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Foreword

Michael Fellman

Writing in 1979, in the introduction to Antislavery Reconsidered, a collection of essays on American abolitionism, my colleague Lewis Perry and I suggested that, “as an issue fraught with public implications, abolitionism disturbs the tidy balances between narrative and analysis, between moral judgment and dispassionate research.” I am glad to report that Prophets of Protest, which appears, now, a full generation after our earlier book, continues to press the same unease on historians and their readers.

In antebellum America, slavery—the most highly exploitative form of labor extraction ever devised—was deeply embedded into the fabric of the American capitalist economy. As a result, systemic racism was ingrained within an American “caste system” that has not gone away, emancipation notwithstanding. During the years between the American Revolution and the Civil War, most Americans either supported that system or looked the other way while profiting from it. Fueled by idealism and anger, however, the abolitionists, a small and despised minority, threw sand in the powerful machinery of public opinion. They refused to countenance the continuation of an institutional arrangement that gave lie to American pretenses that their nation represented the best hope of humankind for attaining republican liberty and true Christian fellow feeling.

Many historians writing in the first half of the twentieth century viewed the abolitionists as irrational extremists who refused to adjust to the American genius for gradual social change. Most of these scholars averted their gaze, whether they acknowledged it or not, from the apartheid system called segregation that had stripped African Americans of fundamental civil liberties and kept them in the social cellar through the continuous use of bigotry and discrimination, much of it by violent means. Even scholars with a more generous view of the abolitionists stressed the divisiveness between those who favored political action and those who insisted that moral separation from evil was the only way to destroy slavery. Much of the historical debate concerned which group of white male agitators followed the more effective path.

Starting in the late 1950s and continuing through the next decade, in tandem with the rise of the civil rights movement, many progressive historians reevaluated the abolitionists, even referring to the contemporary movement for change in America’s perception of race as the “new abolitionism.” Searching for a “relevant” past, historians reconsidered abolitionism as a nineteenth-century test case of the limits and possibilities of radicalism in America. Cast as progressive precursors, the abolitionists inspired many historians on the New Left to stress the continuity and passion of the American party of change. To do so required overlooking the long, fallow periods during which reform waned and a discriminatory status quo rode roughshod over people at the bottom of society, and glossing over abolitionist contradictions on race and economic change. But it was energizing all the same.

By the late 1970s, second thoughts had begun to complicate the “generations of freedom fighters” sensibility. Although there was certainly no return in the historiography to viewing the abolitionists as marginal extremists, many of us began to question the racial, social, and economic attitudes of the abolitionists themselves. In addition, we began to explore the connection and disconnection between abolitionism and the more morally ambiguous form of antislavery that shaped the Republican party as it worked to energize a majority among Northern white male voters in the late 1850s. Still, the core arguments among historians about abolitionism continued to stress the political engagement of a small but determined cadre of white male reformers.

The broader ground for contextualizing abolitionism was beginning to shift. Women’s history, already flourishing, had broadened consideration of the abolitionist movement to include a (somewhat elitist) focus on the roles of leading white women abolitionists and their connection to feminism. On the whole, however, despite the pioneering efforts of such historians as Benjamin Quarles and Herbert Aptheker, the absence of scholarly work on black abolitionism continued to represent the most glaring gap in American history concerning abolitionism. Limitations notwithstanding, many of the contributors to Antislavery Reconsidered were starting to move toward what Perry and I then characterized as a reinvigorated study of the abolitionist movement whose importance “derives not from its resemblance . . . to modern movements, but what it indicates about fundamental social conflict in a different historical era.”

Although twenty-five years ago no one could fully anticipate where this call to reconsider the abolitionists within their own contexts might lead, Prophets of Protest provides just such a rich and probing unraveling of many of the interconnected strands of abolitionist culture. These essays illuminate much of the contested ideological ground the abolitionists tilled and describe many of the techniques the abolitionists used to energize themselves and to press for change in the midst of a reluctant and often hostile society.

Prophets of Protest strikingly repositions abolitionism as an African American and interracial movement, rather than merely a white one. Stemming from much recent work, and predicting where the field will continue to develop, these essays show many of the ways in which black leadership developed within the movement, and how the black rank and file became engaged in radical protest and reform. Concomitantly, some essays depict white women not just as leaders but as foot soldiers in a stirring social engagement. Popular forms of action—festivals and picnics, autobiographical and political writings by black writers, photographic representations of black reformers, and abolitionist poetry—are imaginatively explored in order to open up a richer understanding of abolitionist culture than earlier generations of historians had thought to explore.

Prophets of Protest also stretches the temporal boundaries of the movement. No longer is the immediatist outburst of William Lloyd Garrison in 1831 considered the birth date of “real” abolitionism. Rather, many of these essays look back as far as the American Revolution, and as far afield as British abolitionism, to explore long continuities in abolitionist thought and action in the Atlantic world. Here we see blacks building their own cultural institutions and resisting white racist efforts to define or constrain. And we also see whites who supported their struggle for freedom in the early days, when antislavery activism was as unpopular as it was rare.

Rather than a stopping place, Prophets of Protest is a sparkling progress report. These gifted scholars open up potential avenues for exploring in greater depth the relationships of abolitionists with the great political issues that confronted them. As these essays demonstrate, there was an interracial quality in the aspirations of many abolitionists, but this genuine desire for biracial democracy was often undercut by the profound racism that tinctured the imagination of many white abolitionists. For their part, some black abolitionists began to build their own institutions, leaving whites on the periphery of what they hoped would prove to become a nascent black nationalism. Prophets of Protest suggests that more work will strengthen the connections between black and white leaders, between women and men, and between mainstream culture and the abolitionist fringe. To be sure, these men and women built a powerful counterculture—what the editors of this collection call a “culture of dissent”—but they never abandoned agitation to upset the mainstream of American political power and social and economic privilege.

Prophets of Protest shows us many of the ways abolitionists collected and expressed their moral outrage against a nation gone off its putative libertarian and Christian footings. Here we learn much about how they built a collective movement as they prepared for political action. This is a considerable achievement, and one that remains fully engaged with the great issues of race, class, and gender that have always divided Americans against each other.

Although, as this collection demonstrates, abolitionists were not without anxiety and times of despair, the hope for positive moral change activated them, helping them to overcome the deep and pervasive fear that the system of slavery spread where ever it touched. Prophets of Protest bears witness to the abolitionist faith not just in political change, but, even more deeply, in personal and interpersonal liberation, and in fundamental national moral reform of their City on a Hill—a sprawling new polity that was characterized by great democratic profession and equally profound antidemocratic oppression.



Introduction

Timothy Patrick McCarthy and John Stauffer

Freedom is and has always been America’s root concern, a concern that found dramatic expression in the abolitionist movement. The most important and revolutionary reform in our country’s past, it forced the American people to come to grips with an anomaly that would not down—the existence of slavery in a land of the free.

—Benjamin Quarles, Black Abolitionists (1969)

Abolitionists expected those who joined their movement to accept and advance the principle of racial equality, regardless of the walk of life, social stratum, and religious background from which they came. . . . never before had so many white Americans labored with black Americans to lessen the distance between the races and to reconstruct a republic based on the Scriptural command “That God hath made of one blood all the nations of men for to dwell on the face of the earth.”

—Paul Goodman, Of One Blood (1997)

Few groups in American history have experienced as complete a reassessment of their life and legacy as the abolitionists. Reviled by their contemporaries, and so often maligned or misunderstood by historians, the abolitionists have only in the last generation or so begun to receive a fair hearing among scholars of nineteenth-century America. Theirs is the typical fate of American radicals: People with the courage to fight the abuses of power and privilege around them are rarely celebrated in their own time. On the contrary, they are seen for what they are—disturbers of the status quo. The roster of American dissidents who fit this description is as distinguished as it is long: Thomas Paine, David Walker, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Frederick Douglass, Susan B. Anthony, Sojourner Truth, John Brown, Eugene Debs, James Baldwin, Fannie Lou Hamer, Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, the list goes on. In the case of the abolitionists, who engaged in a decades-long campaign against human bondage, rejection was particularly fierce. Indeed, as the socialist labor leader Eugene Debs once reminded his countrymen, the “leaders of the abolition movement. . . . were regarded as public enemies and treated accordingly.” Still, Debs continued, “[y]ou are now teaching your children to revere their memories, while all of their detractors are in oblivion.”1 Addressing the jury that would ultimately convict and imprison him for espionage during World War I, Debs no doubt had his own legacy in mind. But his point remains. Despite the fact that radicals have fought and died for many of the things we now take for granted—from universal suffrage and eight-hour workdays to free speech and equal rights—Americans have generally been quite slow to give them their due.

The abolitionists are no exception. Zealous and unrelenting, they were unusually devoted to William Lloyd Garrison’s famous promise to be “as harsh as truth, and as uncompromising as justice.”2 Armed with a revolutionary vision of human freedom and equality, they worked tirelessly to transform their society on the basis of Judeo-Christian teachings and democratic principles. In turn, they posed a considerable threat to an American system deeply rooted in slavery. As a result, the abolitionists were sharply criticized in the press, denounced from the pulpit, punished in the courtroom, and effectively marginalized in politics. Many of their would-be sympathizers—people who opposed slavery on moral grounds but who were nonetheless uncomfortable with abolitionist appeals to racial equality—were wary of their heated rhetoric and aggressive tactics. With few willing to defend or assist them, the abolitionists were routinely subjected to violence, capture, and imprisonment; some lost their lives in the process. Perhaps more than any other social movement in American history, abolitionism illustrates the fact that democracy is a difficult, dirty, and often bloody business.

Say what you want about their imperfect means and methods and personalities, the abolitionists were men and women of deep conviction and action. Even Abraham Lincoln—himself no fan of the abolitionists—acknowledged their persistence and impact.3 Having once stated that “the promulgation of abolition doctrines tends rather to increase rather than abate [slavery’s] evils,” Lincoln later credited the abolitionists with helping to turn the moral tide of the nation against slavery.4 Indeed, despite his longstanding misgivings about their radicalism, Lincoln understood that if “[a]ll knew that this interest [slavery] was, somehow, the cause of the war,” the abolitionists had played a large role in making that so.5 Not surprisingly, the abolitionists’ stock rose dramatically, if briefly, after the Civil War, when the prospects for biracial democracy seemed bright. But as the terror of Jim Crow eclipsed the promise of Reconstruction, the abolitionists were soon condemned to America’s historical dustbin, where they would remain for some time.

Ever since the Civil War, the reputation of the abolitionists has depended to a large extent on the state of the nation’s commitment to civil rights and racial equality at any given moment. As Robert Forbes notes in the lead essay of this book: “If the very project of modernity is itself implicated in the establishment of race as a fundamental category of experience, it is not surprising that the study of slavery and abolition should prove impervious to ‘objective’ interpretation, since the analytical and descriptive tools of the social sciences were developed in tandem with the codification of racial principles—indeed, they were one of the chief vehicles for the transmission of such principles.” It is no coincidence, then, that just as the abolitionists were warmly embraced in the years immediately following emancipation and during the civil rights movement of the 1960s, they were also widely disgraced between the fall of Reconstruction and the Great Depression, when white supremacy ruled the South, and again during the 1950s, when a new wave of conservatism led quite a number of historians to see the abolitionists as either deranged fanatics or misguided meddlers. Only recently have historians settled on the more favorable consensus, acknowledging the mistakes and limitations of the movement but also giving the abolitionists a lion’s share of the credit for helping to abolish slavery and insisting that equality take its place alongside freedom as an indispensable core value of American democracy.

This relatively new “consensus”—if indeed we can even call it that—is the result of several generations of scholarly work. Two books, in particular, have played a central role in reinvigorating and also complicating our understanding of the abolitionist movement in the United States: Martin Duberman’s The Antislavery Vanguard (1965) and Lewis Perry and Michael Fellman’s Antislavery Reconsidered (1979). Filled with original, provocative, and often brilliant essays by many of the last generation’s leading historians, these two volumes continue to be indispensable resources for scholars working in the field of abolitionist studies. Although none of the editors would take credit for producing a new “synthesis” or arriving at a new “consensus,” it is now quite clear that these books, taken together, inspired a far more sympathetic assessment of the abolitionists by illuminating the deep impact the abolitionist movement has had on American history. Writing forty years ago, in the midst of the civil rights revolution, Duberman explained the charge of his book: “In conceiving this volume, I had two objectives in mind: first, to excavate and encourage the recent tendency toward a more sympathetic appraisal of the movement, but second, to include all scholarly points of view, so that disagreements in interpretation might be further clarified, even if not resolved.”6 Fourteen years later, Perry and Fellman broadened the scope of Duberman’s revisionist project: “Linked to racial oppression, sectional conflict, and other subjects central to the historical consciousness of Americans, abolitionism has long captured the interests of the general reading public. . . . Antislavery scholarship instructs us on the experience of some Americans a century ago; it also betokens periodic changes in the modern community of professional historians; and it provides signals of the moral ties between the profession and the community as a whole.”7 As these two earlier volumes make clear, any attempt to understand the abolitionists necessarily involves intellectual, political, and moral questions that call upon us to forge stronger linkages between the past, present, and future.

It is time once again to reconsider American abolitionism—and this book is our attempt to do just that. A generation removed from the triumphs and tragedies of the 1960s and 1970s, Prophets of Protest represents the new scholarship and new social contexts that have quite literally transformed the way we understand the political, cultural, and social history of the United States. In addition to the fifteen original essays included here—written by several seasoned veterans as well as some of the most promising young scholars in the field of abolitionist studies—we have asked Michael Fellman and Martin Duberman to contribute short pieces to the beginning and end of this volume as a way to both acknowledge the debt we owe them for their work and to strengthen the continuity and community that we believe should exist between generations of scholars. In that spirit, we hope that Prophets of Protest will earn its place at the table as another important effort to examine one of the great social movements in American history.

Few scholars of nineteenth-century American culture have managed to avoid the abolitionists and their crusade to end slavery. They show up almost everywhere—in studies of antebellum political parties and civic institutions, of religion and reform, and of ideology and its many forms of expression. From an extensive archive of primary sources, historians have explored the contested “origins” of antislavery agitation as well as how the abolitionist legacy has influenced modern struggles for civil rights and other forms of social justice. Some scholars have traced the “inner history” of the movement—the interplay of people, ideas, tactics, and goals—while others have looked outward to examine how abolitionism related to broader social forces such as law, political party formation, economics, and religion. Some of the most creative and compelling scholarship in recent years has traced the connections between abolitionism and other antebellum social and intellectual movements like woman’s rights and transcendentalism, and there is also, predictably, a rich body of work on the relationship between abolitionism and African American culture. As Ronald G. Walters, one of the more sophisticated chroniclers of abolitionism, has observed: “The more that is written about antislavery the more trouble we have finding its boundaries.”8

In attempting to find those boundaries, each generation of abolitionist scholars has addressed three central concerns: When and why did abolitionism begin? Who were the abolitionists? How, and to what end, did they go about the work of abolition? Each of these, in turn, has inspired its own debate, which, for the sake of simplicity, we will characterize as the “origins” debate, the “character” debate, and the “means and ends” debate.

Most scholars agree that the origins debate began in earnest with the publication of Gilbert Barnes’s pathbreaking study, The Antislavery Impulse, in 1933.9 Following his discovery of the extant correspondence between early abolitionists James G. Birney, Theodore Dwight Weld, and Sarah and Angelina Grimké, Barnes used evidence of strong evangelical impulses in their writings to argue that abolitionists in the Midwest were profoundly influenced by the religious revivals that characterized the Second Great Awakening, especially the teachings of Charles Grandison Finney. Before then, William Lloyd Garrison’s eastern antislavery establishment had dominated the histories of the abolitionist movement. It didn’t matter whether Garrison was viewed as a positive or negative force, he was still considered the principal inspiration—the so-called “dean”—of American abolitionism. Barnes’s work helped to downplay the influence of eastern radicals like Garrison, significantly broadening the geographic scope of the investigation of the abolitionist movement, and inspiring other historians to more fully examine its diverse religious origins and character. As a result, subsequent studies have identified a host of other influences—Quakerism in Pennsylvania, New England Hopkinsianism, Methodism in the mid-Atlantic region, and evangelical Baptism in Garrison’s Boston—that proliferated in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, locating the origins of antislavery sentiment in new understandings and practices of Christianity.

These religious awakenings coincided with the emergence of a broad reform impulse that historian Walter Hugins has characterized as “a humanitarian belief that society could be improved by human effort and that the individual was capable of moral redemption and ultimate perfection.”10 Associated with a range of reforms—temperance, sabbatarianism, worker’s and woman’s rights, prison and education reform, utopianism and socialism, to name just a few—these humanitarian efforts were designed to improve society by improving the lives and conditions of individuals and groups. Some of these were secular movements designed to uproot structural inequalities so that more people could enjoy the full promise of the political and market revolutions that were in the process of transforming the West. Other reforms, like temperance and sabbatarianism, were more directly related to the evangelical visions that were percolating in antebellum America. By successfully integrating the sacred and the secular, abolitionism marked a profound cultural shift in attitudes about the capacity of men and women, acting in accordance with God’s will, to change and redeem—to “perfect”—their society.11

Seeking to explain if and how these humanitarian impulses led to the emergence of abolitionism, several historians have identified yet another aspect of the origins debate: the relationship between antislavery sentiment and capitalism. Building on the scholarship of Eric Williams—who argued that the decline of plantation slavery in the West Indies was due to economic interests linked to the rise of capitalism rather than the moral opposition of British abolitionists—scholars like David Brion Davis, Thomas L. Haskell, and John Ashworth have examined the rise of antislavery militancy by viewing it in relation to the developing market economy and its shifting class interests.12 Davis, in particular, extended his earlier comparative studies of the various legal, philosophical, and religious dimensions of Western antislavery thought to argue that in England strong critiques of slavery, emerging for the first time during the “Age of Revolution,” helped to reinforce and legitimize the interests of the developing economic elite, with its concomitant embrace of free labor principles. A rejection of slavery, Davis argued, at times involved implicit support for the rise of market capitalism—and vice versa.13

From all of this scholarship, we now know that a variety of forces—religion, humanitarian reform, and the market revolution, as well as Enlightenment philosophy, improvements in literacy, and democratic political revolution—hastened the emergence of abolitionism. But there was another factor as well, one that has, until recently, been almost completely ignored by historians: black protest. The American Revolution helped set in motion a paradoxical development that was among the most important features of the early republic: the gradual abolition of slavery in the North and the rapid extension of slavery in the South.14 Moreover, just as Northern blacks were enjoying their first taste of freedom, their white compatriots—among them many of the “Founding Fathers”—were developing plans for a “herrenvolk republic,” a white supremacist national ideal enacted through the removal of emancipated blacks from the United States. When the American Colonization Society was founded in December 1816 to do just that, most African Americans from Baltimore to Boston were quick to publicly denounce the “colonizing scheme,” instead asserting their rightful claim to American citizenship.15 In the generation before Garrison first published The Liberator, the abolitionist movement’s flagship newspaper that debuted on January 1, 1831, Northern free blacks created a range of institutions and media—including African American churches, annual freedom celebrations, political pamphlets, and serial newspapers—to assert their opposition to both slavery and colonization as part of the broader struggle for freedom and racial equality. It was during this time that a number of prominent white reformers, including Garrison himself, abandoned the colonization argument and joined the abolitionist cause, many of them citing the influence of black protest as the principal catalyst for their “conversion.” As several essays in this book demonstrate, black protest within the United States was one of the most important factors in terms of recruiting whites to abolitionism, and investing the movement with its dual commitment to ending slavery and achieving racial equality. In short, African Americans were the first abolitionists.16

Once we acknowledge the influence of black protest on the origins of American abolitionism, we can begin to view the character and means and ends debates in a new light. The question of who actually constituted the rank and file of the abolitionist movement has been extremely difficult to answer. The frustration has many sources. First, the abolitionists never compiled a comprehensive “membership” list, and even when records of meeting attendance and financial donations were kept, they were incomplete. Indeed, despite the vast amount of primary source material available to antislavery historians, archival limitations and biases are perhaps the strongest impediments for scholars of the abolitionist movement. There is simply more information available about certain institutions, organizations, and individuals than others, making it all but impossible to achieve a complete or balanced portrait of the movement as a whole.

Another problem has to do with the many regional, ideological, and religious differences that characterized the movement from its inception. In an effort to simplify them, scholars have tended to divide the abolitionists into two major camps that were often at odds with, and increasingly independent of, one another: the “radical” abolitionists, who orbited around Garrison and who rejected the U.S. Constitution, mainstream political parties, and churches as “proslavery” institutions; and the “political” abolitionists, regarded as a more pragmatic group, who embraced formal politics—the Liberty, Free Soil, and Republican parties—as the best channel for achieving their antislavery goals.17 Given the fierce political debates that raged among abolitionists, there is certainly strong merit to these designations. As is often the case with social movements, the question of “authenticity”—who was or was not most effectively committed to the cause—was as important to the abolitionists as it has been to historians who write about them. But broad categories like these are sometimes more limiting than illuminating. Indeed, the rivalries and tensions that developed within the movement were as much religious and regional and racial as they were political or ideological. And certainly none of these operated discretely or in a vacuum.

Perhaps the greatest source of frustration has been the longstanding presumption, still alive and well in some quarters, that the abolitionist movement was a white man’s struggle to end slavery. Until recently, the standard narratives of abolitionism—both celebratory and critical—have emphasized the evangelical impulses of white middle-class and elite male reformers. The effect of this has been to underestimate or ignore the cultural and political contributions of other groups of people: African Americans, women, immigrants, the native-born poor, the working class, illiterate people, and the like. To its credit, much of the scholarship of the last generation has worked to correct this earlier neglect. Scholars of African American and women’s history have been especially important in this regard, opening up new avenues to explore the central role that blacks and women played in the abolitionist movement. It would not be too much to say that their work has almost entirely transformed our understanding of nineteenth-century American culture, generally, and of the abolitionist movement, in particular. Still, there is a “separate but equal” quality to some of this corrective work. With few exceptions, historians are left with three relatively discrete narratives: an older story dominated by white, mostly well-to-do men, and two newer ones told from the perspective of African Americans and women. Despite the fact that we now know that the abolitionist movement was one of the most diverse social movements in American history—made up of men and women from every class, color, circumstance, and creed—we do not yet have a new synthesis, a new standard narrative, that incorporates all of the findings of this recent scholarship. We may never be able to fully resolve the character debate regarding abolitionism, but we should continue to push harder to examine the coalitions and tensions—and not just the political ones—between the various groups involved in abolition. Doing so will help to emphasize the extent to which interaction and collaboration—particularly between blacks and whites, and between women and men—were essential aspects of both the abolitionist movement and the effort to build a more inclusive, multicultural, and egalitarian democracy in the United States.

Broadening our understanding of the origins and character of abolitionism helps us, finally, to reconsider the means and ends debate as well. Although the abolitionists were hardly the most self-indulgent people in nineteenth-century America, they were, at times, the most self-critical. They understood that doing battle against slavery required them to be certain about the tactics they used and the goals they sought. In small groups and large gatherings, on the page and in person, in private letters and public lyceums, they debated virtually everything: colonization and emigration; immediatism and gradualism; the use of violence; the viability of mainstream politics; the trustworthiness of churches; the integrity of the Constitution; the role of women and blacks in the movement; the paternalism of white male leaders; the legality of slavery and slave resistance; the protection of fugitives; the efficacy of petitions; the benefits and limitations of “free labor”; the language, rhetoric, and images they used to plead their cause—you name it, they dealt with it. Because of their many differences, the abolitionists never resolved all of these tactical debates, and so a variety of means were used to achieve the one end they could all agree on: the abolition of slavery in the United States. Writing of Garrison, historian Aileen Kraditor remarked that “[his] real choice was not between democratic and undemocratic, or fanatical and reasonable, agitation; it was between antislavery agitation and silence.”18 On this matter, certainly, the abolitionists were in full accord.

Like the abolitionists, historians have also spent quite a bit of time debating the various tactics of the antislavery movement, as well as its extensive organizational culture—the antislavery societies, vigilance committees, newspaper presses, petition campaigns, lecture tours, etc., that the abolitionists developed to advance their cause. But while scholars have ably described the structure of abolitionist culture, they have been somewhat less successful in examining its meaning and function. For the abolitionists, the art of persuasion—the use of language and image to help “convert” people to their cause—was central to their work. Indeed, one thing that historians have generally overlooked in their assessment of American abolitionism is that it emerged within what Michael Warner has characterized as a “republic of letters,” and coincided with what Cathy Davidson has called “a reading revolution.”19 In other words, the abolitionists waged their campaign against slavery at the same time that a culture of print and literary publication was experiencing an unprecedented expansion and influence, and when literacy was also on the rise. That historians have somehow missed this connection is largely due to the fact that they have generally been slow to adopt the insights of other disciplines—in this case, literary and cultural studies—that would allow them to examine the culture of abolitionism in a fresher, more interdisciplinary light.

Visual images and print culture were among the most effective weapons in the fight against slavery. In addition to their use of etchings, illustrations, and daguerreotypes, the abolitionists wrote, edited, published, and distributed tens of thousands of pamphlets and broadsides, thousands of poems and petitions, hundreds of songs and newspapers, and dozens of novels and autobiographical narratives. Given the rapid development of print and photographic technologies as well as the expansion of common education, literacy, and publishing markets during the antebellum era, the abolitionists seized a critical moment in the expansion of markets for print culture to intervene in the debate over slavery. In their use of small printing presses, established publishing houses, and an abundance of printing and distribution resources made available to them through the various national, regional, and local reform organizations, the abolitionists disseminated their social critique by employing a tactical approach—not unlike the radical pamphleteers of the American Revolution—that reached well beyond the margins of antislavery radicalism into the private and public spheres of American life. Over time, many of the most prominent writers of the antebellum era—Lydia Maria Child, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Margaret Fuller, Henry David Thoreau, Walt Whitman, Herman Melville, Frederick Douglass, William Wells Brown, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and others—added their considerable literary talents to the growing chorus of opposition to slavery, thus affording the abolitionist movement a certain degree of respectability heretofore denied to them in elite cultural circles. In effect, the abolitionists created what we might call a broad culture of dissent, wherein they made liberal use of print and image—language and representation—to shape political discourse and alter public opinion in an effort to liberate the nation from the bonds of slavery and place it on the road to greater democratic equality. It is high time we paid closer attention to these matters.20

We have organized Prophets of Protest in four parts. Part One, “Revisions,” summarizes the state of the field. It shows how histories of abolition have evolved over the last two hundred years and suggests approaches for future research. The remaining three parts address the debates over origins, character, and means and ends that continue to shape our understanding of the movement. The essays in Part Two, “Origins,” reexamine the origins of American abolitionism, highlighting its interracial features and emphasizing continuity between the early “gradualist” phase and the later “immediatist” phase. Part Three, “Revolutions,” centers on John Brown, whose proclivity for violence has made him the most controversial abolitionist—in his time as well as our own. Part Four, “Representations,” focuses on the “art” of abolitionism: the rhetorical and aesthetic strategies used by abolitionists to convert people to their cause.

From the beginning, histories of the abolitionist movement have been greatly influenced by ideology. As Robert Forbes’s essay emphasizes, the quest for objectivity in history is especially problematic in the study of abolitionism. The rise of social science, which (among other things) treated history as a science, coincided with the rise of “scientific” evidence claiming that Africans and their offspring were innately inferior to other “races.” This twin rise of scientific history and pseudo-scientific racism obviously had enormous consequences for histories of abolitionism: for almost a century, historians assumed that history was becoming more scientific—more accurate and knowable—and they never questioned the racist beliefs embedded in science.

Treating history as a science also meant downplaying its rhetorical aspects: the ways in which the form and structure of the historical narrative, and the presentations of evidence, were used to convince readers of the integrity of the work. As Louis Menand has noted: “The test for a successful history is the same as the test for any successful narrative: integrity in motion. It’s not the facts, snapshots of the past, that make history; it’s the story, the facts run by the eye at the correct speed.” “Integrity in motion” is another name for rhetoric.21

The abolitionists understood the importance of rhetoric. Their primary goal was to convince their audience that slavery was a horrible sin that needed to be abolished. At times they stacked the deck to bolster their case: they ignored some facts and altered others so that their argument would fit their preexisting beliefs. Slaveowners were much more reckless with evidence; they dismissed or silenced abolitionists’ histories and created their own version of the past, at the center of which was the view that slavery was a good thing for slaves and society. To a large extent slaveowners won this ideological battle over slavery. Well into the twentieth century, in their efforts to “redeem” the South, professional historians continued to dismiss or ignore evidence from abolitionists and slaves on the grounds that it was unreliable, or “unscientific.” The pattern continues today. Although the study of slavery and abolition has changed dramatically in the last forty years, the general public often does not like the “speed” and “integrity” of these new stories.22

Forbes shows how these debates over slavery, abolition, and civil rights coincided with changing attitudes toward history. The first stage in the history of abolition was written by the movement’s principal actors. They wrote “providential” history, and viewed abolition, as well as history and progress, as part of God’s providence. In the second, “racialist progressive” stage, writers replaced their belief in God’s providence for a belief in science, empiricism, and natural rights, and embraced a simultaneously racist and progressive understanding of the past, based on their assertion of “white and English superiority.” In the third, “modernist revisionist” stage, writers beginning with W.E.B. Du Bois reacted against the racist progressives. Deeply influenced by Marxist theory, they focused on material forces to understand the past, and revised the progressive paradigm. Yet revisionists, while tending to endorse the historical determinism of the progressives, failed to distinguish between the religious and scientific bases of the first two generations of historians. As a result, they mistakenly thought that both providentialists and progressives accepted racist doctrines. The crucial turning point in the transition from providential to progressive ideologies occurred in the 1840s and 1850s, a period when racist beliefs increased dramatically. Darwin’s theory of natural selection was a product of racialist progressive thought; its scientific method depended as much on racial theory as it did on empirical evidence.

