
 175Criticism Spring 2017, Vol. 59, No. 2, pp. 175-199. ISSN 0011-1589. doi: 10.13110/criticism.59.2.0175
© 2018 by Wayne State University Press, Detroit, Michigan 48201-1309

FROM SENTIMENT TO SECURITY: 
CUGOANO, LIBERAL PRINCIPLES,  
AND THE BONDS OF EMPIRE

Jeffrey Hole

And as we hear tell of the kings of Europe having abol-
ished, the infernal invention of the bloody tribunal of 
the inquisition, and the Emperor and others making 
some grand reformations for the happiness and good of 
their subjects; it is to be hoped also that these exalted and 
liberal principles will lead them on to greater improve-
ments in the civilization and felicitation, and next to 
abolish that other diabolical invention of the bloody and 
cruel African slave-trade, and the West-Indian slavery.
Quobna Ottobah Cugoano, Thoughts and Sentiments 

(1787)1

The problems of what I shall call the economy of 
power peculiar to liberalism are internally sustained, 
as it were, by this interplay of freedom and security.

Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics (1979)2

Along with transatlantic authors Phillis Wheatley, Ignatius Sancho, 
Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, and Olaudah Equiano, as well as figures from the 
metropolitan center—John Wesley, Thomas Clarkson, James Ramsey, 
and Granville Sharp, among others—the Fante-born and former West 
Indian slave Quobna Ottobah Cugoano (baptized as John Stuart) inter-
vened in Britain’s volatile debate over modern slavery and contributed 
to the emerging energies of late eighteenth-century abolitionism with 
Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Slavery and 
Commerce of the Human Species, a work “humbly submitted to the inhab-
itants of Great Britain.” In 1791, he would publish the abbreviated, if not 
slightly altered, version “Addressed to the Sons of Africa by a Native.”3 
Thoughts and Sentiments likens the transatlantic trafficking of humans to 
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“piracy” and “theft” and unequivocally calls for the total abolishment of 
slavery and the universal emancipation of slaves held in bondage.

Making use of both religious and secular discourse, Cugoano’s style of 
polemic exhibits prophetic jeremiad and biblical exegesis, contributes to 
natural rights philosophy and eighteenth-century climatology, comments 
on British jurisprudence and property law, and theorizes important trans-
formations in colonial economics and the role British Empire has played 
in global commerce. With multiple gestures towards and invocations of 
“liberal principles”4—including the example cited in the epigraph of this 
essay—Cugoano entreats the British to redirect the efforts of its military 
power and use its naval dominance in the Atlantic to establish the condi-
tions necessary for legitimate commerce and to enforce the abolition of 
the slave trade: “I would propose, that a fleet of some ships of war should 
be immediately sent to the coast of Africa, and particularly where the 
slave trade is carried on[,] . . . to intercept all ships that were bring[ing] 
[slaves] away” (100).

Cugoano’s work has received far less consideration than Equiano’s 
Interesting Narrative (1789) and other late eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century slave writing, and even less attention has been paid to the specific 
ways in which Cugoano’s argument for the abolition of slavery occasions 
important theoretical questions regarding the emergence and develop-
ment of liberalism.5 Jeffrey Gunn has recently suggested that the “lack 
of scholarship” is because there is “very little information documenting 
Cugoano’s life.”6 Indeed, the challenge for those addressing Thoughts and 
Sentiments is that it pushes against established boundaries of genre and 
resists being reduced to matters of biography or a narrative about iden-
tity; moreover, it advances important, even difficult, questions for schol-
ars whose work examines the relays between literature and philosophy 
within the intersecting field formations of legal, political, and economic 
theory. How, for instance, does Thoughts and Sentiments implicitly or 
explicitly theorize political change, and what forms of power are constitu-
tive of change? How is abolitionism and emancipatory political discourse 
linked to, enabled, or even restricted by emerging ideas and practices of 
sentimentalism, liberalism, cosmopolitanism, and forms of global pur-
view, including European and British imperialism? How does Cugoano 
draw on and imagine, moreover, the history and changing role of the 
British Empire (as an order of cultural and even military power) within 
late eighteenth-century global political–economic dynamics?

Intervening in a growing, yet limited, body of scholarship on 
Cugoano, which I outline a bit later, and drawing on disciplines linking 
the study of liberalism, slavery, and political theory, this essay argues that 
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Thoughts and Sentiments simultaneously reveals how stratagems of aboli-
tionism, reconceptualizations of the human, and the actualization of lib-
eral principles on a cosmopolitan scale drew upon and shaped a narrative 
about the modern British Empire. To put this succinctly, Thoughts and 
Sentiments brings into focus the problematics coincident with the histori-
cal development of liberalism insofar as it evinces a mind thinking the 
possibilities of human emancipation while simultaneously acknowledg-
ing the ineluctable bonds between human liberty and state instrumental-
ities—bonds that, moreover, have undergone various morphologies and 
intensifications but that manifest immanently in political–commercial 
relations among people of the past two hundred years and in our present 
moment. While the scope of this essay attends principally to Cugoano’s 
writing, it nevertheless reflects on, potentially complicates, and brings to 
bear what Michel Foucault and others since have theorized as the “cor-
relative” relationship between “freedom” and “apparatuses of security.”7

