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Abstract   

 

This essay examines the significance of Edward Gibbon Wakefield’s theory of ‘systematic 

colonisation’ within the transition from slavery to settler colonisation to reveal the 

sequential relationship of these two imperial systems. In the context of industrialisation 

and social unrest, the anti-slavery movement performed an important purpose for Britain’s 

ruling classes by simultaneously accruing moral authority and sanctioning oppressive new 

forms of disciplined labour, including the treatment of convicts as slaves. During the 

‘ameliorative’ 1820s phase of the anti-slavery movement, experimental colonial schemes 

combined both abolitionist principles and pro-slavery interests, particularly visible in the 

form of arguments against free labour and the advocacy of racial, as well as class, labour 

hierarchies. Wakefield’s theory embodied principles of labour discipline drawn from the 

plantation, offering a solution to the looming problem of abolition. These principles were 

invoked in debating the emancipation bill introduced in May 1833, as all sides agreed on 

the need for freed slaves to work for wages; they were subsequently applied in the 

Caribbean after emancipation by planters attempting to maintain productivity during and 

beyond the apprenticeship period. After 1833, the abolitionists’ zeal could be turned to 

other causes, and reformers seeking to end transportation and develop the settler colonies 

deployed an entwined discourse of anti-slavery and systematic colonisation.  
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‘Mr Wakefield’s Speaking Trumpets’. Abolishing Slavery and Colonizing 

Systematically 

 

In August 1833 British Parliament abolished slavery in the British Caribbean, Mauritius and 

the Cape when it passed the ‘Act for the abolition of slavery throughout the British Colonies, 

for promoting the industry of manumitted slaves, and for compensating the persons hitherto 

entitled to the services of such slaves.’ 
1 The celebration of abolition has obscured many 

legacies of slavery, including its relationship to the new settler colonies of Australasia. As 

Catherine Hall has argued, there are important links between the histories of Caribbean 

slavery and those of the colonies of Australia, Canada and South Africa.2 Rather than seeing 

abolition as an historical rupture, it is important to recognise the substantial continuities 

between slavery, apprenticeship, and the post-emancipation period. In this essay I explore 

links between the end of Caribbean slavery and the dramatic expansion of the new 

Anglophone settler colonies sometimes termed the ‘Settler Revolution’, which from 1815 

propelled white English-speaking emigrants around the globe.3 Bringing the histories of 

British anti-slavery and Australian colonisation together changes our view of both. By 

expanding our analysis of the anti-slavery campaign to include the concurrent and entwined 

process of establishing the new settler colonies, it is evident that they worked in tandem to 

stabilise the domestic social order, and underwrite the conquest and administration of a 

growing empire.  

 

The campaign to end slavery intersected in many ways with Britain’s colonisation of 

Australia, initially focused on the transportation of convicts, but from the 1820s becoming a 

destination for investment and imperial growth. As a source of political legitimacy the 
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abolitionist campaign helped define specific forms of freedom for diverse imperial subjects in 

counterpoint to African slavery, sanctioning new forms of disciplined labour and justifying 

invasion and subjugation. In particular, as I show here, key concerns were shared by abolition 

discourse and the theory known as ‘systematic colonisation’, between the late 1820s and the 

post-emancipation period of the 1830s-1840s. As one system was dismantled and the other 

began, the plantation offered a key precedent for experiments in labour discipline, while 

abolition shaped new forms of ‘free labour’. Historians of imperial ‘humanitarianism’ have 

recently traced a genealogy from slavery reform to subsequent schemes for the protection of 

Indigenous peoples and non-white labour.4 However, the links between emancipation 

schemes and the systematic colonisers, with their common concern to maintain a disciplined 

and subordinate labour supply have not been closely explored.5 

 

In this essay I first examine the ameliorative phase of the elite anti-slavery movement 

during the decade leading up to abolition, when officials worked to ‘reform’ the Caribbean 

system of slavery. Experiments in settler colonialism expressed both abolitionist principles 

and pro-slavery interests, particularly visible in the form of arguments against free labour and 

the advocacy of racial, as well as class, labour hierarchies. I then consider how early 

proponents of settler colonialism such as Edward Gibbon Wakefield offered proposals for 

creating a disciplined colonial labour force which betray ambivalence about the superiority of 

free labour over slavery. At a time when social unrest threatened the stability of the British 

social order, abolition formed part of a suite of reforms intended to maintain elite authority. 

Alongside the anti-slavery movement, mechanism of tightening discipline were applied to the 

working classes, and specifically convicts transported to the colonies, serving as a means to 

quell dissent and maintain the social order. I examine how Wakefield’s prescriptions for a 

disciplined colonial workforce became important to the debates surrounding the momentous 
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1833 Abolition act, and were applied in the Caribbean after emancipation, as planters 

struggled to maintain their labour force.  

 

After 1833, the abolitionists’ reformist zeal could be turned to other causes, and the 

moral capital and tactics of the anti-slavery cause became powerful tools for those seeking to 

end transportation, and develop the settler colonies. I review the entwined critiques of 

transportation, framed in anti-slavery terms, and the inviting new discourses of penal reform 

and systematic colonisation. I argue that by recovering this shared imperial commitment to 

Wakefieldian principles of colonisation, we may understand the structural relationship 

between the demise of Caribbean slavery and the emergence of the ‘settler revolution’, and 

specifically, how new forms of labour required by global industrial capitalism grew from, and 

in contradistinction to the enslaved labour force of the British sugar colonies. 