The debates between providential and progressive views of history continue to affect historians today. As Forbes concludes: “If contemporary scholars have abandoned the naïve optimism and triumphalism of the progressive view, we have retained its debilitating core: the conviction that we know more, and understand more clearly, than our ancestors.” He urges historians to take seriously the providential views of the pioneer abolitionists, who, unlike the progressives, acted on the principle that equality of condition was God’s design. And he refers to the example of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., who accepted the providential view of history. In the civil rights battle against racism, King imagined that “power came only from God, who has no race.” In a providential world, therefore, “race had no power.” Understanding the danger of progressive thinking will enable historians to see the effects of slavery on “all of our institutions,” including history.

Manisha Sinha focuses on the evolution of black abolitionist history. Her stages of history differ from Forbes’s. Instead of looking primarily at intellectual and ideological currents, she focuses on the work of individuals and generations. The first blacks to write the history of abolition were, like their white counterparts, principals in the movement—men such as William Cooper Nell, William Wells Brown, and Martin Delany. These early black historians focused on the interracial character of the movement and on its quest for racial equality. They used biography as a method and emphasized the role of individuals in shaping history. The next generation of histories came from the ranks of professional historians—W.E.B. Du Bois, George Washington Williams, Carter G. Woodson, Charles Wesley, and Dorothy Porter. Like their predecessors, they documented the role of blacks in the movement and emphasized the interracial aspect of abolitionism, largely in response to white historians who totally ignored the presence of blacks in the movement. The third generation began with Benjamin Quarles, whose now classic Black Abolitionists bridged the older documentary tradition with newer analytical history. Quarles was the first historian to fully emphasize the centrality of blacks in America’s revolutionary tradition. The focus of the present generation has been primarily to deepen our understanding of community-building efforts, the uses of black nationalism, and the effects of political activism and social protest.

Read together, Forbes’s and Sinha’s essays highlight the need for an interracial historiography: an understanding of how blacks and whites influenced each other’s views of history and progress, as well as the social meaning of “race” and modern political ideals. Was there a transformation from a providential to progressive understanding of the past among black writers? If so, what forms did it take and how did it influence white writers? In what ways did Enlightenment thought and progressivism, generally seen as the province of white elites, shape black thought? And how, in turn, did blacks refashion or revise Enlightenment thought?

Part Two, “Origins,” addresses some of these questions. The five essays in this section all argue for greater continuity than scholars have generally acknowledged between Revolutionary-era abolitionists and antebellum-era abolitionists. To understand the importance of this continuity, we need to briefly sketch out what the differences between these two groups were.

The American Revolutionary era revolved in part around Enlightenment beliefs in rational order, hierarchy, and social deference. Enlightenment thought was torn between “the ideal of the autonomous individual,” which was antithetical to slavery, and the “ideal of a rational and efficient social order,” which feared the social chaos which would result from ending slavery too quickly. As a result, there were comparatively few recorded instances of interracial equality and pleas for immediate and universal emancipation in the late eighteenth century. The first abolition societies, for instance, refused to accept African Americans as members; and the Quakers, the first white abolitionists, generally did not welcome free blacks into their churches and homes. White abolitionists sought gradual means for ending slavery, primarily through colonization, which reflected their belief that blacks, “the victims of the great sin of slavery,” were also “the embodiment of sin.”23

The first generation of black abolitionists was also influenced by Enlightenment thought (though the degree to which they shaped it has not been fully explored).24 In general, they accepted patient and gradual abolition, and emigration to Africa—though not through the American Colonization Society—as a potentially pragmatic solution to racism and the lack of freedom. In this context, black leaders tended to act deferentially toward white antislavery advocates. In other words, they were willing to compromise and delay their desire for immediate emancipation and equality in exchange for some semblance of safety and the prevention of bloodshed. For example, Phillis Wheatley, in her 1775 poem, “To His Excellency General Washington,” reveres Washington as a champion of freedom. Yet, unlike the later generation of black abolitionists, she makes no mention of him owning slaves or failing to advocate abolition throughout his life (he did, as we know, free his slaves upon his death). The very structure of Wheatley’s poem—formal closed couplets—highlights her emphasis on order and deference to authority, both political and literary. Absalom Jones and Richard Allen protested against white racism in similarly deferential language in 1794. “We do not wish to make you [whites] angry,” they wrote, “but excite your attention to consider how hateful slavery is in the sight of God, who hath destroyed kings and princes for their oppression of the poor slaves.” Their protest rhetoric emphasized control rather than defiance. Three years later, Prince Hall urged “patience” to his black brethren in attacking slavery. And James Forten referred to “white men” as “our protectors” in his pleas for “rational liberty.”25

These examples of deference reflect the newness of antislavery thought and the desire for an orderly transition from slavery to freedom. Throughout history, few people have accepted their condition as slaves without rebelling in some way. Until the Age of Revolution, however, rebels sought to invert the master-slave hierarchy instead of advocating universal freedom.26 The St. Domingue (Haitian) rebellion of 1791, which was influenced by Enlightenment beliefs in the rights of man, marked a major shift in the rise of antislavery thought and the strategy of rebellion. It was the first known instance in which slave rebels also advocated universal freedom, and can thus be seen as the first real expression of immediatism in the modern world.27

Immediatism represented both a shift in strategy and a change in outlook. While white gradualists embraced colonization and boycotts as a means to end slavery, black gradualists accepted voluntary emigration and deferred to white authorities as a pragmatic attempt to retain their tenuous freedom and prevent a race war. Immediatists advocated a total and swift transformation of society, and they initially emphasized moral suasion and nonviolence. But immediatism also reflected a shift from Enlightenment to Romantic worldviews, from a “detached, rationalistic perspective on history and progress, to a personal commitment to make no compromise with sin,” as David Brion Davis has written. Immediatism was an expression of inner freedom and triumph over wordly conventions; it reflected a sharp break from linear notions of progress and history, and assumed that a new age was dawning. As such, it was an appropriate doctrine for a new Romantic age.28 As a result, immediatism brought blacks and whites together as allies and friends in a way that had not occurred before.29 They advocated racial equality and worked to achieve it, and there was a moral certainty to their immediatist outlook, which was absent among the earlier generation of gradual abolitionists. While gradualists were willing to compromise with sin, immediatist believed that the nation would soon become all one thing or all the other—to paraphrase Lincoln’s 1858 “House Divided” speech—and so one needed to do the right thing immediately. With such moral certainty came an acceptance of social chaos and eventually violence; indeed, moral certainty of any kind can more easily lead to chaos and bloodshed than order.30

Intervening in this fluid and volatile landscape, T.K. Hunter poses the important question, “Where is the law?” and concludes that laws regulating slavery depended on time and place. She compares two legal cases—the Somerset case (1771–72) in England and the Commonwealth v. Aves case (1836) in Massachusetts—and reveals striking connections between geography and legal definitions of freedom in the early Atlantic world. Geographies are more than lines drawn on a map; they are also ideological constructions. The central question in both cases was not whether slavery contradicted the concept of natural rights, but whether it was contrary to the laws of a specific geographic setting that was deemed “free.” The power of place—its beliefs and customs as well as bricks and mortar—was crucial to the laws of slavery. England in the 1770s and Massachusetts in the 1830s were places where the idea of liberty “was particularly favored”; but such liberty was exclusionary, bounded by specific geographic settings. In this sense, these legal cases reflected a gradualist worldview in 1770s England and 1830s Massachusetts. And after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, and then the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, which repealed the Missouri Compromise, slavery became legal in places that had earlier prohibited it. In other words, Hunter argues, freedom was neither inevitable nor transcendent in the century that spanned the American Revolution and the Civil War.31

Richard S. Newman looks at the revolutionary generation of black abolitionists and its significance to the later generation of more famous activists like Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, William Wells Brown, and others. These “Black Founders”—men and women who came of age with the nation’s white “Founding Fathers”—have been, until the last few years, largely overlooked by historians. But they left an important legacy: by living as free men in the Age of Revolution, building communities and institutions, and expressing their rights as citizens (even when laws denied them citizenship), they defined America as an interracial republic from the very beginning. While Black Founders differed from antebellum blacks in the specific means they advocated for achieving citizenship, both groups shared the same goals: to be accepted as free citizens, to co-exist peacefully with whites, and to “share equal privileges,” as the Reverend Peter Williams Jr., phrased it. Through their pamphlets of protest, the Black Founders established the foundations for future antislavery dissent. They understood that protest movements need an organ to spread the word.

Julie Winch elaborates on the importance of the Black Founders by focusing on James Forten and linking him to black abolitionists in the 1840s and 1850s. Forten came of age in the midst of the American, French, and Haitian Revolutions, was particularly inspired by the American Revolution, and “welcomed revolutions” as long as they upheld the ideal of freedom from tyranny. Freedom from tyranny was a revolutionary concept in the 1770s, Winch notes, and this belief served as the bridge connecting Forten’s revolutionary ethos with those of Frederick Douglass, James McCune Smith, and William Wells Brown, who demanded an immediate end to slavery and racial oppression. Their differences were in how to achieve these goals. As slavery spread and racial oppression increased from the 1770s to the 1840s, the new generation of black abolitionists accepted extra-legal violence as a viable tactic in pursuit of their ideals. Since Forten came of age in an era in which society seemed to be gradually abolishing tyranny, he believed in peaceful revolution. Like other Black Founders, Forten never abandoned his emphasis on patient, prudent, and pragmatic solutions, and avoided the temptations of vengeance and blood atonement for the sins of whites.

Like Forten, John Brown Russwurm was a practical abolitionist, but his ideas did not sit well with blacks of his generation. He embraced colonization, which Black Founders from Forten and Richard Allen to Paul Cuffe and Prince Hall had also accepted. But Russwurm lived in the wrong time and place; he would have been more comfortable, and certainly his legacy would have endured, had he been a member of the generation of Black Founders. He co-edited Freedom’s Journal in 1827–28, the nation’s first black newspaper, which embraced immediatism and attacked the American Colonization Society and its gradualist measures for ending slavery. The ACS, which was founded by elite whites, sought to ship free blacks to its colony of Liberia; many members assumed that colonizing free blacks would—somehow and at some distant time—lead to the abolition of slavery.32 But most blacks denounced the ACS, arguing that the organization was a tool for white slaveowners who felt threatened by the growing presence of free blacks in the United States. Beginning in the late 1820s, attacking colonization became something of a rite of passage for the vast majority of white and black immediatists. Thus, when Russwurm—an elite free black who was one of the few formally educated black men of his day—endorsed colonization in the pages of Freedom’s Journal, and then emigrated to Liberia under the auspices of the ACS, he was not only dismissed by the black community, but also written out of black history altogether. Sandra Sandiford Young recovers the life and times of this fascinating figure.

As Timothy Patrick McCarthy notes, Freedom’s Journal was “the first antislavery periodical to advocate both immediate abolition and racial equality as interrelated goals.” McCarthy shows how black writing and protest “helped to create the context” for a united interracial front within the abolitionist movement, in which blacks and whites worked together to end slavery and usher in a new age of equality. African American print culture, especially Freedom’s Journal and David Walker’s Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World (1829), helped to convert white activists from a gradualist embrace of colonization to an immediatist belief in racial equality. While William Lloyd Garrison, usually regarded as the “founder” of immediatism, considered Walker’s Appeal to be “injudicious,” and even “deprecated” its militant “spirit and tendency,” he was also deeply influenced by it.33 As McCarthy documents, the differences between Revolutionary-era and antebellum-era antislavery thought got telescoped into a few years in the late 1820s, resulting in a cauldron of interracial tension and transformation that had its origins in black abolitionist print culture.

John Brown represents the endpoint of the antebellum quest for interracial equality. More than any other white person on historical record, he forged close friendships with blacks, lived with them, established an interracial army and “Provisional Constitution” to fulfill, in his words, “those eternal and self-evident truths set forth in our Declaration of Independence,” which the nation had “utterly disregarded and violated,” and sacrificed his life in the cause of black freedom and equality.

Yet Brown has always been an enigma for historians; to understand him, one must view him in perpetual context. By focusing on his racial egalitarianism, it is easy to overlook the numerous deaths he caused, of both blacks and whites. His attempt to incite a slave insurrection was, like most slave revolts in modern slave societies, suicidal.34 On the other hand, by focusing on violent resistance, it is easy to ignore the violence that was inherent in the institution of slavery itself: slavery could never exist without the use of force or threat of it. Brown understood the violent nature of slavery, as did slaves and most free blacks. And he felt increasingly alienated in a “slave republic.” After going bankrupt and losing his home and almost all of his worldly possessions, he entered a world of American desperation best understood by slaves. He identified closely with free blacks and slaves, defined slavery as a state of war, and concluded that America was engaged in civil war.35 Throughout the South, masters and overseers were maiming and killing slaves. Brown sought to end this war and preserve the peace. He saw himself as a peacemaker.

Brown’s violent ways and his closeness to blacks went hand in hand. You couldn’t have one without the other. In many ways, the 1850s were the ideal context for Brown, as this was a decade in which blacks and whites came together as friends and equals as never before. It was also a very bloody decade, wherein the conflicts between antislavery and proslavery forces reached a violent crescendo. By focusing on Brown, Karl Gridley and Hannah Geffert highlight these tensions and conflicts during the 1850s. They examine Brown’s relationship to black and white comrades in war zones where he committed his bloodiest deeds: “Bleeding Kansas” is the context for Gridley; Harpers Ferry for Geffert. Their essays show how Brown was an inextricable part of a community of other activists—black and white abolitionists, as well as slaves. And they reveal how radical interracialism had become inseparable from bloodshed during the turbulent decade before the Civil War. Indeed, these were the essential ingredients for achieving the abolitionist revolution.

Until very recently, historians of abolitionism rarely read poetry or fiction from the nineteenth century, and few concerned themselves with the advent of photography. Likewise, most critics of abolitionist literature read very little history from the period. Historians were not concerned with rhetoric and aesthetics, and literary scholars were not concerned with historiography. But as our final section, “Representations,” makes clear, this gap has begun to narrow among abolitionist scholars. This is partly due to scholars’ increasing awareness of the fact that the abolitionists themselves were deeply interested in history, literature, and visual arts. They paid particularly close attention to history and to how they represented themselves, both in form and content. They believed that art, history, and rhetoric were important tools for ending slavery and breaking down social barriers. Indeed, these were essential to the art of persuasion.36

Patrick Rael examines how blacks combated racial science from the Revolution to the Civil War and explores the effectiveness of their rhetorical strategies. He summarizes five different strategies: concession, in which black protest accepted some aspects of black inferiority as a way to appeal to humanitarian sentiment and empathy; living proof refutations, where blacks used autobiography to refute scientific claims; uses of the past, where writers looked to literature and libraries rather than skulls and other biological sources to refute ethnologists; the genius of races, in which black historians parodied, satirized, and condemned Anglo-Saxon history; and negative environmentalism, which conceded black degradation but ascribed it to environment rather than genes and blamed whites for it. While these rhetorical strategies did not prevent whites from internalizing racist discourse (especially discourse that targeted Native Americans and Chinese), they were effective, for they undermined the very principle of racial hierarchy. As Rael notes: “Black thinkers set forth a notion of blackness that largely avoided succumbing to the racial essentialism of their day, yet remained deeply engaged with the discourses of the American public sphere.” Such rhetoric offered “tremendous benefits,” for it gave blacks a potent set of tools for changing white minds.

Julie Roy Jeffrey examines how American abolitionists used history, politics, rhetoric, and art in their British emancipation day celebrations. England initiated the process of peaceful emancipation in the West Indies on August 1, 1834. Thereafter, black and white activists in America began celebrating August 1 as an important symbol of freedom that was grounded in recent history and pointed to the possibility of freedom and citizenship for blacks in the United States. Their celebrations united politics with performance art, and incorporated speeches, music, banners, and eventually parades to participate in the larger public debate over slavery, freedom, and civic equality. The nature of August 1 celebrations changed over time: white participation increased dramatically by the 1850s; the rhetoric became more militant and the celebrations themselves became more public. These changes reflected the broader evolution of the abolitionist movement.

From its very inception, Dickson Bruce argues, the abolitionist movement made ample use of poetry to advance its cause. Anyone reading abolitionist newspapers could not help but notice the abundance of poetry in them. Yet until a few years ago, there were no collections of abolitionist poetry, and very few scholars analyzed it.37 Bruce explores the nature and function of antebellum poetry. He argues, as Garrison did in 1831, that “by presenting it as a poem, the story is made more public.” Poetry enabled a message to enter the public sphere; it was one of the most public of mediums, and Americans widely believed that poetry had the power to convert people to a specific cause. But poetry had other uses as well: it helped abolitionists define their sense of place; it “had a special power to carry its reader to the truths that only intuition could supply”; it kept readers active in the abolitionist community (sometimes as amateur poets themselves); and it created an imagined community of racial equality—a community that abolitionists believed would spread throughout the nation. As Bruce concludes, poetry helped abolitionists realize a vision of a better America while also making themselves an example for others.

Broadening the analysis of antislavery literature, Augusta Rohrbach compares two abolitionist writers, Louisa May Alcott and Sojourner Truth, to understand how abolitionist women negotiated the antebellum literary marketplace. Both women adapted themselves to the conventions of the market, and became famous in the process. They relied on their publications to support themselves and provide for their families; but while Alcott was “an efficient writing machine,” Truth remained illiterate her entire life, dictating her stories to an amanuensis. Rohrbach explores how these two women used the market, showing how the racial and gender identities of these authors were manifested in print and in public.

As effectively as the abolitionists used print culture, they also used pictures and other visual images as important tools for ending slavery and racial oppression. John Stauffer examines how black abolitionists were invested in the power of pictures as a way to acquire a public voice, to enter into the public sphere, and to revise public opinion. Black abolitionists believed that “true” art was a social leveler. They considered photographs, and accurate engravings cut from them, to be truthful, authentic images. Their portraits, they believed, depicted them as fully human and equal to whites. As a result, their pictorial art was a potent weapon against the degrading representation of blacks, and exposed the inhumanity of both slavery and white supremacy. For black abolitionists, being the subject of a work of art (a photograph or image) was far more empowering than being an image-maker or photographer.

Moving forward, Casey King focuses on abolitionist images in the twentieth century, and in doing so, returns us to questions about the uses of the past that Robert Forbes addresses at the opening of our book. King explores how abolitionists have been represented in film. Film became in the twentieth century the primary medium by which most Americans understand their history. But abolitionists have not fared well in these popular histories. In fact, filmmakers have virtually written abolitionists out of history. There are only a few instances in which they are portrayed sympathetically as major characters in film. Even during the civil rights struggles of the 1960s, abolitionists and their movement remained “conspicuously absent,” despite renewed interest in and sympathy for them among scholars. And in the 1990s, when Hollywood finally discovered black abolitionists, “a profound mistrust of religiously inspired reform has served to further denigrate the historical role of abolitionists, and the historical reality of the religious basis on all profound American reform.” By analyzing the few instances in which abolitionists are featured in film, King reveals the causes for these popular attitudes toward history and abolitionism. His essay, together with Prophets of Protest as a whole, should help to revise our popular conceptions of abolitionism.

Every generation of historians must assess for itself the meaning of the past. As the preeminent scholar Eric Hobsbawm once noted, historians are the “professional remembrancers of what their fellow citizens wish to forget.”38 As such, we have a dual professional charge: first, to take the facts and artifacts we’ve inherited and create new modes of understanding and interpretation; and second, to do so in a way that illuminates the past for the broadest possible public. This requires a certain distance and diligence, certainly, but it also means that we have to wrestle with all the passions and prejudices that come with any honest attempt to balance our duty as scholars with our calling as citizens. Indeed, at our best, we, as scholars, are also citizens, using the past to understand the present and influence the future. We act as workers—observers, narrators, reformers—in what W.E.B. Du Bois once called “the kingdom of culture.” In doing so, we must acknowledge that the study of the past is a dynamic, evolving, subjective, and incomplete enterprise that constantly beckons new research and fresh interpretations. With this in mind, we hope that the following reconsiderations of American abolitionism will help to inspire a new understanding of our precious yet still precarious experiment in democracy.



PART ONE

Revisions
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“Truth Systematised”: The Changing Debate Over Slavery and Abolition, 1761–1916

Robert P. Forbes

The study of historiography serves to remind us to accept our predecessors only after due criticism. We must ask, “Why was that problem investigated? Why was that method chosen?” before we decide if the results are correct or incorrect, stimulating or barren. Similarly, the study of historiography reminds us (as historians) that we are part of the subject we profess, just as our predecessors have always been.

—F.G. Levy, Foreword to The Theory and Practice of History
by Leopold von Ranke

It is obvious to every unprejudiced observer—and even to many prejudiced ones—that the legacy of racial slavery persists on many levels.1 A growing movement in the United States and elsewhere is calling for reparations to compensate the descendants of slaves for the economic and other damages inflicted upon them by slavery. A wide range of studies has linked the continuing disparity in levels of health, economic well-being, and educational attainments between Americans of African ancestry and other Americans to factors originating in slavery, though whether the factor of enslavement is itself the cause of the problem or of secondary importance—i.e., the result of persisting stigmatization—is unclear.

As difficult as it may be to measure the empirical impact of slavery on contemporary descendants of slaves, the ideological legacy of the slavery controversy is far harder to assess. There is reason to believe, however, that its effects have been pervasive—perhaps more far-reaching than the effects of slavery itself.

The era of the struggle over slavery coincided with the emergence of Enlightenment thought, the advent of nationalism, the overthrow of aristocracy, and the rise of democratization—those aspects of historical development regarded collectively as “modernity.” Yet, as Scott Malcomson has noted, the concepts of an inherited racial basis of identity and of fixed racial bases of slavery and “savagery” are also products of modernity. “Whether modernity can exist as such without these blood notions remains an open question,” Malcomson observes. “But we can be certain that, for most of its life, it has not.”2

For a variety of reasons, the English society that colonized the eastern seaboard of North America regarded slavery in the abstract as a serious evil, antithetical to English (and later British) values. Few involved in the colonial enterprise permitted abstract scruples about slavery to interfere with the practical matter of profits. The growth of slavery in the English colonies provoked some concern, even consternation, and substantial disappointment—as when James Oglethorpe’s colony of Georgia relented to the demands of its colonists and dispensed with its free-labor policy—but little in the way of outrage or soul-searching.

Before the rise of the antislavery movement, then, African slavery in the Americas neither needed nor received a formal defense. The patriots of the American Revolution, with their sweeping appropriation of the metaphor of slavery, unintentionally put the real thing on center stage. “Would anyone believe that I am master of Slave[s] of my own purchase,” Patrick Henry wrote after the war. “I am drawn along by the general inconveniency of living without them, I will not, I cannot justify it.”3 West Indian planters, unconstrained by the equalitarian assumptions of the Revolution, had no such compunctions, and quickly turned their hands to fashioning justifications for slavery. Although government ministers and trade officials found the West Indian lobby’s bribes and payoffs more influential, sensitive contemporaries regarded the attempt to defend slavery within a British context to be fundamentally alarming.

“It is impossible for the considerate and unprejudiced mind to think of slavery without horror,” asserted the Scottish philosopher James Beattie in 1793, adding: “If this be equitable, or excusable, or pardonable, it is vain to talk any longer of the eternal distinctions of right and wrong, truth and falsehood, good and evil.” The English abolitionist Granville Sharp amplified upon this view in 1797. “The terms Slave Trade and Slavery . . . comprehend systems of oppression and injustice, which are utterly inconsistent with the fundamental principles of English Law,” and for Parliament to tolerate them was to “act as if there was no distinction to be observed between good and evil, right or wrong”—a condition that, he asserted on biblical authority, threatened “the natural foundations of the earth.” 4

In his Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, the African American pamphleteer David Walker sounded a furious alarm to his people of the threat to their existence posed not merely by slavery, but by the marriage of Enlightenment principles of the rights of man to the nascent scientific racism of the era, which carried with it the imprimatur of Thomas Jefferson. It was precisely because of the greatness of Jefferson’s “writings for the world, and public labours for the United States of America,” the value of which Walker fully acknowledged, that he regarded Jefferson’s tentative strictures on black inferiority as so dangerous. “Do you believe that the assertions of such a man, will pass away into oblivion unobserved by this people and the world?” he asked. “If you do you are much mistaken.”5 Like Sharp, Walker believed that the perversion of justice involved in the sanctioning of slavery by enlightened Anglo-Saxon Christians—of all the world’s people the best equipped to understand the true meaning of liberty—called into question the very nature of physical reality: If God failed to raise up a deliverer to punish the “Christians of America” for their gross impiety, “it is because the world in which we live does not exist, and we are deceived with regard to its existence.” The possibility that injustice might be allowed to go unrequited does not provoke in Walker the typically modern doubt in the existence of God; rather, the entire ontological structure of the world is called into question.6

If the very project of modernity is itself implicated in the establishment of race as a fundamental category of experience, it is not surprising that the study of slavery and abolition should prove impervious to “objective” interpretation, since the analytical and descriptive tools of the social sciences were developed in tandem with the codification of racial principles—indeed, they were one of the chief vehicles for the transmission of such principles. At the same time, the subject has inevitably served as a signifier for larger questions about human nature and purpose. As Stanley Elkins observed in 1959, “How a person thinks about Negro slavery historically makes a great deal of difference here and now; it tends to locate him morally in relation to a whole range of very immediate political, social, and philosophical issues which in some way refer back to slavery.”7

Few fields of history have experienced greater advances in understanding, sophistication, methodology, or sheer knowledge over the course of the last half century than slavery and abolition. There is thus a certain irony, and for many scholars much frustration, in the fact that the general public not only remains unreceptive to this new scholarship and holds adamantly to many long-disproved myths about slavery, it adopts new ones without any foundation in fact. Thus, for example, the still widely held view that slavery was not a cause of the Civil War has been supplemented by the increasingly accepted fiction that thousands of slaves bore arms for the Confederacy. Other debates over slavery, equally untethered to empirical evidence (though routinely garbed in the language and apparatus of academic scholarship) have raged over such issues as the number of Africans transported in the middle passage and the role of Jews in the transatlantic slave trade.8

“There is a coerciveness to the debate over slavery,” complains Elkins: “it continues to be the same debate.”9 The problem is, it is not the same. While the combatants in the “race question” have employed the same vocabulary for generations, the meanings and contexts of the language have shifted. Unless we are attentive to these shifts, we will indeed be forced to cover the same ground over and over again, with little to show for it.

There is no easy way out of this dilemma. Since, as F.J. Levy reminds us, as historians “we are part of the subject we profess,” we must approach the past with the awareness that we are the inheritors of biases of which we have no conscious knowledge; that our tools of analysis and investigation have a suspect heritage; that some of our most prized ideas may well be built on obsolete foundations of self-deception.

It will not do, moreover, to argue that the distorted viewpoint of modernity can be rectified by the salutary tonic of postmodernity. This facile approach merely adds another layer of obscurity, one that itself stands on the same foundation of accreted ideas as the flawed intellectual structure it seeks to dismantle. Instead, we must attempt to understand earlier interpretations on their own terms, and to be attentive to the meaning of changes in perspective in the context of their own times.

It is with these ideas in view that I have sought to reexamine the extraordinary transformation which took place in the debate over slavery, abolition, and race in British and American historical writing over the course of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. By no means is this essay intended to be a comprehensive overview of the available material. Rather, it attempts to recover a set of basic assumptions about human nature and destiny at the beginning of this period, and to chart the outline of a change in these assumptions by the end of it. This exercise is necessarily tentative, speculative, and incomplete. I hope, however, that it will prove suggestive and stimulating to more thorough researches.

The debate over slavery and its abolition has undergone a profound and significant series of revisions since the first major work in the field, Thomas Clarkson’s History of the Rise, Progress and Accomplishment of the Abolition of the African Slave-Trade by the British Parliament, appeared in 1808. Very broadly, the first three of these stages can be delineated as follows:10

1.   Members of the first generation to write about abolition—Clarkson, Granville Sharp, Zachary Macaulay, James Stephen—were themselves principals in the movement. Almost without exception, they were devout evangelical Christians. They viewed abolition primarily if not exclusively as a religious question, fought and won on religious grounds, and as a manifestation of God’s Providence, in the strictest sense of the term. Thus I will refer to this group of writers as “Providentials,” and the phase of historiography as “Providential.”

