of labour for 
military, missionary, and commercial projects.
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In the age of revolution, the antislavery project in Sierra Leone 
assumed that Liberated Africans were a blank slate, ready to receive 
British instruction and ready to obey British commands. And yet, 
British offi cials in Sierra Leone governed in a state of cognitive dis-
sonance. In Britain, Sierra Leone was represented as the bridgehead 
for a civilising mission. In the era of the campaign against the slave 
trade, antislavery leaders in Britain had insisted that “Africa” was an 
undifferentiated, violent, and chaotic place. The idea that the slave 
trade had erased African civilisations helped to persuade reluctant 
parliamentarians that the end of the British slave trade could be an 
opportunity for Britons to be fi rst in line to exploit new commercial 
opportunities in West Africa. And yet, in West Africa, the colony was 
part of a complex political economy, shaped by local kingdoms and 
caliphates.62

Under the Sierra Leone Company, Freetown’s fi rst settlers were 
drawn from among the “Black Loyalists,” the community of self-eman-
cipated African Americans repatriated in New Brunswick and Nova 
Scotia after the American Revolution. These “Nova Scotians,” as they 
were often known in the colony, arrived in 1792. In 1800, some 500 
exiled Maroons from Jamaica settled in the colony.63 The early history 
of the colony, and particularly a revolt in 1800 led by some of the 
Nova Scotian settlers that was suppressed partly by Maroon track-
ers, has fascinated historians of the American Revolution. From their 
perspective, the history of Sierra Leone can seem like a coda to the 
Revolution. For some early post-colonial historians of Sierra Leone, 
the Liberated Africans were considered to have adopted the values of 
this “old settler” community — an English-speaking, mostly Chris-
tian community of missionaries and entrepreneurs.64

Recently, new work on Sierra Leone has transformed our under-
standing of the Liberated African community by exploring both the 
internal dynamics of the Liberated Africans in Sierra Leone and the 
wider diaspora of people released from slave ships in Cuba, Brazil, 
South Africa, and elsewhere.65 Works by Joseph Bangura and Gibril 
Cole have opened new debates about the complex cultural and polit-
ical history of the colony and have challenged historians to recognise 
the importance of Islam in a colony that colonial offi cials tended to 
imagine as a bridgehead for Christianity in West Africa.66 Liberated 
Africans came from across West and Central Africa, and brought with 
them a wide range of traditions, languages, and religious practices. 
But for the governors of Sierra Leone, who were mostly drawn from 
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among the offi cers of the Royal Navy vessels that called in Freetown 
and from the Royal African Corps, a British Army regiment, the Liber-
ated Africans seemed like a ready source of interchangeable labourers, 
sailors, soldiers, and converts to Christianity.

I am grateful to my colleagues for their generous criticism of 
Freedom’s Debtors. In reading their comments, I recognise how much 
of the argument of the book hangs on the distinction between “aboli-
tion” and “antislavery,” and I regret not spending more time clarifying 
the ways these terms clash and overlap. The transition from antislav-
ery to imperialism in Sierra Leone did not refl ect the entirety of the 
British antislavery movement. The working people who signed peti-
tions against the slave trade and the elite women who led concurrent, 
generally more radical campaigns against slavery and the slave trade, 
for example, had little say in how Sierra Leone was managed.67 More-
over, with the exception of Zachary Macaulay, none of the leaders of 
the Sierra Leone Company or its successor, the African Institution, 
ever visited the colony. Freedom’s Debtors shows that elite antislavery 
leaders — Macaulay of course, but also William Wilberforce, James 
Stephen, Thomas Clarkson, and Henry Thornton — were consistently 
interested in Sierra Leone and maintained as much control over affairs 
in the colony as possible. This control was limited by the distance 
between London and Freetown and by the differences between infor-
mal commercial and professional infl uence exerted in Britain and the 
executive power of the governors of the colony. That said, the careers 
of the colonial governors and leading military offi cers show clearly how 
profi table it was to align local policy in Sierra Leone with the desires of 
the antislavery lobby in London, and how eager most colonial offi cials 
were to solicit advice and support from leading abolitionists.

