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           Emancipation Message 2012  
As the month of August draws to a close and with it our observation of various activities marking 
Emancipation, the following is a message from Historian, Dr Curtis Jacobs, Head of the UWI Open 
Campus, Grenada.  

In 2012, the Anglophone Caribbean and other parts of the world will observe what would be the first 
permanent Emancipation of modern times.  Although France became the first major European nation to 
abolish chattel slavery in 1794, it was re-established in 1802, until it was finally abolished permanently in 
1848.  The British on the other hand, permanently abolished chattel slavery in 1834.  This year marks 178 
years since that event. 

For the Caribbean, Emancipation was the first major development since the establishment of colonial rule 
and chattel slavery in 1492, the year of the European arrival.  After the indigenous peoples were 
exterminated, the Caribbean archipelago was re-populated by Africans brought to provide forced, unpaid 
labour for the material and social advancement of the other human beings who owned them.  The 
struggles of the enslaved Africans who refused to accept the condition to which they were reduced by 
colonial rule and chattel slavery, helped to bring us to the condition that by 1833, the alternatives were 
clear to the British rulers: Emancipation from above or Emancipation from below.  EMANCIPATION!   



The British, fearing the recurrence of another Haiti, chose Emancipation from above, which brought us to 
Friday, August 1, 1834.  It was, by all reports in the Caribbean, a peaceful affair, devoid of the 
cataclysmic and bloody birth of the nation-state of Haiti, the first independent Black republic in the 
Caribbean.   There was, however, a price to be paid for this peace. 

As Jimmy Cliff sings in his song, The Price of Peace: 

You stole my history  
Destroyed my culture  

Cut out my tongue  
So I can’t communicate  

Then you mediate  
And you separate  

Hide my whole way of life  
So my self I should hate 

British colonialism and chattel slavery were more than just the forced migration of millions of Africans 
from the land of their birth.  It destroyed whole cultures and civilisations.  Unlike all the ethnic groups 
who came to the Caribbean, the Africans who were brought here possessed no contact with the ancestral 
homeland.  Knowledge of African history and culture were systematically destroyed and their upholders 
severely punished.  

Our ancient moral codes, sense of ethics, fairness and methods of conflict resolution were systematically 
suppressed, and in their place European values were portrayed as worthy of adoption.   However, we were 
neither promised nor received social equality for this adoption of the culture of our colonisers.  

What we have been taught about European cultural values often are in contradiction with the reality.  
Everywhere in the world today there are examples of corruption and greed.  We see banks, one of the 
cornerstones of modern society, being found to be corrupt.  In particular, one whose origin has been 
grounded in the exploitation of African slave labour, was recently imposed with a hefty fine for 
manipulating the interest rates of inter-bank lending.  Its most senior officials were later forced to resign 
their positions.  

Everywhere we see examples of this greed, which manifests itself in the use of public office for private 
gain.  In 1933, C.L.R. James wrote his famous essay, The Case for West Indian Self-Government.   
Commenting on the West Indian people, James wrote that, “Cut off from all contact with Africa for a 
century and a quarter, they present today the extraordinary spectacle of a people who, in language and 
social customs, religion, education and outlook are essentially Western and, indeed, far more advanced in 
Western culture than many a European community.” 

Perhaps James was right.  Perhaps we have imbibed too much of the Western culture and manners of our 
European colonisers.  We have imbibed too much of the double standards with which they ruled, to the 
point that we have lost our basic integrity.   

We are small, impoverished islands and our resources are simply too limited for us to afford costly 
failures.  The first place where we should begin is with our integrity.  Descended as we are from a certain 
historical experience, where, after Emancipation in 1834, we did not possess the three major credentials 



for advancement in post-Emancipation society, and we had to raise ourselves through our own efforts, the 
only real thing that we possess is our individual and collective integrity.   We must never let anyone 
compromise this integrity, and we must never expose it for sale.  

As we contemplate Emancipation 2012, and the 178th Anniversary of the first fundamental change in our 
social condition since 1492, I want to ask you to think about our ancestors who never compromised their 
desire to be free, who remained steadfast in their vision to find time and space for themselves in a social 
order that they neither controlled and in many ways did not understand, and, in the words of Gandhi, “be 
the change you want to see in this world.” 

 