Over the last few decades, critics have tended to frame their readings of 
Cugoano’s text through the lens of literary “sentiment” (as his title would 
seemingly warrant) or, as is the case recently, have turned to emphasize 
his “radical” politics. Recognizing Cugoano’s numerous rhetorical strate-
gies and his “appeal to the wide-ranging interests and persuasions of a 
British public,” for instance, Keith Sandiford has noted the “variety of 
voices” in Thoughts and Sentiments, referring specifically to Cugoano’s 
“propagandistic” and “calculated” use of sentiment.8 In the opening 
pages, Cugoano does, in fact, invoke the “deep sounding groans of thou-
sands,” further recalling how he was captured as a child from his “native 
country,” suffered “cruel beatings and lashings,” and was “consigned to 
Grenada” as a slave (12–17). Throughout his text, Cugoano entreats his 
audience to appeal to “the natural feelings of men” and reminds his read-
ers about those instances of “melancholy,” most significantly, the incident 
of the Zong case (93, 65). While these scenes employ key tropes and may 
“enlist the sympathies” of the eighteenth-century man of feeling, critics 
writing after Sandiford have noted how rare these moments are, how 
little Cugoano actually relies on sentimentalism and the category of expe-
rience, elements that often characterize the affective modalities of the 
slave narrative.9 Following Amit Rai’s observation that “Cugoano seems 
rather more marginal to the tradition of sentimentalism than Equiano,” 
Brycchan Carey attends to the didacticism of Cugoano’s text, which, he 
suggests, functions as a “model” for instructing a reading public to move 
from feeling to “analysis.”10 Although sentiment—expressed by the “cries 
and tears,” the “woe and dread”—may provide some common grounds 
for political sympathy, real change necessitates movement beyond 
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sentimentalism, and so Cugoano’s critique of “false sensibility,” Carey 
further argues, “provokes” his readers to “take action to oppose slavery.”11

Diverging from a line of scholarship inaugurated by such figures 
as Paul Edwards, Vincent Carretta, and Henry Louis Gates Jr.—all of 
whom have commented on autobiographical sentiment as central to black 
Atlantic writing—Anthony Bogues intentionally dislocates Cugoano’s 
text from the overburdened, if not overdetermined, relationship between 
abolitionism and the literature of sympathy.12 Bogues notes that Cugoano 
“pays very little attention to his own condition.”13 Although sentiment 
“played a huge role in the English abolitionist movement and was one 
of the reasons why the slave narratives often pressed home the brutali-
ties of the slave trade and slavery,” he contends, “Cugoano departed from 
this view and sought to take the grounds of reason and religion.”14 While 
invoking the phrase “I was born”—which will over the late eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries function as one of the principal conventions of the 
slave narrative—Cugoano’s personal story is brief. He abruptly abandons 
the autobiographical style and transitions to his in-depth condemnations 
of slavery and his specific argument against the views of James Tobin, 
apologist for West Indian slavery (12–17). Bogues, therefore, focuses spe-
cifically on Cugoano’s broader contributions to political discourse over 
the privileging of sentimentalism and autobiographical representations 
of brutality under slavery and recognizes Cugoano’s project as a con-
tribution to the efforts of other major white abolitionists like Clarkson, 
Sharp, and Ramsey. More importantly, however, he situates Cugoano in a 
genealogy of “radical natural rights thinkers,” particularly Denis Diderot 
and Thomas Paine, extending their eighteenth-century definitions of the 
human to include Africans.15 Distancing Cugoano from sentimentalism 
and focusing, instead, on his invocation of “natural rights,” Bogues’s work 
emphasizes, above other elements, the “radical” tendencies of Thoughts 
and Sentiments.

Calling into question eighteenth-century conceptions of race and 
human ontology and arguing for the universal emancipation of slaves—
not just the abolishment of the slave trade—Cugoano does, in fact, diverge 
profoundly, if not radically, from many of his white abolitionist contem-
poraries. Whether scholars have situated Cugoano’s writing within the 
discourse of sentiment, on the one hand, or rights, on the other, these 
seemingly different positions, I would argue, are not as disparate as some 
have characterized but constitute two integrally related components of 
liberalism. Bogues acknowledges how Cugoano “[declared] himself a lib-
eral” but also suggests, “such a declaration was [Cugoano’s] way of saying 
that he was a radical.”16 The eighteenth-century political associations and 
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semantic slippages between these terms notwithstanding, by substituting 
“radical” as a critical category for “liberal,” Bogues, like other critics, wit-
tingly or unwittingly forgoes examining the complex relay between lib-
eralism’s potentially radical transformative politics and, simultaneously, a 
conception of political power that implicitly or explicitly had drawn upon 
the force of the state qua British Empire to secure and preserve rights.

If sentiment, Lynn Festa reminds us, developed with and had become 
“bound up with the interests of empire,”17 Cugoano’s work provides fur-
ther evidence of how abolitionism not only invoked, drew upon, and con-
tributed to the discourse of sentiment but also contributed more broadly 
to what Mark Neocleous calls the “triad of liberalism”—liberty, security, 
and property—“a triad found in [Adam] Smith, [William] Blackstone, 
[Thomas] Paine,” and later in “the French Declaration of the Rights of 
Man” among other “formulations.”18 Thoughts and Sentiments is impor-
tant not because it is “propagandistic,” pace Sandiford, or that it makes 
limited use of sentiment and turns to “radical” political theory, as Bogues 
and others contend.19 It deserves careful, critical attention and reexami-
nation because it is symptomatic of the flexibility and range of liberalism 
at its earliest instantiations and because “liberal principles”—to invoke 
Cugoano’s use—subtly link the discourses of sentiment and rights to con-
cepts and practices of security. In what follows, I examine the stakes of 
Cugoano’s writing in relation to significant transformations in the British 
Empire, particularly as British imperial hegemony coincided with or even 
necessitated a conception of sentiment and security that was expressed 
through liberal political economy.

