Introduction

In June 1730, sixty-eight-year-old Sally Bassett was burned alive.! Her burning body hung in
Hamilton, the capital of Bermuda. Bassett, an elderly enslaved woman, whose father was a
white European and mother a black African, was sentenced to death for her attempt to kill by
poison Sarah and Thomas Foster, the white slave owners of her granddaughter Beck, and
Nancy, an enslaved woman she considered more foe than friend. Although Bassett professed
her innocence during her trial, the court concluded that she had been “moved and seduced by

[the] instigation of the Devil.”?

Bassett was found guilty by the all-white male jury. Bassett’s
attempt at murder was not the first time she had committed a crime: in 1712, she had been
charged with trying to poison the cattle and damage the property of two white Bermudians.?
She is best remembered, however, for her gruesome death.

<TX>Bassett’s identity as a mixed-race enslaved woman was crucial to her life and death.
The status of being enslaved passed down through women, meaning that the children of
enslaved women were considered enslaved from birth. The society in which Bassett lived was
built on distinctions between humans based on skin color. White elite European men, already
accustomed to placing humans in a hierarchy, created a structure that assigned those with
more melanin as inferior to those with less. The latter group was fit for freedom; the former
branded unfree. As a mixed-race enslaved woman, Bassett’s gender shaped what types of
labor she would perform, who could have unrestricted access to her body, and what forms of
resistance she could enact. This society was maintained by extreme levels of racial- and
gender-based violence; that Bassett turned to violence herself, therefore, should come as little
surprise. The specific form of violence—poison—considered a woman’s crime in England

and commonly used by enslaved women who drew on West African forms of knowledge—

reveals that although Bassett may have never set foot either in Britain or on the African



continent from which some of her ancestors came, its ideas ricocheted across the Atlantic
Ocean. For Bassett and other enslaved women, poison became what social scientist James

C. Scott called their “weapons of the weak,” a subtle, silent, yet deadly form of resistance that
existed alongside louder revolts and uprisings.* That Bassett died by burning—a harsh
punishment for a severe crime—reflects white elite fraught fears of death by poison.

Sally Bassett’s life and crime became the center of controversy once again 279 years after
her death. In 2009, a bronze sculpture of Bassett was erected in Bermuda, Britain’s oldest
colony.® Occupied by the English since 1609, the island, covering fifty-four square
kilometers and located in the North Atlantic, still belongs to Britain. As a non-sovereign
state, it is one of six territories located in and around the Caribbean that are no longer called
colonies but rather British Overseas Territories.

The idea of Bassett’s statue began with the island’s ruling local party, the Progressive
Labour Party (PLP). Founded in the 1960s, the PLP represented the voice of the island’s
majority: Bermudians of African descent. But only in 1998 did the party finally win its first
electoral victory against the United Bermuda Party (UBP), which tended to represent the
island’s white residents. Bassett’s statue was created as part of celebrations commemorating
the island’s upcoming four hundredth anniversary and is the first monument of an enslaved
person on the island. Its sculptor, Bermudian artist Carlos Dowling, titled the work Spirit of
Freedom. Initially, the PLP wanted the statue placed in a central position in Hamilton’s City
Hall, but Sutherland Madeiros, the mayor of Hamilton, said there was no space for it.
Madeiros’s position as mayor is part of the Corporation of Hamilton, which administers the
capital and has long represented the island’s white elites.®
<IMAGE>[[Insert P1.2 (p. 3).jpg]]
<CP>[[Image caption: Sally Bassett statue, Bermuda, sculpted by Carlos Dowling.]]

<TXFL>His response sparked a “race row” with the PLP, which argued that the mayor did



not want a “prominent reminder of slavery greeting visitors to City Hall.”” Eventually, the
statue ended up in its current location in the grounds of the Bermudian government’s cabinet
office.

<TX>Yet the controversy that became divided along racial lines concerned not just the
statue’s location but its very existence. For some white Bermudians, the image of Sally
Bassett at the stake, staring to the sky, was an unwanted reminder of a dark and depressing
historical moment that tainted a (supposedly) racially harmonious society. Others argued that
the statue would discourage tourism, a critical part of the island’s economy.® Those who
disliked the statue focused their rage on Dowling’s portrayal of Bassett rising above the
flames with her hands chained behind her back and a protruding stomach to signify that she
was “pregnant with the spirit of freedom.”” Black Bermudians were more inclined to
celebrate the statue, arguing that Bassett belonged to a long litany of women who resisted
their enslavement. Others praised the statue for helping refute the myth that enslavement in
Bermuda was more benign than in other parts of the Caribbean.