 

Anti-slavery, amelioration and industrial capitalism during the 1820s 

The 1820s constituted a key decade in the British anti-slavery movement, characterised by a 

‘gradualist’ parliamentary response to abolition, as advocates on both sides of the debate 

agreed that slaves needed to be ‘civilised’ and Christianised, before they were fully 

emancipated. In January 1823 the anti-slavery movement was revitalised, as a widespread 

popular movement emerged, fuelled especially by women’s campaigns as well as by the 

active resistance of enslaved peoples themselves.6 In May, Foreign Secretary and Tory leader 

in the House of Commons, George Canning, introduced a series of resolutions calling for the 

‘amelioration’ of the condition of the slave population, and a policy of slavery reform was 

subsequently pursued by the Colonial Office.7 The 1820s was a decade of great economic 

hardship and political uncertainty in Britain, as the nation grappled with problems of slave 

emancipation, domestic poverty and unemployment, Catholic rights, and reform of the House 
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of Commons. A rise in crime and unrest among Britain’s working-classes led to a sharp 

escalation in the numbers of transported convicts, and their treatment became increasingly 

harsh. Popular agitation and radicalism targeted the corrupt and exclusive political system, 

represented between 1812 and 1827 by Lord Liverpool’s Tory government.8 This period saw 

the adoption of the precepts of free-market capitalism, emphasising the distinction between 

slave and ‘free’ labour, yet overlooking the harsh conditions under which labourers lived and 

worked in Britain. 

 

An influential interpretation of the anti-slavery movement has demonstrated its 

important domestic purpose for Britain’s ruling classes in maintaining their religious and 

hereditary privilege. Since Eric Williams’ landmark 1947 Capitalism and Slavery argued on 

economic grounds that slavery was key to generating the Industrial Revolution, more recent 

economic analyses have broadened their scope to consider the role of foreign trade in 

England’s industrialisation and its development in the context of global economic systems. 

Historians continue to argue over the relative significance of factors such as external trade, 

the diffusion of new technology, and the interaction of domestic and external forces in 

stimulating growth and change, but emphasise the significance of slave wealth in stimulating 

new institutions and industries. 9 In a similar way, the political dynamics of this period 

exemplify David Brion Davis’s argument that Britain’s conversion to anti-slavery ideology 

was related to the Industrial Revolution’s need to legitimise wage labour, and the bitter 

struggle over domestic reform. Davis traced the contradiction between elite parliamentarians’ 

concern for Caribbean slaves, and their oppressive maintenance of the domestic British social 

order, arguing that anti-slavery arguments defined slavery as a ‘unique moral aberration’ that 

sanctioned the prevailing social and economic order, helping to ‘reshape attitudes toward 

work, liberty, exploitation, and proper discipline’. Ultimately, ‘[i]f British abolitionists could 
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express horror over the iron chains of the slave trade, their acts of selectivity and definition 

helped to strengthen the invisible chains being forged at home’.10 Davis’s analysis focused on 

Britain and the Caribbean, arguing that ‘[b]ecause the slave system was both distinctive and 

remote, it could become a subject for experimental fantasies that assimilated traditional 

values to new economic needs’.11 If we expand Davis’s frame of analysis to consider global 

processes of emigration and settler colonialism, it is clear that ‘experimental fantasies’ could 

equally be realised in the new settler colonies. Further, the anti-slavery movement was also 

centrally about the struggle for control between metropolis and colony.12 The first decades of 

the nineteenth century constituted an era of imperial juridical and legal reordering, and the 

anti-slavery movement both drew from, and facilitated, this process. Lisa Ford emphasises 

the important role played by abolitionist advocates in refining legal technologies of 

metropolitan authority not only in the service of abolition, emancipation, and amelioration; 

but also of colonial penal reform, Aboriginal protection, and the imperial legal order.13 

 

Contemporary critics also pointed out how the campaign against Caribbean slavery 

worked to divert attention and sympathy from domestic class struggle, as Wilberforce, James 

Stephen and their evangelical circle (the ‘saints’), made a sharp distinction between the evils 

of the world of colonial slavery and domestic inequality. From the earliest years of the anti-

slavery movement radicals and the pro-slavery lobby had claimed that slaves were better 

treated than English industrial workers, but these arguments took on particular power during 

these years.14 A key element of this dynamic was the contrast drawn by abolitionists between 

the potential redemption of slaves and the moral degradation of convicts, long a feature of 

domestic reform.15 

 

Labour discipline in the Caribbean and the new Settler Colonies 
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After 1823 slavery amelioration policy was implemented by the Colonial Office, alongside 

diverse policies for British territories around the globe.16 Robert Wilmot Horton, 

parliamentary Under-Secretary for war and the colonies between 1821 and 1827 oversaw a 

range of debates and proposals regarding the linked challenges of compelling tropical labour 

and compensating slave-owners in the West Indies, as well as devising emigration schemes to 

address the problem of over-population and growing unemployment at home. 17 Interest both 

in disposal of Britain’s excess population and capitalist investment prompted numerous 

schemes for colonisation over these years – and starkly posed the question of colonial labour. 

Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations had first popularised the notion of free labour, and the view 

that there were two methods of motivating the worker, summarised as ‘wages or the whip’. 

Anti-slavery campaigners argued for the relationship between ‘free labour, higher 

productivity and colonial prosperity’; they argued that free labour would expand markets by 

allowing the worker to become a consumer – while wage labour would motivate 

productivity.18 However, many questioned Smith’s axiom, contesting its practical 

implications and proposing a range of intermediate positions between slavery and freedom.  

 

In New South Wales, transportation had long served the purpose of quelling dissent, 

and in the tumultuous period between 1815 and 1821 the population of New South Wales 

more than doubled, from around 13,000 to nearly 30,000.19 In September 1818 Liverpool’s 

ministry appointed John Bigge, recently returned from four years as Chief Justice of 

Trinidad, to enhance the function of the settlements in New Holland primarily as ‘a 

receptacle for offenders’.20 In Trinidad Bigge had overseen an ameliorative program of 

categorisation, apprenticeship, and only gradual emancipation of the enslaved; in New South 

Wales, his attention was turned to the governance of white workers, and he applied several 

elements of the reforming Caribbean slave system to the Australian colonies.21 The 
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increasingly harsh treatment of convicts was frequently likened to Caribbean slavery, as the 

Tory government sought to enhance the system’s terror. Broadly, as Hamish Maxwell-

Stewart notes, a key impact of Bigge’s report was to prevent the ‘convict’s route to 

independence’, as emancipists (pardoned convicts) were forced to become wage-earners and 

a disciplined labour force.22 

 

Seeing the potential for investment, a range of proposals were advanced to establish 

new settler colonies, and investment schemes implemented, such as the Australian 

Agricultural Company formed in 1824, by a group of prominent and wealthy share-holders - 

including many anti-slavery leaders such as Wilberforce, William Smith, and Stephen 

Lushington. 23 These schemes owed much to the plantation, structured by principles of 

discipline and surveillance, and incorporating racially segregated and classed work-forces. 