At the Threshold of Empire’s Second Phase

In the wake of the Seven Years’ War and the subsequent realignment of 
European political–economic power over the next two decades, Britain 
would emerge as a dominant force at the end of the eighteenth century by 
taking advantage of several new developments—some of which coincided 
with changing methods in agriculture and industry, while others were 
clearly the outcome of increasingly sophisticated technologies.20 Thomas 
Gordon’s Principles of Naval Architecture (1784), for instance, echoed the 
sentiment of an empire, celebrating the “ship” as one of the “the noblest, 
and one of the most useful machines that ever was invented.”21 The ship 
along with the steam engine and the cannon would play central roles 
in establishing “a new capitalist order,” historian Marcus Rediker aptly 
recalls, and Britain had certainly benefited from these technologies as 
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much as any European state at the time.22 Undoubtedly, the principal 
component in Britain’s consolidation of power and rising hegemony, 
though, was the “politico-strategic advantages” it achieved by securing 
access to global markets—advantages that would come to fruition and 
be clearly evident by the 1780s—even after (or as a consequence of) the 
strategic and political defeat of Britain in the conflict with the thirteen 
North American colonies.23 By 1784, the same year that Gordon publishes 
his paean to navel architecture, “the ‘first’ British Empire had reached 
the end of its tether”24 and was “breaking out of the limits of a closed 
economy and tapping demand throughout the Atlantic zone.”25

In what many have described as British Empire’s “second phase,” the 
1780s gave rise to a number of important transformations: the increase 
in populations and migration flows, both in and outside England’s met-
ropolitan center;26 the intensification of British global hegemony in trade 
and geopolitical influence; the transition from a mercantilist economy to 
capitalism or even nascent forms of finance capitalism;27 and the develop-
ment of an abolitionist movement with the founding of the Society for 
Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1787. Up until this moment, 
historian Christopher Leslie Brown notes, most Britons were of the per-
suasion that “an Atlantic empire required human bondage, a perception 
that weakened the impact of antislavery argument and inhibited the pos-
sibility of organizing concerted action for change.”28 In the midst of these 
transformations, however, abolitionists, as well as proponents of empire, 
engaged in “rethinking the relationship between empire and coerced 
labor” with the attempt to disassociate “the institution of slavery from 
prevailing assumptions about the purpose of empire.”29

If, as Bogues and others suggest, Cugoano styles something other than 
autobiography, I claim alternatively that Thoughts and Sentiments occa-
sions a subtle narrative about empire and its relationship to Atlantic 
slavery and global political economy. Drawing on the lessons of the his-
torical past—including the ancient and modern practices of slavery and 
conquest—and invoking the rhetorical force of the Jeremiad, Cugoano 
remarks, “In the history of mankind, the various depredations committed 
in the world, by enslaving, extirpating and destroying men, were always 
contrary to the laws of God” (59). As he does in numerous instances, 
Cugoano uses Christian discourse only to move to what we recognize as 
liberal, even secular, exposition. In this case, while initially referring to 
the “laws of God,” Cugoano’s remark, first, allows a way for him to make 
specific distinctions between the historical development and role of the 
Spanish Empire and British Empire in the world; second, it functions 
as a fulcrum point for leveraging and bringing together specific lines of 
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argument about property, personhood, rebellion, and security. He pro-
ceeds with prophetic intonations, further recollecting and even antici-
pating slave revolt as an order of historical logic and natural right. “But 
whenever these things were committed by wicked men,” he contends, 
“a retaliation was sought after, as the only way of deliverance. History 
affords us many examples of severe retaliations, revolutions and dread-
ful overthrows; and of many crying under the heavy load of subjection 
and oppression, seeking for deliverance” (59–60). Not only does Cugoano 
characterize slave revolt as the sign of God’s wrath against the slavehold-
ers who perpetuate the conditions of subjection and partake in “crimes 
of the most vile combinations of various kidnappers, robbers and thieves, 
ruffians and stealers of men,” he posits revolutionary action as the mate-
rial necessity and logical extension of securing liberal personhood (62).

I use the term securing deliberately here. Imbricated in a broader theo-
rization of “just retaliation” (60), Cugoano’s Thoughts and Sentiments uses 
eighteenth-century liberalism’s associations between person and property, 
claiming, “for the taking away of man’s property in general may be con-
sidered as taking away his life” (57). Extending this argument, several 
passages later he writes, “Thence this general and grand duty should be 
observed by every man, not to follow the multitude to do evil, neither 
to recompense evil for evil; and yet, so that a man may lawfully defend 
himself, and endeavor to secure himself, and others, as far as he can, from 
injuries of every kind” (59, my emphasis). Cugoano’s statement marks 
his first substantial comment on the topic of security in Thoughts and 
Sentiments. Even in an era that had given rise to an increasing number 
of revolutions and slave insurrections (and in an era that anticipates fur-
ther slave rebellions), Cugoano characterizes revolt not as a phenomenon 
antithetical to orders of security but as a function of sovereignty and an 
extension of security—a means of protecting one’s self or others “from the 
injuries” and the theft of property, including the protection of one’s own 
personhood.30