At the statue’s unveiling in 2009, Richard Gozney, the British governor of Bermuda,
compared Bassett’s statue to monuments commemorating none other than English statesman
and soldier Oliver Cromwell; US Confederate general Robert E. Lee, whom he lauded for his
“strengths of character”; and the 1838 Boer Blood River battle waged against the Zulus.'°
Black Bermudians denounced Gozney, especially his egregious references to white
supremacist Lee and to African colonizers, and some called on him to apologize.'! But he
offered no regrets.

This history of Britain and the Anglophone Caribbean is, in a sense, about Sally Bassett—
how she and millions of others like her came to live in a society dominated by a powerful
racial hierarchy, and what occurred in the centuries afterward. The heated debates about

racism, memory, history, and the British Empire that are provoked by statues—Bassett’s



being, of course, just one of them—resonate as much in Britain as they do in the Caribbean
because, although the hereditary racial slavery that dominated Bassett’s life no longer exists,
the “racial-caste hierarchy” that was tied to it still does. And that hierarchy is historically
rooted in and still shapes the Caribbean, as well as Britain.

<TXB>*

<TXF>Historians have been writing about the racial-caste hierarchy in the Caribbean for a
long time, albeit without always labeling it as such. Stuart Hall called it the “colonial class
pyramid.”!? Others have called it a pigmentocracy or a “white/brown/black pyramidal
socioeconomic structure.”'3> Whatever its name, it refers to a hierarchy based on race, skin
color (that shaped colorism), class, status, and gender. At the core of this hierarchy is the
construction of race: the creation of distinctions between men and women based on skin color
and the linked process of racialization whereby an individual’s racial identity becomes
critical to their place within society. Ideas about whiteness and blackness existed long before
the early modern European project of colonialism, but it was in this process, alongside the
rise of hereditary racial slavery and capitalism, that modern ideas of race were codified.'*

<TX>The construction of race had little to do with biology and everything to do with
power, because it underpinned hereditary racial slavery—a racially based capitalist system
that produced generational wealth for European nations and a small group of elites. White
supremacy—defined by legal scholar Frances Lee Ansley as “a political, economic and
cultural system in which whites overwhelmingly control power and material resources,
conscious and unconscious ideas of white superiority and entitlement are widespread, and
relations of white dominance and non-white subordination are daily re-enacted across a broad
array of institutions and social settings”—was critical to the construction of race.'>

Under hereditary racial slavery, social stratification ordered society. The racial-caste

hierarchy became this structure and helped solidify “race” as a group identity. Unlike other



forms of human hierarchy, the Caribbean-derived racial-caste hierarchy was never static: at
times it could be fluid, with different groups moving up or down. And although it was an
overarching structure across the Anglophone region, there were nuances in individual
colonies.

What made the racial-caste hierarchy so distinct was that it always interacted with other
forms of category—such as class, gender, legal status, and religion—which exacerbated
inequality further. Moreover, as the centuries wore on, new groups would fit into this
hierarchy, including those from Asia and the Middle East. Ultimately, however, white men
and women and especially elites maintained their power at the top of the racial-caste
hierarchy. This hierarchy was the basis for the colonialism that explicitly structured society
from the seventeenth to the mid-twentieth century. In the late twentieth century, this racial-
caste system changed but did not disappear.

In Britain the racial-caste hierarchy operated differently. It was central and inherent to the
economy and wealth accumulation that Britain experienced due to colonialism. It
underpinned the powerful form of anti-black racism that became institutionalized through the
country’s “color bar”—a system that saw black and other people of color denied the same
opportunities and rights as white Britons. It seeped into exclusionary laws designed to curtail
the black presence in Britain and shaped policies that pitted white working-class communities
against black Britons. Aspects of these instances of anti-black racism in Britain persist to this
day, above all in the gaping racialized and class disparities in the criminal justice system,
healthcare, education, media, politics . . . (the list goes on).!® The overwhelming evidence of
specifically anti-black, institutionalized, blatant, and subtle forms of racism occurs alongside
historic and ongoing attempts to deny its existence.!” In the Caribbean from the 1660s, the
racial-caste hierarchy was explicit and codified by specific laws. As the centuries progressed,

however, in both the Caribbean and Britain, the racial-caste hierarchy became more implicit,



though no less insidious or violent.