2.The next stage witnessed a gradual shift from regarding abolition as the active intervention of divine providence—an evangelical or “enthusiastic” interpretation that was by no means universally shared by contemporaries—to seeing it as a step in the inexorable and impersonal march of Progress, as defined and driven by the Anglo-Saxon peoples.11 By the latter part of the nineteenth century all subtlety about this view had evaporated: the dominant writers on abolition had adopted a thoroughgoing assertion of white and English superiority, based in large part on the fact of abolition itself, and employed it as an explicit rationale for colonialism and imperialism. The champions of this interpretation of slavery and emancipation can perhaps best be characterized as the “Racialist Progress” school of historiography.

3.The third shift, hinted at in W.E.B. Du Bois’s pathbreaking study, Black Reconstruction in America, and carried to fruition by the Trinidadian historian and statesman Eric Williams in his seminal Capitalism and Slavery, represented a strong reaction against the hypocrisy and self-righteousness of the second-stage Anglo-Saxonists. First published in 1944, Capitalism and Slavery did not gain recognition until the early 1960s, when decolonization and the independence struggles of the Third World lent an extraordinary relevance to its themes of imperialist colonial policy and economic change. To a great degree, however, exponents of this viewpoint failed to distinguish between the attitudes of the “Providentials” of the first generation and the “Racialist Progressives” of the later period—and indeed, they seem unconsciously to have absorbed much of the frame of reference of the latter, in particular, their historical determinism. While most of this third group of interpreters are materialists, Marxist or otherwise, certainly not all are, and for the purposes of this essay they will be more broadly described as “Modernist Revisionists.”

Two important considerations should be kept in mind concerning the three stages of the abolition debate outlined above. First, these are intellectual categories, not chronological ones. Conflicting attitudes are regularly found in the same period—indeed, they often occur in the same individual. This is entirely to be expected. Just as Marc Bloch found the outlines of medieval fields still plainly distinguishable in the modern contours of French farms, so the imprints of earlier intellectual concepts may be traced in the thoughts of later writers.

Second, the categories outlined above are not to be viewed as anything more than general constructs, designed only to illuminate in very broad strokes certain major intellectual trends. They are in no way intended to be definitive, merely suggestive. Indeed, once the reader has grasped the argument they are intended to illustrate, they may properly be discarded as conscious, if perhaps useful, oversimplifications.

I am primarily concerned with the transition from the providential viewpoint on abolition and emancipation to the racialist progressive. The basic approach used here, of illustrating the chief points of conflict between the earlier and later phase and addressing the reasons for that conflict, can just as appropriately be applied to the later stages.

If it is now generally accepted that the origins of abolitionism were fundamentally religious, it is important to recognize that in the eighteenth century, religion was not viewed as conflicting with “science” in any important sense. The ideas of Newton and Locke (themselves practicing Christians and serious biblical scholars) were common intellectual property for Britons and Americans, explicitly including those who were strongly religiously inclined. The later-perceived conflict between “enlightened” ideas and religion, which was born on the continent, did not become especially relevant to British and American thought until later.

Indeed, far from creating a gulf between faith and reason, it appears that these Newtonian and Lockean concepts were closely tied to the religious explosion of the First Great Awakening. John Wesley, for example, felt that “a deep fear of God, and reverence for his word” was “discernable throughout the whole” of Locke’s Essay on Human Understanding.12 Perry Miller traced the even more remarkable effect of Locke’s psychology and Newton’s physics in shaping the religious views of Jonathan Edwards. Miller called Edward’s discovery of Locke, at the age of fourteen, “the central and decisive event in his intellectual life,” and showed how Locke’s doctrine that the mind depends upon direct experience for its ideas was at the heart of Edwards’s insistence upon the direct experience of Christ’s light.13 Likewise, Miller argued, Edwards relied upon Newton’s elucidation of the principle of cause and effect for his own analysis of the relation between faith and salvation. The explicitly religious element in American revolutionary ideology is now generally recognized.14 Certainly in the mind of an American patriot there was unlikely to be the slightest conflict between religious and political thought.

We need to be aware of this context when we consider that “the attack on slavery was formulated in religious terms and, from first to last, practicing Christians provided leadership for the cause.”15 This fact provided an enormous stumbling block to later historians, particularly those of the “revisionist” tendency briefly sketched above. As Bernard Semmel noted, “most liberal, secular-minded historians have judged Methodism to be a reactionary movement, a protest against the Enlightenment and reason”;16 they have tended to consider evangelicalism as worse than Methodism. Inevitably, the outcome of such an assessment was to regard the abolitionists as deluded do-gooders, at best; as self-satisfied hypocrites, at worst.

Much of the reason for this attitude toward the abolitionists can be found in twentieth-century revisionists’ marked ignorance of the theological consistency of the evangelical position—an ignorance stemming from a general antipathy toward religious concerns.17 Even historians sympathetic to the abolitionists often lack a clear understanding of the relevant issues.

If the religious revival of the eighteenth century was indeed an organic product of the age, one must acknowledge that it was not necessarily the century’s dominant attitude. As Winthrop Jordan reminds us:

It is from the final quarter of the eighteenth century that we may date the widespread interest in elucidating & characterizing [human] differences with scalpels and calipers. At the same time, men devoted to the ancient Christian ideal of human unity began to scent danger, partly because there was good reason to fear the effects of probing into physiological differences among men and partly because they rightly felt that the cause of revealed religion was otherwise undergoing challenge. In this age it was still possible for them to defend religion with the principles of science, a procedure which was to become in the nineteenth century rather more difficult.18

Significantly, John Wesley’s fiery Thoughts on Slavery, published in 1774, employed language and arguments reminiscent of Two Treatises of Government and contained not a single explicit biblical reference. “Liberty is the right of every human creature as soon as he breathes the vital air,” Wesley wrote. “And no human law can deprive him of that right which he derived from a law of nature”19 (emphasis added).

Many religious figures could, and did, see a conflict between an appeal to “natural law” and the moral imperatives of revealed religion; indeed, Wesley’s colleague George Whitefield, who preached passionately to blacks in the West Indies and America, rejected the argument against slavery altogether as a temporal distraction from eternal concerns. Many of the abolitionists themselves, including their leader William Wilberforce, felt that the invocation of newfangled “rights of man” in the antislavery cause was both religiously and intellectually unsound, and likely to cause a dangerous blurring of the issues; likewise with the slippery call of “progress,” especially as it overlapped with the sense of Christian mission. An insight into Wilberforce’s attitude can be gleaned from an argument which he had with Boswell, who supported slavery and claimed that the Negroes were far happier at work on West Indian plantations than they were in Africa. “Be it so,” Wilberforce shot back; “but we have no right to make people happy against their will.”20

On the other hand, not surprisingly, many abolitionists were full adherents of the new gospel of natural rights, including many who were themselves very religious—as for example Wesley, as suggested above. Others, such as Granville Sharp, the ordnance department clerk who taught himself Hebrew and Greek in order to argue the Bible and the law and combat slavery in the English courts, combined a fervent Christianity, an uncompromising republicanism, and a strong belief in human progress with no evident sense of contradiction. Thomas Clarkson (whose sophisticated racial attitudes Eric Williams praised as “only . . . equalled by the best of modern sociology”[!]21) was a friend of Lafayette and a longtime correspondent of Toussaint L’Ouverture and Robespierre—as well as the founder of the “providential” historiographical tradition.

If the empirical, mechanistic world view of Newton and Locke was not at odds with religion, as the modernist revisionists would have it, the union of the two systems was not as unproblematic as contemporaries believed. The principle of cause and effect imported into mainstream Christian thought a mechanistic understanding of natural phenomena that, combined with the Enlightenment search for order, endowed the traditional religious concept of rewards and punishments with the certitude of natural law.

In America, this view received encouragement from revolutionary leaders who viewed it as conducive to civic virtue. Even skeptical and freethinking patriots such as Benjamin Franklin tended to believe that the new American republic, constructed out of the volatile material of revolution, required the powerful moral reinforcement of a strong sense of eternal rewards and punishments to bolster the fragile prop of human reason, which neither experience nor the “approved authorities” regarded as sufficient in itself. “[T]here is no truth more thoroughly established,” George Washington asserted, “than that there exists in the economy and course of nature an indissoluble union between virtue and happiness; between duty and advantage; between . . . an honest and magnanimous policy and the solid rewards of public prosperity and felicity.” Washington intended his words as an inducement to virtuous conduct, rather than as a vindication of present and future American prosperity.22 Ominously, however, they could be interpreted in precisely that way.

On its face, there was nothing new about this American concept of moral economy. After all, Alexander Pope had claimed a kind of divine right for the status quo in his celebrated Essay on Man: “[I]n erring Reason’s spite, One truth is clear, ‘Whatever IS, is RIGHT.’”23 This was a doctrine, however, better adapted to a static social order than to the kaleidoscopically changing, economically unfettered American experience.

But if many abolitionists held Enlightenment opinions, by no means were all followers of the Enlightenment abolitionists. The link between the thought of the philosophes and the eighteenth-century struggles for freedom is more ambiguous than is generally recognized. The Enlightenment, in the view of its most fervent champion, Voltaire, “was never intended for cobblers or servants.”24 Voltaire “regularly made chilling value judgements, above all a Manichean distinction between whites and blacks,” notes Leon Poliakov. “He was a polygynist avant la lettre, a fervent one and for reasons that were totally unscientific . . . driven on by an anticlerical passion.”25 For Voltaire, as for many of the philosophes, the Church was the foremost enemy of human progress; attacking one of its key doctrines, the common descent of all people from Adam and Eve, was principally a tactic to undermine its authority. The injury done to Africans and other non-Europeans was basically collateral damage.

The early French economists, or “physiocrats,” placed an equally low priority on the concerns of others, apart from the European elites, but couched their prejudices in the quasi-objective terminology of the nascent social sciences, which they helped to coin. Starting from the assumption that the goal of society is to provide the greatest possible happiness for its members, the physiocrat Mercier de la Rivière went on to define “happiness” in strict materialist terms: “The greatest happiness possible . . . consists in the greatest possible abundance of objects suitable to our enjoyment and in the greatest liberty to profit by them.”26 “The practical inference” of the economists’ doctrines, writes J.B. Bury, “was that the chief function of government was to protect property and that complete freedom should be left to private enterprise to exploit the resources of the earth . . . They held that inequality of condition was one of [society’s] immutable features, immutable because it is a consequence of the inequality of physical powers.”27

The “progressive” view, which began to crystallize in the mid-nineteenth century, saw in history the inevitable triumph of liberty, science, and reason over barbarism, superstition, and obscurantism, with the Enlightenment representing the crucial turning point. Of course, once the paradigm of Progress working through History began to replace the narrative of Providence working through individuals touched by grace, the abolitionists’ contribution was largely eclipsed, and the extinction of slavery came to be seen as an economic and historical inevitability, the men of the Enlightenment its prophets.

The sharpest difficulty with this schema was precisely the case of America, the avatar of progress, where the rhetoric of freedom clashed with the reality of slavery. Everyone is familiar with Dr. Johnson’s ironic query, “How is it that we hear the loudest yelps for liberty among the drivers of Negroes?” The challenge to the progressives was to formulate an answer to this question, and to live by it. Thomas Jefferson bequeathed to history the classic testament in defense of liberty; by his elaborate rationalization of his own slaveholding, he also stands as the prototype of the racialist progressive in the abolitionist debate. Moreover, just as David Walker had feared, Jefferson’s imprimatur on racialist ideas helped to further their acceptance by later advocates of progress—including the future architects of British imperialism.

It is instructive, if painful, to contrast John Wesley’s statements on blacks with Jefferson’s. “The African,” said Wesley in 1774, “is in no respect inferior to the European.” Any appearance to the contrary is the “natural effect” of slavery: “You kept them stupid and wicked, by cutting them off from all opportunities of improving either in knowledge or virtue: And now you assign their want of wisdom and goodness as the reason for using them worse than brute beasts!”28

Jefferson also pursued the question of environment: “It will be right to make great allowances for the difference of condition, of education, of conversation, of the sphere in which [blacks] move,” he conceded. Nevertheless, he was able to conclude that while “in memory [blacks] are equal to the whites,” they are “much inferior” in reason, “as I think one could scarcely be found capable of tracing and comprehending the investigations of Euclid”; furthermore, “in imagination they are dull, tasteless, and anomalous.”29 But Jefferson went further—veering into quasi-metaphysical speculations on the Negroes’ blackness, groundless assertions of their sexual preference for whites, and fabulous, obscene digressions concerning the “Oran-ootan.”30 According to Winthrop D. Jordan, in his masterful study of American racial attitudes, “Until well into the nineteenth century Jefferson’s judgment on [African intellectual ability] stood as the strongest suggestion of inferiority expressed by any native American.”31

The events of the Age of Revolutions—American, French, and Haitian—determined once and for all that the struggle against slavery would have to be fought on the battleground of natural rights, rather than on purely ethical or religious grounds. One effect of this development, in the short term, was to tar abolition with the brush of the French Revolution and the Terror, and to set the cause back several years. In particular, the wars with France made antislavery seem somehow unpatriotic: planters and conservatives frequently charged abolitionists with treasonous relations with French antislavery groups (themselves later suppressed by Napoleon on the same pretext).

In addition, the natural rights position was not merely “highly controversial and inflammatory,” it was distinctly double-edged. Caribbean and Virginian philosophes were quick to adopt the arguments (and the language) of the Declaration of Independence in defense of their right to hold slaves, pointedly reinserting the Lockean “inalienable right” of property in place of Jefferson’s less tangible “pursuit of happiness.”32 Invoking the Revolutionary theme of “tyranny” and styling their provincial assemblies as Caribbean counterparts to the Continental Congress, West Indian planters loudly proclaimed their willingness—and their right—to renounce their allegiance to the Crown.33 Naturally, however, no West Indian politicians were so rash as to permit their sense of principle to induce them to relinquish their seats in Parliament.

Because of their strong inclination to regard religious activity as intrinsically conservative, Modernist Revisionist historians misjudged the character of the abolitionist movement and downplayed its social radicalism (though not its fanaticism). The campaign against slavery launched a public involvement in politics not seen before in British history. Lecture tours and mass meetings reached millions of citizens. Church pulpits across the nation echoed with calls to political action. Religious organizations, antislavery associations, and private individuals engaged in what James Walvin calls “tract warfare” with the West Indian interests, the AntiSlavery Society alone printing 2,802,773 tracts between 1823 and 1831.34 Activists forcefully pressured political candidates into signing abolitionist pledges, and the accusation of “gradualism” (support for anything less than immediate and total emancipation) was, by 1830, a damaging political indictment. One of the most visible elements of the struggle was the great outpouring of abolitionist petitions to Parliament from every part of the British Isles. A careful historian has estimated that “more than one British male in five over the age of fifteen probably signed the antislavery petitions of 1814 and 1833.”35 Perhaps most importantly, the abolition crusade was the first political movement in Britain in which women, the lower classes, and the young were all vitally engaged.36

The parallel antislavery movement in the United States during the period from the closing of the slave trade to the publication of Garrison’s Liberator has been drastically understudied and overlooked (as the title of what is still the major work on the subject, Alice Dana Adams’s nearly century-old The Neglected Period of AntiSlavery in America: 1808–1831, makes clear).37 This neglect derives in part from the coercive power of the Garrisonian narrative, and also from the widespread related perception that the colonization movement, with which most early antislavery activity was linked, constituted a stalking horse for proslavery. In reality, however, the pre-Garrisonian antislavery movement in the United States paralleled, in many aspects, both the elite and popular dimensions of the British movement of the same period. The major difference, of course, stemmed from the enormous political, economic, and social constraints that resulted from the presence of more than a million slaves.

All of this unprecedented political activism over abolition and emancipation was bound to create a backlash. A number of factors guaranteed that the reaction, when it came, would be particularly ugly. First, it would be naïve not to recognize that a political movement as broad as abolitionism was unlikely to be particularly deep. In Britain, abolition “had become the one harmless reform cause,” C. Duncan Rice observed, “an anodyne commitment which carried no ideological risk.”38 The hard core of supporters had weathered setbacks and fought disillusionment for years, but by the late 1820s many people had joined the movement simply because it was no longer socially or politically acceptable not to. Similarly, many opponents of slavery in the northern United States espoused the cause in large measure out of a knee-jerk reflex of following English cultural trends, in this as in most other fashions. These “fair-weather abolitionists” were likely to desert at the first sign of trouble.

Second, as suggested above, defenders of abolition had negligently permitted “providential” and “rights of man” arguments against slavery to become illogically intertwined, hence vulnerable to effective rhetorical attack on grounds of hypocrisy and inconsistency. “Humanity is in fashion—it’s Popular . . . the Subject is sublime,” wrote one disgusted observer, and a later historian of the Progressive school seemed to document an early manifestation of the “liberal guilt syndrome”: “It was said that in London the fashionable way to quiet one’s conscience was by subscription to a missionary society or signing a petition against slavery.”39

Third, the religious revolution of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries had a genuinely transformative effect on society in both Britain and the United States—one by no means pleasing to all of its members. British conservatives who had long charged dissenters and evangelicals with promoting “disorder” and “fanaticism” felt themselves vindicated by the great wave of political activity culminating in abolition and emancipation, chartism, religious toleration legislation, and the Reform Bill. American conservatives, some of whom had welcomed the revival and chided the British for their hostility to “heart religion,” now looked on aghast as women, children, and even slaves preached to “promiscuous” congregations in fervid camp meetings. The Reverend Calvin Colton, a New England Presbyterian, traveled to England in 1831 as a correspondent for the New York Observer and wrote a defense of American revivals a year later; when he returned to the United States in 1835, the emotional, political, and racial upheaval of the evangelical movement so shocked him that he repudiated both the revival and reformed Protestantism, converting to the Episcopal church and becoming a full-time crusader against the excesses of democracy.40 On a national scale, what had once appeared to be a genteel, elite effort to fine-tune the social order now assumed the aspect of an uncontrolled radical movement whose eventual outcome no one could begin to guess.

In the Caribbean, the slaves’ heightened political awareness had even more fundamental effects upon society, as well as even more explicitly religious origins. A major slave revolt in Jamaica in 1831, abetted if not inspired by white Baptist missionaries, underlined the deadly seriousness of the struggle and of the blacks’ determination to be free—and showed the potential for cataclysmic, Haitian-scale violence.

Finally, the conviction of liberal economic theorists that free labor would prove more efficient than slave labor—adopted enthusiastically by pragmatic abolitionists—turned out to be dead wrong. When in the years after emancipation the promised economic renewal of the islands under a system of “free” labor failed to materialize and the British sugar colonies plunged into stagnation, opponents of emancipation gained powerful new ammunition.41

If it is true that in religion, as A. D. Nock used to say, “nothing fails like success,” then perhaps the same can be said of movements for social change. Simply put, after emancipation became a reality, it was no longer necessary to fight for it. When the apprenticeship period came to an end in 1838, British public interest in the fate of the blacks fell off precipitously. The English generation which had fought the battle for slaves’ freedom, which had been willing to risk life and honor to confront the powerful plantocracy, had given way to a younger generation that took all of these victories for granted.

Indeed, now that the battle had been won, its supporters set about attempting to minimize its radicalism and back off from its extremism. In their laudatory 1838 biography, William Wilberforce’s sons provided a distinctly watered-down version of their famous father. Missing, for example, from a letter Wilberforce wrote at the height of the French Terror was the following sentence: “If I thought the immediate Abolition of the Slave Trade would cause an insurrection in our islands, I should not for an instant remit my most strenuous endeavours.”42 Sadly, the saintly, tepid portraits painted by the second generation stuck to the abolitionists for over a century.

Although the British navy continued to enforce the interdictions on the slave trade after public interest in the task declined, it seemed to perform the function only because the bureaucracy set up to do so had become fully entrenched.43 “The British humanitarian impulse, its immediate objectives accomplished, had apparently ossified into complacent sentimentality and a sanctimonious belief in England’s civilizing mission.”44

In effect, Britain decided that it had a kind of moral “manifest destiny.” As David Brion Davis summarized:

For two centuries the British had enslaved countless Africans but had now resolved . . . to force, cajole, persuade and prevent other people from slavery. Having imposed their slaving systems on vast tracts of Africa and the New World, the British with an almost evangelical zeal hawked their abolitionist conscience around the world and, in a no less imperious manner, obliged others to accept their revulsion and reject slavery.45

What made this attitude particularly obnoxious was that a movement which had been founded on an appeal to conscience was now grounded upon an assertion of superiority. Sir Robert Peel, a particularly belated convert to the gospel of antislavery, called in 1840 for the colonization of Africa in order to convince the Africans of the moral superiority of their European fellow men, to “rescue Africa from debasing superstitions, and to put an end to her miseries by the introduction of the arts of civilization and peace.”46

After almost a century of rocky relations, Christianity and the “liberal spirit” were largely reconciled to one another. The English clergy ranked themselves just as completely on the side of “progress” as any secular-minded Utilitarian. Furthermore, the churches felt an evangelical imperative to bring this “progress,” along with salvation, to every part of the human race. Wilberforce’s assertion that “we have no right to make people happy against their will,” would have been incomprehensible to a Victorian missionary.

Parallel developments in the United States had even more portentous implications, marking the rise of race as an analytical category and as a basis for exemption—for those encompassed within the embrace of “whiteness”—from norms of morality and justice. It is highly significant that the “mulatto” co-editor of Freedom’s Journal, John Brown Russwurm, after a career spent defending African Americans’ equal rights to citizenship, decided within days of Andrew Jackson’s accession to the presidency in 1829 to leave the country for Liberia. In short order thereafter, officials of Georgia moved to evict the Cherokee from their tribal lands within the state, in defiance of the U.S. Supreme Court but with full confidence of their vindication by the “higher law” of Jacksonian providence.

The following year, in his annual address, Jackson rejoiced that the “benevolent” policy of Indian removal was nearing “a happy consummation.” “Humanity has often wept over the fate of the aborigines of this country,” the president mused, “and Philanthropy has been long busily employed in devising means to avert it, but its progress has never for a moment been arrested, and one by one have many powerful tribes disappeared from the earth. To follow to the tomb the last of his race and to tread on the graves of extinct nations excite melancholy reflections.” Jackson rhetorically transmuted the illegal dispossession of the Indians—and by extension, crimes against other “savage” races—from the category of present-day injustices to that of an inexorable historic process. While the process of destruction might be tragic to those races falling victim to it, “true philanthropy reconciles the mind to these vicissitudes as it does to the extinction of one generation to make room for another.” Viewed from the broad perspective “of the general interests of the human race,” white Americans, the victors in this struggle of races, had nothing to apologize for—they were merely the beneficiaries of a just but impersonal cosmic process of rewards and punishments.

Within a few years, driven by the escalating imperatives of national politics, Jacksonian racialism arrived at its logical conclusion. In 1838, during a debate over the conduct of the Seminole war, Democratic Congressman Jonathan Cilley of Maine chided Whigs for their “false philanthropy” and endorsed prosecuting the war “with vigor, on the old New England plan, where the Indians had been wholly exterminated.”47 This extreme position remained a minority view, even among Democrats, but a rhetoric of white supremacism and Anglo-Saxon preeminence permeated Jacksonian political thought, finding its most typical and lasting expression in John O’Sullivan’s “Young America” movement and its invocation of Manifest Destiny.48

Once the idea of racial progress had become thoroughly disseminated throughout the society, an attack on African institutions and culture became inevitable. A true conservative of the older generation, such as Edmund Burke, could condemn non-Europeans for their barbarism, yet admire them for fidelity to their traditions, even approve of the strength of their “prejudices”; a modern conservative wedded to progress, such as Sir Robert Peel, would display no such restraint, and his attack on Africans would be utterly without compunction.

The 1840s and 1850s mark the crucial point for the transition between the providential and progressive ideologies in the slavery debate. The period’s true significance is difficult to grasp without paying rather close attention to theological nuances, because it is at this time that social conservatives begin to employ the form and language of religion for strictly secular purposes of control. Our modern categories of the religious versus the secular, Right versus Left, or conservative versus liberal can only be sources of confusion when applied to the nineteenth century. The events surrounding the European revolutions of 1848 and their aftermath provide a case in point: It would be difficult to find a single appropriate ism to characterize a Richard Wagner, a Pius IX, or a Louis Napoleon.

Thomas Carlyle is an exceptionally interesting representative of the period. More clearly than most of his contemporaries, Carlyle recognized how drastically the world had changed since the French Revolution, which he characterized as a “huge explosion, bursting through all formulas and customs; confounding into wreck and chaos the ordered arrangements of earthly life; blotting-out, one may say, the very firmament and skyey load-stars . . .”49 A close reading of Carlyle shows that for him, as certainly as for Nietzsche, the Christian God was one of the casualties of the explosion. Indeed, Carlyle’s choice of a replacement for God is the same as Nietzsche’s: a hero, an “Ableman.”

Carlyle’s religious vision has no place in it for mercy; his definition of justice turns the Biblical concept on its head. “What is injustice?” asks Carlyle. “Another name for disorder. . . . As disorder, insane by the nature of it, is the hatefulest of things to man . . . so injustice is the worst evil, some call it the only evil, in this world.” For a moment he sounds like a conventional Christian preacher of salvation: “All men submit to toil, to disappointment, to unhappiness; it is their lot here; but in all hearts, inextinguishable by sceptic logic, by sorrow, perversion or despair itself, there is a small still voice intimating that it is not the final lot; that wild, waste, incoherent as it looks, a God presides over it.” So far, so good, but now this: “That it is not an injustice, but a justice.”50 Hope, it seems, lies not in the contemplation of the world to come beyond this vale of tears, but in the apotheosis of worldly oppression.

If professed conservatives such as Carlyle had no trouble impugning the humanity of blacks, those who had adopted “advanced,” progressive, heterodox beliefs were now encouraged in their racism by scholarly opinion, particularly scientific. The “comparative study of the races of mankind,” so fervently desired by Jefferson, was, alas, no longer “in its infancy.” Coming on the heels of Mobile physician Josiah Nott’s self-described “Nigger hallucinations” and his English colleague George Gliddon’s researches into the “Antiquity of Niggers,”51 Count Gobineau’s influential work, The Inequality of Human Races, had set the tone for future investigations.

Of far greater significance was the work of Charles Darwin. Darwin’s concepts of “natural selection” and “the struggle for existence” undoubtedly owed as much to social theorists as to earlier scientists such as Saint-Hilaire, Lamarck, and his own grandfather, Erasmus Darwin; indeed, Darwin himself says of it, “This is the doctrine of Malthus, applied throughout the whole animal and vegetable kingdoms.” Darwin returned from his voyages laden with suggestive data on plants and animals which social scientists eagerly applied to the conditions of industrial Britain, clearly with his acquiescence if not encouragement. “In the future I see open fields for far more important researchers,” he predicted. “Psychology will be securely based on the foundation already well laid by Mr. Herbert Spencer.”52 Like Carlyle, who saw life as “wild, waste, incoherent,” and concluded that “a God presides over it . . . it is not an injustice, but a justice,” so Darwin helped to create a new vision of the divine through his evolutionary theory:

Thus, from the war of nature, from famine and death, the most exalted object which we are capable of conceiving, namely the production of the higher animals, directly follows. There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been originally breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being evolved.53 (Emphasis added)

Grandeur, perhaps, if one has the good fortune to be one of the “exalted” individuals rather than one of the “unfit” casualties of natural selection’s tangled bank. Truly, the one-time candidate for the ministry turned evangelist of evolution had produced a theology that turned predation into a sacrament.

The role which the ideals of social Darwinism played in justifying colonization is well known. It was an easy matter to exhume all of the myths of black inferiority created over the centuries to justify slavery, and, with only minimal modification, to graft them to the new justification of colonial exploitation. Researchers such as Francis Galton, who tied heredity to intelligence, and Cesare Lombroso, who did the same for criminality, received widespread intellectual acceptance and were considered among the most advanced minds of their day; work such as theirs has been termed “pseudoscience” only in retrospect. Two important parallel developments of modern western history—the “liberation” of science from religious influences and the exaltation of man as the master of nature—permitted, justified, and even decreed enormous crimes against non-Europeans. First, the elimination of an operative belief in a transcendent, absolute reality—God—suggested that the progress of the human race was in human hands. Second, it ensured that people’s values would ultimately be self-referencing; no principle existed to offset the common tendency to regard one’s own kind as superior.54 Drawing support from Darwin’s theory of evolution, nineteenth-century neo-Malthusian activist doctrines took the debate one step further: subjugation of the “inferior” races was no longer viewed as just a matter of self-interest, or even as a noble step toward progress; it was now an inexorable process of “natural law.”