In 1854, George Stephen refl ected on his experiences in the cam-
paign against colonial slavery. “Actual emancipation,” he wrote, “was 
a grand concession to humanity which I fi rmly believe that the most 
sanguine abolitionist never contemplated in 1813.”68 Stephen was 
referring to emancipation in the sugar colonies of the West Indies and 
Indian Ocean, which loomed larger for British antislavery campaign-
ers than imperial affairs in West Africa. This is a point I wish I had 
clarifi ed in Freedom’s Debtors. Sierra Leone was founded to prove that 
plantation agriculture could fl ourish with free labour. After the aboli-
tion of the slave trade, the “civilization” of the Liberated Africans was 
invoked in the British press mostly as evidence that enslaved people 
could be emancipated in large numbers without insurrection. More-
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over, West Africa and the West Indies acquired a kind of sameness in 
the abolitionist imagination with a long history rooted in plantation 
slavery as well as a long tail in later colonial and imperial history.69

In writing Freedom’s Debtors, I wanted not only to insist on what 
was unique about Sierra Leone, but also to use colonial records to 
try to evoke some of the sounds and sights and smells of the colony 
in the era of Atlantic revolutions. In one scene in Freedom’s Debtors, I 
describe a child, recently disembarked from a slave ship, as he stands 
stunned within the walled compound where newly-emancipated Lib-
erated Africans waited for the colonial government to “dispose” of 
them. Some were conscripted into the military — usually to the Royal 
African Corps that served in and around Sierra Leone, but sometimes 
to the West India Regiments that served in the Caribbean. Others 
were sent to one of the villages, superintended by the Church Mission-
ary Society, that were founded as centres for Christian conversion and 
commercial agriculture. In the scene, I imagined cockroaches fl eeing 
from between the beams of colonial buildings during the wet season, 
as the humidity caused the wood to expand. I do not know if this 
happened that day — although I do know that it does happen; cock-
roaches do shelter in small gaps within wood structures, and they do 
scuttle off to new hiding places when the weather gets hot and wet, 
whether in Florida or Freetown. I don’t know whether the boy that 
the records referred to as “Tattoo” — a weak joke from offi cials who 
noticed that most of the other enslaved people released with the boy 
wore ink, while he wore ritual scars — was bored and anxious when 
he was in the custody of the colonial department known at the time 
as the Captured Negro Department. But I know his recorded height 
and where and when he was disembarked, and who was responsible 
for recording his name in colonial records.

Partly, the narrative of Freedom’s Debtors relies on fi lling in gaps 
in colonial records with educated guesses and details from other pri-
mary sources. These acts of imagination are based on immersion in the 
sources, and I hope that I have not blurred the line too much between 
what the records preserve and what I have tried to piece together. The 
archives of the fi rst thirty years of formal British imperial rule in Sierra 
Leone are rich, but they refl ect — as bureaucratic records do — the 
ideology and the practical ambitions of the men who kept them. The 
Sierra Leone National Archives, held at Fourah Bay College in Free-
town, holds a remarkable cache of documents, including a copy of the 
Registers of Liberated Africans, a ledger with tables of names, origins, 
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and distinguishing features of many thousands of former captives. The 
Church Missionary Society’s archives contain remarkable diaries and 
letters from leading Liberated African converts to Christianity that 
offer striking details of colonial life. But most Liberated Africans, and 
especially in the fi rst decades of the project of repatriating former cap-
tives, do not speak in the archives.

Freedom’s Debtors is a study of the version of British colonialism 
that put antislavery in the van. The sources for the period covered 
in the book are overwhelmingly written by and for colonial elites, 
including white merchants, a small cadre of local kings and imams, 
the wealthiest among the Black Loyalist and Jamaican Maroon “old 
settlers” and the most trusted Liberated African converts. That is a 
small circle, and so throughout the book I tried to use records that 
were intended for surveillance and actuarial control — like the Regis-
ter of Liberated Africans or the court-martial rolls of the Royal African 
Corps — to recreate scenes of colonial life. The majority of Liberated 
Africans had no voice in the archive, and neither did the rank-and-
fi le of the colonial government, the mostly illiterate white British and 
Irish soldiers for whom service in West Africa was a punishment for 
desertion. I hope readers understand that these moments are imag-
ined, but I hope they will be generous enough to recognise why I 
made these imaginative leaps, and how immersion in the archives 
fuelled my imagination.

The distinction between “abolitionism” and “antislavery” is more 
slippery. In the book, I tend to use the two terms interchangeably. 
That said, “antislavery” is a much wider term than “abolitionism.” 
General opposition to slavery in principle, as Christopher Brown 
shows, did not always entail a formal campaign against slavery.70 Anti-
slavery was more mutable and promiscuous than “abolitionism.” All 
kinds of reformist causes drew power from antislavery without having 
anything to do with the actual institution of enslaved labour. Manisha 
Sinha, in The Slave’s Cause, has emphasised this distinction in order 
to absolve British abolitionism of any association with colonialism 
or imperialism. “Only by confl ating the state with the social move-
ment,” she writes, “can historians view abolition as the progenitor of 
European imperialism.”71 I am not convinced. Even admitting the dis-
tinction between “antislavery” and “abolitionism,” I would argue that 
abolitionism itself, at least in a British context, was closely allied with 
affairs of state, both domestic and imperial. The campaign against the 
slave trade and colonial slavery was led by powerful statesmen and 
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bankers, noblemen and military offi cers. Can we really fi lter out, for 
example, William Wilberforce or James Stephen’s abolitionist ideol-
ogy from the work they did shaping (and in Stephen’s case, writing) 
the law that ended the slave trade?