The racial-caste hierarchy is not an all-encompassing concept. It does not consider all
forms of anti-black racism. But it helps us center and understand the structural nature of
racist hierarchies—how they shift and adapt over time and space; how they are made,
remade, and resisted; and how they impact everyone, in different ways. The places where
skin color, class, capitalism, sexuality, gender, legal status, politics, the economy, and
geography intersect are never seamless or frictionless. In different ways and at different
times, some of these categories overrode, undercut, or conflicted with others, but together
they all helped determine how power remained in the hands of a few.

Paying close attention to the racial-caste hierarchy is also a reminder of how the British
Empire (and empires in general) functioned—by adopting an overarching framework of
“politics of difference” that included a variety of different people within society but that
sustained distinctions and hierarchies among them.!® This was especially the case when new
groups from Asia moved to the Caribbean and had to be slotted into the hierarchy, creating
tensions and collaborations with people of African descent. Moreover, the racial-caste
hierarchy helps highlight one of the reasons racism is so enduring: because it keeps
reinventing itself, adapting to different situations and contexts but still functioning in ways
that discriminate.

Within this book run two (braided) arguments. The first is that the roots of contemporary
racial and linked class divisions in Britain and the Anglophone Caribbean today lie in the
racial-caste hierarchy created in the Caribbean in the early days of the British Empire. (Caste
is understood specifically as a form of social stratification—a division of society dependent
on different forms of identity. This usage of the term avoids comparisons to other caste
systems that operate globally but differently and are not always tied to colonialism.)!” And

this first argument flows into the second: that the racial-caste hierarchy’s endurance is based



on the British Empire’s continued survival. Indeed, the British Empire is inseparable from the
racial-caste hierarchy. Both grew in tandem.

<TXB>*

<TXF>The British Empire was a system of global white supremacy and class domination
buttressed by violence, exploitation, extraction, and capital accumulation.?’ It was never a
legitimate form of political power. Throughout its long existence, the empire has always been
contested, especially by those who suffered its worst effects.?! Mid-twentieth-century
constitutional decolonization—the granting of political independence and sovereignty to
former colonies—reinscribed British power more than it ended it, as British-led
neocolonialism (that is, the persistence of colonialism), alongside US imperialism and
neoliberalism, influenced the region. The British Empire lives on in the region’s overseas
territories, which show little interest in becoming sovereign partly because of their economic
dependency on both Britain and the US.

<TX>The realities of neocolonialism reflect how decolonization did not confer a radical
break with empire. The process was never designed to do so. Colonial-derived political,
social, economic, and cultural ties endured deliberately, not just in former colonies but in
Britain too, and not just in policies but also in ideas, ideologies, and institutions.
Decolonization was and remains incomplete. And that is why the work to undo the legacies
of colonialism—to, in effect, decolonize decolonization—reflected in the variety of
decolonizing initiatives and projects (in part, including this book) remains vital. Indeed, this
book is not only about the physical presence of the British Empire but also the ideological
vestiges and legacies of colonial practice and thought that persisted beyond the diminution of
that empire and that are ever-present today.?? In the Caribbean, decolonization processes have
begun, but the work is far from over. As of 2024, eight sovereign Caribbean states retain

Britain’s monarch as their head of state (although some are trying to change this), which is



just one example of the continuing presence of empire.”> Documented here are the struggles
between those who sought to maintain the racial-caste hierarchy and those who tried to end it;
between those who tried to maintain empire and those who tried to challenge it.

Consisting of over seven hundred islands and mainland countries in South and Central
America, the Caribbean is a small part of the world, and home to around 45 million people
today.?* Despite its relatively small size, the events that have taken place in the Caribbean
have been crucial to the creation of the modern world. The Caribbean is the only region to
have experienced colonization for a period of over five hundred years, and with this came a
series of phenomena—including mass migration, forced relocation and displacement of
populations, a brutal economic capitalist system (plantation-based hereditary racial slavery),
revolutions, and the creation of entirely new cultures—all of which have tied the region to
other parts of the world: the Americas, Europe, Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. Indeed, the
history of the Caribbean has led to the region being described as the engine of globalization; a
place that was “modern before modernity.”?> From the 1500s to the 1900s, the English (from
1707, “British”), Spanish, French, Dutch, Swedish, Danish, and the Americans carved out
different parts of the Caribbean, which became critical to their global empires.?® But
ultimately, the British came to dominate the region, amassing more colonies there than any
other Western power.