This high-blown theorizing fit neatly with less theoretical, more impressionistic popular attitudes. Kenneth Little notes:

Convincing as natural and evolutionary theories of race may have been to certain intellectuals and litterateurs of the day, it is doubtful if they moved the common man very much. The general public never had much patience with abstract notions of race and racial superiority. It is likely that the general belief in “Civilization” and the whole philosophy of “Progress” was far more conclusive in justifying . . . what the racialists claimed in less understandable language.55

This analysis points to an important conclusion: that racism in its most highly developed form was the creation of intellectuals. Whether it welled up from the masses, or was imposed on them from above, is a more difficult question; but in no way can it be considered strictly as a popular or populist response fundamentally alien to the intelligentsia, as much postwar scholarship has implied.

This essay is not the place to discuss in any detail such matters as phrenology, “germ plasm,” or early I.Q. testing.56 The scientific bankruptcy of these movements is here taken for granted. In their day, however, these theories were accepted as scientific fact and therefore placed beyond the range of discussion or dispute, since, as an influential racialist author asserted, “science is only truth systematised.”57 This outlook—in effect willed ignorance masquerading as insight—played havoc with much of the world’s non-European population. One of the most significant characteristics of the nineteenth-century scientific attitude was its almost willful abandonment of earlier knowledge. Basil Davidson has followed this transformation in the history of European relations with the Congo:

The connection undoubtedly began with something of a golden age of peace and friendship. It just as surely degenerated into violence, hatred and distrust. So complete was this decay that when the nineteenth century finally brought colonial conquest, the conquerors seemed to have utterly forgotten the experience and accumulated knowledge of earlier Europeans.58

For whites as well as blacks, the process of recovering the past has been beset with interpretive obstacles, the more imposing in that they have been largely invisible. We are burdened in our attempt to see the past clearly with presuppositions and assumptions whose origins, if we recognized them, would repel us. Most daunting of all, we are hobbled by our understandable need to cling to the belief, in spite of our postmodern sophistication, that knowledge and conditions advance—that “progress” always marches forward. If contemporary scholars have abandoned the naïve optimism and triumphalism of the progressive view, we have retained its debilitating core: the conviction that we know more, and understand more clearly, than our ancestors. “The modern world tends to be skeptical about everything that makes demands on man’s higher faculties,” wrote E.F. Schumacher. “But it is not at all skeptical about skepticism, which demands hardly anything.”59 There is evidence that historians of the abolition debate are beginning to heed this criticism. David Brion Davis has warned against holding on to assumptions that “lead easily into a crude reductionism in which ‘sin,’ for example, means something other than sin and in which religious motivation is explained in terms of various secular interests.”60 The late Roger Anstey, from an avowed position of Christian faith, had no difficulty in avoiding this pitfall; more recent scholars, including Robert Fogel, Seymour Drescher, and Christopher Brown, are pursuing the more challenging road of doing so as secular academics.

A character in Tom Stoppard’s play Jumpers writes of preparing a speech which he hopes will “set British moral philosophy back forty years, which is roughly when it went off the rails.”61 If the secular intellectual culture to which we are heir does indeed have the deadly antinomy of race embedded in its basic fabric, perhaps we need to take seriously the thought of those pioneers of antislavery, all of them wedded to assumptions we have long since rejected, who acted on principles formulated before Western civilization “went off the rails.” To do so will not be easy. Americans of all races have been “reluctant to yield their privileges and their protections against each other, however strangely conceived those privileges and protections may have been,” Scott Malcomson observed. Discussing the civil rights demonstrations of 1963, in which fire hoses and police dogs were turned upon children, Malcomson argued that its truly disturbing effect was to reveal

[t]hat race really was an arbitrary matter of skin tone and that the nation had been living upside down. The adult mind sped to register this notion, so . . . deeply disturbing to a grown-up for whom the past was meant to be something other than an accumulation of shame and error. Adults tend to understand social relations in terms of justified power. In the fight against the power category of race, [the Reverend Martin Luther] King had imagined that power came only from God, who has no race—therefore race had no power. To understand this would be like suddenly awakening after the sleep of one’s life, to be like a child again.62

It is a pattern of American life to suppress or rewrite the past when it is ugly, inconvenient, or disgraceful. On some level, many Americans seem willing, at last, to accept the reality of the profound role that slavery has played in our history. Unless we are willing to work our way back, and to look at the effects of slavery on all of our institutions, and to be changed by what we find, we are unlikely to find an exit any time soon from our continuing dilemma of race. If we are willing to do this, however, and to truly listen to the past, we may find that change—if not “progress”—is indeed possible.
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Coming of Age: The Historiography of Black Abolitionism

Manisha Sinha

Most historians are well aware of the long and checkered historiography of the abolitionist movement, from vilification to vindication and then, in the post-revisionist, post-1960s phase, to an almost excessive scrutiny with its failures and shortcomings as a reform movement.1 Indeed, the sympathetic portrayal of abolition as a radical, even revolutionary movement for social change during the civil rights era has enjoyed a relatively brief afterlife among American historians.2 Despite some prominent exceptions, the dominant picture of abolitionists in American history is that of bourgeois reformers burdened by racial paternalism and economic conservatism.3 This view does little justice to the burgeoning scholarly literature on African American and women abolitionists that challenge conventional notions of the movement. A reappraisal of the abolition movement in light of these historiographical developments is long overdue.

I will examine the historiography of a topic that is perhaps the most vital subfield in abolitionist studies today, black abolitionism, but one that has yet to be the subject of a full-length essay. With increased interest in African American history, the historiography of black abolitionism has come into its own. It has its own issues and concerns but it also leads us to appreciate anew the interracial and radical nature of the antebellum movement to abolish slavery. I hope then not only to chart the origins and progress of the study of black abolitionism but also to speak to the central issues in abolitionist historiography and current interpretations of abolition.

As the dean of black abolitionist historiography, Benjamin Quarles, noted a long time ago, the writing of the history of black abolitionism has its roots in the antebellum era.4 Some of the pioneers in writing the history of black abolitionism were African American abolitionists themselves, such as William Cooper Nell, William Wells Brown, and Martin Delany. While their work may have been mainly “contributionist” in tone—the dominant characteristic of early African American history—they are invaluable sources and a necessary starting point in studying black abolitionists. Like the more famous slave narratives, they serve a dual function, of political advocacy and of firsthand historical accounts recorded by participants. If the slave narratives are at their most basic level individual histories, autobiographies of fugitive slaves, these books serve as histories of the race and the movement. While such narratives remain an indispensable source in reconstructing the black historical experience under slavery and in the rise of African American literature, early historical writings by black abolitionists serve as foundational texts for the field of African American history.

In a series of snapshot portraits of black leaders from the Revolutionary to the antebellum period in his The Colored Patriots of the Revolution (1855), William Cooper Nell anticipated some of the modern interpretations of black abolitionism. He not only left behind a comprehensive list of African American abolitionists but also revealed the continuity in the black abolitionist tradition, which predated the start of the formal movement. Nell’s reproduction of Revolutionary-era black petitions for the abolition of slavery and the slave trade and his discussion of black communities state by state amply demonstrated the grassroots nature of African American activism too easily dismissed by some historians as being mired in the strictures of middle-class reform and elitism. For him, the revolutionary nature of black abolitionism was self-evident and he included within its ranks slave rebels like Nat Turner, Madison Washington, and “Denmark Veazie.” In developing a history of the black tradition of protest in this country, Nell demonstrated the interplay between slave resistance and the tradition of free black activism in the north, a point that was developed by historians such as Vincent Harding and, more recently, Peter Hinks.

Nell, a staunch Garrisonian, insisted that abolition was primarily an interracial movement, an insight whose implications we have only started to appreciate. In his telling, blacks were not simply part of a white-dominated movement. In fact, white abolitionists had become “colored all over,” or as John Stauffer, following black abolitionist James McCune Smith, has argued, acquired black hearts. In contrast to some scholars’ emphasis on the stifling presence of racism even within the abolition movement, Nell shows the ability of abolition to displace and question the rigid lines of race in antebellum America and the “colorophobia” of most white Americans. At the same time, the plight of African Americans in a relentlessly racist society and a vindication of the race of black people remained the lodestar of his understanding of abolitionism. Black Garrisonians as well as more self-conscious “race leaders” shared this essential perspective. Nell thus pointedly quotes at length Frederick Douglass’s address to the National Colored Convention at Rochester in 1853 to make his argument:

As a people, we feel ourselves to be not only deeply injured, but grossly misunderstood. Our white fellow-countrymen do not know us. They are strangers to our character, ignorant of our capacity, oblivious of our history and progress, and are misinformed as to the principles and ideas that control and guide us, as a people. The great mass of American citizens estimate us, as being a characterless and purposeless people; and hence we hold up our heads, if at all, against the withering influence of a nation’s scorn and contempt.5

Like Nell’s book, William Wells Brown’s The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, and His Achievements (1863) is essentially a collective biography of prominent black leaders and abolitionists. Unlike Nell, Brown includes in his pantheon of heroes not just slave rebels and black military heroes of the Civil War but also African American women abolitionists such as Charlotte Forten and Francis Ellen Watkins Harper. After Wells Brown—and only in the last few decades, with the rise of black women’s history—have historians done justice to the role of black women in the abolition movement. Brown’s work also preceded the contemporary interest in the transatlantic nature of black activism by including leaders of the Haitian revolution, Toussaint L’Ouverture, Jean Jacques Dessalines, and Henri Christophe in his prosopography, revealing the enormous ideological inspiration that the Haitian revolution exercised on the political imagination of black abolitionists. Brown’s sense of black abolitionism is more expansive in nature than Nell’s and his book signals the shift in black abolitionist leadership from free black men like Prince Hall, Paul Cuffe, James Forten, William Watkins, and Nell (a son of South Carolina slaves) to fugitive slaves such as Brown, Henry Highland Garnet, and Frederick Douglass in the 1840s and 1850s. Brown attaches his memoir to the book and recounts the story of “a man without name,” loosely based on his own narrative and representative of the majority of African Americans who labored under slavery before the Civil War. Even more than Nell, Brown pioneered in writing a collective biography of black abolitionists, a genre that has been deftly revived by historians such as Richard J.M. Blackett.6

In contrast to Nell’s and Brown’s books, Martin Delany’s The Condition, Elevation, Emigration, and Destiny of the Colored People of the United States (1852) is not known as a history of black abolitionism but for its advocacy of black emigration outside the United States. In fact, two thirds of Delany’s book, fifteen of the twenty-three chapters, is a history of African American activism and Northern free blacks in the tradition of black abolitionist writing. Only the last few chapters of the book are exclusively devoted to the idea of emigration and finding a suitable place for black emigrants. Black Garrisonians such as Nell and Brown and emigrationists such as Delany shared a common understanding of the history of black abolitionism but Delany went beyond both Nell and Brown in arguing for the pioneering role of African Americans in the rise of the abolition movement.

Contending that African Americans in the United States were the most oppressed of all the classes and groups that had been denied citizenship and rights in world history, Delany began his history of black abolitionism tellingly with the meeting of the first black National Convention in 1830 that had advocated emigration to Canada in the wake of the Cincinnati race riot. It was black men, Delany wrote, who changed William Lloyd Garrison’s views on colonization and gradual emancipation, a claim that was substantiated by Quarles and other historians including Paul Goodman, Donald Jacobs, and Richard Newman. African Americans, as Garrison openly acknowledged, heavily influenced the abolitionist program of immediatism, anticolonization, and racial equality. According to Delany, “Antislavery took its rise among colored men, just at the time they were introducing their greatest projects for their own elevation, and that our Anti-Slavery brethren were converts of the colored men, in behalf of their elevation.” Delany spent considerable time detailing black protests against the American Colonization Society in the 1820s and the role of pioneering black abolitionists such as James Forten, Abraham D. Shadd, and James Barbadoes, among others. At the same time, he pointed to the importance of the publication of The Liberator and Garrison’s seminal 1832 anticolonization pamphlet in the growth of an interracial abolitionism. For a book that is suffused with the spirit of black nationalism and pride, Delany never fails to appreciate the significance of Garrison and his philosophical radicalism to the interracial struggle for black equality.

From a discussion of early black abolitionism, Delany quickly moved to the history of the “colored citizens” of the United States. He detailed the contributions of African Americans in clearing and settling the land in colonial America, and during the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812. Like Nell and Brown, he developed a collective portrait of famous black figures of the Revolutionary era, Phillis Wheatley and Paul Cuffee, to black abolitionists like James McCune Smith, Samuel Ringgold Ward, J.W.C. Pennington, Charles Lenox Remond, Mary Ann Shadd Cary, and George Vashon. The glaring absence of Frederick Douglass from this list of black luminaries was probably due to the author’s well-known falling out and rivalry with Douglass and his attempt to argue for a much larger group of black achievers than the one representative black abolitionist known to most white Americans. He does grudgingly mention Douglass and his paper in a long footnote containing a glossary of antebellum black newspapers and their editors. Delany’s subsequent chapters read like a veritable who’s who of antebellum blacks, listing many other less famous African Americans from every walk of life.7 In the context of black abolitionist historiography, Delany’s book represents a continuation of the antebellum African American political and intellectual tradition rather than a break from it.

African American abolitionists not only attempted to leave behind a historical record of black abolitionism, they also spent considerable time deconstructing racial thought and pseudoscientific racism in early America. In this sense, too, their work anticipated the current scholarship on the construction of race and racism in American history. Black abolitionist Hosea Easton, whose family was well represented in the ranks of New England abolitionism, offered the most searing and comprehensive rebuttal of popular racism in the early republic. Easton’s work, A Treatise on the Intellectual Character and Civil and Political Condition of the Colored people of the United States; and the Prejudice Exercised Towards Them (1837), predated the rise of the pseudoscience of race but his recognition of the all-encompassing oppression and crime of racism prefigured the work of those African American thinkers who sought to systematically refute its premises and conclusions. As he wrote feelingly:

O Prejudice, thou art slavery in disguise! . . . If there are degrees of intensity to the misery of the damned, that being must feel it in eternity, in whose heart prejudice reigned in this world. O Prejudice, I cannot let thee pass without telling thee and thy possessors, that thou art a compound of all evil—of all corrupt passions of the heart. Yea, thou art a participant in all the purposes of the wicked one—thou art the very essence of hell.

Historians Mia Bay, Bruce Dain, and Patrick Rael have highlighted the importance and political implications of the African American response to pseudoscientific racism. Most black abolitionists disputed its pernicious conclusions that started to dominate the academy and popular culture in mid-nineteenth-century America. The pseudoscience of race was in fact an important handmaiden of the proslavery argument. It was American and Southern in origin and closely tied to the question of slavery, as Stephen Jay Gould showed in his classic The Mismeasure of Man.8

Two black abolitionists, the Reverend James W.C. Pennington and Henry Highland Garnet, sought to critique notions of race and racism from outside the intellectual hegemony of the fashionable “racial science” of the day. They refused to develop their critiques of the concept of race and racism by deploying the dominant categories and ideas used by scientific racists. In his Text Book of the Origin and History of the Colored People (1841), Pennington challenged popular, biblical, and pseudoscientific notions of race. A clergyman and a scholar who had received an honorary doctorate from the University of Heidelberg, Pennington disputed the notion that the enslavement of Africans was justified by Noah’s curse on Ham’s descendants. Like earlier black abolitionists David Walker and William Hamilton, he did not hesitate to take on Thomas Jefferson’s “suspicions” of black inferiority. Sarcastically remarking on the “adverse influence of slavery on his great mind,” Pennington gives Jefferson the benefit of the doubt that the latter had denied black slaves of his own era by comparing them unfavorably to the slaves of antiquity. In fact, Pennington grounds his entire argument on equality of “intellect,” a God-given gift. Dismissing the scientific racists, he trenchantly writes, “He who in discussing the nature of man, can stoop to talk about monkies, apes, and ourangoutans, offers insult to the majesty of his own nature, for which he ought to be ashamed.” Pennington’s highly religious frame of reference would have probably led him to dismiss evolution as well as the pseudoscientific discourse on race.

However, in attempting to define racism and its ill effects, he ventures beyond the strictures of the Bible and develops one of the best indictments of racism in antebellum America. According to Pennington, “American prejudice” was “supreme selfishness.” “It is emphatically ill will.” It reflects a “blindness of mind.” It is not the victim who is intellectually inferior but the racist. It engenders “dishonesty,” “injustice,” “hypocrisy,” and “brutish and uncivil manners,” and owes its origin to “slavery . . . the fountain of this bitter stream.” For Pennington, racism was “absurd,” intellectually bankrupt, immoral and irreligious and socially harmful. It is his practical and ethical condemnation of racism that is far more effective than any attempt to engage racists on their own terms.9

Garnet, who like Pennington was a clergyman, rejects the notion of the existence of different “races.” In his speech published as an influential pamphlet, The Past and Present Condition and the Destiny of the Colored Race (1848), Garnet apologizes: “In order to pursue my subject I must, for the sake of distinction, use some of the improper terms of our times. I shall, therefore, speak of races, when in fact there is but one race, as there was but one Adam.” Garnet repeatedly argues that it is the “condition” of the “colored race” rather than its color, physical attributes, or nature that shapes racism. His pamphlet is for the most part a refutation of racism by recalling the biblical and secular history of Africans rather than dignifying the pseudoscience of race with a response. An antiemigrationist at this point, Garnet predicts that “This western world is destined to be filled with a mixed race” and racism would cease to matter. Calling for unity of political action among black abolitionists, he argued that only African American activism and abolitionism could end the injustices of slavery and racism in this country.10

Other black abolitionists such as Douglass and Delany chose to refute the “science” of “races” on the terrain of contemporary scholarship. Delany reverted to advocating black emigration and a separation of the “races” after the failure of Reconstruction. Nevertheless, he continued to “discard” the pseudoscientific premise of polygenesis and, anticipating the findings of modern science, insisted that Africans were the first humans in his Principia of Ethnology (1879). In his famous speech, “The Claims of the Negro Ethnologically Considered” (1854), Douglass argued, anticipating W.E.B. Du Bois, that “the relation subsisting between the white and black people of this country is the vital question of the age.” No amount of “scientific moonshine” or the “southern pretenders to science” could place black men on a “sliding scale of humanity” or see them as less than human. Complaining that pseudoscientific racists compared the most “degraded” black men with “those of the highest cultivation,” Douglass memorably wrote that the “very crimes of slavery become slavery’s best defense.” While he argued that environmental influences can explain diversity among mankind, Douglass insisted on the unity of man and the universal application of human rights. Noting how different peoples and areas of the world had become connected for the first time, he chided:

I say it is remarkable—nay, it is strange that there should arise a phalanx of learned men—speaking in the name of science—to forbid the magnificent reunion of mankind in one brotherhood. A mortifying proof is here given, that the moral growth of a nation, or an age, does not always keep pace with the increase of knowledge, and suggests the necessity to increase human love with human learning.

Douglass’s answer to the pseudoscience of race or “ethnology” in nineteenth-century parlance, did not just invoke environmentalism but was also more broadly philosophical and ethical in the tradition of secular Enlightenment thought.11

The roots of black abolitionist historiography that dealt with the growth of the black radical tradition and African Americans’ intellectual engagement with the problems of slavery and racism lay firmly among black abolitionists themselves. Not only did their sensibility carry over to the first generation of historians who wrote about black abolitionism, many of their insights on black participation in the abolitionist movement, the interracial nature of the movement, its connection to broader traditions of black resistance have been developed in contemporary historical scholarship on African American abolitionists. In this sense, African American abolitionists act not just as subjects of black abolitionist historiography but also its founders.

The first generation of black historians, most of whom worked outside of the academy, and were generally unrecognized by it, continued to write the history of abolitionism in the tradition of black abolitionists. Even as prominent American historians and revisionist historians of the Civil War and Reconstruction sought to discredit the abolition movement and demonize its leaders as irresponsible fanatics, their legacy lay safe in the hands of African American historians and intellectuals. Archibald Grimke, the son of South Carolina slaves and an intrepid advocate of black rights, wrote some of the first biographies of Garrison, Wendell Phillips, and Charles Sumner. In his massive two-volume History of the Negro Race, George Washington Williams, arguably the first professional black historian, devoted two celebratory chapters to the abolition movement, one of which detailed the efforts of African Americans in the movement against slavery. W.E.B. Du Bois wrote a sympathetic biography of John Brown. In his magnum opus, Black Reconstruction (1935), Du Bois defended the political activism of the Southern black masses and Radical Republicans like Sumner and Thaddeus Stevens, heirs of the antebellum interracial struggle for black equality.12

Early African American historians such as Carter G. Woodson, the father of black history, Charles H. Wesley, and Dorothy Porter Wesley served essentially as the archivists of black abolitionism, reproducing and reprinting long-forgotten speeches, pamphlets, letters, narratives, and the proceedings and addresses of meetings, associations, and conventions. They also produced some of the earliest scholarly biographies of prominent black abolitionists.13 In the era of Jim Crow, disfranchisement, and lynching, an implicit political function underlay their “objective” histories of the race. The dual purpose of education and protest, though somewhat muted, lived on in their works. And just as an alternative view of slavery can be found in their writings when the plantation myth held sway among American historians, they produced an alternative history of abolition, especially black abolition. Without the painstaking works of Woodson, the Wesleys, and later, Herbert Aptheker, Phillip S. Foner, Howard Bell, and Dorothy Sterling the historiography of black abolitionism would have been stillborn. It was due to their work that some historical surveys of the abolition movement by Louis Filler and especially Dwight Dumond mentioned African American abolitionists.14

The efforts of early historians of black abolitionists to document their history and develop a published and easily accessible archive of black abolitionism also lives on in contemporary collections of black abolitionist papers and pamphlets edited by C. Peter Ripley and John Blassingame, among others. This prominent genre in black abolitionist historiography, the publication of primary sources, testifies to the repeated efforts of generations of historians to make a case for the saliency of black abolitionism.15

More than any other historian, Benjamin Quarles must be viewed as the progenitor of modern black abolitionist historiography. Trained at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, Quarles’s dissertation became the first authoritative, published modern biography of Frederick Douglass. His most important work, Black Abolitionists (1969), was the first comprehensive text on the subject at a time when most historians of abolitionism still viewed the movement as a predominantly white, middle-class movement. In fact, the biggest debate in the field, when Quarles started writing, revolved around whether abolitionism must be viewed as primarily Western and evangelical in inspiration, as Gilbert Barnes and Dumond argued, or as a Garrisonian, New England–based movement. In the post–World War II era, some of the most influential essays on abolition uncritically borrowed methods and theories from the social sciences to produce modern updates of the revisionists’ “irresponsible-fanatics” thesis. Stanley Elkins saw abolitionists as essentially anti-institutional and destructive in orientation and David Donald portrayed them as suffering from status anxiety, as social misfits and psychological basket cases. Donald’s influential two-volume “psychobiography” of Charles Sumner and John Thomas’s unsympathetic biography of William Lloyd Garrison drew far more attention than Quarles’s book on Douglass. Even Aileen Kraditor’s masterful Means and Ends in American Abolitionism (1967), which effectively challenged these historians and produced the most sophisticated understanding of Garrisonian abolitionism and the issues involved in the abolitionist split of 1839–40 that we have, virtually ignored black abolitionists including Douglass, whose purchase appeared in the book as a matter of controversy among white abolitionists. Quarles’s detailed 1938 essay on the breach between Douglass and Garrison, which he characterized as marked by ideological and political differences rather than simply as personal or racial, escaped her attention.16

Given the state of abolitionist studies in the postwar period, it is no wonder that Quarles felt compelled to simply document the presence of African Americans in the abolition movement. He explained that his approach sought “to reduce any credibility gap” and hoped that it did not descend to “mere cataloguing.” In this sense, Quarles’s scholarship, as August Meier has noted, harks back to an older black historiography. In an earlier essay, he had reproduced letters written by black abolitionists to Gerrit Smith, the abolitionist “sage of Peterboro.” Quarles was not only continuing the tradition of archival work but also showing the strength and numbers of black abolitionists in the north. “With a few exceptions,” he wrote, “Smith received at least one letter from every literate Negro who was prominent in the North during the twenty years preceding the Civil War.” Quarles clearly highlighted the political partnership that Smith forged with African Americans that led him to set aside land grants for free blacks from his substantial estate in New York and to support John Brown’s raid at Harpers Ferry.17

Quarles’s Black Abolitionists, unlike his previous work, goes beyond contributionism and acts as a bridge to the new history of black abolitionism. Here Quarles, by drawing attention to African Americans’ foundational contribution to the rise of Garrisonian immediatism and to the distinct ideological debates among black abolitionists, illustrated the centrality of African Americans to the movement. In his reading, black Americans were not just passive victims but architects of their own liberation, a premise that undergirds much of black history today. As he concludes, “To the extent that America had a revolutionary tradition, he [the black man] was its protagonist no less than its symbol.” Indeed, the influence of the republican tradition on black thought lay at the heart of Quarles’s numerous works on black history, which include The Negro in the American Revolution (1961), The Negro in the Making of America (1964), and The Negro in the Civil War (1953). Using Douglass’s brilliant Fourth of July address as a starting point, Quarles argued how the “spirit of ’76” influenced a host of black abolitionists. The American Revolution was, as he put it, a “black Declaration of Independence,” too. The wide-ranging influence of Quarles’s original emphasis on the importance of Revolutionary thought for early black protest is evident by the way in which this idea is taken for granted by most contemporary scholars writing on black abolitionism. But as his later books on John Brown and African Americans, Allies for Freedom (1974) and Blacks on John Brown (1972), demonstrate, Quarles’s appreciation of black abolitionists’ appropriation of Revolutionary republicanism was never simply a matter of celebrating ideas divorced from the necessity of radical action.18

With the onset of the civil rights movement and the rise of the new black history, several historians joined Quarles in fostering a new appreciation of the “radicalness” of the abolition movement.19 As works on abolition proliferated after the 1960s, the field of abolitionist studies broke along racial lines, with few scholars willing to bridge the gap. In a departure from the scholarship of Quarles and his predecessors, works by Jane and William Pease and Leon Litwack tended to stress racism within the movement. But while the Peases argued for the ineffectiveness of African Americans, Litwack more usefully traced the growth of an autonomous black radical tradition, the “emancipation,” as he called it, of the black abolitionist from a white-dominated movement.20 On the other hand, none of the broader studies on abolition, which explored various aspects of abolitionist thought and expanded our understanding of the political, ideological, and religious inspirations for the movement, paid much attention to black abolitionists. Instead, in most cases, they castigated pro forma the racialist or racist thought of white abolitionists.21 In his classic book on racism in American history published at this time, George Fredrickson memorably dubbed white northerners’ and abolitionists’ racial attitudes as “romantic racialism.” A recent scholar has gone so far as to hold African Americans, who allegedly internalized Northern racial discourses, also complicit in “the construction of race” in the antebellum north.22 Ironically, the emphasis on “race” and racial difference leaves us with little appreciation of the black protest tradition and its influence on the ideology and tactics of the abolition movement as a whole. It presents us with a victimization model of free blacks and abolitionists, a Northern counterpart, one might say, of Stanley Elkins’s long-discredited Sambo thesis for Southern slaves.

The dominant nationalist sensibility of the new black history, which came into being during the black power or nationalist phase of the civil rights movement, further segregated the history of African American abolitionists though it considerably enriched our comprehension of the long tradition of black protest in this country. Vincent Harding’s eloquent There Is a River (1981) squarely placed black abolitionists in the broader historical trajectory of black resistance to slavery. But he was critical of Douglass and other black abolitionists for relying on the goodwill of white Americans and their ability to change. According to Harding, the African identity and ethos of black people as victims of racist oppression rather than the interracial movement for abolition and racial equality was the proper setting for an authentic black radicalism.

Recent studies of black nationalism have exploded the dualism of separatism versus integration by revealing how these categories simplify rather than describe the thought of prominent pre–Civil War black leaders. Nor can black nationalism be viewed simply as a project devoted to black emigration outside the United States divorced from the numerous efforts at institution building that characterized free black communities throughout the country since the American Revolution. And though black nationalism has commonly been portrayed as the most radical tendency in African American political thought, historians such as Wilson Moses and, more extremely, Tunde Adeleke have pointed to the Western, Christian, and “civilizational” orientation of nineteenth-century black nationalists. According to Adeleke, it made them surrogates of European imperialism in Africa. While it is probably unfair to hold African American leaders responsible for the crimes of imperialism, such work helps us reevaluate the easy use of the terms “conservative” and “radical” to characterize different variants of black abolitionism.23 African American abolitionists, like their white counterparts, subscribed to a variety of political projects and beliefs in their struggle against slavery and racism and it would be simplistic to tar them all with one brush or place them in ideological boxes of our own making.