Cugoano’s theory of security and retaliation, moreover, extends seam-
lessly from the individual to the “community” and beyond (57). That is, 
while he describes security as an activity coextensive with the individual’s 
“just retaliation” (60), he uses this occasion to open up broader concerns 
pertaining to geopolitical scenarios—principally the scope, reach, and 
influence of empire (a topic I address anon). But first, he proceeds by 
invoking both the potentialities of revolt while simultaneously querying 
rhetorically whether empire serves as a source of oppression or as a force 
for the protection and dispersion of “liberal principles,” “civilization” and 
“felicitation” (89):
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What revolution the end of that predominant evil of 
slavery and oppression may produce, whether the wise and 
considerate will surrender and give up, and make restitu-
tion for the injuries that they have already done, as far as 
they can; or whether the force of their wickedness, and the 
iniquity of their power, will lead them on until some uni-
versal calamity burst forth against abandoned carriers of it 
on, and against the criminal nations in confederacy with 
them, is not for me to determine? (61)

His question points directly to Spanish colonial dominion in the 
Americas and a genealogy of conquest that spans from Columbus and 
Cortez to the Papacy and Spanish Monarchs (62–63). Empire itself is not 
necessarily the problem in Cugoano’s thinking, but empire in the service 
of despotism. In fact, Cugoano’s use of the term empire, although not 
completely synonymous with sovereignty, bears a close relationship to 
an expression of it. This point becomes aptly clear in his succinct rec-
ollection of Spain’s conquest over Montezuma and Atahualpa. In their 
“ruin and devastation,” he contends, “no man of sensibility and feeling 
can read the history without pity and resentment” (62). That Cugoano 
refers to the Aztec and Inca as “extensive empires of the world” several 
times within a few pages is no small irony; he not only gestures towards a 
less Eurocentric perception of empire—a perception necessitated or aided 
by the “sensibility of feeling” (62)—but rhetorically provides a view that 
broadens and reframes the concept of civilization, sovereignty, and hence 
empire to include American indigenous peoples, contrasting them to the 
Spain’s “merciless depredators” (65).

If Spain serves as the exemplum of the “grand perversion of the Old 
Testament,” “the Antichrist” of “genuine principles” shared by true 
Christians, Britain is hardly exempt from Cugoano’s reproach (66–67). 
And yet, in one motion of his narrative, Cugoano is careful to critique 
the British Empire and, in another, signal future beneficent possibilities. 
Citing William Bollan—whose politics still necessitate further elabora-
tion in relation to Cugoano’s—he writes,

The learned and ingenious author of Britannia Libera, as 
chiefly alluding to Great-Britain alone, gives some account 
of that great evil and wickedness carried on by the Christian 
nations, respecting the direful effects of the great devasta-
tions committed in foreign parts, whereby it would appear 
that the ancient and native inhabitants have been drenched 
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in blood and oppression by their merciless visitors (which 
have formed colonies and settlements among them) the 
avaricious depredators, plunderers and destroyers of 
nations. As some estimate of it, “to destroy eleven million, 
and distress many more in America, starve and oppress 
twelve million in Asia, and the great number and safety 
destroyed of empire, but to draw down the Divine ven-
geance on the offenders, for depriving so many of their fel-
low-creatures of life, or the common blessings of the earth; 
whereas observing the humane principles of preservation 
with felicitation, the proper principles of all rulers, their 
empire might have received all the reasonable benefit, with 
the increase of future glory.” (68)

Like other eighteenth-century activists and intellectuals committed to 
liberal principles, Cugoano had recognized and attempted to point out 
the limitations of empire’s broad support of slavery. The intention of his 
argument, as I have mentioned, is to draw historical continuities between 
the British, Spanish, and other imperial despots; however, he also attempts 
to make a potential distinction—a point of departure or rupture from 
this continuity—by focusing on British Empire at a historically pivotal or 
transitional moment. “But should it be asked,” he inquires rhetorically, 
“what advantages Great-Britain has gained by all its extensive territories 
abroad, the devastations committed, and abominable slavery and oppres-
sion carried on in its colonies?” (68). Cugoano’s narrative about empire 
and his argument against slavery, together, are as much based on economy 
as they are Christian morality or metaphysics. He answers his question by 
depicting the slave trade as a “torrent of robbery,” a practice of thievery 
against the property of personhood, as well as by marking it as a financial 
liability, particularly as the British state bears the burden of securing and 
maintaining the interests, architectonics, and infrastructures of the slave-
holding colonial powers and planter class (49).31 Extending the “territo-
ries” and administering the slave trade substantially increases “national 
debt,” which, Cugoano continues to argue, “casts a sluggish deadness over 
the whole realm, greatly stops ingenuity and improvements, promotes 
idleness and wickedness, clogs all the money out of the nation” (68).32

Like Adam Smith, David Hume, and Edmund Burke, who, as Jennifer 
Pitts describes, were “in sympathy with some of the key strands of Scottish 
Enlightenment thought,”33 Cugoano helped fuse and further authorize 
the discursive fields of sympathy, political economy, and natural rights 
within the framework of moral philosophy. Thoughts and Sentiments 
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intervenes by tracing out empire’s historical catastrophic development in 
and influence upon the Americas, Africa, Asia, and other spaces, as well 
as by posing new possibilities for Britain’s role in the world at the end of 
the eighteenth century. Approximating Smith’s and others’ attempts to 
reimagine the role of empire rather than call for its complete demise,34 
his claims against the slave trade, moreover, recall emerging eighteenth-
century liberal economic theory and further resonate with developing 
strategies in antislavery writing that made increasing use of economic 
arguments—arguments that Clarkson echoed in his Essay on the Impolicy 
of the African Slave Trade (1788) and that Equiano (whom many have 
claimed assisted Cugoano with writing Thoughts and Sentiments) employed 
in the final pages of his Interesting Narrative.35