Caribbean geography shaped British dominance. The islands were accessible by sea
routes, which led to their “discovery” and directed thousands of newcomers to the region.
The Caribbean’s beauty attracted, and continues to entice, travelers and tourists, but its
geography can be severe. The stereotype of the Caribbean as a tropical paradise runs parallel
to its reputation for death and destruction following in the wake of hurricanes, earthquakes,
and volcanic eruptions. Yet the region is not monolithic. From the relatively flat islands, like

Barbados, to the volcanic St. Vincent or the mountainous Dominica; from large islands like



Jamaica to the small cays of the Bahamas, one of the distinguishing features of the region is
its diversity. Although widely used, the term Caribbean is not entirely accurate.?’ It usually
refers to all the islands and mainland countries bordering the Caribbean Sea. But the
Bahamian archipelago that lies in the southern North Atlantic is also considered part of the
Caribbean.

This book takes an expansive view of the Anglophone Caribbean: it explores all the
British-controlled areas—from islands located in and around the Caribbean and North
Atlantic seas like Bermuda to countries that lie in Central and South America, such as Belize
and Guyana. This approach puts into sharp perspective the complexities and variations of the
region. And racial diversity matches geographic diversity: throughout the Anglophone
Caribbean, one will find African, Chinese, Indian, Lebanese, Syrian, European, and
indigenous communities. Together, these cultures lived alongside and interacted with each
other, leading to a process of what is known as creolization. As a metaphor, used by various
Caribbean writers and intellectuals (like Barbadian Edward Kamau Brathwaite, Martinican
Edouard Glissant, and scholars like Richard Price) creolization describes the “process by
which enslaved and self-liberated Africans, against all odds, created new institutions
(languages, religions, legal systems, and more)—for the ways that these people coming from
a diversity of Old World societies, drew on their knowledge of homeland institutions to
create new ones.”?® From the ashes of violent colonialism new creolized Caribbean cultures
and societies were formed that are both hybrid and heterogenous. And of course, within these
societies, hierarchies, all rooted in colonialism, continue to exist.

In the early days of England’s fledgling empire in the seventeenth century, the Caribbean
provided the wealth that fueled Britain’s growth as a superpower. When hereditary racial
slavery ended, the region’s economic significance waned. Former prime minister David

Lloyd George derided the Caribbean as the “slums of the Empire.”?° Nevertheless, the



intimate entanglement between the Caribbean and Britain endured even as empire withered
away because the colonial connection was so deeply embedded. Britain was never far away
from the Caribbean—and the Caribbean was never far away from Britain.

Indeed, and foremost, Empire Without End compresses the space between the British and
Caribbean archipelagos, arguing that the two regions became deeply entangled with one
another. It is also a history of the legacies of the British Empire in Britain and the Caribbean,
which centers the Caribbean in key parts of British history. Previous scholarship may have
overlooked the “Caribbeanization” of Britain or considered it only in relation to the period of
racial slavery, or when larger numbers from the Caribbean moved into post-1945 Britain. The
book considers these entangled histories over a much longer period, adopting a longue durée
approach up to the present.*® In doing so, racism is placed at the heart of both regions.?!
Telling a history of empire means reckoning with many things—identity, society, the state,
capitalism and neoliberalism, policing, education, housing—and these topics were indelibly
shaped by racism and therefore feature throughout.

The British Empire was vast and varied, but in its focus on the Anglophone Caribbean,
this book hopes to challenge generalizations about it, which are often dominated by a
combination of nostalgia or amnesia, or emotions of shame, guilt, and pride. All are evident
in polls that reveal, for instance, that Britons in 2020 were more likely than people in
Germany, Japan, France, and any other former colonial powers to say that they would like
their country to still have an empire.3> And that many Britons have not only pride in the
British Empire but also deep dismay, and even regret, over its demise.

Part of this nostalgia comes from an inability to connect the British Empire to
contemporary racial and globally unequal divisions.* It is also influenced by the sweeping
Victorian-era image of the British Empire, which, in the aftermath of the genocide of

indigenous communities and the terror of hereditary racial slavery, reinvented itself as a
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supposed liberal, benevolent empire, determined to spread “civilization” and “modernization”
(euphemistic terms for white supremacist ideology) to the purportedly backward peoples of
Asia and Africa.

By returning to the origins of the British Empire in the seventeenth-century Caribbean,
Empire Without End tries to dispel this image, notwithstanding the hostility toward histories
of Britain that foreground white supremacy, which often provoke a loud defense and violent
backlash. Remaining invested in myths of the British Empire (often shaped by a cheap
patriotism) is dangerous because it fuels persistent inequalities that stem from colonialism,
and which perpetuate violence today, just as it has done in the past.>*

While seeking to contribute to British as well as black British history, this book also
intervenes in Caribbean history. Centering attention on the creation and long life of the racial-
caste hierarchy allows for the complexity of Caribbean society and the various groups in the
region to be seen more sharply. To focus on it serves as a reminder of the centrality of racial
slavery to the political, economic, cultural, and social issues that have dogged the
Caribbean’s past and that bear heavily on its present. This history also shines a light on some
of the smaller islands in the Caribbean, often overlooked in studies of the region due to their
size or relative obscurity, to highlight the diversity of the Anglophone area.