Some historians have even viewed Southern slaves as proponents of a truly radical black nationalism as opposed to the more integrationist and supposedly bourgeois mindset of most Northern black abolitionists. They have of course missed out on Du Bois’s and Harding’s attempts to argue for a unified black protest tradition that included slave rebels as well as black abolitionists and that arguably came together during the heady days of Reconstruction in an attempt to inaugurate an interracial democracy in this country. It would be ahistorical to differentiate too deeply between traditions of slave resistance and northern black activism, which influenced each other and grew in tandem. There was no chasm between Southern slavery and black abolitionism nor was identification with slaves merely a political ploy on the part of African American abolitionists. Some Northern blacks were sold South to circumvent emancipation laws, and throughout the antebellum period free African Americans were fair game for kidnappers who sold them into Southern slavery. Fugitive slaves, in fact, were disproportionately represented among black abolitionists in the late antebellum period and the fugitive slave issue or, one might say, slave resistance fostered a radical response from Northern black communities and abolitionists. Historian Ira Berlin has gone so far as to call Northern blacks “maroon” communities of runaway slaves, with even the freeborn living under the perpetual shadow of racial slavery.24

Despite the long and painful demise of slavery and continued legal discrimination in the free states, Northern blacks no doubt could develop a more vocal tradition of protest and autonomous institutions than Southern slaves or free black people. Litwack’s pathbreaking book on the Northern free black population powerfully evoked the pervasive racism faced by them, their political disfranchisement and precarious position in the northern economy. However, studies by Shane White, Gary Nash, James and Lois Horton, Leonard Curry, Craig Wilder, Christopher Phillips, among others, have rekindled an appreciation of the immense community-building efforts of a largely impoverished people and the grassroots nature of black political and social activism. The founding of black churches, literary societies, schools, and the black press is testimony to the practical, institutional side of black nationalism and ideas of racial autonomy. The Hortons have been most successful in combining the history of Northern free black people with that of black abolitionism. Their synthesis of the history of Northern blacks, in contrast to Litwack’s emphasis on white racism, stresses both community building and political activism. More recently, Leslie Harris has sought to combine both approaches with an analysis of growing class differentiation within New York city’s black community.25

If the social histories of Northern black communities have added depth to our picture of the growth of black abolitionism, the proliferation of biographies of prominent African American abolitionist men and women has revived the field. The persistence of biography as a way to recover the history of black abolitionism is a testimony to how much the writings of black abolitionists continue to shape the field. As Blackett, who has astutely defended this genre, writes, a “touch of filiopietism” is “essential to good biography.” Biographies of not just prominent black abolitionists like Douglass, Delany, and Garnet, but also of lesser-known figures such as Richard Allen, Paul Cuffee, James Forten, John Mercer Langston, Jermain Loguen, and J.W.C. Pennington have finally given us a collective portrait of black abolitionism.26 In fact, the theoretical sophistication of the intellectual biographies of Douglass by David Blight and Waldo Martin, of Delany and Douglass by Robert S. Levine, of Sojourner Truth by Nell Painter, of David Walker by Peter Hinks, and recently, of the Revolutionary-era black clergyman Lemuel Haynes by John Saillant have marked the coming of age of black abolitionist biography.

The “new black intellectual history,” as Patrick Rael has dubbed it, has finally put to rest the conclusions of Frederick Cooper’s influential yet glib view of black abolitionism as narrowly characterized by the ideas of moral uplift and self-improvement and as a reflection of dominant white middle-class or Victorian and bourgeois values. Cooper’s politically defanged and intellectually bankrupt black abolitionist leaders appeared as self-serving individuals divorced from the plight of Southern slaves and Northern black masses. In his article on the Glasgow-trained physician and abolitionist, James McCune Smith, Blight instead revealed the complexity of black abolitionist ideology. McCune Smith meditated extensively on ideas of uplift along with the issues of identity, class, education, community, protest, violence, emigration, and racism. And as a radical black intellectual, he struggled to connect with the anonymous, toiling black workers he wrote about. Similarly, Martin’s and Blight’s works on Douglass reveal him to be an original and astute thinker, whose understanding and use of American political traditions of millennial nationalism, Revolutionary republicanism, and democracy was matched by few of his contemporaries. Levine’s subtle study of Delany and Douglass further illustrates that they did not represent two ideological poles in black abolitionism. Rather, the two men played their ideas against, and influenced, each other. Saillant’s biography not only recovers the integrity of Haynes’s orthodox Calvinism and revolutionary thought but also provides us with the first intellectually coherent rendition of eighteenth-century black abolitionism.27 The picture we have of black abolitionism is far richer and more complex thanks to the work of these historians.

Three important books on antebellum black abolitionism have also overturned Cooper’s unfavorable assessment of black abolitionist ideology and the Peases’ dismal conclusion that African American abolitionism was a grand failure. In his Building an Antislavery Wall (1983), Blackett insisted on the startling and unique success of black abolitionist speakers in the propaganda war over slavery in Britain. African American abolitionists, he argued, helped construct a cordon sanitaire against racial slavery in the Atlantic world. Patrick Rael’s detailed work on antebellum black protest also makes a strong case for its impact in the public sphere. His study of African American ideas on uplift, nation building, race, and identity has produced the most comprehensive look at black abolitionist ideology to date. Eddie Glaude’s work on antebellum black nationalism builds on and deepens Harding’s insight of African Americans’ sense of their own history as part of a providential design dominated by the religious motif of Exodus, and their identification with the enslavement and suffering of the children of Israel. His analysis, a product of the current sophistication in conceptualizing black nationalism that does not simply equate it with racial separatism and emigrationism, argues for the redemptive power in black nationalism to save the soul of American democracy, what he calls “soul-craft politics.”28

With the exception of Blackett, who includes Sarah Parker Remond in his discussion of abolition’s unofficial black ambassadors, much of the new scholarship on black abolitionism chooses not to deal with the issue of gender or African American women. Ironically, in this respect, some of the older “contributionist” historians were more broad ranging and inclusive than their considerably more sophisticated descendants. This unfortunate fact also reflects the emergence of women’s history as a distinct field of inquiry and the gendered division of labor among historians, a characteristic that marks recent studies of both white and black abolitionists. A further subdivision in the study of female abolitionists has most studies of white women abolitionists ignoring the thought and efforts of African American women.29

However, in the last decade or so the study of black women abolitionists has also come of age and matches the theoretical complexity of the new black intellectual history. The groundbreaking work done by Nell Painter, Carla Peterson, Melba Boyd, Jane Rhodes, Jennifer Fleischner, Brenda Stevenson, Jean Fagan Yellin, Francis Smith Foster, Gayle Tate, and Shirley Yee has challenged the invisibility of black women in abolitionist studies. In her deeply researched biography of Truth, Painter reveals how much Truth herself, as the white feminist abolitionists who wrote about and for her, was responsible for the construction of her public persona. She deftly traces the triumph of the symbolic Truth while detailing the life story of the historical Truth. Biographies of Francis Ellen Watkins Harper and Mary Ann Shadd Cary by Boyd and Rhodes present us for the first time with a full-bodied and complete picture of these women’s lives, writings, and activism. Their work belongs as much to the broader genre of biography in black abolitionist historiography as they do to black women’s history and literature. But if biographies of prominent African American women abolitionists present them often as loners, Peterson’s study of black women speakers and writers in the North resurrects a community of activist “race women,” who shared a distinct position on questions of racial and gender oppression.30 This growing and diverse body of scholarship on black women abolitionists has undoubtedly contributed to the contemporary renaissance in black abolitionist historiography.

As the above survey of black abolitionist historiography reveals, we have at present an embarrassment of riches. However, even as the field explodes with new books, fresh insights, and the historical recovery of long-forgotten figures, little attempt has been made to connect this work with the history of the abolition movement as a whole or reevaluate it in light of its findings. Discussions of the influence of black abolitionism on Garrisonian immediatism usually stop short in the 1830s. A new synthesis of the abolition movement, which would explore the place and the extent of influence of African Americans in the movement, is overdue. One can argue for the importance of black abolitionism without ignoring some of the most influential theorists of the movement: Garrison, Wendell Phillips, Lydia Maria Child, Theodore Weld, the Grimke sisters, James Birney, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Gerrit Smith, and many other lesser-known white abolitionists. And the range and significance of the black presence in abolition should hardly be confined to a mere muckraking of the racialism of their white allies.

The curse of specialization has fallen hard on abolitionist studies, which are now much richer than in previous years but also considerably more fragmented. Some of the most exciting new research in abolition is being done on women and African Americans. Ironically, while the study of abolition has expanded beyond the disciplinary boundaries of history into literature and cultural studies, the new historiography of black abolitionism has yet to make a decisive impact on that of the abolition movement. We still await a broad new historical synthesis of abolition that would reflect the dramatic expansion in the study of African American and female abolitionists. Black abolitionist historiography has come of age and is poised to revive the relatively dormant state of abolitionist studies. To borrow terminology from post-colonial theory, the periphery will redefine the center.
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Geographies of Liberty: A Brief Look at Two Cases

T.K. Hunter In late November 1771, on the river Thames in London, a ship rode at anchor bobbing in the swells. Smoke and damp hung in the air; river rats—lured by rubbish and the plenty it provided—foraged undeterred by the chill. In the dimness of a ship’s hold—well-secured out of sight and sound of anyone above deck or on shore—James Somerset did the only thing he could do: he waited. Somerset was a member of the African diaspora and, by bill of sale in one of Britain’s North American colonies, an enslaved person. Two years earlier, Somerset had been on board a similar ship but under less confining circumstances as he traveled with Charles Stuart, his master, from colonial Boston to Britain’s metropole. While in London he ran away and, once found, had been delivered at the behest of his master into the hands of John Knowles, captain of the Ann and Mary.

In theory, the change in Somerset’s whereabouts, from one place in the empire to another, would not effect a change in his status: in either place, he was still a slave. In practice, however, Somerset’s particular geographic relocation carried with it the potential to challenge the legal effectiveness of the designation of “slave.” Unbeknownst to him, Stuart’s decision to bring Somerset with him from America to Britain forced a revision of certain legal precedents regarding slavery and freedom in the Atlantic world. Whereas previous cases rested on the question “What is the law?” Somerset’s future hinged in a new, more consequential question: “Where is the law?”

More than fifty years after Britain lost her North American colonies, a little girl traveled from New Orleans to Boston on a journey similar to Somerset’s transatlantic voyage. In the spring of 1836, Mary Slater, the wife of a slaveowner, prepared to depart from the South around the first of May for a visit of some length to her father in Boston. With her was an enslaved child about six years of age, a little girl called Med. Together Med and her mistress traveled north. They participated in a time-honored seasonal flight from the fatigue of intense heat, sailing away from the humidity and the enervating summer climate of New Orleans to the comparative coolness of Boston.

Like Somerset, Med’s journey required her to traverse the geographies of slavery and freedom. However, instead of crossing an ocean and being brought to London from the colonial periphery, Med journeyed within the United States. As a result, Somerset and Med found themselves at the center of important court cases whose purpose it was to determine publicly their relationship to liberty. However, neither case could have been heard—that is, with the hope of a favorable decision—if their respective relocations had not been embedded in the ideological debates then current in the Atlantic world. At the core of both excursions was this: James Somerset and Med were taken by their masters from one legal jurisdiction to another—with differing legal attitudes toward slavery. How regretful their masters would be.1

The 1771–1772 Somerset case was a landmark in the annals of law in the English-speaking Atlantic. Largely misinterpreted as having single-handedly ended English slavery, the case in fact did no such thing. Its importance lies, rather, in the centrality of the ideology of a “geography of liberty”—that is, the concept of designating a locale “free” and the potential application of such a designation. From this, certain questions arise, namely, how could the eighteenth-century English insist that their soil—as well as their air—was a haven for liberty while simultaneously participating in a practice based upon the full and complete denial of liberty to African people? Furthermore, how was Britain’s geography of liberty challenged in a legal forum when Africans entered its ideological and physical jurisdiction? Indeed, James Somerset did not run away to England; he was brought there by his master. The Somerset case wrestled with this: Can the law allow the presence of bondage within a geographic space designated by its inhabitants to be a haven—both ideologically and practically—of liberty?2

Commonwealth v. Aves, an American case tried in Massachusetts in 1836, looked directly to the English Somerset case for its legal precedent, not only because American law was based on English common law but because the circumstances involved were ideologically equivalent. The case was heard in the Massachusetts courts years after the putative end of slavery in the state; Med’s presence in Boston forced the testing of Massachusetts as a designated locale of liberty. The child, Med, did not run away to Massachusetts in search of her liberty; like Somerset, she was brought there by her owner. The Commonwealth case once again brought to the fore the same question as Somerset: Where was the law applicable?

In short, the Somerset and Commonwealth cases are trenchant examples of the deep ideological problems that arose when slaves and those who acted on their behalf tested the limits of slavery in the context of new legal geographies. It was not physical distance that enabled each case to go forward; in a time when New World slavery thrived and “Africanness” equaled slavery, one could not necessarily count on a measure of miles to change one’s status from slave to free man or woman. Rather, it was how this distance was traversed, and the nature of the geographic area on the other end of the journey, that made it possible for Somerset’s and Med’s advocates to advance a case to secure their liberty. The suggestion here is not that Somerset and Med were the only two slaves involved in cases that would decide their liberty, nor is it that Somerset and Med were the first and last slaves to have their liberty granted as a result of a court decision. Rather, it is to suggest that the Somerset and Commonwealth cases were emblematic of an important consideration that had until then gone strangely unexamined: the location of the law as essential to the operation of the law. Liberty, in other words, was determined by geography.

The exploration of law, liberty, and geography involves an examination of three areas that are not typically associated with one another. The convergence of liberty and law are perhaps the easiest to recognize because the former was frequently contested in courts throughout the eighteenth-century Atlantic and beyond. The articulation and subsequent flourishing of ideologies of liberty (whether those ideologies were embodied by the elite, middle, or lower classes) served to fuel the contestation of liberty in relation to politics and the law. An expanding British empire encouraged the assessment of institutional relationships that had been unfamiliar: When the political, physical, and intellectual center of government was an ocean away, what were its subjects to do regarding the arbitration of issues that surely affected the metropole, but that were—in practical terms—more immediately relevant to the colonies? Should the rigors and rhythms—the preferences and pecuniary interests—of the colony take precedence? If so, when, and under what circumstances?3

These were questions that deserved serious attention. Their consideration became more urgent in the context of a lucrative system of labor that filled both the purses of private citizens and the coffers of government. A thriving slave trade and all that it entailed created difficult challenges regarding the individual slave—and, by implication, the institution of slavery, in terms of his or her relation to legal and spatial ideologies of liberty. Indeed, while slaves were shipped en masse from Africa to Britain’s New World colonies in the Caribbean and in North America, many were brought to Britain individually by their masters—a simple act of transportation that was fraught with unforeseen complications and consequences.4

But the geography under discussion isn’t simply “here” versus “there” as indicated on a map. After all, there are no lines drawn in the dirt, no color-coding in the soil to designate separate areas of sovereignty—whether those areas are colonies, states, or nations. Geographies are separated by something even more powerful than physical borders; they are separated by ideologies. Ideological constructions lie at the heart of geographic demarcations. What, then, would happen to slaves as they moved from one legally discrete locale to another, where protean but nonetheless widely circulating ideologies of liberty were themselves contested? What would happen if changes were made to the physical, ideological, and legal ground on which they were based? Such questions illustrate the potential implications of geography by underscoring the role geography plays in the consideration of the law.

Enslaved Africans were treated as commercial items—both vendible and movable. As chattel property, the enslaved were subject to a host of municipal laws, all of which varied according to time and space. Indeed, despite the fact that the British empire encompassed a vast territory, defined politically as one entity, its laws were far from consistent. Courts were frequently surprised by cases that highlighted the lack of legal uniformity across the empire. Many a case concerning liberty and the status of Africans in relation to the law thus involved the careful determination of the question of primacy of municipal laws.

The intersection of law and geography bears crucially upon how certain questions were addressed and resolved within the context of movable chattel property, shifting locations, and the ways in which political and social ideologies were upheld and applied. Geographies—areas that are circumscribed and delimited in order to physically include or exclude—help to define law, and law, in turn, helps to define geographies. As such, at its simplest and most straightforward, English law held sway within the geographic borders that defined England; French law held sway within the geographic borders that defined France, and so forth. However, when a country had colonies that were at once independent and co-dependent, the importance of geography in relation to the law, and law in relation to geography, quickly becomes more complex. When colonies devised procedures and laws based on those of the home country, what was the extent to which those laws bolstered or extended, superceded, or even contravened certain procedures and laws back home? Consistency would certainly ease the physical transition from colony to metropole. But as Africans were moved around—or moved themselves around—from one locale to another, their movement soon begged the persistent and uncomfortable question: What was the status of Africans in relation to the law and to ideologies that were supported or circumvented by the law within a particular locale?5

In the case of England, it was not the mere presence of Africans that posed a problem; they were there as early as the sixteenth century. Neither were inhabitants of Massachusetts unfamiliar with people of African descent. Rather, it was the ideological questions that their presence as slaves raised that precipitated certain difficulties—difficulties that were brought to the courts for resolution. In England, a country described by its inhabitants as fundamentally free—as a place whose very soil and air was free—the presence of enslaved Africans challenged the ideology of liberty. In 1830s Massachusetts, where slavery had been abolished according to many and where liberty and natural rights were ostensibly guaranteed to all people within its boundaries, the enslaved posed similar challenges. Would the presence of transplanted slaves on free soil influence their status in relation to the law? In other words, by being relocated, could slaves become free?6

Within the context of the British tradition, it is important to understand that common law is best defined in relation to what it is not—that is, statute law. Common law consists of “those principles and rules of action relating to the government and security of persons and of property which derive their authority solely from usages and customs of immemorial antiquity.” It is the expression and operation of customs and actions whose existence is frequently described as “ancient and immemorial.” Eighteenth-century England operated under common law. Like all law, common law was a balancing act: preeminence was given neither to ancient practices nor to what was called “the sudden changes of a present arbitrary power.” Statute law, by contrast, is legislative: “that body of law created by acts of the legislature.” While the purpose here is not to discuss the merits of legal systems, suffice it to say that as a legal system, common law is thorny, messy, and frustrating for those who prefer the clarity of statutes; nonetheless, it is extraordinary. In its basis upon “ancient usages” and customs, one can more clearly see the formation and persistence of various ideologies in common law as they were outlined.7

The 1772 Somerset case was a signal event in the annals of British common law. Although it was not the first case that decided in favor of the liberty of an enslaved man, it was a landmark because of the grounds on which it was argued, its extensive coverage in English newspapers, its apparently uncategorical statements about the heinous character of slavery (in light of natural rights), and finally, its seeming refusal to guarantee to slaveholders protection of the property they held dear when they brought their slaves to England. Many aspects of the arguments were compelling, but the most powerful—and certainly the most enduring—was the insistence upon the longstanding and unique character of English soil—it was free and would not support the abject bondage that was by definition African slavery. Only positive law (law specifically enacted), declared Lord Mansfield (the chief justice who heard the case), might allow the presence of that species of bondage, but then whether or not such law superceded the enduring free character of English soil remained questionable.8

England had a longstanding practice whereby a foreigner or slave who set foot upon its soil became eo instanti free. In his Commentaries on the Laws of England, William Blackstone noted that both the idea and practice of civil liberty flourished and had nearly perfect expression in England. Furthermore, he asserted that not only was the spirit of liberty firmly embedded in the English constitution, it was “rooted even in our very soil.” The power of that soil, therefore, freed all who set foot upon it—whatever his state. As Blackstone insisted, “a slave or a negro, the moment he lands in England, falls under the protection of the laws, and with regard to all natural rights becomes eo instanti a freeman.” But Blackstone was not the author of the idea of instantaneous freedom upon setting foot on English soil. The sentiment was expressed by Edward Chamberlayne in his Angliae Notitia or The Present State of England (1669) and prior to that in Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles of England (1580), which stated that “[s]laves in England are none since Christianity prevailed. A slave brought into England, is upon landing ipso facto free from slavery, but not from ordinary service” and “[a]s for slaves and bondsmen, we have none; nay, such is the privilege of our country by the especial Grace of God and bounty of our princes, that if any come hither from other realms, so soon as they set foot on the land they become so free of condition as their masters, whereby all note of servile bondage is utterly removed from them.” The liberty inherent in England’s very soil and its character effectively transformed slaves and bondsmen into free men.9

English slaves were not in abundance in England, and English law appeared ill-prepared to address the question of enslaved Africans. As Africans increasingly came before the English courts, various counsel for individual masters or plantation merchants devised arguments against the liberty of Africans and favorable to their clients—arguments that turned on such points as the vendibility of Africans and their status as heathens. Africans might be bought and sold in all locales because it was customary to buy and sell them throughout the continent of Africa, not to mention Britain’s New World plantation colonies. In a handy bit of circular reasoning, Africans’ status as non-Christians gave license to good Christian men to buy or sell them: Africans were vendible heathens because they were bought and sold, and they were bought and sold precisely because they were vendible heathens. However, as Africans made the potentially transformative passage from heathen to Christian, their journey brought them closer to being considered in the light of liberty.

As Africans were brought to England—either singly or in small groups—they were brought to both a political center where their presence shattered the silence of the metropole, and to a locale with a long tradition of being characterized as free. Their presence as they came before the courts destabilized the meaning of “slave” and transformed the arena in which the status quo of enslaved Africans—quite literally, their relationship to the law—would be discussed.10

The first known reported instance that addressed the status of Africans in Britain in relation to the law was the 1677 Butts v. Penny case—a handful of printed lines that emphasized the extra-Christian status of Africans, offered no final judgment, and, strictly speaking, established no legal precedent. While there might have been property in Africans “sufficient to maintain trover,” the indecision also suggested that there might not have been property in Africans sufficient to maintain trover. In short, Africans, neither by virtue of their “Africanness” nor by virtue of the fact that they had been enslaved, were not always considered de facto goods or chattel. The initial legal uncertainty concerning their status in relation to the law would later be an advantage when confronting questions of liberty.

The court cases in the years between Butts v. Penny (1677) and Somerset (1771–72) are too numerous to be summarized here. Suffice it to say that only twenty years after Butts, in the case of Chamberlain v. Harvey (1697), arguments used by counsel for the defense assisted in skewing the meaning of slave while highlighting the importance of geography. The enslaved man in question was unnamed at the time and remains so today. Nevertheless, his passage from Barbados to England at the hands of his master (who later turned him out of his service), his baptism into the Church of England, and his subsequent service to several masters, forced the consideration of the efficacy of colonial Barbadian law on the legal condition of the unnamed man once he was brought to England. Chamberlain was denied his so-called slave inheritance, the denial of which questioned the durability of forced associations forged in other locales when those relationships entered a new geography considered to be conducive to liberty.11

Seventy-five years later, Chief Justice William Murray, Lord Mansfield agonized over a decision concerning questions that pertained to the nature of English soil, the law’s in favorem liberatis tendency, and the potential limits of slavery in England. He encountered the task of ruling on the status of James Somerset, who, having run away several years after living in London with his master, was captured and prepared for forcible removal to and resale in the Caribbean plantation colonies.12

A writ of habeas corpus directed the ship’s captain, John Knowles, to present Somerset before Mansfield at the beginning of the legal proceedings. And in the course of describing his relationship to Somerset’s master, Charles Stuart, Knowles included an interesting set of statements about Somerset’s status. Somerset had been brought from Africa where there had been and still were great numbers of “negro slaves.” Moreover, there was still a trade carried on by his majesty’s subjects, from Africa to his majesty’s colonies or plantations of Virginia and Jamaica in America, and other colonies and plantations belonging to his majesty in America, for the necessary supplying of the aforesaid colonies and plantations with negro slaves; and that negro slaves brought in the course of the said trade . . . have been, and are saleable and sold as goods and chattels, and upon the sale thereof have become and been, and are the slaves and property of the purchases thereof.

The attempt to establish Somerset’s past sanctioned vendibility throughout the geographies encompassed by Britain’s New World colonies, and his continued chattel condition when brought to England recalled a combination of arguments employed in previous cases.13

In the ensuing years, however, the terms of discussion surrounding the question of the enslaved in England and their status in relation to the law had in some measure changed. Increasingly, arguments had been formed against the sanctioning of slavery in England—arguments founded upon the unique concept of “free British soil,” as well as the unique character of English law. James Somerset’s counsel, Francis Hargrave, insisted that not only did “negroes become free on being brought into this country, but that the law of England confers the gift of liberty entire and unincumbered [sic]; not in name only, but really and substantially.” Anything less was contrary to “the genius of English law.”14

Part of Hargrave’s goal was to stake out an intellectual and legal area in which slavery could be argued and proved a liability—particularly to the master, but in part to the society that depended upon slavery. Though moral arguments could be useful, what proved to be more compelling was the rehearsal of the presence and subsequent eradication of villeinage in England, the eradication of which was seen as a triumph of the English Enlightenment. Villeinage had sprung up under ancient “barbarous” circumstances which had been subsequently nullified; surely the country would not willingly admit to still being “barbarous” in what was considered the modern times of the late eighteenth century. (The eradication of a barbarous villeinage and an insistence upon English soil being free effectively reinforced each other.) Slavery could not be considered a form of villeinage because villeinage implied the ability to swear, to bind oneself, to make a contract. Slavery had no contract and, furthermore, its very nature as it was currently practiced meant that slavery was heritable and perpetual. And should the villeinage-as-anti-modern argument fail to sway, the protection of the integrity of the genius of English law would prevail.15

Protecting the integrity and ascendancy of English law was exactly what Lord Mansfield adhered to as he made comments in the course of the trial, and in rendering his decision at the end of the trial. Counsel for Somerset’s master contended that the relation between a Negro and his owner might well be maintained on the grounds of a contract between master and servant. Lord Mansfield, however, was on record as finding the idea of contract between master and slave “utterly repugnant and destructive of every idea of a contract between parties.” It was an important articulation of Mansfield’s somewhat literalist view of the law.16

After five months of hearing the case, Mansfield offered a closely rendered decision. He stripped away the contingent questions about whether slaves were bought and sold, whether slavery arose legitimately out of captivity in war, and whether slavery could be equated with villeinage or servanthood. These questions masked another single, awkwardly persistent one: Was slavery legitimate within the geographic limits of England? The answer to that would determine whether or not Stuart had a right to Somerset’s person as a slave on free English soil, and thus a right to forcibly detain him with the express intent of willfully disposing of him in the plantation colonies.

Preferring not to directly or conclusively answer the question of slavery’s legitimacy within the England’s borders, Lord Mansfield offered no such decision. He insisted that the only issue to be decided in the case was whether or not the cause in the return to the writ was sufficient. In other words, was the reason for James Somerset’s forcible detention in chains, at the behest of Charles Stuart, on board the Ann and Mary adequate? If the reason for his detention was sufficient, Somerset would be remanded, that is, returned to the rightful custody of his detainers; if insufficient, he would be released.

