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and exploration of his debt to thinkers such as Constancio Ber-
naldo de Quirós, Rafael Salillas and Miguel de Unamuno, among 
others is a welcome contribution to interpretations of Ortiz and his 
work. This nuanced, detailed set of essays asks new questions and 
offers fresh interpretations of a crucial period in Cuban history. It 
is a valuable source for scholars and graduate students alike. 

Alejandra Bronfman
Department of History
University of British Columbia
bronfman@interchange.ubc.ca

Trevor Burnard. 2004. Mastery, Tyranny, & Desire: Thomas 
Thistlewood and His Slaves in the Anglo-Jamaican World. 
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 320 pp. 
ISBN: 0-8078-5525-1.

Trevor Burnard offers a compelling account of slavehold-
ers’ dominance and the construction of male whiteness 

in eighteenth-century Jamaica. The author draws primarily upon 
one remarkable source, the terse yet copious diaries that Thomas 
Thistlewood kept between 1748 and 1786. The diaries comprise 
more than 10,000 written pages. They hold very few personal 
reflections. Rather, the vast bulk of the diary is a record of daily 
events: work, punishment of slaves, expenses, meetings with other 
local whites, and sexual relations with enslaved women. With these 
brief entries, Burnard skillfully explores Jamaican slave society at 
its zenith.

Thistlewood was born in England, the second son of a farmer 
with few prospects to own land himself. He tried his hand at sev-
eral businesses before finally immigrating to Jamaica where he 
found work as a plantation overseer. He was able to parlay his 
skills and the high demand for white employees into enough sav-
ings to purchase slaves and a share in a “pen” in Westmoreland 
Parish. Thistlewood eventually quit his work as an overseer and 
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dedicated himself full time to his own property. For Burnard, this 
ascent captures the relative openness of colonial society for white 
immigrants. Thistlewood, a man of limited opportunities in the 
metropolis, satisfied his desire for property and independence 
within a relatively short time. Moreover, though living a rather 
solitary life, he fraternized with the island social and intellectual 
elite.

As a landowner, Thistlewood could also indulge his love of 
science. He was a dedicated horticulturalist, botanist, and me-
teorologist. He read voraciously and exchanged books with other 
planters. Among the authors he noted in his diaries were Adam 
Smith, David Hume, and Edward Gibbon. This normally brutal 
and isolated man waxed warmly about his intellectual companions 
in Jamaica.

Black slavery underwrote white mobility, solidarity, and en-
lightenment. Burnard carefully considers what the condensed 
diary entries of a middling slave owner reveal about master-slave 
relations in Jamaica. The most obvious facet of this relation is the 
horrific violence and brutality. Thistlewood routinely unleashed 
his sadistic temperament, beating his slaves and subjecting them to 
the truly perverse “Derby dose,” a punishment of his own inven-
tion. He also preyed upon his female slaves, recording faithfully 
the where and how of each encounter. There was perhaps one 
exception to this predatory behavior; Thistlewood’s long-time 
connection to his mistress Phibbah.

Burnard finds in white solidarity and the slave owners’ vio-
lence the key to Jamaican slave society’s relative stability. How 
could so few whites, often living in isolation from one another, 
maintain their rule over a slave majority? The colonizers pulled 
together during times of crisis, such as Tackey’s Revolt in 1760. 
More importantly, though, they pursued a brutal strategy of divide 
and conquer directed at the enslaved. Burnard disagrees with his-
torians who emphasize “the vitality of slave culture in Jamaica” 
(178). He sees instead “disorganization, instability, and chaos as 
the principal characteristic of Jamaican slavery ... Slave owners 
not only tormented their slaves physically but also subjected them 
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to intolerable psychological stress” (178-179).
Basing his conclusions on the evidence gleaned from Thistle-

wood’s diary, Burnard is skeptical about the possibilities of slave 
resistance. He prefers instead the term “opposition” derived from 
the work of Michel de Certeau: “Theorizing everyday practices 
that disrupted slavery as ‘opposition’ rather than resistance al-
lows us to acknowledge the strength of masters’ domination and 
recognize that it was nearly impossible for slaves hoping to survive 
under slavery to break down that dominance. ... In mid-eigh-
teenth-century Jamaica, the vast asymmetry of power, especially 
physical power, that existed between slaves and masters and the 
regular exercise of violent power on slaves who transgressed made 
slave agency very difficult” (212).

Burnard concludes by acknowledging that Thistlewood’s dia-
ries describe a particular period in Jamaican history. Planters in 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries would confront 
far greater challenges to their dominance and the social world that 
it supported. These included the rise of British antislavery, the 
Haitian Revolution, and competition from the Cuban sugar indus-
try. And, as Thomas Holt has demonstrated, the efforts of slaves 
and ex-slaves to claim political rights and economic autonomy 
would transform the dynamics of power within the colony. But 
from Thistlewood’s perspective, these changes were practically 
unimaginable. Burnard effectively and convincingly conveys to 
us why he could feel so secure in Westmoreland Parish and why 
he could aspire to enlightened discourse and polite society while 
inflicting barbaric punishments upon his slaves. Like Edmund 
Morgan and Richard Dunn, Burnard reconstructs the world the 
Anglo-American slaveholders made and the ideas that allowed 
them to justify it.
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