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 “As far as the author has observed, he must say, that the slaves 
who are Christians are generally more sober, steady, peaceable, and 
obedient, than those who are not.”1 When John Stewart wrote these 
words in 1823, he clearly did not have any idea that the same 
Christian slaves that he wrote about would incite one of the worst 
slave rebellions in Jamaican history. The so-called “Baptist War” that 
occurred during the Christmas season of 1831 was an important step 
in Jamaica’s abolition of slavery.2 The slaves involved in this 
rebellion were the adherents to Baptist and other Christian missions 
in Jamaica, and religion played a large part in their plans of rebellion. 
Although slave emancipation in Jamaica was ultimately decided in 
the British Parliament, the Parliament acted in part because of a 
severe slave rebellion in Jamaica—a rebellion incited by Christian 
missions. 

At the start of colonial slavery in Jamaica, converting the slaves 
to Christianity was not considered a good idea. Planters feared that 
Christianity would make the slaves lazy and take up too much of the 
time that they could spend working, or even that the slaves were not 
intelligent enough to grasp the concept.3 When slaves were finally 
taught Christianity, they were not allowed to officially join the 
Church of England. Black people, it was thought, could not be 
genuinely Christian.4 Because of the idea that the black slaves should 
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not be converted to Christianity, there was not much of a Christian 
influence among the slaves until the arrival of the Baptist 
missionaries. The Baptist missionaries were in favor of freeing the 
slaves. They were among the first white people to care about the 
slaves in Jamaica.5 These missionaries brought the idea of 
Christianity to the slaves, and in time, the ideas mixed with the 
religious beliefs the slaves brought with them from Africa, such as 
“myalism.”6 The first colonial missions tried to justify slavery by 
using parts of Christian teaching that could fit with the concept of a 
slave society, so the slaves did not take to that brand of religion, but 
the ideas of equality and brotherhood inherent in Christian doctrine 
that they taught mixed with myalism’s beliefs against evil helped in 
the slave’s struggle for freedom.7  Many of the white Baptist 
missionaries told the slaves to wait patiently, for emancipation would 
come eventually, but the slaves were spurred on by the missionaries’ 
subtle support of abolition.8 Amongst the other white religious 
groups, no such support existed. 

The newly combined sect of African and Christian religions 
provided an outlet for the slaves to express themselves. Religious 
meetings were the only place where slaves were allowed to gather 
freely, and the church services gradually transformed into meetings 
where political interests were discussed.9 These meetings of the new 
church did not worry the Baptist missionaries because they believed 
that the Baptist teachings would prevent the slaves from entertaining 
ideas of rebellion; however, as Abigail Bakan succinctly stated, “The 
slaves interpreted Christian doctrine as a legitimization and spur to 
revolt; the missionaries interpreted it as a barrier against such 
action.”10 The missionaries were not present at these religious 
meetings, so the slaves had no one stressing obedience. Slaves could 
freely discuss ideas of freedom and rebellion. 

One of the instigators of the rebellious meetings of the slaves 
was Sam Sharpe. Sharpe was a slave in Montego Bay, and he also 
was a member of the Baptist church. Sharpe could read and became 
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a regular speaker and leader in the Baptist mission. Sharpe’s owner 
apparently did not object to his position as preacher and allowed 
him to hold nighttime religious meetings without the supervision of 
whites; however, Sharpe used this trust to his advantage, and the 
services became a cover for rebellion-organizing meetings.11 Sharpe 
believed that the Bible supported the slave’s freedom, and his loose 
interpretation led him to formulate a rebellion that would lead to 
emancipation.12 Sharpe’s original intention for the rebellion was a 
passive resistance movement, which gained much larger support and 
participation among the slaves than if Sharpe had tried to raise a 
violent revolt.13   

At the time that Sharpe was beginning to develop a Baptist 
following and to prepare for rebellion, talk of abolition was floating 
around the island. Rumors were spread that the British would soon 
be emancipating the slaves. Not surprisingly, the majority of these 
rumors were coming from the Baptist missions on the island.14 Even 
though a royal proclamation was eventually given disputing the 
rumors, the island was in a political uproar, mainly because the 
proclamation was not widely posted around the island. The governor 
was under the impression that it would just increase the talk of 
emancipation.15 When the proclamation was distributed, it only 
served to increase the unrest. Because of the environment of 
expectancy, the call for passive resistance was even more well-
received.16 According to recent research, slave rebellions were more 
likely when the slave’s expectations were frustrated, as in the case 
with the Jamaican slaves and the rumors of freedom.17 While the 
slave population was preparing for drastic measures, the missionaries 
were trying their best to convince them not to rebel and that the 
matter would be settled in England.18  