“The return [to the writ of habeas corpus] states,” Mansfield began, “that the slave departed and refused to serve; whereupon he was kept, to be sold abroad. So high an act of dominion must be recognized by the law of the country where it is used.” Never seeming to fully accord to Somerset the status of slave (despite Somerset’s opposition to referring to him as such), Mansfield further implied that the legality of detaining him under such assumptions was deeply questionable. In a careful, neutral acknowledgment of the existence of the species of bondage called slavery, and the master/slave relationship in other geographic locales, Mansfield continued, noting that the “power of a master over his slave has been extremely different, in different countries.” Shifting, then, to the quality of the state of slavery in relation to the law, the chief justice noted that the “state of slavery is of such a nature, that it is incapable of being introduced on any reasons, moral or political, but only by positive law, which preserves its force long after the reasons, occasions, and time itself from whence it was created, is erased from memory. It is so odious, that nothing can be suffered to support it, but positive law.” In short, in order for slavery to be supported, there must be a specific law established to that effect.17

Declaring the need for positive law to bring about the institution of slavery was not the same as saying that English soil was free, despite the fact that the free character of English soil had been duly argued and accepted. But it did suggest that as a locale, England encouraged liberty by requiring the specific decree of positive law in order to legitimately introduce slavery or its recognition on English soil.18

Mansfield decided that regardless of the inconveniences that might follow from his decision he could not “say this case is allowed or approved by the law of England; and therefore the black must be discharged.” The “inconveniences” to which he referred were the legitimate financial losses sustained in the short run by Stuart, but more important, in the long run by West Indian planters who had supported Stuart’s case. Potential financial losses or not, the nurturing of liberty in a geographic locale deemed “free” meant that even exclusionary liberty—that is, liberty not expressly defined with enslaved Africans and their descendants in mind—when skillfully pressed, could be expanded to include African slaves. Mansfield’s decision, however narrow and reluctantly rendered, in its adherence to the letter of the law, managed to preserve the spirit and genius of English law in the end. Because of this, because of his ruling’s insistence that liberty was contingent upon geography, James Somerset went free.19

In the summer of 1836, when members of the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society discovered the presence of the young enslaved girl named Med in the home of a Boston resident, they insisted that no one had the right to detain her as a slave in Massachusetts. As women and mothers, they were especially sensitized to the perils that plagued enslaved girls; much of their work was directed by that sensitivity. They applied to an attorney—the husband of one of their members—for his legal assistance in order for them to “claim for her [Med] the protection of the laws of Massachusetts.” Their action was predicated on the belief that Massachusetts constituted a particular geographic locale, both physically and ideologically distinct from Louisiana, where Med’s master and mistress resided. In other words, they believed it was a place singularly conducive to liberty. As in the instance of James Somerset, what appeared to be incontestable in one locale, proved to be contestable (and favorably so) in another place. Little Med’s status in relation to the law in Louisiana (a status regarded by her master as fixed) was destabilized within the borders of Massachusetts. Within that limited compass, the law, deeply inflected by the tendency towards liberty, operated differently.20

That Med’s case was connected to Somerset was more than incidental. When Chief Justice Lemuel Shaw considered the case, he looked to England and Somerset—and to fellow jurist Lord Mansfield’s reasoning. Once again, both the counsel for the enslaved and the chief justice availed themselves of the powerful arguments used in 1772: that of the character of the soil contained within the geographic boundaries of Massachusetts, and the recognition that the odious nature of slavery demanded positive law to legitimize it. Shaw noted that lawyers believed that “if a slave is brought voluntarily and unnecessarily within the limits of this State [of Massachusetts], he becomes free.” In trying to ascertain the possibility of admitting the presence of slavery in Massachusetts (which he believed had been abolished by that state’s constitution), Shaw determined that it was necessary to inquire how far that rule of law might be modified in its operation “by the law of other nations and states, as admitted by the comity of nations to have a limited operation within a particular state,” or by U.S. laws and the nation’s constitution. He decided that in considering the parameters of the law, “we may assume that the law of this State is analogous to the law of England in this respect.” Shaw’s statements clearly demonstrated the ideological and legal connections between the Somerset and Commonwealth cases.21

Med’s case, heard in Massachusetts, was a legal action best understood in the larger context of an expanding United States and the growing tensions that accompanied it. As territories gained entry into the Union, the essential relationship between geography and liberty became increasingly apparent. The problem of slavery bedeviled the Union as more territories were acquired and became states. And these tensions both derived from and fueled the nation’s increasing sectionalism. The question of admitting Missouri into the Union was complicated by the interplay between liberty and geography, and the 1820 Missouri Compromise contributed to its own complexities in its failure to directly address the problem of slavery. According to the Missouri Compromise, the latitudinal location at 36°30' constituted a boundary—both mensurable and ideological—beyond which, to the North, slavery was prohibited; it was a legal boundary that marked places of potential liberty. The question of borders was thus integral to political debates in antebellum America: Which places would be constituted as free, and where would slavery be allowed to exist?22

The legal action on Med’s behalf began on August 16, 1836, five days after confirming her presence at the home of Thomas Aves, Mary Slater’s father. Unlike James Somerset’s case, it was the state—the Commonwealth of Massachusetts—that advanced the suit. A writ of habeas corpus was served to Thomas Aves summoning him to present Med in court in a timely fashion; it was he, not his daughter, who was charged. Thomas Aves’s compliance—in the form of a Return to the Writ—was witnessed by Benjamin R. Curtis who would become Aves’s main counsel in the case.23

Once again, the court was faced with considering the effect that movement from one legal geography to another might have upon slavery and liberty. Mary Slater did not have to cross an ocean with Med in tow to experience the power of being within a new geography that was conducive to liberty. But what was the meaning of such relocation? It was a question that Benjamin Curtis, counsel for Aves and Slater, had to address. He limited his arguments to two basic questions: 1.Since by Louisiana law Med was a slave, regardless of Massachusetts law, would she be so emancipated by her visit that upon her return to Louisiana that she’d be free?

2.What is the effect of Louisiana law in Massachusetts?

The questions were straightforward. What was remarkable, however, was the tacit recognition of a concept embedded in both: the understanding that Massachusetts constituted a legal geography different from Louisiana. While the geography of antebellum America (particularly regarding slavery) was generally divided into North and South, this runs the risk of over-simplification. Indeed, the “good” (anti-slavery) North versus the “bad” (pro-slavery) South assumes a monolithic reality that was not, in fact, the case. The law in each place was not only different but shaped by particular political and legal ideologies that prevailed within specific boundaries or geographies. Put another way, neither geography nor law was black-and-white.

Courts throughout the United States had not uniformly agreed upon a legal precedent as concerned slaves who were removed to a free state. In addition, legislative acts such as the Missouri Compromise, though it declared a geographic boundary between slavery and freedom, did not address the future of slavery with any degree of finality. For example, what would occur when the provisions of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 encountered the boundary of the Missouri Compromise? Admittedly, there were different laws governing slaves who were brought to free states and those who escaped to them. Nevertheless, the patchwork of laws and lack of uniformity challenged the letter and the spirit of the law. A few cases in the 1820s and 1830s had been decided in favor of the slave’s freedom—or, more strongly, decided that the slave, once free by residing in a geographic locale deemed free, could not be forcibly removed to a slave state. Although Med’s case appeared similar on the surface, the operative word in the earlier court decisions was “residence.” The slave in question had to have acquired residence in a free territory (while being held by a master) in order to effect a change in status. Med’s mistress, Mrs. Slater, clearly intended to carry her back out of Massachusetts to Louisiana and she had not acquired resident status on the strength of a visit to her father. The core question, then, to be decided was: When a temporary situation obtained, what was the status of a slave brought into a free locale?24

Benjamin Curtis’s strategy was to maintain the ascendancy of Louisiana law—the law that defined the condition of both master and slave—over the local Massachusetts law, or in legal terms: Louisiana lex domicilli over Massachusetts lex loci. The preeminence of Louisiana lex domicilli—that is, the law that governed the Slaters, whose home, or residence, was Louisiana—stood at the core of Curtis’s question: Would Med’s mere visit to the putatively liberty-loving locale of Massachusetts emancipate her in such a way that upon her return to Louisiana she would be considered free? The legal answer, he maintained, was “no,” and he drew the attention of all assembled to a number of cases in which the dispute over the status of a slave who had lived on free soil was central. But residency notwithstanding, Curtis was essentially acknowledging that Med’s movement to Massachusetts brought her within a different legal geography.25

For Curtis, lex domicilli must prove the more effective: little Med’s status as an enslaved child derived from the locale where she had been declared a slave initially, and where her master was legally a resident. Though he did not utilize the language of English villeinage (which, in America, was not applicable), Curtis hoped to demonstrate that the child’s status was equivalent to that of a villein regardant—in essence, attached to Slater’s correlative “manor” in Louisiana. Such an attachment would not prevent her physical transportation nor would it compromise her enduring relationship to the “manor.” Med’s passage across geographies should not affect her, according to those who defended slavery and its continuance in locales beyond where it had been initially legislated. Pro-slavery proponents insisted upon the immutability of status. However, it should be remembered that a similar argument had been used in England to no avail. The idea of free English soil exerted an influence upon the operation of the law there. So, too, would the idea of Massachusetts’s free soil be conducive to favoring liberty.26

Curtis suggested that comity—the legal principle by which the laws of another nation are recognized as far as practicable—should be observed in the situation, thus construing the Slaters to be legally “foreigners” in Massachusetts, and considering Louisiana the equivalent of a sovereign legal sphere with different laws. Therefore, the doctrine of comity should obtain and Massachusetts courts should be obliged to acknowledge the continued legal relationship (according to Louisiana law) between Med and her master.27

Ellis Gray Loring, counsel for Med, insisted by contrast that observing comity was entirely unsatisfactory on a variety of grounds, challenging it with five points. By dispensing with the treatment of Louisiana as a foreign country worthy of the courtesy of comity, Loring was able to turn to the question of lex loci and its admissibility (as it related to the doctrine of comity) in the case. Therefore, if one did not embrace Loring’s statements against the applicability of the doctrine of comity of nations, were there accepted legal instances in which comity of nations did not take precedence over the lex loci of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts?28

There were in fact such instances—and Loring needed only to prove that slavery, though acceptable in Louisiana, fit at least one of those exceptions. Four possible situations provided the exceptions to comity of nations superseding lex loci: if the law offended the local morals, if it contravened the state’s policy, if it violated public law, or if it offered a “pernicious example.” Although Ellis Gray Loring needed only to prove one of those exceptions, he proved all four—primarily arguing the immorality of slavery. The basic question was this: Was slavery contrary to the laws of Massachusetts, or was slavery contrary to natural rights; which was determinative?29

This, of course, was an echo of the issue before Lord Mansfield in 1772, and Loring invoked the Somerset case in his arguments. He insisted, though somewhat erroneously, that the case had been largely argued and decided on the basis of slavery’s immoral and corrupt character. (Francis Hargrave had in fact used morality only to punctuate his arguments about the eradication of villeinage in England.) What Loring quoted was a passage that recognized England as a place of liberty. “The air of England was declared to be too pure for slaves to breathe in,” he noted, asserting the principle of a geographic locale consciously constituted as a place of liberty. It was a principle that was equally true for 1836 Massachusetts. Loring proceeded to liken Massachusetts air to English air, using the association to introduce the resonances that the Med case had with free English soil and free English air. By doing so, Loring’s recognition of Massachusetts as constituting a geography of liberty becomes evident: its very soil was free. Loring also referred to another more recent English case, Forbes v. Cochrane, to reinforce the continued invocation of free English soil up to the present day. The Somerset case’s reliance on the concept of free English soil, then, was not an aberration locked in time some sixty-four years in the past. Indeed, more than deploying the case of Somerset and the crucial reminder it provided of free English soil, Forbes v. Cochrane underscored the persistent power of geographies of liberty and how the law acted in concert with such geographies.30

Massachusetts, Loring argued, had already passed laws against slavery and it had done so with a swift decisiveness, early in the Commonwealth’s history. The timing of Massachusetts laws established the long-term nature of the Commonwealth’s ideological commitment to liberty. Ellis Gray Loring insisted that the “law of this Commonwealth, on slavery, from the adoption of the Constitution of Massachusetts to the ratification of the Federal Constitution, was, to all intents and purposes, the same with the law of England.” It was a powerful statement, declaring as it did legal equivalency with England. But if that was not enough, Loring further asserted that “Somersett’s [sic] case, in 1772, [settled] that the common law abhors, and will not endure the existence of slavery on English soil.” Massachusetts law was the equivalent of English law and the soil within the geographic boundaries of Massachusetts, like England’s soil, was free. Still, as with all ideologies, inconsistencies abounded and Massachusetts, like England profited from the fruits of enslaved labor even as it championed liberty.31

Inconsistencies notwithstanding, the prospect of allowing the master-slave relationship to continue within locales that tended toward liberty often meant admitting slavery in all of its various consequences. Even the slightest allowance for slavery in Massachusetts or anywhere else brought with it the attendant evils of the institution; it was impossible to admit slavery by partial measures. Similarly, it is ideologically impossible to speak of liberty in partial terms. Both, of course, can be rationalized, and were rationalized. But the conditions are fundamental, constitutive: one is enslaved or not, one has liberty or not.

In the end, Chief Justice Lemuel Shaw gave his opinion on the Med case. The question to be answered with great care can be broken down into its several parts: •Can a citizen of a state where slavery is recognized and established leave that state for a limited amount of time, for either vacation or business purposes?

•Can he stay in a state (for a period of time, but without acquiring residence there) where slavery is not recognized, carrying a slave with him as a personal attendant?

•Can he restrict the slave’s liberty for the duration of the trip, and finally convey the slave out of the state without the slave’s consent?

These were complex questions which, as with the Somerset case, had the potential for causing startling shifts in the way liberty and slavery were understood. And again, as in Somerset, the chief justice’s opinion was rendered on a comparatively narrow point: Shaw was careful to note that the general rights of a master over his slave were not at issue, just as Lord Mansfield asserted that contracts for the sale of slaves were legitimate in England and thus were not in dispute in the case.

Shaw included in his lengthy opinion a review of the history of the Commonwealth’s laws—both before and after the adoption of the Constitution of the United States—as they related to the institution of slavery. This opinion went as far back as the Massachusetts Body of Liberties (1641), which stated that there should be “no bond slavery, villanage [sic], or captivity amongst us.”32 Much like Edward Chamberlayne’s Angliae Notitia (1669), a written declaration of the ideological character of England and the soil within its geographic boundaries, Shaw’s invocation of the Body of Liberties demonstrated a similar ideological pedigree. Although the seventeenth-century document did not declare Massachusetts soil free in so many words, it did serve to underscore the longstanding tendency toward liberty within its borders. In addition, the chief justice pronounced that at the very least, the 1780 Massachusetts Declaration of Rights abolished slavery in that state—should anyone be so foolish as to argue that the earlier codified examples of the intolerance of slavery in Massachusetts were invalid. Furthermore, the state’s jurisprudential history was consistent with the Declaration of Rights. On the one hand, Justice Shaw observed that both slavery and the slave trade were considered contrary to natural rights, but that judicial decisions of England and America admitted that slavery was not contrary to the law of nations. (That is, clearly nations did not outlaw slavery, but an adherence to the belief in natural rights did.) On the other hand, slavery was by its nature odious, but it could exist by positive law, as Mansfield’s Somerset decision indicated. Such twistings and turnings proved crucial to Shaw’s ability to establish that while the thought of slavery was invidious to some, it was entirely possible, under the proper legal circumstances, for it to be admissible.

Acknowledging that slavery was a relationship founded in force, not in right, and thus under the protection of local law (in that case, the law of Louisiana) beyond the bounds of which it ceases to be recognized, Shaw concluded that it could not exist within the Commonwealth of Massachusetts because “it is contrary to natural right, and repugnant to numerous provisions of the constitution and laws, designed to secure the liberty and personal rights of all persons within its limits.” Within the geography described by Massachusetts resided provisions designed not just to favor the liberty of those who came within its borders, but to actively secure that liberty.33

Finally, Shaw pronounced that in the opinion of the court a slave owner from a slavery-sanctioning state who voluntarily brought a slave with him to the state of Massachusetts had no authority to detain the slave against his will or to carry him back out of the state in order to return him to slavery. Here is the operative phrase: “to the state of Massachusetts.” It was a phrase that recognized and endorsed a geography of liberty described by actual borders and whose effect was limited to the space within those borders. Like Somerset, Med could neither be summarily detained nor removed from that particular place against her wishes. Thus it was that Med—James Somerset’s ideological heir—went free.

The geographies of liberty of 1772 England and 1836 Massachusetts, though varied, had been constructed long before the cases of either James Somerset or Little Med came before the courts. And in the process of being constructed, the inhabitants of those locales gave little thought to Africans and their descendants. Such lack of thought regarding enslaved Africans had the potential to cut both ways legally. As Lord Mansfield noted, concurring with a fellow jurist, “the law takes no notice of Negroes”; it was a statement that potentially provided hope while simultaneously propagating further confusion. Though it was meant to be an assurance of blind justice (that is, Negroes were not of themselves a particular, disdained category to which the law attended), it could also mean that Negroes were not a category which the law had seen fit to consider. James Somerset benefited from the law’s lack of notice of Negroes. The obliviousness of the law supported the idea of England as a location in whose very soil and air the essence of liberty resided.

When Med came to the attention of the courts in Massachusetts, she, too, benefited from being brought to a specific location where liberty had (according to its inhabitants) long resided. From the advent of the Massachusetts Body of Liberties to its Constitution, which included a statement of seemingly universal natural rights, the people of Massachusetts understood themselves to reside in a place that was liberty-loving. The language of liberty that we associate with revolutionary Massachusetts—promulgated by the Sons of Liberty and spread by colonists—invoked liberty as it stood in contrast to political slavery. The liberty they espoused in large part did not extend to the actual enslaved in their midst. Nevertheless, Med owed her freedom to such espousals.

The circumstances surrounding both Somerset and Med were, of course, quite different from those who escaped slavery in pursuit of freedom. Clearly, runaways understood how geography and law were interconnected when it came to the question of liberty. However, over the course of the early republic and antebellum years, the law conspired to curtail geographic avenues to liberty. Article IV, Section 2 of the U.S. Constitution amounted to a fugitive slave clause, although its wording did not specifically name “slaves” and “indentured servants” as included within the category of persons held to service or labor. In 1793, however, Congress outlined the methods for returning such runaways, making it possible for masters and agents acting on their behalf to recapture slaves, returning them to the state where they “owed service.” Moreover, as mentioned previously, the Missouri Compromise failed to address directly and permanently the question of slavery. While the measurable boundary offered as a compromise to pro-slavery proponents delineated a possible locale conducive to liberty, time and growing sectional tensions gradually eroded the meaning of the boundary where fugitives were concerned. The Compromise of 1850, with its harsh Fugitive Slave Law, and the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 combined to introduce slavery to locales where it had been previously prohibited, thus eradicating the notion of a safe haven on free soil. In 1857, the infamous Dred Scott decision confirmed that the relationship between geography and liberty was under assault. In short, as the nation moved closer to violent sectional conflict, the legal geographies where ideologies of liberty once flourished, however imperfectly, could no longer be taken for granted.34

That there were places where the operation of the law tended toward liberty, and that England and Massachusetts constituted two such important examples of geographies favorable to liberty, is crucial to our understanding of the ability of legal actions to be advanced in certain venues. An examination of the Somerset and Commonwealth cases provides an important opportunity to consider the very tangible ways in which law, ideology, and geography interacted to salutary effect. The power of a locale characterized as liberty-loving cannot be overstated. Those places—because of the ideology that was an integral part of their development—had the ability to confer liberty upon those who came within their delineated boundaries. There, ideological language, often considered theoretical, combined with the law to produce a practical application of liberty to a group of people whose natural rights had been violated by slavery.

To argue that England and Massachusetts were geographies more favorable to liberty is not to argue that they were without limitation or contradiction. It is important to understand that while 1770s England and 1830s Massachusetts were places where the idea of liberty was particularly favored, it was nonetheless still defined in an exclusionary way; although neither place would necessarily admit to such exclusion. The enslaved and their advocates understood that such geographical locales had not been constituted with them in mind. Nevertheless, it was the awareness of the ideologies of those places and the ways in which the law reinforced those ideologies that gave hope to slaves when they entered these jurisdictions. By their enduring presence, slaves forced a reexamination of those geographies and the potential application of liberty to all who come within certain geographic borders. The enslaved were keenly aware of the change of fortunes that certain relocations could engender. Those new locations were places where natural rights had the potential to flourish and where the fullest expression of liberty might, at last, be applied to all who were fortunate enough to come within those emerging geographies of liberty.



4


“A Chosen Generation”:
Black Founders and Early America

Richard S. Newman

In January 1794, Richard Allen and Absalom Jones, former slaves who became two of Philadelphia’s leading free black figures, marched into the federal government’s copyright office and deposited their recently completed pamphlet, “A Narrative of the Proceedings of the Black People During the Late Awful Calamity in Philadelphia, in the year 1793; and a Refutation of Some Censures Thrown Upon Them in Some Late Publications.” The work became a hallmark of black protest. The pamphlet criticized the racist stereotypes perpetrated by printer Matthew Carey, whose own best-selling pamphlet about Philadelphia’s yellow fever epidemic castigated blacks for allegedly pillaging and plundering white homes. Not so, Allen and Jones corrected Carey; blacks saved Philadelphia through their virtuous volunteer work. The pamphlet also contained an important addendum: Richard Allen’s antislavery appeal. In one of his most stunning passages, Allen almost appeared to be talking directly with Thomas Jefferson, the American founder who most palpably feared that mass emancipation would lead to mass destruction. Allen denied Jefferson’s logic. “If you love your children,” he pleaded, “if you love your country, if you love the God of Love, clear your hands from slaves, burden not your children or country with them.” Because the federal government met in Allen’s hometown of Philadelphia during the 1790s, and because Southern officials had a temporary pass on Pennsylvania’s gradual abolition act, Allen decided to confront them in the best and probably only way he knew how: in print.1

Allen and Jones’s document was a milestone. Quite simply, it was the first black-written pamphlet to earn copyright status by the federal government. Section One, Article Eight of the Constitution guaranteed that Congress would fully protect inventors’ intellectual property rights—and Allen and Jones clearly believed that they had an idea worthy of such copyright protection. In a period when black votes were either denied or diluted, this was an important moment, for Allen and Jones as well as for their generation of black founders. Not only would African Americans protest publicly in the new nation but, they could now rightfully claim that black protest had an official seal and formal sanction. Looking back nearly a century and a half later, African American writer Charles Wesley declared that Allen and Jones were “pioneer publicists,” true founders of black protest.2

In our time, there has been much talk of “great generations” and key American eras. Journalist Tom Brokaw got the ball rolling by dubbing World War II–era folks “the greatest generation” of all time. David McCullough, Richard Brookhiser, John Firling, and dozens of other popular historians have countered this claim by calling American revolutionaries the number-one generation in American history. It was, Firling wrote, the group that “set the world on fire.” Even American history’s original losers—the antifederalists—have found new champions in the battle of founding generations: Saul Cornell has labeled them our “other founders.”3

For many years, even while historians rummaged through history to discover key generational moments and heroes, black founders like Allen and Jones lived in relative obscurity. True, they often were cited as exemplars of early black uplift. But rarely were Allen, Jones, James Forten, or others studied in depth as significant abolitionists. To study abolition meant to study the antebellum era—and for a long period of time even antebellum abolitionism meant white reformers like Garrison, the Tappan brothers, and Wendell Phillips. The first revolution in the study of abolition found scholars in the 1960s studying reformers coming well after Allen and Jones. John Bracey, August Meier, and Elliott Rudwick’s seminal book Blacks in the Abolition Movement, for example, contained only one essay (out of thirteen) on a black founder: James Forten.4 This trend continued as the second wave of abolitionist scholarship took flight in the 1990s. Despite an avalanche of new work on abolitionism, as James Stewart put it, early black leaders faded from prominence. There were new biographies of Douglass and Sojourner Truth, as well as of unheralded figures such as John Mercer Langston, slave rebels Denmark Vesey, Nat Turner, and many others.5 But no one had written a modern biography of Richard Allen since the 1930s; no one had written a biography of James Forten since the nineteenth century; and no one had ever written one of Absalom Jones.

The tide has finally turned for black founders. There now exist in-depth biographies of James Forten and Lemuel Haynes and other studies are due shortly on Richard Allen and John Marrant. There is also a host of new literature on race and slavery in the early republic which includes commentary on black founders. Perhaps best of all, two of the editors of the Black Abolitionist Papers have recently begun a project to catalogue all of the writings of African American activists in the period preceding 1830.6 In short, the time is ripe for a reappraisal of the black founding generation. Just who were black founders and why must we recall their activism?

“Black founders” is a fancy term to describe the charter generation of free blacks in early national America. Born in the eighteenth century, some free (like James Forten of Philadelphia) but many enslaved (like Richard Allen, Prince Hall, and Venture Smith, all of whom struggled mightily for their freedom), black founders came of age just as the American nation took shape. With only a few exceptions, these men and women would pass on by the early 1830s, leaving to the next generation battles which they had started. But start them they did. The charter generation of free blacks bequeathed a powerful legacy to their heirs—that more famous set of African American leaders of pre–Civil War years: Frederick Douglass, William Wells Brown, Sojourner Truth. Black founders were hailed by antebellum African Americans as true innovators, mentors in the arts of protest and community activism. Frederick Douglass made sure to honor his forebears in black protest. In 1849, he gave one of his most moving speeches in saluting James Forten, a name, Douglass cried out, that “makes my bosom swell with pride.” “They were giants back then,” a black magazine commented in 1859 of black founders.7 If the names of Forten, Allen, Jones, or Prince Hall were less familiar by 1860, they were no less important, the Anglo-African Magazine declared. For they were of the generation that first battled bondage in an organized fashion, the generation that created vibrant free black institutions throughout the nation, and that innovated protest tactics—from establishing print as a key form of black activism to aiding fugitive slaves and distressed free blacks to forming the first national conventions dedicated to racial justice and independence—which still held sway on the eve of the Civil War. And long before W.E.B. Du Bois ever formulated his famous concept of “double consciousness” to characterize the essential paradox of black life, the charter generation of black leaders struggled to reconcile multiple identities: American, African, former slaves, would-be citizens.

Except perhaps among academic specialists, it is all too easy to forget that black founders lived through a tumultuous era of American race relations. Not only was the American Revolution a fresh event in the minds of the charter generation—one that heralded a black as well as white rallying cry, “liberty and justice for all”—so too was the nation’s first experiment with emancipation: the ending of slavery by Northern states between 1780 (when Pennsylvania passed the first gradual abolition act) and 1804 (when New Jersey passed the last such bill).8 Black founders also witnessed two of the most stunning demographic developments during the early republic: on the one hand, the massive growth of slavery in the South and Southwest; on the other hand, the incredible growth and maturation of free black communities, mostly in Northern and Midwestern locales. While scholars have long examined the former trend (the doubling of slaves between 1790 and 1830, from 700,000 to nearly 2 million), they have only recently begun to focus on the significance of the latter (the quadrupling of the free black population during the same years, from 70,000 persons to a quarter million).9

Stark numbers like these indicate that the world black founders inhabited was filled with high hopes and dashing disappointments. This generation of African Americans saw not only emancipation acts passed in every Northern state but also the first wave of discriminatory codes and practices, from segregated seating at Northern churches (inequality in the House of the Lord, Richard Allen would exclaim!) to voting rights rescinded by many Northern states (New York restricted black voting rights in the 1820s). Black founders also witnessed the ending of the overseas slave trade in 1808, only to see it followed by a surge in the domestic slave trade—a trend that threatened free blacks in Philadelphia, Baltimore, New York, and elsewhere. This generation saw the colonization movement rear up and threaten to export free blacks overseas as an enticement to Southern emancipation. This generation also established deep economic roots inside the American nation, building black businesses and cultural institutions as never before, thereby deepening the legitimacy of blacks’ claim to American citizenship.

Just who belonged to this charter generation of free blacks? In the broadest sense, the pantheon of black founders included men and women who fought against racial oppression in some way, shape, or form, and thereby established models of protest for later activists. They included rabble-rousers and revolutionaries like Virginia slave rebel Gabriel Prosser, born in 1776 and put to death in 1800 after his slave rebellion failed before even getting started.10 If nothing else, Prosser’s spirit animated generations of blacks to continue the struggle against racial oppression, even if they did not embrace such radical means as he did. Black founders also encompassed brash but bookish figures like Phillis Wheatley. Unheralded names could be added to the list of black founders, too: the four Massachusetts slaves who in 1773 petitioned the colonial assembly for liberty before America had declared its independence; the band of South Carolina slaves who marched through Charleston’s streets in 1776 verbally demanding their freedom; and countless other black men and women who ran away from their masters during the War of Independence—or fought for American liberty only to be denied their own freedom. Their stories are lost to history but, all the same, the story of black freedom rests on their efforts. A poem written by an anonymous black man in the 1790s, and transcribed by a Pennsylvania abolitionist (it was never published), indicated the existence of some of these lost voices: “I cannot read nor use the pen  but yet can think with other men  I have a wish that you should see / the effect of aristocracy.”11 In America, the black poet claimed, aristocracy had taken the form of racial domination, not simply economic status. Black Americans would never let such assumptions go unchallenged.

But the charter generation of black leaders was not only the most visible group of black activists in the early republic, on the one hand, or the nameless and faceless masses, on the other, but race leaders who sought to create a nonviolent movement capable of challenging slavery and racial discrimination over the long haul. Black founders created the social and economic infrastructure that defined free black life through much of the late eighteenth and all of the nineteenth century, developing autonomous black churches, insurance and self-help organizations, and early abolitionist strategies.

One key example is illustrative. In Philadelphia, Richard Allen and his sometime ally James Forten amassed two of the most substantial property holdings of any citizen, white or black. They each belonged to the city’s leading black churches (Allen to his beloved Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church, Forten to St. Thomas’s African Episcopal Church), and each employed apprentices in his own businesses (Allen as a master chimney sweep and nail producer; Forten as a sailmaker). More generally, as recent scholars have shown, they were the tip of a new iceberg: free black property holders in the new republic. In Philadelphia, black property holders included not just Allen and Forten but dozens of other people. In one abolitionist survey at the beginning of the 1790s, black Philadelphians owned nearly 100 homes. While most of the city’s free population was comprised of laborers, black homeowners impressed white reformers as equal, if not superior, to whites of the same station and means.12 Throughout early national America, African Americans began accumulating property, starting businesses (barbershops, smithing operations, chimney-sweeping concerns), and funding charity and religious groups.

In this sense, before they conceived of a national protest movement, black founders laid down roots in local communities following American independence. Like Richard Allen, founder of the Bethel AME Church in 1794, they sought to build autonomous black institutions in locales that were undergoing the transition from slavery to freedom. Like Allen, too, they moved from local to global politics by establishing baselines of nonviolent political protest for people of color. Blacks were Americans, as Allen and his compatriots James Forten and Absalom Jones consistently claimed in speeches, pamphlets, and petitions. So important were Allen, Forten, and Jones that historian Julie Winch has termed the trio Philadelphia’s “black elite.” For decades, they gave shape to black leadership locally and nationally. In other cities, too, black elites emerged in this fashion. In New York, the charter generation of black leaders coalesced around longtime activists Peter Williams and William Hamilton, who chartered black churches, schools, and political protest movements in a city long known as the colonial North’s leading slave center, a place where roughly one of every five New York families owned slaves. In New England, a talented quartet of black leaders burst forth in the last years of the eighteenth century—Prince Hall, Paul Cuffe, Lemuel Haynes, and Hosea Easton. Hall started the first Masonic Lodge in black America in 1777, and used his home and meetinghouse over the next three decades as a base for black political activity, until his death in 1807. Based in New Bedford, Cuffe became a model black businessman. Although an advocate of African resettlement, he also supported black institution-building efforts in Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Pennsylvania. Haynes and Easton were prominent black preachers in New Hampshire and Connecticut, respectively, as well as authors of pamphlets that challenged Americans to live up to their noble notions of equality. In the South, too, there were black founders, men like the Maryland preacher Daniel Coker and the Baltimore essayist William Watkins.