The proposal developed under Colonial Office oversight in August 1828 for a settlement on 

the west coast of ‘New Holland’, for example, established Swan River as the first British 

colony founded exclusively for private settlement based upon a land-grant system, sponsored 

by private investors, colonists, and syndicates, but under government control.24 Such schemes 

envisaged the colonial reproduction of the British social order based on land grants for the 

wealthy, with labour to be supplied by the white working class. 

 

Systematic colonisation 

In 1828 the problem of colonisation was taken up by Edward Gibbon Wakefield, while 

imprisoned in Newgate gaol. Wakefield’s anonymous Sketch of a Proposal for Colonizing 

Australasia was first printed in June 1829 and then reprinted in December as an appendix 

to A Letter from Sydney, the Principal Town of Australasia.25 From the start, Wakefield’s 

thinking engaged closely with contemporary debates regarding slavery, colonisation, and 
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their shared reliance upon cheap and disciplined labour. Wakefield’s debt to slavery emerges 

from his direct disagreement with Smith’s principal arguments concerning both colonisation 

and free labour; his extensive use of historical and contemporary examples of slave colonies 

to demonstrate the necessity of forced labour for colonial success; his explicit translation of 

slavery’s key principles into colonial terms; his justification of the institution on not only 

economic but also moral grounds; and his proposal for and implementation of colonial 

racialised labour hierarchies that mimicked the Caribbean plantation regime. In each of his 

four foundational texts published between mid-1829 and 1833, Wakefield’s narrative logic is 

the same, moving from slavery exemplars of his principles of dear land and cheap, 

‘concentrated’ labour, to his scheme for reproducing this relationship in the colonies. 

Systematic colonisation is a solution to the problem of abolition.26 

 

In Sketch, Wakefield attacked Adam Smith’s argument that colonies thrive where 

they take possession of vacant or thinly populated land, pointing out that Smith had 

overlooked the role of slave labour in making his calculations.27 Sketch presented the key 

elements of his scheme, which essentially aimed to restrict land-ownership to the wealthy, 

and to force the poor to labour for them. His object lesson was provided by the tobacco-

growers of Virginia and Maryland, where slave labour provided the settler with wealth, the 

means for civic engagement, public eminence and ‘if his abilities are great, universal fame’.28 

Recreating these conditions in the Australian settlements, he predicted, would make labour 

cheap and docile. The challenge was to ‘devise any means by which to establish, in a new 

country, such a proportion between people and land as would render labour plentiful, and not 

extravagantly dear’.29 His solution was to restrict access to land, by selling it what he termed 

the ‘sufficient price’, so that labourers would be prevented from becoming landowners too 

soon and would instead be forced to work for cheap wages.30 Wakefield’s key innovation – 



 12 

directly refuting Smith’s famous argument for free labour – was his system for 

‘concentrating’ (or ‘combining’) labour.31 From the start, Wakefield’s vision of 

‘concentrated’ labour was modelled upon the plantation, responding to the need to replace 

what was becoming an unacceptable institution, with a form of labour that would nonetheless 

retain slavery’s ‘efficient’ discipline.  

 

Several contemporary opponents pointed out Wakefield’s debt to slavery – for 

example when the Westminster Review denounced Wakefield’s reproduction of the ‘slave 

colonies’; nor were his views unusual during these years.32 Indeed, Seymour Drescher argues 

that the ‘silence’ or doubts of political economists such as Thomas Malthus and Wakefield 

regarding free labour indicates the fragile basis of economic arguments for emancipation at 

this time. The May 1833 Slave Emancipation Bill was a ‘mighty experiment’, or the 

validation of an untested hypothesis, and Drescher concluded that ‘science’ was suborned to 

humanitarian sentiment in choosing a humanitarian future over a certainly prosperous one.33 

More recently, Anita Rupprecht has expanded Drescher’s framework to explore a range of 

intermediate positions between ‘wages and the whip’; Rupprecht argues that in the messy 

process of emancipation many abolitionists aimed to retain the plantation complex under a 

‘reformed’ labour regime that blurred the boundary between slavery and freedom.34 This 

variability reminds us that imperial labour forms, including enslavement and apprenticeship, 

are best conceptualised within a global continuum of human exploitation.35 It points toward 

the way that slavery constituted the antimony of freedom in defining new forms of labour. 

 

The British context for abolition in 1833 

The Anti-Slavery Society was re-founded in May 1830, and a rise of abolitionist activity was 

linked to the deepening crisis of the Tory regime – termed ‘Old Corruption’ by its critics. 
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Abolition served an important purpose for the reformers, in uniting diverse interests, and 

giving them a sense of transcendent moral purpose without the threat of revolution that 

shadowed domestic reform.36 From its inception the anti-slavery movement had accrued 

moral capital for its adherents, defining opposition to slavery as proof of collective virtue.37 

At a time when many feared revolution, anti-slavery permitted the British government to 

maximise its legitimacy and popular support. Against a background of great social turmoil, 

what Linda Colley terms the three great campaigns of this era – Catholic emancipation, 

political reform, and anti-slavery – operated in tandem to provide proof of ‘the superior 

quality of British freedom’.38  

 

Under Charles Grey, the second Earl Grey, a new ministry initiated a decade of 

reform, starting with the repeal of the Test Act, and enactment of the Catholic Relief Act 

1829, which removed the most significant restrictions on Roman Catholics. 39 A key element 

of the ‘Whig Revival’ was its broadening of the political nation beyond metropolitan elites, 
40 

