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Victoria‟s historic Model of Village Governance  
   
Copyright. 2007.  Excerpt from a new book on The Guyana Villages by Eusi Kwayana.  

  
The book by Mr William Arno, stalwart head teacher, and Inspector of Schools, 

educationist, famous in his time, gives us much I formation about the First post 

emancipation village in Guyana. In particular it lists the 83 original proprietors, 

who took the simple step of buying a village to be controlled by persons who had 

been enslaved up to 1834 and lawlessly forced to work for another four years until 

1838. 

 

Taking over land by purchase and setting up a new mini -civilization called a village 

was not a cake walk.  We often forget that the colonizers and the Sugar directors 

and Attorneys had passed laws to make it difficult for the emancipated men and 

women to acquire land. As the rulers saw it, when Africans got land the plantations 

would lose labour.  

 

Many early historians told us that the Africans “left” the plantations, walked out in 

mass. In fact they add spice to this report by calling them lazy. Alan Young  has 

documented that the colonial government passed ordinances to prevent anyone ( 

read  „newly freed Africans‟ ) buying less than 100 acres of Crown Land and fixed a 

minimum price of six pounds sterling an acre  At that time this was  $48.80 an acre 

in the colony‟s money. Alan Young, using the language of the times, declared that 

the official policy was “to keep the Negro landless”. Because the Africans. led by 

people   from plantations neighbouring Northbrook,  bought Pln. Northbrook, the  

colony‟s  establishment was far from friendly to their country-wide  efforts at even 

partial self reliance.  

 

Where did the money come from? The Plantation owners had been compensated for 

“losing” their so called slaves. For those who had continued their fore parents‟ 

agony of unpaid labour under the whip, there was no compensation. Where, then, 

did the money come from?  It came from labour - the labour of men and women, 

and often of children.  

 

During the four years of forced labour (August 1, 1834 to August 1, 1838) the 

planters paid only for overtime work,, that is for work done  in excess  of  7 1/2 hours  

(seven and a half hours) in any one day. It is out of this pittance that many Africans 

saved, little by little, to be able one day to buy themselves land in a country blessed 

with so much. 

As I am showing in a new book on the Guyana villages and the whole self- reliance 

of Africans after emancipation, the new owners of Victoria also set another example 

which seldom receives the comment it deserves. After Victoria it applied to all post 

emancipation villages.  

 After centuries of enslavement under the barbarous “colonial slave mode of 

production” the found in Sylvia Winter‟s words, a new “way of being human” That 

is, a new civilization. 
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 Old governance reborn. 

 

Many readers from the Caribbean have heard a lot about claims that Europeans 

civilised the world.  Surely they have learned about the Greek city states. Only some 

readers of more recent decades learned in school about the fact that Native 

Americans, Africans in Africa and Asians in Asia had their own forms of 

government.  Ashanti government in Ghana was famous. It gave the world the 

Queen Mother, and a series of councils for government of the Ashanti nation and 

communities. There was room for all to take part.  An Akan scholar while in 

Guyana  visited County High School, later Republic Cooperative High School, and 

talked to  students about Ashanti government.  He spoke not only about the various 

councils, but about the Asantehene or King, the Golden Stool, The Queen Mother, 

the power behind the throne, and about the Youth King.  Many books on the subject 

do not even give that information.  Readers with research facilities should look this 

up to verify it. Many of these forms of government have been whittled away by 

colonialism and modernity, but much remains. This is a challenge to readers to see 

whether they find records of all of these institutions, or of some of them. This 

statement appears here only to establish for some readers the fact that Africans had 

a genius for government, not unlike that of other peoples. 

 

The first Guyana coastal Village. 

 

 The Amerindians of Guyana have had their own villages, in many cases, and their 

own systems of government. The next flowering of villages, perhaps the first coastal 

villages and  the making of  new government systems were the work of Africans 

coming out of centuries of enslavement, with no schools of their own, with religion 

and culture officially  outlawed, with no right of marriage until 1825, after they had 

shaken the land in the 1823 East Coast uprising. 