Monogenesis, Essentiality of Man, and Liberal Political Economy

In the same year that he published Thoughts and Sentiments, Cugoano 
composed a short letter to Burke soliciting his “approbation” as well as 
“a trifle towards the printing.”36 While there is neither record of any 
response by Burke nor any knowledge of a relationship between the two, 
as far as I have been able to find, Burke’s well-publicized case against the 
East India Company, his support of Fox’s India Bill, and his participation 
in the impeachment trial against Warren Hastings, the first governor-
general of Bengal from 1773 to 1784, may have prompted Cugoano to 
seek out Burke’s commendation. Burke’s charges against Hastings “por-
trayed the governor-general’s actions as symptoms of much deeper, in fact 
systematic, corruption and abuse of power by the British in India.”37 More 
than merely serving as a potential benefactor or evincing a reputation for 
“intellectual excellence” and “moral goodness,” as the Morning Herald 
termed it,38 Burke’s indictment of British exploitations in India and else-
where provided Cugoano a potential political ally and an important tacti-
cal model for his own critique of imperial conquest. But this critique also 
hinged on a deep-seated historical and theoretical problematic central to 
eighteenth-century liberalism’s conceptualization of the human.

While eighteenth-century thinkers were often entangled in contradic-
tory, racialist, and racist conceptualizations of the human, envisioning, 
as does Hume in 1748, that “Negroes, and in general all other species of 
men, to be naturally inferior to the whites,”39 what makes Cugoano’s text 
significant, even unique, is that, yes, it revises Hume’s and others’ ideas 
about the human in order to include Africans, as Paget Henry, Anthony 
Bogues, and other scholars have noted. Even more importantly, I would 
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assert, is that it implicitly dramatizes the stakes of including Africans 
within Atlantic and even global commercial relations, broadening the 
contexts and implications of the Scots’ understanding of a universal or 
natural humanity and their critique of slavery and colonial despotism.40 
What emerges out of Hume’s “On Commerce” and his work addressing 
political economy broadly, historian Michael Guenther notes, is one of his 
strongest arguments against bondage in which he posits, “[S]lavery there-
fore is as little advantageous to the master as to the slave, and its place is 
much better supplied by the practice of hired servants.”41 Although Hume 
had notoriously commented, “There never was any civilized nation of 
any other complection [sic] than white,” he also provided abolitionists and 
former slaves a philosophical and rhetorical framework for construct-
ing a conception of universal humanity, remarking in “On Commerce,” 
“Sovereigns must take mankind as they find them, and cannot pretend to 
introduce any violent change in their principles and ways of thinking.”42

Taking his point of departure from the Lockean principle that “the 
whole produce of labour belongs to the labourer,” Adam Smith’s long 
engagement with political economy and moral philosophy further cri-
tiqued eighteenth-century European trading monopolies and their atten-
dant cruelties, including the institution of slavery.43 On the economic and 
social advantages of wages over slavery, Smith succinctly remarks in The 
Wealth of Nations (1776), “[T]he work done by freemen comes cheaper 
in the end than that performed by slaves.”44 Smith reiterates this claim 
again in his chapter “The Discouragement of Agriculture,” underscor-
ing the historical processes and the “experience of all ages and nations,” 
which, he asserts, “demonstrate[] that the work done by slaves, though it 
appears to cost only their maintenance, is in the end the dearest of any.”45 
Although Smith viewed the expansion of commerce and the formation of 
market relations among various and varied peoples “as beneficial for wel-
fare, efficiency, and even (though less emphatically) moral refinement,” 
he also maintained the “belief that [social and economic] development 
cannot and should not be foisted on a society from the outside.”46 At stake 
in Smith’s thinking, and in Scottish Enlightenment thought broadly, 
was the problematic of a “particular conception of human nature”47—a 
problematic that emerged and reemerged in eighteenth-century thought, 
implicitly and sometimes explicitly, posing the question: what order or 
orders of humanity were capable of entering into commercial devel-
opment and, therefore, into the advanced stages of history? Parallel to 
Smith’s and other Scots’ conceptualization of stadial history, Thoughts and 
Sentiments appeals to British modernity, “this advanced æra, when the 
kings of Europe are become more conspicuous for their manly virtues, 
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than any before them have been,” making the case that Africans have the 
capacity, too, to enter into that modernity (83).