Public unrest had shifted decisively toward reform over the late 1820s, and built up especially 

strong pressure during 1829 and 1830. Agrarian changes such as enclosure transformed the 

rural poor into a landless proletarian relying on wage labour or the poor law.41 Their 

desperate situation was exacerbated by the economic conditions of 1828-1830, which 

increased rural unemployment, so that enormous demonstrations in London and Birmingham 

greeted Grey when he came into office. Between 1830-32 the rural poor across southern and 

eastern England revolted, signing their petitions and threats as ‘Captain Swing’, as they 

burned down ricks and barns, broke threshing machines, and demanded higher wages. 
42

 The 

Swing movement was effective in precipitating the ascension of the Whig government, and 

posing political reform as a conservative solution to social change. The patrician Grey and his 

ministry were forced to make concessions to preserve the government.43  From early 1831 to 
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the ‘Days of May’ in 1832, pressure from the working-class radical movement drove the 

Reform Bill crises, as successive bills were rejected by the House of Lords - a time, 

suggested E.P. Thompson, in which revolution was very possible. The great challenge was to 

preserve established government structures yet also reform parliamentary representation and 

its oppressive control by the oligarchy of powerful families.44 

 

Antagonism sharpened between radicals and the aristocratic Whig abolitionists, 

whose government treated working-class unrest as harshly as had Liverpool’s. The Swing 

disturbances were followed by massive retribution in the form of hangings, imprisonment and 

transportation. During the 1830s radicals such William Cobbett and Bronterre O’Brien 

explicitly argued for the greater claims of the British working-classes over distant slaves, and 

led the attack on the anti-slavery campaign.45 Such contrasts constituted a key tactic of the 

radical critique of the anti-slavery movement, popularising the view that it competed with the 

fight against domestic repression. It is true that some prominent radicals supported both 

causes, such as Joseph Sturge, who defended the rights of both emancipated slaves and 

British labourers, and the West Indian-born ‘ultra’-radicals Robert Wedderburn and William 

Cuffay.46 However, broad antagonism between anti-slavery and radicalism only gradually 

dissipated after abolition was achieved, and especially after 1840.  

 

Transportation to the colonies was a corollary of the fundamental tension between the 

claims of slaves and the poor, reinforcing official authority by supposedly deterring crime, 

and removing dissidents. Defenders of transportation emphasised the ways in which convicts 

were like slaves in order to demonstrate the regime’s effectiveness, and counter arguments 

that conditions in Australia were more benign than those experienced by the poor of Britain 

and Ireland. Lieutenant-Governor George Arthur, for example, greeted new convicts arriving 
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in Van Diemen’s Land in 1832, reported British Quaker James Backhouse, and ‘alluded to 

the degraded state into which they had brought themselves by their crimes; this he justly 

compared to a state of slavery’.47 

 

The Slavery Abolition Act 1833  

Theories of labour discipline were central within both ‘reforming’ slavery and new colonial 

labour regimes. Their interrelationship emerged clearly within the momentous parliamentary 

debate regarding the proposed emancipation bill, introduced in May 1833. Debate was now 

focused on how to abolish slavery, and an apprenticeship program was proposed that was 

intended to replace slave labour with wage labour. Both abolitionists and slave-owners 

agreed on the need for freed slaves to work for wages – not just to ensure continuing 

productivity, but as a means of becoming civilised. Abolitionists such as Buxton and Henry 

Whiteley sought to develop new institutions and sanctions focused on work discipline that 

would apply equally to British factory, Caribbean plantation and the new settler colonies. In 

giving evidence to the 1832 House of Lords committee Buxton had asserted that ‘it may be 

extremely necessary for the state to introduce laws for protecting persons from living in 

idleness to the detriment of the state’, and he went on to insist that all freed slaves should be 

required to enter an estate labour contract; occupation of subsistence gardens would be 

provisional upon working on the estate. He compared this regime of discipline with that of 

the workers in his own brewery, exemplifying the parallels between elite abolitionists’ 

responses to slavery and to domestic labour – as noted above, such as the tightening 

provisions for poor relief enacted the same year that slaves became apprentices. 48 Even the 

Colonial Office’s James Stephen, author of the 1833 Act, advocated ‘the dread of starving’ as 

a replacement for ‘the dread of being flogged’.49 As David Eltis suggests, where the hard-

working British worker was considered better off than the slave if only because he answered 
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only to God and himself, the logical corollary was that if the slave was to become free he 

must work as hard as an Englishman. 50 Grounded in a bourgeois and newly-industrialising 

world view, abolitionist thought was congruent with the developing coercive policies that 

supported wage labour. 51 

 

In debates about the emancipation bill of May 1833, the principles of Wakefield’s 

theory of systematic colonisation were an important touchstone. His schemes provided an 

answer to the abolition of both slavery and transportation by offering to resolve social 

disorder and provide considerable economic benefits via imperial expansion into 

‘undeveloped’ land, the employment of surplus population, and development of a market for 

surplus capital. Combining land commoditisation with the appropriation of labour, Wakefield 

extrapolated his argument that slavery formed the basis for colonial prosperity, to conclude 

that systematic colonisation was the only practical means of abolishing slavery. The 

interrelationship of debates about slavery, transportation and settler colonisation conducted 

by a younger generation of abolitionists and Colonial Reformers maps the transition from 

slavery, and its corollary, transportation, to a new model of settler colonisation and coercive 

waged labour.  