 Many of us are grateful to the land surveyor and scholar, Allan Young, for leaving 

in his book, “Approaches to Local Self Government in British Guiana”, as an 

Appendix, the governmental systems used on the villages.  He recorded the Victoria 

Village rules and said that they afterwards applied to most villages. 

 

 Present comments draw attention to the far-reaching importance of this system of 

governance and the vision of these village pioneers. The significance will rise when 

we consider that all the coastlands had known was the one man rule of the 

plantation manager and the terror of his staff of enforcers.  

 

The rules bore the   title “Agreement For the Local Government of Victoria Village 

signed on 2 May, 1845, by 79 of the 83 Shareholders before Mr.Thos. Porter , jnr. 

Acting Stipendiary Magistrate.”  

 

 

As the title shows, the rules were not merely agreed informally in community 

discussions.  They are on record.   Almost the entire adult population, an 
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overwhelming majority of the shareholders, men and women who as we shall see, 

were also the qualified voters, signed them, and did so officially. They appeared 

before the acting magistrate. Perhaps only some could write their names. They had 

clearly discussed them in the community.  Now after hearing them read by the 

magistrate, many would sign their names and those who could not would make the 

customary   (X his or her Mark.)    

 

Only a month earlier, Governor Light had authorised his “System of village 

agreements”. It urged stipendiary magistrates “to be aiding and assisting the 

labourers with their best exertions and advice” 

 

When we examine the rules, it is clear who the real law makers are. 

Light‟s order was full of, and almost confined to, the right to plant canes subject an 

agreement with the sugar factory owners, and the need for “a large and continuous 

supply of labour” on the plantation to satisfy “steam manufacture”.  The rules 

themselves legislated by the villagers were concerned with the ordering of a new 

society of free people, and did not exclude work for wages. 

  

 

The village constitution had, in today‟s language, twenty articles. 

They are sharply different from the laws imposed later in the century by the 

governors. The first article placed the general regulation of the “estate” in the hands 

of  

     “a committee to be chosen by the majority of the  Proprietors to consist of a 

President, Treasurer, and not less than seven members  who be at liberty  to add to 

their numbers” 

 

Next, the rules imposed a local tax “to defray the expenses of the state-any repairs of 

bridges, making roads, repairs of koker, digging drains and Trenches.” It was not a 

rate, which is really a percentage levy on property value, but a tax. 

The monthly tax could be enforced, so that the rules intended that all be treated 

equally.  The Committee could seize the crops of any house holder failing to pay and 

seize and sell provisions to the value of the tax owed. 

 

In addition to this desire for lack of discrimination in taxation, 

there was strong provision for political equality. The egalitarian   (equality- based) 

spirit common in traditional African systems, is found in the following provision: 

 

  9
th

. “It is to be fully understood that any of the 83 Proprietors of the Estate shall be 

liable to serve as President, vice-President, Treasurer, Secretary or Member of 

Committee for 12 calendar months at the expiration of the 12 months there shall be 

a fresh election.”  

 

It may seem to us in 2007 narrow to confine the right to vote to owners, but the year 

was 1840 and the European world, unlike much of the  east in general , gave  certain 

rights only to the wealthiest of property owners and not to women.  
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Another article set a penalty for any committee member, including Officers who 

were absent from the monthly meeting of the Committee, except in the case of 

“sickness:”. 

  

The duty to pay tax was balanced by the right to representation.   A Colonial 

governor would later tamper with this principle.  

 

To some extent, the village pioneers all over coastal Guyana would be those 

apprentices who had saved enough money from their wages paid only for overtime 

work to buy land.  They could now use it to buy shares in the cooperative  villages, 

In Queenstown, Essequibo county,  the new proprietors  could be those who had 

saved enough to buy house lots direct from  the farseeing  manager  proprietor , 

Carberry, who wanted a labouring population resident not far from the plantation. 

 

On the plantation there had been no “apprenticeship” in democracy. It was rule by 

a tyrant. 