As part of his critique of imperial conquest and his appeal to British 
Empire in its second phase, Cugoano specifies the differences between the 
ancient and modern practices of slavery and addresses theories of human 
complexion and monogenesis. This latter topic proves vital for not only 
his argument against the institution of slavery in the Atlantic world but 
for his conceptualizations of global political economy and relations among 
humans within such an economy. In a number of passages like the follow-
ing, Cugoano moves again from biblical exegesis to broader purviews, 
attending to linkages and universalities that connect humans across the 
Atlantic sphere and beyond:

But this will appear evident to all men that believe the 
scriptures, that every reason is given that they should be 
believed; and, in this case, that they afford us this informa-
tion: “That all mankind did spring from one original, and 
that there are no different species among men. For God 
who made the world, had made of one blood all the nations 
of men that dwell on all the face of the earth.” Wherefore 
we may justly infer, as there are no inferior species, but all 
of one blood and of one nature, that there does not an infe-
riority subsist, or depend, on their color, features or form, 
whereby some men make a pretence to enslave others; and 
consequently, as they have all one creator, one original, 
made of one blood, and all brethren descended from one 
father, it never could be lawful and just for any nation, or 
people to oppress and enslave another. (29)

Against the grain of other scholarly endeavors, I want to emphasize that 
Cugoano’s scriptural intervention is not merely another rhetorical tactic 
in isolation, another “voice” among a “variety” to grab the listening ear of 
his white Christian audience, as Sandiford and others since have argued;48 
instead, I posit that exegesis gives way to and simultaneously opens up an 
argument about human history and, likewise, a narrative about human 
political economy—a narrative that draws upon Montesquieu’s notion 
of climatology; extends Burke’s, Hume’s, and Smith’s thinking on sta-
dial history and commerce; and even anticipates elements of Immanuel 
Kant’s cosmopolitanism. In other words, although Cugoano draws upon 
Christian scripture to bolster his position, what one finds weaving in 
and throughout his text are references to the globe—references to world 
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spaces linked together by both commercial networks and the concept 
of universal humanity: “And again, as all the present inhabitants of the 
world sprang from the family of Noah,” he reiterates, “and were then all 
of one complexion, there is no doubt, but the difference which we now 
find, took its rise very rapidly after they became dispersed and settled on 
the different parts of the globe” (29).

If there are variations in humanity, these differences are a function of 
climatology and geography, not ontology or metaphysics. Cugoano, there-
fore, attempts to show how the nominal “curse” that marks the African 
race is but a form of political catachresis—a trope codified in language and 
law over time and applied to Africans by proslavery interests and their 
misinterpretations of history and scripture. At one moment in Thoughts 
and Sentiments, for instance, he cleverly turns (re-tropes) the story of the 
Canaanites back upon slaveholders, supplying an alternative history and 
marking those who carry out the slave trade—those who are marked not 
by phenotype or complexion but by their own material practices of igno-
rance, despotism, and “some sottish or selfish principle”—as the genea-
logical successors of the cursed tribe (49). “Many of the Canaanites who 
fled away in the Time of Joshua,” he writes,

became mingled with the different nations, and some histo-
rians think that some of them came to England, and settled 
about Cornwall, as far back as that time; so that, for any 
thing that can be known to the contrary, there may be some 
of the descendants of that wicked generation still subsist-
ing among the slave-holders in the West-Indies. For if the 
curse of God ever rested upon them, or upon any other 
men, the only visible mark thereof was always upon those 
who committed the most outrageous acts of violence and 
oppression. But colour and complexion has [sic] nothing to 
do with that mark; every wicked man, and the enslavers of 
others, bear [sic] the stamp of their own iniquity, and that 
mark which was set upon Cain. (32–33)

Cugoano’s reflection on an ancient and single origin of humanity, 
or what he calls the “essentiality of . . . man,” simultaneously provides, 
first, a theory that accounts for racial difference qua “complexion”—one 
that challenges the proslavery argument about polygenesis—and, sec-
ond, a theory about the potential and even “natural” cosmopolitan links 
among seemingly different people (40–41).49 That is, while humans have 
become “dispersed” around “different parts of the globe,” this very form 
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of dispersal allows for a set of Atlantic and even global commercial and 
political networks—networks and transactions made possible by the sin-
gular “nature” or “essentiality” of humans.

In his opening polemic against James Tobin, Cugoano draws upon a 
cosmopolitan discourse as readily as he does biblical or religious refer-
ences. Because Tobin claims, in essence, that not all forms of slavery are 
cruel, that the “treatment of slaves” in one colony is “milder” than the 
treatment of slaves in another—just as he suggests that the “hardships” of 
the “poor in Great-Britain and Ireland” are “worse than the West India 
slaves”—Cugoano counters Tobin’s form of provincialism by arguing, 
“An equal degree of enormity found in one place, cannot justify crimes 
of as great or greater enormity committed in another” (19, 21). Although 
he may, in one move, offer panegyrics to “the divine goodness displayed 
in those invaluable books the Old and New Testament, that inestimable 
compilation of books, the Bible” (18), particularly referencing Genesis 
and the story of Joseph being sold into Egyptian slavery by his brothers, 
Cugoano quickly shifts registers and proceeds by characterizing modern 
slavery as an institution that affects humanity on a planetary scale:

The various depredations committed by robbers and plun-
derers, on different parts of the globe, may not be all equally 
alike bad, but their evil and malignancy, in every appear-
ance and shape, can only hold up to view the just observa-
tion that ‘Virtue herself hath such peculiar mein, / Vice, to be 
hated, needs but to be seen.’” (21, Cugoano’s emphasis)

Elaborating on these “depredations,” Cugoano conceptualizes political 
and moral change in terms of world-historical processes and progress:

The farther and wider that the discovery and knowledge 
of such an enormous evil, as the base and villainous treat-
ment and slavery which the poor unfortunate Black People 
meet with, is spread and made known, the cry for justice, 
even virtue lifting up her voice, must rise the louder and 
higher, for the scale of equity and justice to be lifted up in 
their defence. And doth not wisdom cry, and understand-
ing put forth her voice? But who will regard the voice and 
hearken to the cry? Not the sneaking advocates for slavery, 
though a little ashamed of their craft; like the monstrous 
crocodile weeping over their prey with fine concessions 
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(while gorging their own rapacious appetite) to hope for uni-
versal freedom taking place over the globe. (21, my emphasis)

As does the epigraph that begins this essay, here Cugoano recalls 
events and writes in anticipation of historical transformations, offering a 
narrative of “liberal principles” that bring about “greater improvements 
in the civilization and felicitation” of humans and that bear witness to the 
“reformations” and the abolishment of “the bloody tribunal of the inqui-
sition” and, eventually, “the bloody and cruel African slave-trade, and the 
West-Indian slavery” (84).