 

Wakefield’s ideas circulated at a time that a growing number of young radicals were 

becoming concerned with the new anglophone settler colonies – this group came to be called 

the Colonial Reformers, and during the 1830s and 1840s comprised a major element of 

parliamentary Radicalism. In 1830, the National Colonisation Society was formed in London 

around Wakefield’s theory, comprising Robert Gouger, Charles Buller, John Stuart Mill, 

Robert Rintoul, William Hutt, Colonel Torrens and Charles Tennant. It broke up the same 

year, but Wakefield’s influence continued to grow. One important figure who promoted the 
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ideas of the Colonial Reformers at this time was Henry George Grey, Viscount Howick from 

1807-1845. When the Whigs came to power in 1830, his father, the second Earl Grey, 

became Prime Minister, and Howick was made Under-secretary of State for War and the 

Colonies. In this role he became deeply concerned with colonial matters, and at first shared 

some of Wakefield’s views, overseeing the Ripon land regulations of 1831, which brought an 

end to free grants in the colonies and provided for sales by auction at a minimum price of 5s. 

an acre.52 Like many of his Radical colleagues, he was a strong supporter of the anti-slavery 

movement; as an immediatist, he resigned in 1834 when an apprenticeship period was 

attached to emancipation. Grey’s West India policy centred on the principle that ‘the welfare 

of all classes of the inhabitants of these Colonies depend upon their being enabled to continue 

to advantage the cultivation of sugar.’53 Shortly before the abolition bill was proposed, and in 

echo of Wakefield, Howick had suggested in a memo of December 1832 that  

The great problem to be solved in drawing up any plan for the emancipation of the slaves 

in our colonies, is to devise some mode of inducing them when relieved from the fear of 

the driver and his whip, to undergo the regular and continuous labour which is 

indispensable in carrying on the production of sugar. 

 

Howick pointed to the examples of the western states of America, Canada, the Cape of Good 

Hope, and the Australian colonies to argue that if land was too easily secured, it ‘effectually 

prevents the prosecution by voluntary labour of any enterprise requiring the cooperation of 

many hands’. It was therefore impossible that slaves would ‘be induced even by high wages 

to continue to submit to a drudgery which they detest’, if they could obtain land sufficient for 

subsistence. He concluded that ‘it would be greatly for the real happiness of the Negroes 

themselves, if the facility of acquiring land could be so far restrained as to prevent them, on 

the abolition of slavery, from abandoning their habits of regular industry’, and so proposed a 
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‘considerable tax upon land’ as the mechanism that would enable the planter to continue his 

business after emancipation.54 By raising the price of land high enough to prevent freed slaves 

from buying their own small plots on which to support themselves, the class and labour 

structure of slavery would be maintained.  

 

In debating the abolition bill in May 1833 Howick and others applied Wakefieldian 

principles in arguing for immediate emancipation, and against apprenticeship, which was 

seen as analogous to indenture. Surely thinking of Swan River, and in echo of Wakefield’s 

attacks, he referred to the Australian colonies as an object lesson, where ‘the high price of 

labour’ tempted indentured labourers from their master, ‘since the threat of dismissal was no 

threat to them, but on the contrary to be released from their bargain was a direct advantage’. 

For Howick, the superiority of free labour was an article of faith, and he hoped that freed 

slaves would realise that it would be better for them to labour, ‘than to indulge in their natural 

inclination for repose’.55 

 

Among those arguing against immediate abolition were Robert Peel and economist 

Colonel Robert Torrens, who saw apprenticeship as a means of ensuring the maintenance of 

the planters’ labour supply, and supposedly teaching the slaves how to be free. Peel and 

Torrens argued for the gradualist position, in part on the basis that the soil in parts of the 

West Indies was too rich to make slaves work if freed.56 Torrens had long supported 

emigration as a solution to redundant population, joining Wakefield as a member of the new 

Colonisation Society in 1830, and helping found the South Australian Land Company in 

1831.57 In the closing days of debate, Torrens drew upon colonial experience and 

Wakefieldian rhetoric to oppose immediate emancipation, arguing that 
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a sufficient supply of labour could not be obtained for hire; and that the independent 

cultivation of land, which could be procured for little or nothing, was preferred to working 

for wages. Upon what principle, and for what motive, then, could it be supposed, that 

emancipated slaves in Jamaica, Trinidad, Berbice, and Demerara, would work for wages? 

When we knew from ample experience that, under similar circumstances, a civilised and 

Christian people fall back to the semi-barbarism of squatters and woodsmen, was it 

rational to suppose that the negro would advance to civilization? 

 

Instead, ‘a sufficient period of probation should precede complete freedom from the master's 

control.’58 Many agreed, ensuring that a six-year ‘apprenticeship’ following abolition became 

part of the new act. The applicability of Wakefield’s scheme for systematic colonisation to 

apprenticeship reveals their shared underlying rationale – and the origins in slavery of 

Wakefield’s notion of ‘concentration’ and the reliance of British imperialism upon forming 

‘civilised and Christian communities’ built on disciplined labour.  

 

Wakefield in the Caribbean after 1833 

Wakefield’s key principles for systematic colonisation were subsequently applied to 

Caribbean colonies after emancipation by West Indies planters and the Colonial Office and 

responding to the impact of emancipation after 1833, attempting to ensure productivity 

during and beyond the end of the apprenticeship period on 1 August 1838. All sides of the 

debate about abolition were invested in preserving racial and economic hierarchies within the 

plantation system, and believed that apprentices needed to be taught how to become free.59 

Drummond Professor of Political Economy at Oxford University, Herman Merivale, 

emphasised the relevance of Wakefield’s theory not to Australian colonies but also to the 

West Indies, and expressed the common view that ‘[t]he great danger of emancipation... has 
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been lest the half-civilised freedman should sink into the indolence and apathy so natural to 

their climate and condition; content themselves with an easily acquired subsistence, and 

relapse by degrees into the savage state.’ He warned of the way that ‘steady systematic labour 

fell into decay’ in the free black state of Haiti - the ‘only country where chairs are placed for 

the sentinel on duty’- and linking race to climate, he ruled out white labourers for tropical 

conditions.60  

 

As the planters had feared, first women, then, by the mid-1840s, many male workers, 

left the plantations, and as output declined in British Guiana, Trinidad and Jamaica, the 

overall British West Indies sugar output nearly halved from 1834 to 1844.61 In response, 

planters developed a range of legislative schemes and legal policies intended as instruments 

of control: these addressed master and servant relationships, combinations among labourers, 

ejection from provision grounds, trespassing, vagrancy, policing, immigration, land sales and 

taxation of food. The humanitarian Colonial Office, and especially James Stephen, permanent 