 

Questions of duty, of keeping the village in good order, of sustaining it , of law and  

public safety, of the wholeness of the group and its “public privacy” were of great 

concern to the pioneers. One of the most astonishing measures they agreed to was 

the accountability to the entire population of “proprietors and householders.”    The 

third “article” bound the Committee to meet on the first Saturday of each month 

and secondly, “at the expiration of every sixth months to “convene ” a general 

meeting who will be requested to look into the state of the estate.” 

 

At these half- yearly meetings, all assembled could take part in the oversight of the 

village and, it seems, pass judgment on the work of the executive. This did not have 

to wait for an entire year.  Abuses or damage could be stopped or corrected before it 

was too late. The Committee would know that it had to account to the general 

membership at these periods and would no doubt try its best to have things in order.  

 

Simple as these rules may appear to us, there were a few in the world who sensed 

that big things were taking place among the former enslaved. 

 

Important international forces were uneasy. Three months after the Victoria 

Agreement was signed, The Times of London, an influential upper class newspaper, 

[showed that it] was not amused. It wrote that in British Guiana\“little bands of 

socialists” were buying land and “living in communities”. This showed what the 

villagers were up against. 

 

Article or rule 14 banned the “unlawful use of firearms.” The offence invited a stiff 

fine of five dollars which would be levied by the “President and Committee.” There 

was, however, not much separation between those who had executive offices and 

those who judged offences. But there was government under the rules or laws, that 

is, Rule of Law. All of this was attempted in the new mini civilisation.  
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Although the pioneers and path finders were probably aided by the stipendiary 

magistrate, [probably received some technical help from the magistrate] the 

sentiments of the enactments were theirs. Their sense of justice shone through and 

through.  Their concerns and the way they proposed to manage them were not those 

of an official. This sense of justice was nowhere else present [then] in Guyanese 

institutions.  Even the courts, full of British jurisprudence, had their limitations and 

had sentenced Damon to death in 1834 for leading a non -violent force of women 

and men in civil disobedience of orders to perform forced labour after the 

Emancipation law, as it was supposed made them “free” on August 1, 1834.   See 

Hugh Payne below for more on this theme. 

 

An example of this gut feeling for justice comes out in their provisions for injury 

(i.e. damage) by “any stock found trespassing. “The owner of the offending 

animal(s) was subject to a payment to be “specified by three members of the 

Committee” .If the owner did not make the “specified” payment “in a reasonable 

time, the animal shall be sold, to pay for the injury done.” 

 

A footnote spells out the painstaking procedure. “With reference to the 15
th

 rule the 

three members of the Committee shall be thus chosen-one member of each of the 

disputing parties, and these two members shall select a third as umpire whose 

decision shall be conclusive, in the event of the other two not agreeing.” 

  

How did the village pioneers of Victoria and following Victoria other villagers show 

the high value they placed on their freedom?  

 

They agreed in the Constitution to erect two buildings, one for  “the purpose of  

Religion and a schoolhouse” 

 

They may have named their village after the Queen who assented to the 

Emancipation Act, or after foreign abolitionists like Buxton, nor could they use the 

names of their own outlawed leaders of the past. 

 

Essentially, though, they saw their deliverance as the work of a higher Power as they 

declared in writing, not even noting the struggle and price paid by their fore 

parents.  They legislated: 

 

“And it is hereby agreed , that calling to mind our condition and comparing it with 

our past state of  degradation and we have determined in gratitude to our Almighty 

Father to “erect two buildings which shall be sued for the purpose of Religion as a 

School House and Church where our children may be taught to read their Bibles, 

and learn their several duties, and where we may from  time to time assemble  and 

meet together and there offer to Almighty God our humble prayers and thanks for 

the mercies we have received and the benefits we are enjoying…”  

Clearly the end of the enslaving was a hefty relief of the body and soul. 

 



 6 

The rulers further declared a day of rest, Sunday, and persons going to their farms 

(“provision grounds “ ) on a Sunday risked a penalty.  Separation between Church 

and State was not one of their strong values. 