“High and Sovereign Hand of Justice”: Security, Rights, and Sovereign 
Power

At the climax of what I have characterized as Cugoano’s narrative on 
empire and critique of Atlantic slavery, he inquires rhetorically, “But why 
should total abolition, and an [sic] universal emancipation of slaves, and 
the enfranchisement of all the Black People employed in the culture of the 
Colonies . . . be feared at all?” (91–92). With this question, he once more 
transitions to political–economic analysis and away from the language 
of the Jeremiad—away from further invocations of “God’s judgment” 
and “that High and Sovereign Hand of Justice” (90), which is an image 
that bears nominal resemblance to Smith’s “invisible hand” but which 
recalls God’s intervention in the world and the “stroke of His power” 
(90). A precursor to Equiano’s claim in 1789 that “commercial intercourse 
with Africa opens an inexhaustible source of wealth to the manufactur-
ing interests of Great Britain,”50 and Clarkson’s argument in Essay on 
the Impolicy (1788) that “the new commerce” would lift the “insuperable 
impediment[s] to the civilization of the Africans,”51 Cugoano remarks 
how, if Africa “was not annually ravished and laid waste, there might be a 
very considerable and profitable trade carried on with the Africans” (100).

Cugoano was able to make use of, extend, and (to some degree) radi-
cally alter eighteenth-century conceptions of the human within political 
economy and moral philosophy as part of a stratagem for critiquing impe-
rial conquest and the Atlantic slave system. And yet despite the radical 
differences his thinking may have exhibited, Thoughts and Sentiments also 
reinstantiates a deep-seated historical and theoretical problematic central 
to eighteenth-century liberalism’s conceptualization of the human—a 
problematic that brings to the fore questions concerning rights discourse 
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and sovereign power. Coinciding with the second phase of British Empire, 
Cugoano’s thinking evinces—more than any of his abolitionist contem-
poraries, including Equiano’s Interesting Narrative—how liberal political 
economy was bound up with the question of security and state force at a 
moment when modern commerce and intense market expansion affected 
vaster portions of the world. What one finds in the pages of Thoughts and 
Sentiments is Cugoano’s appeal to, on the one hand, the development of 
liberal political economy or cosmopolitan imagination and, on the other, 
a form of Hobbesian realism, which, as Mark Neocleous has shown, per-
meates much of eighteenth-century liberalism.52

While British Empire historically had participated in and perpetuated 
the practice of “robbing” slaves of their “natural rights as men,” its capac-
ity as a dominant naval force in the Atlantic enables the conditions neces-
sary for commerce, and for Africans, as enfranchised participants, to enter 
into those trade networks (91). If, as Immanuel Wallerstein notes, Britain 
had in place “a state-machinery that was ready to interfere actively in the 
market,”53 Cugoano’s 1787 text seeks outs the instruments of the British 
Empire in order to aid the emancipation of all who have been subject to 
domination and, subsequently and contrary to its previous charge, redi-
rect its power to enforce this emancipation. To recall an important pas-
sage from Thoughts and Sentiments that I invoke in the opening of this 
essay, Cugoano writes,

I would propose that a fleet of some ships of war should 
be immediately sent to the coast of Africa, and particularly 
where the slave trade is carried on, with faithful men to 
direct that none should be brought from the coast of Africa 
without their consent and the approbation of their friends, 
and to intercept all merchant ships that were bringing them 
away, until such a scrutiny was made, whatever nation they 
belonged to. (100)

Importantly, what Cugoano describes here—the control of market 
flows or protectionism, the use of naval force, the potential and even 
permanent state of siege, the interests of one sovereign nation over 
the other—is not antithetical to liberal principals but is, as Foucault 
described, the “other face” of liberalism, the “correlative” relationship or 
“interplay” of “freedom and security.”54 Liberalism, Foucault maintains, 
is not necessarily the “acceptance of freedom” but is, instead, the thing 
which liberalism produces.55 “Procedures of control, constraint, and coer-
cion” are the “counterpart and counterweights of different freedoms.”56 
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Expounding on Foucault’s theories, and interrogating further a tradition 
of conceiving the ostensible or even false divide between security and 
liberty, a divide codified in the image of Thomas Hobbes as “the absolut-
ist” and John Locke the “liberal,”57 Mark Neocleous’s scholarship traces 
out liberalism’s historical and philosophical entanglements within eigh-
teenth-century conceptions of sovereign power. He suggests, “[C]ontrary 
to this traditional image, Locke might in fact be thought to inaugurate 
less a tradition of ‘liberty’ and much more a liberal discourse on the pri-
ority of security,”58 and he proceeds by providing an account of Locke’s 
notion of “prerogative,” which is an order of power “necessary for” and 
exercised in “moments of crisis,” those “states of exception in which 
necessity must prevail in the interest of good order.”59 Not only Locke, 
but enfolded in works ranging from Montesquieu to Blackstone, from 
Hume to Jeremy Bentham, and from Smith to Burke—all recognized as 
constituents of and contributors to liberal political thought—arguments 
reside that make room for and further legitimize an order of security that 
is manifest through exceptional sovereign power.