A global system built on the fiction of white supremacy, and one maintained through
physical and psychological torture across centuries, whose ongoing presence shapes
contemporary racial, political, economic, and spiraling environmental inequalities, is
something to oppose. Admonitions to tell “both sides of the story”—especially to emphasize
the supposed good of this global system, as popularised by historian Niall Ferguson or the
theologian Nigel Biggar—are troubling,* as they contribute to curtailing ongoing anti-racist
movements, deny the reality of institutionalized racism in Britain, undermine the growing

reparations movement, and energize violent white nationalism. Moreover, they fail to
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consider that no amount of balanced or “both sides” history will obliterate the racist roots of
the British Empire.

The racial-caste hierarchy that emerged amid racial slavery was never a betrayal of
Britain’s purported image of being a freedom-loving land. It was central to its foundation. If
there is pride to be had in the British Empire, it lies in the fact that there were always those,
like Sally Bassett, who tried to resist it. And in attempts to resist, new forms of Caribbean and
British identity and culture were created—in language, religion, music, dress, and literature.
Indeed, cultural resistance to the racial-caste hierarchy was endemic throughout this period.

Included here too are the stories of those who went to great lengths to ensure that the
empire endured. In telling these stories it is important to remember that not everyone who
was invested in upholding empire was the stereotypical rabid racist or die-hard
imperialist. Many more were complicit, knowingly and unknowingly, through indifference or
willful ignorance of supporting systems of domination. While others, especially African-
Caribbean men and women, were heavily invested in empire, seeing it as an important
political community that they were just as much a part of as white Britons. Indeed, Caribbean
people played a critical role in expanding British identity, as they saw themselves not as
outsiders but rather as insiders, and in turn helped inspire new forms of British-Caribbean
identity. However, over the course of centuries, Caribbean people’s service to empire was
often responded to with violent denial and exclusion.

Empire Without End focuses on key moments to tell the history of the racial-caste
hierarchy and the persistence of the British Empire, concentrating on the black-white-mixed-
race (people of African and European heritage) racial dichotomy. Occasionally it stretches
beyond Britain and the Caribbean—in particular to consider how British colonialism in the
region shaped the intensification of control in North American colonies and Asia and

expansion in Africa. The British Empire did not operate in isolation from its European
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counterparts or the US’s growing empire. Its interactions with other empires provoked
change, competition, and innovation that influenced its mission in the Caribbean and the
racial-caste hierarchy. Moreover, the racial-caste hierarchy, while specific to the Caribbean
and Britain, spread its tentacles across the globe, overlapping with other racist structures in
different colonial locations, or with Jim Crow segregation in the US. Just as the racial-caste
hierarchy interacted with broader racialized global empires, there were always those who
tried to challenge it. Detailed here are the coalitions across the “Black Atlantic” that African-
Caribbean people forged with other people of color in the US, Africa, and Asia. Black
politics and culture were never confined to one nation-state or ethnic group; it was
intrinsically transnational, drawing on how the legacies of hereditary racial slavery created
transoceanic networks and ties between Africa, Europe, the Caribbean, the US, and Asia.?
Empire Without End builds on (and is indebted to) current and emerging scholarship and
draws on numerous sources. It follows a broad chronological structure, starting in the 1400s
and ending today, and features the voices and stories of Caribbean men and women. This is
not an even or linear history: some chapters dwell more on the Caribbean or British side of
the story. Simultaneous global connections and the ways that events in one part of the world
impact the other are highlighted throughout. Ultimately, it seeks to contribute to “reparatory
history” through its attempt to consider how a violent past—one example being the life and
death of Sally Bassett—that still shapes the present can pave the way for a radically different
future. As historian Catherine Hall has aptly described: “Reparatory history must be about
more than identifying wrongdoers and seeking redress: it begins with the descendants, trauma
and loss, but the hope is that the work of mourning can be linked—to hopes for
reconciliation, the repair of relations damaged by historical injustice.”’
This book is not just written to enlighten. It is written with the optimism that it may

contribute to a willingness to dismantle unsustainable five-hundred-year-old hierarchies.
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Debate remains about the accuracy of Bassett’s first name. In some records she is listed
as Sarah or Sary, in others Sally. I use Sally as this is the name by which she is most
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