 

 The laws as written were much better in style than the laws drafted even after 

independence of Guyana, 1966. They were clear in sense Moreover, except in two 

tricky cases case dealing with vagrants and hiring labour they did not use the 

masculine “he” to mean or include the feminine “she.” They used “persons” and in 

Guyana 2001 those who wished to change the old language in the Constitution to 

end use of the masculine gender only did not succeed. The plain language of the laws 

should not exclude women by claiming, as we still do, and as the British did, that 

“the masculine includes the feminine.” Selma James, widow of CLR James has 

pointed out that „she‟ includes „he‟. “The feminine includes the masculine, if you ask 

me”.  Students at County saw more: “And „woman‟ includes „man‟ and „female‟ 

includes „male‟ 

  

Up to this day, the Constitution of Guyana carries gender biased language. The 

President is “he” and can decide certain things for example “in his own deliberate 

judgment” just as it was in 1980. 

The Victoria constitution uses for the most part language with  a surprising  lack of 

gender bias. 

 

Readers will also note a link with the present times.  In all the villages, the village 

pioneers had been apprentices and as apprentices had certain equal rights. Both 

men and women were therefore equal as shareholders and because of this they had 

the vote and could run for any office on the Committee. It was common sense. It was 

not commonsense for a later British governor. 

 

 In the years following emancipation, even when the central government began to 

make village laws, the right to vote applied to “proprietors” and therefore there was 

woman‟s right to vote, as in the  primary  villages   Readers  will, hopefully,  not 

think this point unimportant. A governor came later who claimed to be reforming 

local government laws.  In the voting qualifications, the reform ordinance made 

local councils stronger, in some ways, but when it came to the right to vote it quietly 

and ruthlessly  placed, according to Allan Young, the little word “male” before the 

word “proprietor.” Thus the law took away the  women‟s right to vote and placed  

women  footing, the same footing with  the  women in European countries who could 

own colonies, but could own no property and could not vote. At home in Guyana he 

lowered their political status and got them out of the way.  

 

Within the colonial restrictions, the women of Victoria and other villagers had 

fought for centuries for that right, won it and finally lost it to a so-called reform 

imposed by the colonial government. It is well known that the Governors feared the 

activity of African women.  The loss of the vote for women had perhaps been long 

planned. 
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Summary  

 The Village “Agreement for Local Government “signed by  79 of the 83  

VICTORIA pioneers in May, 1845  became a model for all  cooperative villages  of  

colonial Guyana.. 

2. The signing means that the rules were adopted by referendum. 

 Here, then, in a little village was held the first and only referendum in Guyana 

except perhaps among the other villagers of the period after 1838. 

3. The rules set up the basic elements of an executive, of a petty court for settling 

disputes, and for imposing corrective penalties. 

 The Victoria rules made provision for worship for more than one kind of Christian 

denomination, [Anglican and Scottish] and for basic reading, and they laid the basis 

of taxation for public purposes. (A few Africans in Guyana were Muslims from 

Africa, but there is no reference to any in Victoria at this time.  The only other 

possible believers were Comfa worshipers and many of them might also be 

Christians.  

The rules also provided for half-yearly public reviews of the state of the village by 

the whole population. This culture of accountability has not been sustained even at 

central governmental level. 

 The rules outlawed the unlawful use of firearms and made some of other 

housekeeping rules. 

 

 

Reading  

For the rules as adopted of government the author is indebted to Approaches To 

Local Self Government in British Guiana by the late Allan Young. See also Evolution 

of the Negro By Norman E.Cameron; Criuckshank on Villages; From Nigger Yard to 

Village, by Dr.Walter Rodney; Dr. Paul Singh on Local Government, Scars of 

Bondage by Tchaiko &E Kwayana, Buxton-Friendship in Print and Memory  

compiled by E.Kwayana and  others , Hugh Payne on Damon in” Ten Days that 

changed the World”. Kimani Nehusi on The Writing of Village Histories, writings of 

Dr. Barbara Josiah, Guyana Review and Emancipation publications. 