A few years before Cugoano’s Thoughts and Sentiments, in a highly 
publicized speech on Fox’s India Bill in 1783, Burke carefully presented 
an argument addressing both the “natural rights of man” and the exploits 
of the East India Company. Although the Company, like other charters, 
had been formally recognized as an entity whose legitimacy rested on the 
“chartered rights of men,” Burke’s argument posited, “there are charters, 
not only different in nature, but formed on principles the very reverse of 
those of the great charter. Of this kind is the charter of the East India 
Company.”60 Just as important, though, was how Burke formulated a 
concept of rights vis-à-vis the Company’s abuses: “Magna charta is a char-
ter to restrain power, and to destroy monopoly. The East India charter is 
a charter to establish monopoly, and to create power.” And its activities, 
he went on to claim, “do at least suspend the natural rights of mankind at 
large.”61 Within Burke’s broader appeal to rights discourse, and the exten-
sion of these rights of “mankind at large,” he invokes a concept of security 
authorized by and in sovereign power:

The rights of men, that is to say, the natural rights of man-
kind, are indeed sacred things. . . . If these natural rights 
are further affirmed and declared by express covenants, if 
they are clearly defined and secured against chicane, against 
power, and authority, by written instruments and positive 
engagements, they are in a still better condition: they par-
take not only of the sanctity of the object so secured, but of 
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that solemn public faith itself, which secures an object of 
such importance.62

Burke’s broader rhetorical strategy constructs an image of illegitimate 
power (that is, East India Company’s commercial monopoly and political 
tyranny over Bengal) as a threat to natural rights. Security or the protec-
tion of rights, however, arises out of and is the prerogative (to borrow 
Locke’s term) of sovereign power. “Indeed this formal recognition, by 
the sovereign power, of an original right in the subject,” he continues, 
“can never be subverted, but by rooting up the holding radical principles 
of government, and even society itself.63 Not only does sovereign power 
then invest itself in and provide an order for the subject of rights, but any 
threat to that right functions as a threat (a subversion, an uprooting) to 
government, society, and to sovereign power itself.

While Burke’s argument may not have emphasized the state of excep-
tion inherent to the order of sovereign power that both legitimizes and 
protects rights, his comments on the necessity of security echo other eigh-
teenth-century liberal thinkers who, like Adam Smith, appeal to “order 
and good government.”64 Although Smith’s notion of how humans are led 
by an “invisible hand” to “advance the interest of society” (as he articulates 
it in The Theory of Moral Sentiments [1759]) or “to promote an end which 
was no part of [their] intention” (in The Wealth of Nations),65 Neocleous’s 
analysis shows that integral to Smith’s political economy and moral philos-
ophy is the concept of security that rests on a form of military power, what 
Smith refers to multiple times in Wealth of Nations as a “well-regulated 
standing army.”66 In the writings of Burke and Smith, “in the work of a 
whole range of liberal thinkers in the period,” security subsumes liberty 
so that the guarantee of freedom becomes a function of security.67 Located 
in the philosophical and political matrix of late eighteenth-century rights 
and security discourse, Cugoano’s insistence on the British Empire’s naval 
presence off the coast of Africa, “a fleet of some ships of war” (100), to 
enforce the slave-trade embargo, regulate the space of commerce, and 
ensure the extension of natural human rights to Africans brings us back 
to a recurring modern dilemma. Pheng Cheah has posed the dilemma 
like so: “[A]lthough human rights are supposed to regulate and humanize 
the field of instrumentality, they are themselves dependent on the politi-
cal techne of states for their enforcement and realization.”68

Whether Cugoano had anticipated a perpetual peace that would 
emerge as a result of human liberty and commercial exchange, to recall 
a form of cosmopolitism that Kant articulated later that century,69 or if 
humans would continually experience permanent strife, the ills that 
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accompany the conditions of “oppression and cruelty” (90), is difficult to 
decipher. Cugoano concludes his work with an ultimatum:

Were the iniquitous laws in support of [the traffic of slav-
ery], and the whole of that oppression and injustice abol-
ished, and the righteous laws of Christianity, equity, justice 
and humanity established in the room thereof, multitudes 
of nations would flock to the standard of truth, and instead 
of revolting away, they would count it their greatest happi-
ness to be under the protection and jurisdiction of a righ-
teous government. (107)

In the context of a conditional grammar—“Were the iniquitous 
laws . . . abolished”—Cugoano imagines and appeals to an empire that 
could produce, under the right conditions, the “greatest happiness” (107). 
But these conditions require an order of sovereign power, “a sovereign 
hand” (90), to supply forms of protection, jurisdiction, and righteous 
government. In the absence of these conditions, Cugoano recalls an alter-
native form of security, a form of “just retaliation” (60) that he explains 
in an earlier portion of his text. Addressing his contemporary readers, 
Cugoano leaves open the possibility of retaliation and revolt: “I must yet 
say . . . that the voice of our complaint implies a vengeance, because of the 
great iniquity that you have done, and because of the cruel injustice done 
unto Africans” (111).
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