Together, these men helped build early free black society from the ground up. Quoting one of his favorite passages from the Bible, Coker wondered aloud at the miracles accomplished by black founders—those who built black churches, schools, and modes of protest where none previously had existed—in just a few short years: “Ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, and a holy nation, a peculiar people” (I Peter II:9–10). Before the Revolution, Coker knew, the overwhelming majority of blacks in colonial America were slaves; now, in the early part of the nineteenth century, free black communities thrived along the Atlantic coast and blacks were claiming the new nation as their own. They were indeed a “chosen generation.”

That generation’s struggle was never easy, to say the least. Sometimes it lasted generations within the same family. The father-son combination within the Easton family remains one of the great examples. The father of antebellum black pamphleteer Hosea Easton, James Easton grew up free in Massachusetts before the American Revolution. After serving as an engineer in the fledgling continental forces during the Revolutionary war, Easton settled outside of Boston. He built his blacksmith’s operation into one of the leading enterprises of its kind in the already clubby city; as Bruce Dain notes, he built the city’s famed Tremont Theater and was happily known around town as “the black lawyer.” Equally important, the elder Easton was an activist force, “inveigh[ing] against segregation in Boston’s churches and in the community in general.” He imparted this activist spirit to his son, who became a preacher and one of the earliest black lecturers in the immediate abolition movement of the 1830s. Easton the younger channeled Easton the elder’s anger in his own two pamphlets, railing against early national America’s continued racial exclusiveness. The more famous of these addresses, his 1837 treatise, expressed dismay at white power, and pushed harder than ever for immediate action to redress black grievances. The lesser-known essay, his Thanksgiving Day address to blacks in Providence in 1830, echoed these concerns but was still optimistic that nonviolent change could occur. That same year, Easton believed that African Americans must strive to achieve better education even while oppressed or enslaved. Still, in both essays, Easton echoed his father’s concerns, wondering aloud at white discrimination and violence.13

The Paul family of Boston offers another example of what James Oliver Horton has referred to as “generations of protest.” The story begins in 1789 when Thomas Paul, a young freeman, began preaching and worshipping with an assortment of free blacks in New England. In the early 1800s, Paul joined a man named Scipio Dalton in Boston to form the African Baptist Church. “Largely through his church ministry,” Horton writes, “Thomas Paul became an important leader. He was instrumental in the establishment of separate black religious and educational institutions, not only in Boston but also other cities.” One of those cities was New York, where Paul helped create the Abyssinian Baptist Church in 1808. As important, Thomas Paul passed on lessons in community activism to his son, Nathaniel, and to his daughter, Susan Paul. Nathaniel became a leading New York preacher and abolitionist in the 1820s and 1830s while Susan became “one of the most distinguished female reformers in Boston in the antebellum period . . . deeply involved in the antislavery movement.” Horton concludes that the Paul clan was not unique: “This pattern of family involvement in community affairs over generations may be seen in other black Boston families.” He might have added that it was not unique in other black communities either. One of the leading families of Philadelphia, the Fortens, served in black and white reform movements from patriarch James Forten’s day in the 1790s through his son-in-law Robert Purvis’s day in the antebellum period. And the roots of all of this activism were formed in James Forten’s youth.14

Community building and early black activism required more than figureheads who provided direction and leadership; they required community interaction on what that direction should be. In Richard Allen’s Philadelphia, for example, community building included the views of struggling former slaves, day laborers, and the indentured blacks who were soon to be skilled artisans or mechanics—in other words, the bulk of Philadelphia’s roughly two thousand free blacks in 1793 (when Allen founded his church), unheralded men and women who, unlike Allen, did not own their own homes or businesses. Nevertheless, they sent their children to Allen’s Sunday school (or to abolitionist-run schools), they learned a decent trade, and, wherever possible, they sought to gain literacy skills to compete in early national society. In short, they generally ratified Allen’s vision that a free black community must coalesce around values of uplift, education, and communal support. This vision of a thriving free black community capable of sustaining itself economically would naturally, in Allen’s view, contradict stereotypes which were still used to justify black bondage. To Allen, racial uplift translated into a powerful means to strike at slavery. And yet, while some scholars have criticized Allen for foisting such concerns on the black masses, one often found “amens” among men and women in Allen’s own community.15

One key example of a person who ratified Allen’s vision was black schoolteacher Eleanor Harris, who by 1796 instructed fifty young black children in Philadelphia’s abolitionist free school. She earned $25 per year for this work, a fine sum for a black woman at the time but certainly not what Allen brought home. But her job—and vision of that job—was equally critical to the black community at that time, as her abolitionist employers noted gleefully in a report from her schoolroom: Harris was responsible for black pupils’ striking “degree of proficiency in reading . . . [and] improvement in general in spelling and reading.” So successful was this experiment—and so much did black parents want their children to gain basic schooling of this sort—that abolitionists planned a second school, this one, as they excitedly reported, run by “Anthony Fowles, a black man . . . [and] tutor.”16

Examining indentures of both slaves and free blacks in the 1790s, the persistence with which “average” black persons in Philadelphia insisted on gaining practical skills and education of some sort remains striking. James Nixon, a young black man, signed an indenture agreement in February 1794 with Absalom Jones (and by extension, with Jones’s business partner at the time, Richard Allen) to learn the trade of nailor. His mother, Rachel, showed up at the indenture meeting with a local alderman, white abolitionists, and Absalom Jones, to make sure that her son not only had “sufficient meat, drink, and wearing apparel,” but “two quarters night schooling” as well. In another case that same year, an African American woman emphasized to white abolitionists her overwhelming desire to see that her son “may have a trade” that would prove successful in early national Philadelphia. In a third indenture case for 1794, a young man named Charles freed himself from slavery in New Jersey in exchange for serving nearly twenty years as a Philadelphia merchant’s waiter. At the end of this indenture, Charles hoped to gain not only “freedom dues,” or a fancy new suit (as was the custom for many indentures, white as well as black), but assurances that he would “be taught to read and write in a legible hand, arithmetic,” and other basic literacy skills that would allow Charles to prosper on his own.

For these reasons and more, Philadelphia became a free black capital by the 1790s as well as a destination for slaves and former slaves. Maryland masters became increasingly alarmed at the attractions Pennsylvania held to their slaves. They petitioned their assembly to warn Pennsylvania to stop enticing, as it were, slaves to flee.17 But how? Much of this enticement came from the very creation and steady rise of that free black community in Philadelphia, one with a black founder like Richard Allen keeping a steady eye on who was in his community, and why and what they needed. For Allen, community building was tantamount to a political argument against slavery and racial oppression. Stephen Hahn gives a similar meaning to black community building among Southern slaves and freed people later in the nineteenth century. According to Hahn, community was not something that Southern blacks could ever take for granted. But it also had more than mere filial meaning—extended relationships and such. Community had a political edge. The black community as a whole stood up—as much as was possible in the midst of slavery—to masters’ incessant desire to control blacks’ every movement. Put another way, black community revolved around notions of power—building a power base in a time and place that stripped blacks of every vestige of power.18

In this sense, just as Richard Allen had always predicted, black community building and black abolitionism became inseparable before the 1830s.

Founders build things—nations, constitutions, institutions of governance and learning, belief systems that open up worlds others scarcely know exist. “There was no American nation, no army at the start,” David McCulloch has written of America’s founding generation, men like McCulloch’s favorite biographical subject of that era, John Adams. Like his famous compatriots, McCulloch observes, Adams built the American nation from the ground up, ideologically as well as materially. White founders like Adams drafted the Declaration of Independence and Constitution, refined its governing ideology, and upheld America’s intellectual relevance to the world. “We can never know enough about him,” or that which he built, McCulloch wistfully comments of Adams and his generation.

The same might be said of black founders, who built both material and ideological foundations in African American communities: materially, they constructed the physical edifices (churches, schools, self-help groups) that molded together early black communities; ideologically, black founders created mental maps for their brethren, ideas about abolitionism, black civic participation, and equal rights that helped guide early black activism through an American culture profoundly skeptical of them. Black founders also focused on the means of communicating these ideas to both black and white audiences via pamphlets, petitions, and the like. Here, too, they envisioned a black presence and place in publications (so important in the civic-minded American republic) where one simply did not exist before. One of the best, if little-known, examples of this comes from New York City in 1790. A man referring to himself as “Rusticus” authored an antiblack screed, asserting that blacks were inferior in mind, but superior in body. As such, he argued, emancipation was foolish. Beyond Rusticus’s ideas, his very tone suggested that the debate over slavery and race excluded African Americans themselves. If they were inferior, how could they even respond? And so blacks, he concluded flatly, must be the missing link between apes and man.

A few days later, however, a black writer calling himself “Africanus” published a bold challenge to the white writer’s assumption that blacks played no role in public discussions over slavery. “I am a sheep hairy Negro,” he proclaimed, “the son of an African man and woman, who by a train of fortunate events . . . was let free when very young . . . received a common English school education, and was instructed in the Christian religion.” An independent tradesman and friend to many “generous Americans who are pleased to praise me for employing my time so much more rationally (as they say) than most white men in the same station of life,” Africanus claimed an unqualified right to respond in print to the antiblack slanders of Rusticus and his ilk. “The American and the African are one species,” he summed up, “and I, the son of a sheep hairy African Negro, being free and in some degree enlightened, feel myself equal to the duties of any spirited, and noble, and generous American Freeman.”19 According to Africanus, emancipation was not only righteous but blacks must be consulted about its political and social efficacy.

Here one sees the three great elements of black abolitionism unfolding in Africanus’s reply: antislavery, equality, and printed protest. William McFeeley has argued that the bedrock of Frederick Douglass’s creed revolved around the belief that blacks had constitutional rights. Douglass himself believed that one way to strive for rights was through print and public mediation. There is no “Negro problem,” he liked to say, only a problem of whether or not white American will live up to their noble words and ideas. His corpus of printed works—the autobiographies, his work at the North Star, his pamphlets and reprinted addresses—cited various authorities as a source for this notion but Douglass also made clear that his protest (both its ideas and forms) stemmed from black founders. One such man was James Forten; Douglass also may have used Peter Williams’s and Richard Allen’s words as a basis for his own reformist ideals. Each of these black founders wrote in language eerily familiar to one another, and certainly in words which can be found in Douglass’s great speeches.20 In Richard Allen’s famous anticolonization letter of 1827 (published in the black newspaper Freedom’s Journal), the preacher called America a black homeland.21 “This land,” Allen asserted, “which we have watered with our tears and our blood, is now our mother country and we are well satisfied to stay where wisdom abounds and the gospel is free.” In 1830, Peter Williams said almost the exact same thing:

We are natives of this country, we ask only to be treated as well as foreigners. Not a few of our fathers suffered and bled to purchase its independence; we ask only to be treated as well as those who fought against it. We have toiled to cultivate it, and to raise it to its present prosperous condition; we ask only to share equal privileges with those who come from distant lands to enjoy the fruits of our labour.22

No less than their white counterparts, black founders circulated ideas and texts (Allen and Jones read Prince Hall, who in turn read Allen and Jones), and so these echoes may be evidence of shared texts. On the other hand, the ideas were so much a part of black founders’ very being (“We are Americans,” they claimed over and over) that the common language of Williams and Allen (and later Douglass) merely suggests a black abolitionist wellspring.

In any event, these ideas—this mental map which outlined a vision of antislavery activism and black equality within the American nation—first took root (and then flourished) in free black churches: Allen’s Mother Bethel and Jones’s St. Thomas’s in Philadelphia; Thomas Paul’s African Baptist Church in Boston; William Hamilton’s African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Zion Church in New York City. As Albert Raboteau has argued, these early black churches were not merely islands of autonomy for distressed blacks—although they most certainly served that function—but antislavery centers. “Black churches defended the antislavery position that most white churches had abandoned or never held in the first place.”23 In Philadelphia, Allen’s Bethel Church became the center for black meetings on the ending of the slave trade, protests against colonization, and speeches about black abolitionism itself. In one of the most famous examples, Allen eulogized George Washington from his Bethel pulpit, telling his parishioners that Washington (who had provided for his slaves’ liberation at his wife’s death) practiced what America preached: liberty and justice for all. Americans, he said, must now live up to Washington’s emancipatory “zeal.” Allen’s Bethel speech soon morphed into a national antislavery message as (white) newspaper editors in Baltimore, New York, and Philadelphia reprinted the address as an example of blacks’ potential civic virtue. While editors focused on Allen’s apparent sadness at Washington’s death (an event, he stated, in which African Americans “participate in common” with the country at large), Allen used the national spotlight to issue a challenge to all Americans. “May a double portion of his spirit,” he called out, “rest on all the officers of the Government of the United States and . . . the whole of the American people.” If you remember anything about Washington, Allen told white as well as black citizens, remember not his heroic military deeds or sturdy occupation of the president’s office. No, recall his final deed of deliverance—ending slavery. The entire episode began in Allen’s church.24

Baltimore’s Daniel Coker linked early black abolitionism to the formation of black churches in his 1810 pamphlet, “A Dialogue Between an African minister and a Virginian.” In this Socratic dialogue with a racial twist—a conversation between a black man and a white master—Coker called for general but gradual (and uncompensated) emancipation of slaves. Significantly, Coker cast his African American character as a minister—a black man who not only knew the Word of God but could apply its abolitionist lessons to whites with particular agility. At the document’s end, Coker skillfully attached a survey of “African churches” throughout the United States. These institutions existed, he made clear, in New York, New Jersey, Massachusetts, and Pennsylvania, as well as in such “slave states” as Delaware and even South Carolina. Readers made the connection: these churches contained the types of black abolitionists Coker depicted in his pamphlet. Coker went a step further in his text, making sure that readers understood his abolitionist appeal: “But there is one thing more,” the African minister says to the slaveholder, “that I would request of you, and that is, before you die, make it in your will, that at your death, those slaves who may wish to continue with you shall be free; for your children, or heirs, A, B, or C, may not be of your humane disposition.”25 The end of religion, Coker declared, was justice; hence, abolition was not radical but just. Unfettered in their own churches now, black founders could, and did, make this point.

Beyond churches, black founders pressed for equality in workplaces, courts of law, and schools. In both Philadelphia and New York, for example, African Americans sought legal aid from white abolitionists, forcing them to deploy more lawyers and more funds to defending black freedom suits. In early national New York, blacks challenged white supremacy by filing an increasing number of lawsuits in local courts during the early 1800s. “African New Yorkers saw a little point in gaining freedom if they continued to be treated as if they were slaves,” Shane White has recently written. He relates the story of one Henry Lawson, who went to work as a servant for a white merchant in 1811. After a dispute, Lawson quit, but he refused to accept anything less than a month’s pay for his work. According to White’s wonderful detective work, Lawson sued the white merchant. While he failed to gain extra wages via the courts, Lawson did succeed in pressing charges against his former employer for assault and battery. As White concludes, Lawson did not want to be treated like a slave any longer, a man who existed merely to please white men and women.26 Lawson’s act stands out as much more than a specific example of a black man defending himself publicly; it represented a broader ideology circulating through early national free black life: African Americans must demand their rights as citizens. That message was made early and often in free black communities, and passed down through the generations of black reformers.

For some early black leaders, there was no real distinction between the style of secular protest envisioned by a man like Lawson and the beliefs of autonomous black churches. David Walker, perhaps the most important of all black pamphleteers, imbibed much of his militant protest sensibility from his travels among mid-Atlantic black churches and communities during the early years of nineteenth century. Walker remains an icon for the publication of his electrifying Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World (1829), a document which called for continent-wide black solidarity, and put a bounty on his own head by various Southern officials. Peter Hinks, the preeminent authority on Walker, argues that he had been “nurtured in the rich black Methodism of Wilmington [Delaware]” and even Charleston, South Carolina, where he attended Methodist gatherings. In local revival meetings he saw versions of a liberation theology (a belief that God was on the side of the oppressed) that contained the possibilities of national black organization and action. Walker also became a disciple of black founder Richard Allen; Hinks actually refers to Walker’s “adulation of Richard Allen, whom he believed was among the ‘greatest divines who have lived since the apostolic Age.’” According to Hinks, Walker might very well have journeyed to Philadelphia to commune with the great man, before continuing on to his final destination of Boston and his eventual publication of the Appeal a few years later. Whether or not they actually met, “Walker was convinced that Allen would be the savior of African-America.” In Walker’s eyes, Allen’s twin examples of black autonomy (organizing black freemen in an independent church) and activism (calling for slavery’s end publicly and in print) “filled my soul with all those emotions which would take the pen of Addison to portray.”27

Walker’s celebration of Allen, in which he referred specifically to Allen’s anticolonizationist writings, brings us back to the importance of print. One of the key reasons that black founders became a source of inspiration to subsequent generations of activists (Douglass in particular) was that they left a paper trial. It is important to emphasize that early black leaders—and not their antebellum counterparts—innovated print as a daily protest tool. From the moment many blacks gained freedom in the post–Revolutionary era and early republic, they focused on the one political tool available to them: printed protest. Virtually every major early black leader printed what Dorothy Porter once called “protest pamphlets.” “Long before the Civil War,” Porter argued in 1969, “black men who were denied redress of their grievances in courts or state legislatures frequently had recourse to literary means [for] . . . stating their protests.” Patrick Rael has updated Porter’s claim, noting that post–Revolutionary era black leaders recognized that they were “in a different time and place”: a republic which had an aggressive public sphere. Black leaders quickly set out to utilize print for public protest purposes.28

This public sphere, black leaders understood, was their only conduit to the American public. And it was through this public sphere that black leaders envisioned confronting whites with the most pressing racial issues of the day—issues which many white founders (Jefferson, Madison) scrupulously hoped to avoid. In his award-winning book Founding Brothers, historian Joseph Ellis writes of slavery that the nation’s best and brightest men “managed to take the most threatening and divisive issue off the political agenda.” Ellis calls this “the silence,” a conscious strategy of avoiding open discussion of a problem with “the deepest social and economic roots in the American nation.”29 The new nation’s African American leaders provided what can only be called “The Reply”—a collective attempt to discuss openly and often the issues of ending slavery and instituting racial justice. Black founders echoed and amplified Allen’s abolitionism and keen sense of racial equality. In perhaps the most fully articulated expression of early African American claims to liberty, “Series of Letters of a Man of Color” (1813), James Forten asked whether Americans would live up to their hallowed beliefs. Although a more elaborate constitutional and legal treatise than anything Allen ever wrote, Forten’s pamphlet remained grounded in the preacher’s principles: America was a black homeland, constitutionally no less than spiritually. “We hold this truth to be self-evident,” Forten began, “that God created all men equal.” This principle, Forten explained, was the American nation’s founding creed. Anything—or anyone—violating it should be condemned as a tyrant and traitor to America, particularly those laws and leaders embracing calls for racial domination.30

Lemuel Haynes utilized print to convey his belief that slavery was wrong and that blacks must be viewed as would-be citizens in the new republic. Although he reiterated versions of this creed in various pamphlets, Haynes first penned them in a remarkable 1776 abolitionist essay. As John Saillant has written in his fine biography of the man, Haynes “wrestled with the question of whether revolutionary republicanism implied slavery or freedom, oppression or equality, exclusion or inclusion, for African-Americans in a time when major white theoreticians of republicanism such as Thomas Jefferson and James Madison carried their political philosophy to antiblack extremes.” And Haynes, in Saillant’s eyes, made a clear final statement on this matter: he “regarded himself as a citizen.”31

Similar examples pervade black protest. In Philadelphia, not only did Allen and Absalom Jones together publish the first pamphlet but they each continued to publish protest documents on their own. Between 1799 and 1807, for example, Allen published three important documents aimed at the public: a eulogy of George Washington celebrating his emancipation will, a eulogy of Quaker activist Warner Mifflin, and a moral reform pamphlet that defended blacks from further degrading stereotypes. Jones published two documents: a famous sermon on the ending of the slave trade and a shorter pamphlet heralding the formation of a reform group at St. Thomas’s Church. Similarly, in both Boston and New York, black leaders took to print early and often. In 1809, for example, New York’s William Hamilton told a group of black congregants that he was honored to speak before them on the theme of African freedom in the American republic, but the group’s request to publish the speech as a pamphlet was an even greater honor, for it would allow him to combat “opinions of learned men that Africans are inferior in mind.”32

In this manner, print became a metaphor for black autonomy in the early republic.33 As a strategy, pamphleteering offered blacks control over their message and its distribution. Pamphlets were smaller, cheaper to produce, and were thought to be more ephemeral documents than expensive leatherbound books. Thus, unlike the antebellum slave narratives, which reached a wider white audience but involved the potentially intrusive hand of white editors and philanthropists, early black pamphleteers retained command of their documents. Moreover, the very process of getting a pamphlet published was evidence of a new black politics of public engagement. Beginning in the 1790s, black writers in Philadelphia, New York, Boston, and elsewhere began searching for white printers who might publish their work. Most printers were simply hired guns: if an author had enough money, a printer would produce his or her product. But certain printers refused to publish African American works. Others published black pamphlets but refrained from inserting their names on the title page (forgoing what was essentially free advertising of a printer’s work). Neither of Prince Hall’s pamphlets carried his publishers’ names, although both printing houses had longstanding liberal reputations in Massachusetts (both had printed documents for insurgent colonial and then independent state legislatures during the 1770s). When white ruffians attempted to intimidate free blacks like Prince Hall from stepping out into the civic arena, Hall stood firm. When white printers shied away from distributing his works, Hall sold copies from his masonic lodge.34 In this manner, African American writers’ very act of putting their words into print in the early republic was a political statement: it announced black independence and control, and, through efforts to secure printers, told white audiences that blacks were determined to enter the public sphere.

Of course, print culture had a twofold purpose: it allowed blacks a vehicle to protest racial oppression and, at the same time, displayed black humanity through mastery of the literary arts. Jefferson famously sneered that blacks had never proven their worth in writings or the literary arts. Black pamphlets proved otherwise. Print was equally important tactically: it allowed black leaders to envision a continent-wide protest movement. With no national movement, with no central governing body—black conventions of the 1830s or 1840s, say—printed protest functioned as a sort of web: black leaders in one community could pipe into what was occurring in another community, adopt that form, and tweak it for local purposes. Philadelphia blacks corresponded with African American reformers in Rhode Island and Massachusetts, and all black pamphleteers aimed to have their productions preserved in personal libraries or donated to “colored reading societies.”

If print conveyed the message, the message itself went beyond mere calls for whites to live up to the letter of the law. Indeed, beyond calls for racial equality and the abolition of slavery, early African American leaders claimed that they shared a cause and country with white leaders. Here the idea of a mental map took on somewhat different dimensions. Instead of the jeremiad—the crie de coeur—some black founders emphasized a shared history of struggle with Revolutionary-era whites. That first generation of African Americans, like their white counterparts, had put life and limb on the line for independence. Peter Williams, a New Yorker by birth but an American by choice, would tell the story of his father’s dedication to American liberty writ large. As Williams told citizens in the 1830s and subsequently in a printed address, his father was almost killed by the British in the 1780s for protecting a wanted white preacher and known patriot from the English gallows. The man, a family friend from New Jersey, was on the run from the British when Williams’s father, a slave at the time, picked him up on his horse and made a mad dash through the Jersey meadows before delivering him to a safe haven. Then the elder Williams ran into real trouble: a British officer who insisted on knowing the preacher’s whereabouts. “Where is Parson Chapman?” the officer demanded, his saber raised. “I cannot tell,” Williams’s father coolly replied. “Tell me where he is,” the British man repeated, “or I’ll instantly cut you down!” The elder Williams refused to move. The officer raced off in disgust.

Williams told the story in 1834 amid racial riots in his New York City parish. As colonizationists and abolitionists battled over the future of African Americans in the United States, Williams was forced to leave his Episcopal church because he reputedly presided over the marriage of an interracial couple. Although he resigned his position to save the parish, Williams refused to resign his claims to the American republic. With a father who put his life literally on the line for American freedom, Williams proudly claimed American citizenship, come what may. Indeed, his attachment to America flowed from his own father’s “attachment to the country of his birth”: America. Soon after the elder Williams saved the Jersey patriot, whites in his neighborhood secured money for his own freedom. (And to think that Williams’s son would later be told that he was not allowed to embrace the principles of the American Revolution!) Williams later recalled that to hear his father talk of the Revolution when he was a young boy “filled my soul with an ardent love for the American government and made me feel . . . that it was my greatest glory to be an American.”35

Like Williams, Richard Allen attempted to define himself as part of American civic culture. While he did not pretend to be a constitutional creator or a general—a Madison or Washington—he made clear that African American leaders had a moral compass desperately needed during the Revolutionary era and in the early republic. In other words, Allen believed that “liberty and justice for all” was a binding agent, a ligament connecting black and white Americans. The job for early African American leaders was to represent black interests before white founders; white founders had to represent black interests in courts of law, state legislatures, and Congress. Allen’s very first pamphlet in 1794 attempted not just to critique white stereotypes of blacks but to establish a bridge to white founders. “We do not wish to make you angry,” he wrote in one section, “but excite your attention to consider how hateful slavery is in the eyes of God.” What did this mean? Free your slaves, Allen pleaded, educate them, “cultivate their minds with the same care [as white children] . . . [and] you will find then upon the trial, they were not inferior in mental endowments” to whites. In sum, Allen claimed that slaves could be useful citizens of the future; the problem was not black nature but whites’ failure to nurture blacks as equals.

As if to make sure that white founders like Jefferson understood black founders’ intellectual abilities, Allen included sly references to the Declaration of Independence and Jefferson’s own concerns about slavery, evidence surely that Allen was more widely read than a mere commoner and capable of witty repartee. For example, his antislavery appeal followed Jefferson’s very model of fighting oppression à la the Declaration by telling American leaders that blacks “have [now] shown the cause of our incapacity” and that this peaceable protest document should not be deemed by the ruling class as mere “insolence.” He even invoked Enlightenment sensibilities, arguing that as contended as slaves appear “in your sight,” their own “insurrections” should be enough “to convince any reasonable man” that they too desire liberty. But the point was surely that slavery must end and that white leaders had it in their power to make abolition a reality. Now that black leaders had spoken, white founders had no excuse not to strike a blow for black freedom.

It is important to note that prior to the 1820s many black leaders called for the gradual, not immediate abolition of slavery. For black founders, this gradualist call might very well prove African Americans’ civic virtue—they realized how sensitive the issue of emancipation was among whites. The Reverend Coker issued one of the most famous such calls in his 1810 pamphlet, the dialogue between a black and white man in the South. Coker called for general but gradual emancipation of slaves. Perhaps knowing that Chesapeake masters were particularly wary of even this policy in the wake of two planned slave rebellions in the early 1800s, Coker cast his African minister in a deferential manner. Indeed, to make the case for even gradual emancipation, Coker’s African minister concedes that “the immediate liberation of all the slaves may be attended with some difficulty.” But, he goes on, this should not be used as a reason against gradual abolition.36

Coker, like many black founders, called for gradual abolition because he believed it would prove that blacks were both sensitive and moral citizens: far from avenging brutes (as Jefferson and Madison feared), blacks would peacefully co-exist with former masters and slowly meld into the nation’s civic culture. Both Richard Allen and Lemuel Haynes used religious appeals to make this same point. As Allen put it, many black Americans were converting to evangelical religion, and they therefore prayed to the same God as whites. This, Allen argued, would bind white and blacks into a covenant with a higher power. In short, blacks would not violate God’s laws to get back at whites. Correspondingly, whites must not violate God’s law by keeping slaves. The larger message? Whites and blacks could co-exist in the here and now—once slavery was abolished. Abolition, therefore, was central to the full realization of the nation’s founding principles.