After all of the planning and preparing by Sam Sharpe and the 
slaves that followed him, the rebellion began on December 27, 1831. 
The slaves had conducted numerous meetings under the guise of 
religious gatherings and had planned to stop work and commence 
with passive resistance, although that is not how it ended up 
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happening. The rebellion started with the burning of a trash house 
on one of the large estates. Although Samuel Sharpe did not 
originally mean to promote violence and property destruction, the 
rebellion progressed that way anyway. The Black Regiment, a group 
of about 150 “soldiers” was the core of the military force, but there 
were many separate groups that participated. Unfortunately for the 
rebels, these groups were disorganized and had no experience in 
warfare. Most of the individual estates did not participate in passive 
resistance, but instead reveled in destroying property, killing 
livestock, or participating in other acts of defiance. 19 The rebellion 
was put down by the first week in January 1832.20 Much of the 
countryside was ruined. In St. James, one section of Jamaica, the 
damage was about 600,000 pounds. Altogether, the damages were 
over one million pounds. 21 Only two acts of violence by the slaves 
against whites were recorded, and the slaves only attacked when 
threatened.22 

Although the rebellion did not last very long, it was a very 
substantial part of Jamaican history. The rebellion showed the 
growth that the slaves had achieved both politically and religiously 
and showed that the slaves could start a movement that could rock 
the foundation of Jamaican slave society. The religious meetings 
created a legitimate protest, as well as a mature spiritual group 
invented by the slaves.23 The slaves, although not fully united, were 
still a large threat to the whites, and the planters were aware of this. 
During the period of slavery, Jamaica had a history of rebellion and 
resistance from the beginning through the post-slavery period.24 The 
number of slaves in Jamaica greatly outnumbered the whites, which 
made the threat of any rebellion more frightening than if the whites 
outnumbered the blacks.25 

The Christian missions were ultimately blamed by the white 
planters and estate owners  for the rebellion after it concluded, and 
they were ordered by the government to end their proselytizing to 
the slaves. The white plantation owners accused the missionaries of 
planning the rebellion. Six Baptist missionaries were put in jail, a 
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Wesleyan missionary was tarred, and around 20 chapels were 
destroyed or damaged.26 In the aftermath, the remaining missionaries 
decided to use the rebellion to illicit sympathy from the British 
people so that they might realize the atrocity of slavery and seek to 
abolish it in Parliament.27 When Lord Mulgrave became Governor 
of Jamaica in 1832, he knew he would be greeted with hostility from 
the Baptist missionaries.28 Mulgrave had not been sent to Jamaica to 
emancipate the slaves, so he had to watch the missions, especially 
the Baptists, very carefully because the slaves were still in a rebellious 
state of mind.29 

In the aftermath of the Rebellion of 1831, the Baptist and 
Wesleyan missions sent delegates to England to plead the case for 
emancipation of the slaves. These missionaries were powerful allies 
in the fight for freedom because they could testify before Parliament 
as witnesses. Back in England, these missionaries joined the 
emancipation movement already prevalent there. The missionaries 
provided the last stages of the anti-slavery movement and managed 
to convince Parliament that if abolition of slavery was put off any 
longer, more and more rebellions could ensue.30 The slaves were still 
in an expectant mode because of the talk and rumors of abolition 
still abounded around the island. Even Lord Mulgrave acknowledged 
that freeing the slaves could not be put off much longer.31 In 
pleading their case, the missionaries persuaded the British 
government that slavery was more dangerous than it was profitable. 
Slavery was finally abolished in Jamaica on January 1, 1835, due in 
part to the contribution of the Rebellion of 1831.32 

The end of slavery in Jamaica led the way for a smooth switch 
to wage labor in 1838.33 The Jamaican history of rebellion and 
insurrection finally paid off for the slaves. After almost 200 years of 
slavery and oppression, the slaves, with the help of Christian 
missions and missionaries, were able to make a bold enough 
statement to the whites to help secure their freedom and future. 
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History often overlooks the first Opium War, which was fought 
from 1840-1842.1 Not only did this war mark a major transition in 
Chinese history, opening up the isolated empire to foreign markets, 
but it is also gives insight into the foreign policy of the British 
Empire during the nineteenth century. Most historians who have 
written on the subject, however, focus largely on the controversy 
surrounding the opium trade, instead of on the war itself. Some have 
even labeled the British Empire of this period as drug pushers, and 
blame them for the opium addiction of millions of Chinese. John K. 
Fairbank, a renowned scholar on the war, referred to the British 
opium trade as, “the most long-continued and systematic 
international crime of modern times.”2    

Opinions like these do not look favorably upon the actions 
taken by the British Empire, and begs an obvious question: why 
would the British involve themselves in such a controversial trade, 
and why would they go to war for it? Historians differ on why 
Britain went to war in China. Some believe Britain waged war in 
China to preserve and expand its trading privileges there. Others 
theorize that the war was a result of the British wishing to defend 
their honor after Lin Zexu, the Imperial Commissioner, destroyed 
20,000 chests of British opium.3 While each of these theories has an 
element of truth, neither takes into account the role played by the 
man who, in a real sense, was the driving force behind the war: 
William Jardine, a British opium merchant. First, along with his 
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