Under Secretary, attempted to restrain the planters - initially even promoting gentler labour 

laws in the sugar islands than those in force in Britain, but were quickly forced to retreat from 

this position.62  

 

While it is of course difficult to summarise diverse British Caribbean contexts, a few 

examples point toward the application of Wakefieldian principles to ‘new’ colonies such as 

Trinidad and British Guiana by those seeking to ensure the supply of a disciplined 

agricultural labour force.63 On Trinidad, for example, where in 1834 a vast amount of land 

remained uncultivated, Wakefield’s theories were applied in seeking to keep workers on the 

plantations, and prevent them from becoming small subsistence farmers. Prosperous Trinidad 

planter William Burnley wrote to the Colonial Secretary in January 1834 asking for 
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regulations to prevent ‘the dispersion of the labouring classes over the ungranted lands of the 

colony’, and that land would not be sold except ‘under such regulations of price and quantity 

as the now generally understood principles of colonisation recognise as necessary to ensure 

concentration of cultivation, profitable employment of capital, and the civilization of the 

labouring classes’.64 Burnley gave evidence to the 1836 Select Committee inquiring into the 

disposal of land in British colonies, and emigration and settlement of those lands, alongside 

the star witness, Wakefield. He urged the adoption of systematic colonisation, in the form of 

a high land price and large minimum acreage, because unless the availability of Trinidad’s 

fertile land was restricted, freed blacks would not work, aspiring only to build ‘a small 

garden, and a small and miserable house’. This would not produce a surplus and a lowered 

state of civilisation amongst the black population, making the colony a burden to Britain. 

Burnley envisaged a Wakefieldian regime comprising negro labourers and white capitalists 

that would maintain racial hierarchies. He proposed to introduce the other element of 

Wakefield’s scheme - subsidised immigration, sourcing workers of African blood from the 

Azores, Canaries and Cape Verde, and best of all, free blacks from the United States then 

being sent to Liberia. He suggested that they would consider Trinidad ‘a sure asylum where 

free negro labourers could be comfortably located, and furnished with profitable 

employment’ and that many would therefore wish to emigrate.65 

 

In January 1836, Secretary of State for the Colonies, Lord Glenelg (Charles Grant) 

sent a circular dispatch to the West Indies colonial governors, ordering them to ‘fix such a 

price upon all crown lands as may place them out of the reach of persons without capital’, 

advising that, 

The minimum price of land, therefore, should be high enough to leave a considerable 

portion of the population unable to buy it until they have saved some capital out of the 
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wages of their industry; and at the same time low enough to encourage such savings 

by making the possession of land a reasonable object of ambition to all.66  

 

Gradually, however, it became accepted that these principles were unsuitable for the 

Caribbean colonies. 

 

Wakefield’s powerful and vocal supporters succeeded in making systematic 

colonisation central to subsequent colonial policy and practice– for example in founding the 

colony of South Australia.67 However, the radical independence sought by Wakefieldians 

between 1831-33 incurred official disapproval at a time when central control was a colonial 

priority. 68 Concern for Indigenous rights was to constitute a source of continuing antagonism 

between the Wakefieldians and the Colonial Office throughout the 1840s. In late 1833 the 

South Australian Association was formed, proposing a crown colony, and the South 

Australian Act was passed in 1834.69  Again, Torrens was prominent, being appointed 

chairman of the colonisation commission to manage land sales and emigration in May 1835.70 

The timing of the establishment of this colony links it closely to abolition and its 

compensation provisions, offering an economic alternative to slave wealth. Alan Lester and 

Nikita Vanderbyl have demonstrated some of the ways that the compensation money which 

started to flow to slave owners and their agents in 1834 was transferred to this new field of 

investment. London-based merchant and banker, George Fife Angas, for example, played an 

important role in providing capital required to colonise South Australia, derived from 

compensation for his slave-interests in Honduras.71 

 

The abolition of transportation 
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After 1833, the abolitionists’ reformist zeal could be turned to other causes, and the moral 

capital and tactics of the anti-slavery cause became powerful tools for reformers seeking to 

end transportation, protect and discipline Indigenous peoples, and develop the settler 

colonies. The interrelationship of these debates, conducted by a younger generation of 

abolitionists and Colonial Reformers, maps the transition from slavery, and its corollary, 

transportation, to a new model of settler colonisation and disciplined waged labour. After 

1833, slavery was proscribed by British law and social consensus; abolition had re-affirmed 

Britain’s commitment to liberty, re-defined freedom, and become an ‘emblem of national 

virtue’.72 Opposing convict abjection, influential voices for penal reform combined anti-

slavery arguments with direct advocacy for Wakefield’s schemes. One influential voice for 

penal reform was the Archbishop of Dublin, Richard Whately, who questioned whether 

religion could be used to reform convicts under the existing system. In 1834 Whately 

published his substantial Remarks on Transportation, which argued that the system had 

corrupted both the convict and his master in the same manner as slavery, and appended the 

South Australian Association’s prospectus - the first Wakefieldian free labour scheme. He 

quoted Wakefield, who had used his three-year term in Newgate for abduction as a kind of 

ethnographic fieldwork, contrasting the ‘thoughtful, anxious, and sad’ demeanour of most 

prisoners with those sentenced to transportation, who were ‘more careless, gay, and noisy, 

than all the rest’ to argue that transportation was no longer a deterrent to crime.73 Coupling 

his critique with Wakefield’s proposal, Whately expressed the entwined discourses of penal 

reform and systematic colonisation, and their shared central emphasis on the creation of a 

disciplinary labour regime.  