And should we? What do we lose if we recognise that abolition-
ism changed, appearing in different forms at different times and in 
different places? What do we lose if we admit that abolitionism did 
not always align with present-day progressive policies and priorities? 
Eric Williams — whose infl uence on Freedom’s Debtors is enormous 
— spins in his grave. What happened in Sierra Leone wasn’t always 
precisely what the leaders of the social movement against the British 
slave trade wanted. And yet, Sierra Leone was broadly represented in 
abolitionist newspapers and magazines, and eventually in Parliamen-
tary select committee hearing and debates as a modest success that 
showed a proof of concept for the preservation of white power after 
the formal emancipation of a black majority in a British colony. As 
Wilberforce wrote in 1823, refl ecting on Sierra Leone, “the poor Afri-
can barbarians, [are capable] not merely of being civilized, but of soon 
enjoying, with advantage, the rights and institutions of British free-
men.”72 That distinction, between being British freemen and having 
access to the rights of British freemen, is subtle but crucial. Freedpeo-
ple needed to be taught those rights and could use them on sufferance. 
In Wilberforce’s view, all human beings were spiritually equal — but a 
radical vision of natural rights in the hereafter was very different from 
the natural right to civil and economic equality on earth.

What Freedom’s Debtors shows, I hope, is the gulf between an 
empire where emancipated were free to do as they chose, and to 
make their own lives after slavery, and an empire where emancipated 
people lived under the “rights and institutions” of British freedom. 
Liberated Africans in Sierra Leone were expected to learn and to value 
the restrictions of their autonomy because that was what “freedom” 
meant. There was a gulf between “antislavery” and “abolitionism.” 
And there was a difference between the social movement for the end of 
slavery and the making of laws and policies to put the abolition of the 
slave trade and emancipation into effect. And yet, activists arguing 
for emancipation argued overwhelmingly for gradual approaches to 
unwinding slavery; they cast the end of the slave trade and of slavery 
as patriotic achievements that would bolster the prestige and power of 
Britain; they organised campaigns that promoted missionary work to 
“civilise” enslaved people to prepare them for freedom; they believed 
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that the expansion of the British imperial economy and antislavery 
were compatible, and that diligent work by emancipated people was 
evidence of their fi tness for freedom. How different were those fea-
tures of the domestic campaign against slavery from the imperial 
implementation of the antislavery laws?

There is another moment in Freedom’s Debtors that I have since 
thought about often. Joseph Reffell was one of the longest-serving 
offi cials in the colonial administration in Sierra Leone. He explained 
to two visiting commissioners charged with surveying the colony 
how Liberated Africans were “apprenticed” to colonists and visiting 
merchants. The contracts for the indentures that bound Liberated 
Africans as apprentices did not specify any tasks the apprentices would 
be expected to complete — they were to do what their masters told 
them. In turn, masters were obligated to teach apprentices English, 
encourage their conversion to Christianity, and provide food and lodg-
ing. Only one copy of the contract was made, and only the master 
signed it. The point of “apprenticeship” was to teach the Liberated 
Africans to work according to the rhythms of the colony, to internalise 
what freedom meant in Sierra Leone. The apprentices didn’t sign the 
apprenticeship agreements because, in theory, they needed to have 
been apprenticed before they could understand and assent to what it 
would mean to have been apprenticed in the fi rst place.73

In 1834, the abolition of colonial slavery made hundreds of thou-
sands of enslaved people into “apprentices” according to the very same 
logic, that a period of education and supervision was necessary to make 
freedom useful, or even comprehensible, to the formerly enslaved. The 
Anti-Slavery Society offi cially opposed apprenticeship. However, it 
advocated for immediate emancipation coupled with rigid and dis-
passionate enforcement of laws against idleness and vagrancy.74 The 
idea that people who had been enslaved needed to learn what freedom 
meant before they could be free was nearly universal in British dis-
cussions of how and why to abolish slavery. Freedom’s Debtors shows, 
I hope, how that core belief in the incapacity of formerly enslaved 
Africans to govern their own lives and labour after emancipation was 
central to the abolition of the British slave trade. Thomas Clarkson 
called the 1807 Slave Trade Act “Magna Carta for Africa in Britain.”75

In Britain, the Slave Trade Act summoned up a tradition of patriotism 
and the rights of subjects that received near-universal acclaim. In West 
Africa, it was the founding document of nineteenth-century British 
colonialism.
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