 

Another landmark in the critique of transportation was the inquiry led by young 

baronet and MP William Molesworth between 1837-1838.74 Molesworth was among 
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Wakefield’s most loyal supporters, highly networked into Colonial Reformer and 

‘philosophical radical’ movements, the latter inspired by James Mill and Bentham’s 

utilitarian philosophy, and in turn connected to a larger number concerned with colonial 

reform. One of their opponents referred to Molesworth as ‘one of Mr. Wakefield’s speaking-

trumpets’, and the inquiry indeed amplified and furthered Wakefield’s schemes, providing an 

important plank in the transition from slavery to settler colonialism.75 Molesworth’s 

investigation has long been recognised, by contemporaries as well as historians, as heavily 

stage-managed: its committee included known antagonists to assignment and transportation, 

and the inquiry produced a sensationalised picture of transportation as a slave system, defined 

by private assignment, physical abjection and torture, and sexual deviance.76 Both phases of 

the anti-transportation movement – the 1830s campaign and the larger movement against 

convictism that began in the 1840s – drew upon the power of anti-slavery discourse and the 

themes embodied by the Molesworth inquiry. What is less often considered is that the inquiry 

also constituted a forum for Wakefield’s theories, and its recommendations explicitly 

promoted his proposal for systematic colonisation. Wakefield was an important intellectual 

influence upon Molesworth, introducing him to the connection between slavery, the 

redundant poor, colonisation, and transportation; Wakefield attended the initial meetings of 

Molesworth's Committee and – with Whately - remained ‘in open and perpetual 

communication with its chairman—advising Molesworth, suggesting questions and amassing 

evidence’.77  

 

Eight members of the transportation committee had connections with systematic 

colonisation organisations: for example, Molesworth, Buller, Ward, Hawes, Bulwer, Lemon 

and Hutt had been members of the 1834 South Australian Association, though by 1837 only 

Hutt was still actively involved with that body; Molesworth’s family fortune enabled him to 
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be a trustee responsible for the safety of considerable funds on its behalf. Buller and Hutt had 

belonged to the short-lived National Colonisation Society formed in London in 1830 around 

Wakefield’s ideas. Baring was chairman and Molesworth a member of the 1837 New 

Zealand Association (although Baring attended only five of the 38 meetings of the 

Molesworth Committee).78 These influential networks indeed widely ‘trumpeted’ 

Wakefield’s theories, and less directly, ‘Wakefieldian cadences’ pattern a range of public 

arguments at this time – such as Molesworth’s free trade speeches arguing for repeal of the 

Corn Laws, and Merivale’s extended reflection in his Lectures on Colonisation and Colonies 

1839 and 1841, who was to be appointed assistant Under-Secretary for the Colonies in 

1847.79 Molesworth’s highly-orchestrated report expresses the reformers’ opposition to 

slavery, and their twin desires to reform transportation’s moral basis via utilitarian theories of 

penal reform, in the larger context of systematic colonisation.80  

 

The Molesworth inquiry took full advantage of the anti-slavery fervour that had 

seized the country to frame transportation as a slave system. The system of assigning convicts 

to a master for private labour was a major focus, shown to foster a culture of oppression and 

abuse. As David Roberts points out, by the early 1830s assignment was characterised by 

‘poorly defined, highly discretionary and largely unchecked’ disciplinary powers, and the 

‘incompetent and self-interested administration of discipline and justice’.81 A key marker of 

slavery was the practice of flogging, which, after abolition, appeared excessive and prompted 

anxieties regarding its numbing and degrading effects.82 Molesworth deployed the sensational 

details of a handful of cases in order to depict the colonies as the site of cruelty and 

depravity.83 In place of this brutalising regime, the principles of the penitentiary with its 

emphasis on non-physical punishment and moral reform were gaining favour, prompting 

several inquiries into prison discipline and a number of new penal projects during the 
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1830s.84 The Molesworth committee seized upon penal reformer and naval officer Alexander 

Maconochie’s Report on the State of Prison Discipline in Van Diemen's Land, in which he 

condemned the assignment system as an uncertain punishment, slavery-like in its emphasis 

on physical coercion, and the source of moral degradation.85 The inquiry fully agreed, and 

Molesworth concluded that, ‘[t]ransportation is much more than exile; it is slavery as well’.86  

 

Yet Molesworth’s report went beyond its transportation remit to advocate directly for 

Wakefield’s schemes. The report argued that the colony’s extraordinary prosperity had been 

due to the labour of convicts, assigned ‘as slaves’ and ‘forced to work in combination’, but 

now the labour requirements far exceeded the convict supply. From his earliest writing on 

colonisation, Letter to Sydney, Wakefield had proposed to use non-white labour from China 

or India. Now, however, the lessons of Caribbean slave society would be applied to the new 

colonies, which would be kept white: a scheme to import ‘Hindoos’ had been ‘most justly 

objected to by the Government as one of the innumerable descriptions of slavery’. If these 

workers remained in the country, they would produce ‘a separate, probably a slave caste’ to 

curse Australia further. This was indeed the moment that official policy adopted what later 

came to be termed the ‘White Australia Policy’.87 Molesworth congratulated the government 

on its active encouragement of free labour, funded by the sale of waste lands – but was 

concerned that ‘while the minimum price for obtaining land is so low as 5s. an acre, a 

labourer can too quickly acquire land by the saving of his high wages, and too readily gratify 

the desire, inherent in all men, of independence.’ If transportation was discontinued, the 

committee considered it ‘absolutely necessary’ to raise the minimum price to 1l. an acre and 

eventually considerably higher still, to prevent ‘the tendency of population to undue 

dispersion over an almost unlimited territory’. In this way, the committee pointed out that 

transportation might be discontinued without interfering with NSW’s supply of labour.88  
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Wakefieldian agitation reached a peak when a parliamentary Select Committee on 

Waste Lands advocated the adoption of systematic colonisation and the establishment of a 

board to implement its principles. In February 1837 T. F. Elliot was appointed United 

Kingdom Agent General for Emigration. Antagonism grew between the Wakefieldians and 

the humanitarian Colonial Office, due in part to the feared impact of colonisation on 

Indigenous people. Molesworth delivered a powerful attack on the Colonial Office in March 

1838, in which he castigated Glenelg for the economic problems besetting New South Wales, 

for ignoring the mechanism of promoting ‘free emigration by means of the sale of waste 

lands’, and allowing private interest to mis-manage emigration.89 Colonial Reformers such as 

Henry Ward and Molesworth remained eloquent parliamentary supporters of systematic 

colonisation, for example during the 1839 House of Commons inquiry into Waste Lands of 

the Colonies.90 Arguing for its application to both the West Indies as well as Australia or 

Canada, Ward suggested that while each colony’s circumstances were different, each should 

determine ‘the ‘“sufficient” price to secure to every capitalist a supply of hired labour, while 

it holds out to the labourer the prospect of such wages, as will enable him to become in turn a 

capitalist himself.’ He moved for the ‘occupation, and cultivation, of waste lands in the 

British colonies, by means of emigration’ and the extension of the South Australian scheme 

to all other suitable colonies.91 The government followed the Molesworth report’s 

recommendations regarding transportation, and in May 1840 an Order-in-Council was issued, 

removing New South Wales from the list of places to which convicts could be sent. 

 

The shifts in public policy during this decade, away from slavery and transportation 

and toward free white emigration, are graphically demonstrated by the numbers of convicts 

transported to Australia: after Bigge, this flow steadily rose during the 1820s and early 1830s, 
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peaking in 1833, with almost 7000 people arriving in that one year.92 As I have argued, it is 

no accident that the numbers transported went into permanent decline in the same year that 

slavery was abolished within the British Empire. Its dramatic drop was a result of the 

powerful critique of transportation, drawing on anti-slavery arguments, combined with new 

discourses of penal reform and systematic colonisation. 

 

Table 1. ‘Annual Number of Convicts Transported from Britain and Ireland, 1615–1870’.93 

 

By the late 1840s Wakefield had lost his supporters and his schemes were failing. 

Despite the appeal for the doctrinaire intellectual, the messy realities of colonisation led both 

policy-makers and settlers further away from Wakefield’s principles of fixed price, 

population dispersal, and combined labour. Nonetheless, the Settler Revolution was well 

underway. 

 

Conclusion 

During the anti-slavery movement’s final, ameliorative, phase, both the distant slave system, 

and the new settler colonies became sites for what Davis termed ‘experimental fantasies’ in 

labour discipline.94 The 1820s debates about emancipation and emigration centred upon this 

issue, and as slavery was ‘reformed’, new labour forms were developed, giving rise to settler 

colonial theory and practice. While ‘free labour’ was championed by anti-slavery 

campaigners, it was an uncertain, if mighty experiment: Wakefield offered his scheme as a 

solution to the entwined challenges of emancipation and imperial expansion. When abolition 

was debated in 1833, both abolitionists and slave-owners agreed on the need for freed slaves 

to work for wages, and Wakefieldian principles of systematic colonisation played a 

significant role in developing new institutions and sanctions focused on work discipline that 
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would apply equally to Caribbean plantations and the new settler colonies, and establishing a 

new imperial division of labour.  

 

The rise of anti-slavery sentiment in Britain coincided with urgent domestic 

challenges, and from 1830 in particular, the new Whig regime was forced to address growing 

public demand for reform. Abolition served an important purpose for the movement’s elite 

leaders, in uniting diverse interests and providing a sense of transcendent moral resolve, 

without the threat of revolution that shadowed domestic transformation. The challenges of 

industrial capitalism prompted the ruling classes to develop a hierarchy of reform created 

through the comparisons and contrasts drawn between slaves, the working-classes, and 

convicts. Abolitionists such as Wilberforce emphasised the plight of slaves while remaining 

complicit with class oppression; for British property-owners, abolition served the purpose of 

maintaining their position at the head of a stable social order, and accruing moral legitimacy 

for imperial rule. Transportation to the colonies formed part of the fundamental tension 

between the claims of slaves and the poor, reinforcing official authority by supposedly 

deterring crime and removing dissidents – and defenders of the regime emphasised its 

equivalence to Caribbean slavery and the abjection of white convict ‘slaves’. In this sense 

transportation worked in tandem with abolition to maintain the British social order; the 

abjection of the degraded convict ultimately facilitated the claims of the enslaved African. 

Once emancipation in the Caribbean was achieved, it became necessary to abolish convict 

slavery too, making way for free white emigration and opening up new investment 

opportunities. In this way, the dramatic expansion we call the Settler Revolution had, 

conversely, made abolition possible, serving the twin purposes of relieving domestic social 

unrest and bolstering elite authority, and simultaneously offering alternatives to slavery. 
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Recovering this shared imperial context for Wakefieldian principles of colonisation 

reminds us that the Caribbean sugar plantations, like the newer Australasian settlements, 

were settler colonies too: it was only after emancipation, and largely as a result of the debates 

about slavery, that official emigration policy began to distinguish between so-called ‘settler 

colonies’ and other colonial territories on the basis of race and climate. The wide 

applicability of Wakefield’s principles points toward the imperial imperative to ensure low 

wages, and a supply of disciplined agricultural labour, despite abolition. Maintaining the 

class order was also crucial: as Karl Marx pointed out, in mocking Wakefield’s theory, 

colonisation revealed the underlying truth of ‘free labour’ –‘the secret discovered in the new 

world by the Political Economy of the old world’ was that ‘the capitalist mode of production 

and accumulation, and therefore capitalist private property, have for their fundamental 

condition … the expropriation of the labourer’.95 Systematic colonisation revealed that 

capitalism’s seemingly free labour market was actually premised on compelling wage labour, 

and ensuring a docile work-force. The shared concerns of abolitionists and systematic 

colonisers reveals the ways in which settler colonisation provided an economic and cultural 

replacement for the slave system, and how the new forms of labour required by global 

industrial capitalism were derived from, yet carefully differentiated against the enslaved 

labour force of the sugar colonies. Through interrelated debates about abolition, the 

governance of working-class Britons, transportation, and systematic colonisation, the 

transition from slavery toward disciplinary regimes of free labour both in the Caribbean and 

the penal colonies was argued, challenged, and eventually implemented to create the 

racialised system of global labour flows still shaping the modern world.  
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