Far from an assimilationist ethic, in which blacks simply dissolved racial identity altogether, this gradualist ideology assumed that once free from slavery blacks would become valued citizens while also maintaining an autonomous social and cultural identity. In one of the most forceful meditations on this subject, William Hamilton told members of the Free African Church in 1809 to maintain their independent society as a means of preserving black cultural space but also to keep their eyes on the prize of American citizenship. “Our advancement in every point of view depends much on our being united in social bodies,” he called out. But (perhaps addressing white readers) he also hoped that the future would bring blacks into the nation’s political realm as equal citizens, for America was their country, too. After all, did blacks not identify with the country’s ideal of freedom and justice for all? “The sources of slavery are drying up,” he went on, noting that African American literary production had already staked a claim to civic integration. “If we continue to produce specimens like these,” he told his audience while holding up examples of black writing, “we shall soon put our enemies to the blush; abashed and confounded, they shall quit the field and no longer urge their superiority of their souls.” With slavery routed and the sons of Africa rising, white Americans would soon see blacks as their political brethren.37

As for any potential rift between people who gained their freedom and those who remained enslaved, black founders emphasized that it must not happen—that free black and enslaved people shared variations of a racial condition in America. At the first chance Richard Allen and Absalom Jones had to address the broader reading public in 1794, they took the time to craft a special message “To the People of Color.” “Feeling an engagement of mind for your welfare,” they observed, “we address you with an affectionate sympathy, having been ourselves slaves and as desirous of freedom as any of you.” Allen and Jones did not just commiserate; they reminded their enslaved brethren that God and a new generation of reformers acted in their behalf. A few years later, in December 1799, Jones made good on this word by circulating a petition against slave trading—and even slavery itself—in Philadelphia’s free black community. The petition was presented to Congress, then meeting in Philadelphia for the last time. Although the petition was returned by a vote of 84 to 1, James Forten told the sole white congressman who supported blacks’ cause that this was not the whimsy of free black leaders; “700,000 of our race were interested in the petition.”38

This connection between free blacks and enslaved people eventually became a bedrock position of black anticolonization protest and even the interracial immediatist movements of the 1830s. But it started in the very early years of the republic as free blacks meditated on the meaning of their condition in states where slavery still existed. It is important to remember that when black founders like Allen, Jones, and Forten in Philadelphia (or Prince Hall in Massachusetts, or William Hamilton in New York) spoke of their claims to American rights and liberties, Northern states were in the process of gradually ending slavery. Free persons of color already knew and mingled with enslaved people in Pennsylvania, New York, or New Jersey. When slavery became essentially a Southern institution in the 1820s, black leaders did not skip a beat in directing their cause of racial justice to enslaved Southerners. In short, they had already created a mental map linking black struggles across lines of status. The most famous declaration of this sentiment, of course, came in the famous 1817 anticolonizationist meeting at Allen’s Bethel church. “We pledge never to separate from our enslaved brethren,” Philadelphia blacks proclaimed on that occasion. By the 1830s, this sentiment was an article of faith among black activists. But the tone was set down during Allen’s day.39

The activism of black founders was not at all haphazard. It was organized around specific institutions, had distinctive tactics and objectives, and it emphasized certain overarching themes: slavery must be ended by America’s civic leaders, and black Americans could aid in destroying bondage; black justice must occur in America, the problem could not be exported or colonized; African Americans were (or should be conceived as) American citizens. To be sure, black founders themselves grew pessimistic during the 1810s and 1820s about Americans’ unwillingness to abolish slavery and embrace African American equality—their reluctance to really treat blacks as American citizens. By the second decade of the nineteenth century, Richard Allen grew so doubtful about achieving justice on American soil that he even began embracing the idea of Haitian emigration. He served as president of the Haitian Emigration Society of Philadelphia and helped dozens of blacks to Haiti in 1825. Overall, perhaps as many as seven to twelve thousand blacks departed America in the 1820s.

But Allen himself never left. Nor did Forten or William Hamilton. By the late 1820s, black leaders in every major city redoubled their efforts to protest racism and slavery in America, inaugurating the first black conventions, independently run black newspapers, and other cultural and political institutions. When a new generation of abolitionists emerged in the 1830s to wage war on bondage, black founders were there to teach them the art of protest. And even after black founders passed on—Allen in 1831, Hamilton in 1834, Williams in 1838, Forten in 1842—their legacy loomed large. Antebellum black Pennsylvanians certainly used Allen’s and Forten’s memory to inform their own activism and identity. Prosecuting the cause of voting rights in Pennsylvania in 1848, about a decade after white officials had rescinded them, a state convention of black leaders wrapped themselves in black founders’ coattails. “[We] rest our cause,” the group announced, “on the republican standard of the revolutionary Fathers, while we knock at the doors of the Constitution and demand an entrance.” And just who were these revolutionary fathers? They included illustrious and well-known names—Benjamin Rush, Benjamin Franklin—as well as black founders, men like Allen and Forten. “Their tales should resonate in the mind of every Pennsylvanian—and American!”40

As Frederick Douglass’s Paper put it in 1855, one could do no better in learning about the foundations of black protest than by traveling to Philadelphia to visit “a church called Bethel.” This spot, the paper’s correspondent argued, “is the sight of a revolution or reform, which happened 70 years ago, a reform which, in grasp of free thought, determined energy, spiritual majesty, holy zeal, and gospel of truthfulness, equaled, if it did not excel any kindred event in the history of humankind.” That revolution was the establishment of Allen’s Bethel AME Church, a church which stood itself as a monument not just to religious liberty but to the aspirations and achievements of black activism and abolitionism. Beneath that church “lies the remains of Richard Allen,” the most prominent of America’s black founders.41
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“Onward, Onward, Is Indeed the Watchword”: James Forten’s Reflections on Revolutions and Liberty

Julie Winch

One afternoon in January 1825, Mr. S.H. Cowles, a zealous young reformer fresh out of college, called on Philadelphia businessman James Forten. An ardent promoter of the American Colonization Society, Cowles had high hopes of persuading Forten, whom he knew to be one of the nation’s most influential free men of color, to emigrate to Liberia. He came armed with letters of introduction and arguments he was sure would convince Forten of the wisdom of free black people leaving the United States for their “true” homeland in Africa, but he was to find that Forten would not be moved, literally or figuratively. Moreover, Forten had some home truths to tell Cowles that the young man found most unsettling to hear.

The white college graduate and the self-made black entrepreneur almost four decades his senior must have made a striking contrast as they sat facing each other in the tastefully decorated parlor of the Forten family home on Lombard Street, one of Philadelphia’s main thoroughfares. The home and everything in it spoke eloquently to Forten’s success in business. Profits from his thriving sail business along the Delaware had been plowed into real estate, money lending, the purchase of stock in banks, and a host of other enterprises, and back into his sail-making operation.1 A man of Forten’s wealth and commercial know-how would be an invaluable recruit to the colonization project. Alas, Cowles’s bid to win James Forten over was doomed to failure.

As he later confessed, Cowles found the interview most distressing. To begin with, he did not take to Forten. White visitors were usually charmed by the black businessman, for he was a witty and well-informed conversationalist.2 Cowles was not charmed. He described Forten as “a boisterous talker . . . proud of his money and vain of his abilities which . . . enabled him to get it.” To make matters worse, Forten rebutted every one of Cowles’s carefully rehearsed arguments. Worst of all, it soon became evident that Forten’s world-view differed radically from that of his guest. Cowles was obliged to report that Forten.

seems to have a stern satisfaction in being w[h]ere he is and as he is. For he said repeatedly, that reasoning from the righteousness of God and the manifest tendency of events he was brought to the conclusion that the time was fast approaching and to judge from his manner was already at the door when the 250,000,000 who had for centuries been the oppressors of the remaining 600,000,000 of the human race would find the tables turned upon them and would expiate by their own sufferings the sufferings . . . [what] they had inflicted on others.3

Cowles left the Forten home sadder and, one suspects, none the wiser. What had Forten meant? Was he another Toussaint L’Ouverture or Henri Christophe, looking forward to a general blood-letting when “the last shall be first, and the first last”? He had actually told Cowles he applauded the Haitian revolution and admired its leaders. Did he perhaps want radical social and political change, a restructuring of the American republic? Or did he anticipate a revolution “not of this world”? What Cowles could not or would not see was that Forten’s character had been shaped by forces totally different from those that had shaped his own. For Forten, race and condition were inextricably intertwined with a sense of what was and what could be. He was no revolutionary lusting after blood and crying out for vengeance on the white race, as Cowles feared—but he was a revolutionary. James Forten had grown up in the midst of revolutions. He positively welcomed revolutions, provided their achievements were not betrayed. For him, revolution and reform were part of the greater picture, with freedom from tyranny of all kinds—slavery, the prejudice of caste, the oppression of the majority by a self-appointed and self-perpetuating minority—as the goal. How fast freedom came, and how steadfast the heirs of one revolution were to their revolutionary heritage, would determine the nature and extent of the next upheaval. In short, Forten was a revolutionary in a sense that entirely eluded his young visitor, and he would remain one until the day he died.

James Forten had had an early introduction to revolutions. Born of free parents in Philadelphia in 1766, like the other inhabitants of Britain’s North American colonies, he knew no earthly ruler except the king of England.4 But much happened in a short period of time to erode his loyalty to a king in a distant land. He was four when the Boston massacre took place, seven when a gang of “Mohawks” threw hundreds of chests of tea into Boston Harbor and incurred the wrath of king and Parliament. His family lived just yards from Carpenters’ Hall, where delegates to the First Continental Congress assembled in the fall of 1774.5 At nine years of age he stood in the yard of Philadelphia’s state house and heard the Declaration of Independence—“that glorious fabrick of collected wisdom,” as he later described it—read to the public for the first time.6 He saw slaves converting the rebellion against Britain into a personal war for liberation. With the benefit of two years of formal education at the Quakers’ African School, he had no trouble reading the text of Pennsylvania’s Gradual Abolition Act of 1780. The joy that white legislators expressed that it was in “our power to extend a portion of that freedom to others, which hath been extended to us” was heartening indeed.7 As for freeborn people of African descent like himself, they could surely expect to gain in a revolution that preached the overthrow of tyranny and the triumph of liberty. The conviction that the American Revolution was not and never had been exclusively a white man’s war remained with Forten all his life.

He soon had the opportunity to support the patriots’ war effort and fight for “liberty,” although he did so at the risk of his own freedom. In 1781, in a move prompted as much by his family’s financial plight as it was by commitment to the cause of independence, he joined the crew of a Philadelphia privateer, the Royal Louis (named, ironically enough, for a foreign ruler who was anything but a champion of liberty). The first cruise was very successful, with plenty of prize money to be shared around, but on her second cruise the Royal Louis was captured.8 Held on board a British warship, the Amphion, with his shipmates, Forten feared he would be sold into slavery in the West Indies, a fate he heard had befallen other black prisoners, but a chance event spared him. John Bazely, the Amphion’s captain, selected the fifteen-year-old Forten to act as companion to his son, Henry, who was making his first voyage in preparation for a career in the Royal Navy. The two young sailors from such very different backgrounds struck up a friendship, and as the Amphion neared the British-held port of New York, Captain Bazely made Forten a remarkable offer. He could be sent with the other American captives to a prison hulk, or he could go to England with Henry, be educated with him, and enjoy the patronage of the influential Bazely family. Forten chose imprisonment over a life of privilege in England, insisting, as he later told the story: “I have been taken prisoner for the liberties of my country, and never will prove a traitor to her interest.”9 Bazely had no option but to send him to one of the prison ships, although he took steps to ensure that the young Philadelphian would not be treated any differently from the white prisoners.

Forten endured seven months of imprisonment before being released in the summer of 1782 in a general exchange. During those months he had one opportunity to escape, but he gave up that chance of freedom to a white prisoner, Daniel Brewton, “his companion . . . in suffering.” For Forten it was not a question of race. He and Brewton were brothers in arms, warriors in a shared conflict. Brewton’s lifelong gratitude and friendship only confirmed Forten in that belief.10

These are the bare bones of Forten’s Revolutionary War service. In later years, as one of the most articulate leaders of the Northern free black community, he would construct from them, and from the contributions of other black patriots, a validation of his rights and the rights of all African Americans—the right to physical freedom, the right to participate in the political process, the right to remain in the country of their birth—in short, the right to live as other Americans lived.

Forten was distressed to find that memories faded fast. Promises of freedom and equality for “all men” were soon broken. He was determined to keep those promises at the forefront of political discourse. Again and again, in pamphlets, petitions, and personal encounters, he showed white Americans the ironies inherent in their Revolutionary heritage and their treatment of those who had shared in the struggle for independence. In his 1813 pamphlet, Letters from a Man of Colour, a work he prefaced with lines from the great British Whig writer Joseph Addison on the blessings of liberty, he addressed Pennsylvania’s lawmakers and sought to awaken them to a new sense of the nation’s founding principles.11 He wrote in an attempt to defeat hostile legislation pending before the state senate that would reduce free black citizens to little more than slaves. He spoke of his sense of certainty that the men of the Revolutionary generation had meant what they said about freedom. “Those patriotick citizens . . . after resting from the toils of an arduous war, which achieved our Independence and laid the foundation of the only reasonable Republick upon earth,” had truly believed that “All men are born equally free and independent, and have certain inherent and indefeasible rights, among which are those of enjoying life and liberty.”12 Their descendants were now implying that those early legislators had not known what they were about, or worse, had lied. Forten refused to accept that, writing:

It cannot be that the authors of our Constitution intended to exclude us from its benefits, for just emerging from cruel and unjust mancipation, their souls were too much affected with their own deprivations to commence the reign of terrour [sic] over others. They knew we were deeper skinned than they were, but they acknowledged us as men, and found that many an honest heart beat beneath a dusky bosom. They felt that they had no more authority to enslave us, than England had to tyrannize over them.13

Forten demanded to know what had happened to the ideals of the Revolution in a generation. Why were some Americans now to be excluded not only from the enjoyment of basic rights, but, ironically, from even joining in the celebration of independence? He wrote feelingly about the degeneration of Philadelphia’s Fourth of July observances. African American veterans such as himself must stay home on the Fourth or risk the threats and insults of drunken whites. “Is it not wonderful, that the day set apart for the festival of Liberty, should be abused by the advocates of Freedom, in endeavouring to sully what they profess to adore.”14 Americans of African descent, it seemed, had no share in the “liberty” they had helped win for the nation.

Forten began to fear that the American republic was headed for a reign of terror. What he knew of the aftermath of the French Revolution appalled him. Like so many of his contemporaries, he had rejoiced at the news of the fall of the Bastille. He would speak with admiration of one of the men who had led the assault. The Marquis de Lafayette had “flown to the aid of an oppressed people” in America, and then returned home to spearhead a revolution in France. He was a true revolutionary in that he found human bondage morally repugnant, and publicly committed himself to the fight to abolish slavery throughout France’s empire.15 Sadly, through no fault of his own, the Revolution soon gave way to the Terror, with its “heroes,” in Forten’s words, crying “‘Vive la Republick,’ while the decapitated Nun was precipitated into the general reservoir of death, and the palpitating embryo decorated the point of the bayonet.”16

James Forten was growing increasingly apprehensive that the American Revolution was going the same way as the French Revolution. Indeed, were the barbarous acts in France during the Terror—and Forten was an avid reader of Philadelphia’s Federalist press, which carried innumerable reports of French atrocities, real or imagined—any worse than what went on in those regions of the United States where the power of slavery reigned supreme?

Forten had started to have his doubts about America’s commitment to liberty long before he penned Letters from a Man of Colour. Back in 1799, some eighty free black Philadelphians had joined in petitioning Congress to end the transatlantic slave trade and pass a law to prevent the kidnapping of free people of color in the United States, a practice they knew to be all too common.17 Congress refused even to consider the petition, most legislators maintaining that black men had no right to seek redress of wrongs from the federal government, as they were not citizens. A shocked Forten wrote to the one man who had argued that the petition should be heard, Federalist congressman George Thacher of Massachusetts. Speaking for “Africans and descendants of that unhappy race,” Forten observed that “Seven hundred thousand of the human race were concerned in our petition”—the total number of black people, free and enslaved, living in the United States. Those held in bondage obviously could not approach Congress. Their more fortunate brethren who enjoyed the blessings of freedom had done so on their behalf. Yet even the free could not feel complacent about their own situation. Given the waning of egalitarian fervor that Forten insisted was only too evident, “we knew not but ere long we might be reduced to Slavery.”18 As for charges made by some in Congress that black people were too simpleminded to know what was in their best interests, Forten responded:

Though our faces are black, yet we are men, and though many among us cannot write because our rulers have thought proper to keep us in ignorant [sic], yet we all have the feelings and the passions of men, are as anxious to enjoy the birthright of the human race, as those who, from our ignorance, draw an argument aganest [sic] our petition.

Forten applauded Thacher’s readiness to concede that “by principles of natural law our thraldom is unjust.”19

Forten told Thacher that he and other people of color believed it was “only” by the actions of the “general government” that “we can expect to be relieved from our deplorable state.” He intended that to be a reassuring phrase, for he and Thacher knew that black people elsewhere had given up waiting for those in authority to redress their wrongs.20 The rebellion of the slaves on the island of Saint Domingue fascinated and heartened Forten. He might deplore the suffering it brought, but he would point out that that was the inevitable consequence of liberty denied. He read press accounts of the revolution. He talked with people like Antoine Servance, an African-born neighbor in Philadelphia who had gained his liberty as a result of the slave uprising.21 The establishment of the Haitian republic was proof to Forten that black people in America “would become a great nation” and that they “could not always be detained in their present bondage.” As he told S.H. Cowles in their 1825 meeting, he saw “in the great men of Hayti the deliverers and the avengers of his race.”22

Although Forten rejected Liberia as a place of settlement for African Americans, Haiti was another matter. As an officer of the Haytien Emigration Society in the mid-1820s, he urged women and men of color to leave the United States for Haiti if they felt they must emigrate. The Haitian government was offering very attractive terms to would-be settlers. They could do well for themselves and assist the cause of black liberation by demonstrating to cynics in America and Europe that an independent black republic could indeed flourish. Dismissing rumors that the French were making plans to retake their lost colony by force, Forten and his fellow officers of the Emigration Society insisted: “[W]ere it so, it should not deter our going, but be a motive to urge our departure. . . . [I]s not Hayti the only spot where the coloured man has gained his rights? And could it be overthrown, would it not be putting out the very sun of our hopes?”23

Forten’s brother-in-law eventually emigrated, as did two of his apprentices and a number of his friends. He himself remained in close contact with events in Haiti throughout his life. In fact, one of the last gifts he received was a copy of English author Harriet Martineau’s The Hour and the Man, a novel based on the life of Toussaint L’Ouverture. Martineau had called upon Forten during her American tour some years earlier and presumably knew how welcome her gift would be to a man who revered the Haitian revolution and its great hero.24

But what of events closer to home? As the years passed, Forten continued to hope for the best, but he began to fear the worst. According to his son-in-law, Robert Purvis, he often spoke of his conviction that his country’s sin in betraying its founding principles “would bring down the vengeance of heaven,” and he would quote Jefferson’s dire warning: “I tremble for my country, when I reflect that God is just, and that his justice will not sleep for ever.”25 Forten imparted his views to his children. His daughter, Sarah Louisa, challenged slaveholders:

[C]an you think He . . . who created all men free and equal—He, who made the sun to shine on the black man as well as the white, will always allow you to rest tranquil on your downy couches?—No,—He is just, and his anger will not always slumber. He will wipe the tear from Ethiopia’s eye; He will shake the tree of liberty, and its blossoms shall spread over the earth.

Turning from prose to verse, she was equally scathing:

Speak not of “my country,” unless she shall be,
In truth, the bright home of the “brave and the free!”26

Her brother, James Forten Jr., expressed his own fears for a country that rejoiced over “the downfall of tyranny in foreign nations” while sanctioning human bondage at home. “The time cannot be far distant,” he predicted, “when Justice, armed more powerful than human aid can afford, will break the bonds of oppression, and wield the sceptre of liberty and independence throughout the nation.”27

What, their father demanded to know, had happened to America’s Revolution? How and why had it been stolen? He wanted to remain optimistic, especially in light of what he read and heard about events in Europe. As he wrote William Lloyd Garrison, his ally in another “revolution,” in December 1830, libertarian movements were erupting everywhere. The United States would find it impossible “to go in opposition to the spirit of the times.” Forten continued: “Whilst so much is doing in the world, to ameliorate the condition of mankind, and the spirit of Freedom is marching with rapid Strides, and causing Tyrants to tremble; may America awake from the apathy in which she has long slumbered. She must sooner or later, fall in with the irresistible current.”28

A few weeks later he observed: “The year 1831 seems to be big with great events. Mankind are becoming more enlightened, and all tyrants, and the tyrants of this country, must tremble.”29 But frustration was never far away. “That we are not treated as freemen, in any part of the United States, is certain,” Forten wrote. “This usage . . . is in direct opposition to the Constitution; which positively declares, that all men are born equal, and endowed with certain inalienable rights.”30 Why did it seem to be only “foreign oppression” that “call[ed] forth the sympathy of the Americans”? Why did they continue to ignore the plight of “the oppressed of their own country”?31 Things must change, and Forten insisted that he and those who thought as he did must make them change. “[S]o long as we can learn wisdom from the fate of nations . . . so long as we can view all nations every where contending for their long lost rights; we cannot be silent nor satisfied, until we are in possession of that boon of heaven—the inalienable rights of man.” 32

There were those who insisted that what Forten, Garrison, and others in the radical antislavery ranks had in mind was servile insurrection. A letter of Forten’s that Garrison printed in the Liberator in August 1831 under the title “Men Must Be Free” appeared less than two days before Nat Turner and his rebel band began their murderous rampage in Virginia. Forten’s criticism of the hypocrisy practiced “in this boasted land of liberty” was hardly intended as a call for a bloodbath, but that was how the defenders of slavery and the racial status quo saw it. Forten wrote:

When we . . . hear of almost every nation fighting for its liberty, is it to be expected that the African race will continue always in the degraded state they are now? No. The time is fast approaching when the words ‘Fight for liberty, or die in the attempt,’ will he sounded in every African ear . . . and when he will throw off his fetters, and flock to the banner . . . with the following words inscribed upon it—‘Liberty or Death.’33

In the racially charged atmosphere of the early 1830s, that was incitement enough to condemn Forten and his fellow abolitionists as the aiders and abettors of Nat Turner.

Despite harsh criticism and the occasional death threat, Forten refused to back down. Why did it seem that the United States, the nation whose people, according to him, had struck the first blow for liberty, was betraying its libertarian heritage? That this was the case was abundantly clear, he felt, and he recognized his personal obligation to speak out. In 1832, for instance, in a memorial to the Pennsylvania legislature regarding the passage of a more stringent statewide fugitive slave law, Forten, Robert Purvis, and William Whipper, their ally in a number of such initiatives, observed that they “cannot but lament, that at a moment when all mankind seems to be struggling for freedom, and endeavoring to throw off the shackles of political oppression, the constituted authorities of this great state should entertain a resolution, which has a tendency to abridge the liberties heretofore accorded to a race of men confessedly oppressed.” History alone was sufficient to condemn the lawmakers and hold them up to ridicule for their hypocrisy. The petitioners continued: “Our country asserts for itself the glory of being the freest upon the face of the globe. She wrested that freedom . . . by force of arms, at the expense of infinite blood and treasure, from a . . . most powerful adversary. She proclaimed freedom to all mankind—and offered her soil as a refuge to the enslaved of all nations.”

But time had wrought a profound change. “[T]he . . . nation from which we . . . wrested our . . . liberties” had now become a bastion of freedom. Abolition in the British Empire was on the horizon, and slavery was a dead letter in Britain itself. “Let a man of the deepest jet be brought before [a British judge], and it is the glorious prerogative of that judge to exclaim: ‘your feet are on English soil—therefore you are free!’” But “here, in this republican land . . . the judge, the American judge, the Pennsylvania judge, himself a freeman, is bound by our laws, tied down” and forced to return a human being to bondage without the benefit of a jury trial.34 To those who argued that the petitioners were unpatriotic, Forten answered that they were the true patriots, for they loved America too much to see it betray its principles.

The emergence of the American Colonization Society was further proof to Forten, assuming he needed any, that America’s Revolutionary ideals were indeed being undermined. True, he admired several of the founders of the ACS, and he understood that some high-minded individuals had been deluded into supporting it because they believed it would speed the progress of emancipation. However, Forten insisted, the ACS had soon been taken over by Southern slaveholders and their Northern sympathizers who feared that the free people of color “have too much liberty.” “We ask not their . . . aid, in assisting us to emigrate to Africa, we are contented in the land that gave us birth, and which many of us fought for, during the war which established our Independence.”35 But times had changed. The America of Forten’s old age was not the America of his youth, the new nation that he and other men of color had risked their lives to create. “[A]ll this appears to be forgotten now—and the descendants of these Men . . . are intended to be removed to a distant . . . Country, while the Emigrants from every other Country, are permitted to seek an asylum here from oppression.”36

Saddened by the abandonment of revolutionary principles, and apprehensive that the nation was risking either more bloody slave insurrections, or divine vengeance, or both, James Forten continued to pin his hopes on revolution. The only difference was that this new revolution must be peaceful and must effect profound moral and social changes. The first American revolution had brought victory on the battlefield. The second must bring a more far-reaching victory over entrenched habits of thought and behavior. Should this second revolution fail, Forten feared that the consequences would be dreadful indeed.

Advancing age did not diminish the strength of his commitment. He threw himself as wholeheartedly into this new struggle as he had into the conflict against Britain. In the 1830s, as president of the American Moral Reform Society, he advocated a sweeping agenda that included antislavery, women’s rights, education, temperance, pacifism, and the relief of poverty. Critics might assail his demands for a second revolution as unrealistic and “visionary in the extreme,” but he ignored them, preferring to continue to place his faith in the redemptive power of revolution, and declaring: “[W]e live in stir[r]ing times, and every day brings news of some fresh effort for liberty, either at home or abroad—onward, onward, is indeed the watchword.”37 A revolutionary to the last, James Forten never abandoned hope that America would experience in a second revolution a new birth of freedom, a rededication to the spirit and the reality of liberty for all its people.
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John Brown Russwurm’s Dilemma: Citizenship or Emigration?


Sandra Sandiford Young

We have always said that when convinced of our error we would hasten to acknowledge it. That time has now arrived. The change which has taken place has not been the hasty conclusion of a moment; we have pondered much on this interesting subject, and read every article in our reach both for and against the Society . . . we have carefully examined the different plans now in operation for our benefit, and none, we believe, can reach half so efficiently the masses as the plan of colonization on the West coast of Africa.

—John Brown Russwurm, Freedom’s Journal, March 21, 18291

At the age of thirty, John Brown Russwurm announced that he had decided to emigrate to Liberia under the auspices of the American Colonization Society. Given his position as the prominent editor of America’s first black newspaper, Freedom’s Journal, Russwurm’s surprise pronouncement ignited a firestorm of controversy among Northern free blacks.

There are many elements that led to this confrontation between Russwurm and the black community he served, but the most important of these was the recent emergence of a common political agenda among the fledgling free black community in the North. The evolution of a more concerted and communal political consciousness was spurred on in large part by the constant pressure of whites who sought to circumscribe the rights and freedom of African Americans, or who sought to remove free blacks entirely from American society. The passage of repressive laws, particularly the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793, and the increasingly harsh (and racialized) restrictions on the rights of state and national citizenship forced free blacks to organize to protect themselves and to strategize plans for resistance and opposition to white prejudice and authority. Any action along these lines required leaders to articulate the concerns, goals, and actions of the black community more broadly. It is within the context of this urgent need for greater public and political representation that Russwurm’s personal views on colonization got him into considerable trouble.

For African Americans, slavery was both a personal and communal problem. Unlike white communities, blacks understood that the abolitionist struggle required constant vigilance; everyone had a role to play in achieving freedom from slavery, both for themselves and for those still held in bondage. Blacks approached abolition with a twofold agenda: the elimination of chattel slavery and the struggle for civic equality. As long as slavery existed in the United States, no black person would ever really be free—nor would they be able to fully enjoy the rights and privileges of citizenship. Thus, the tactics that blacks employed to combat slavery included more than formal political appeals and petitions; they also included direct action such as escape, self-purchase, and resettlement or emigration. These, too, were cornerstones of black resistance.

From the mid-eighteenth century, free blacks regularly explored resettlement options in remote areas of the United States, as well as emigration to Canada, Africa, and the Caribbean. These possibilities were part of the continuous effort on the part of free blacks to improve their circumstances and forge their own freedom on their own terms. African Americans understood well that they might never be free (or equal) in the new nation. The aftermath of the American Revolution—the slow pace of emancipation in the North coupled with the rapid expansion of slavery in the South—offered little hope that abolition would be swift or complete. Even before the nation declared its own independence, people of African descent debated the relative merits of emigration, many early black leaders embracing emigration as a viable solution to (or escape from) slavery long before Russwurm articulated his own views on the subject. Which begs the question: as emigration was in the 1820s hardly a new strategy for African Americans, why the unprecedented public outcry against Russwurm? This is especially perplexing given that his personal decision to leave the country under the auspices of the American Colonization Society, dominated as it was by Southern slaveholders, posed neither a sufficient or significant threat to the larger community of free blacks living in the United States. This essay examines the complex events that led Russwurm to embrace colonization and emigrate to Liberia—decisions that ultimately made him a pariah among his people.

John Brown Russwurm was a young man at the time black emigration activities were at their peak. When he was eight years old his father, a white American merchant, sent him from his home in Port Antonio, Jamaica, to boarding school in the province of Quebec, Canada, where he remained for three years. On plantations in Jamaica, it was customary for favored mulatto children to live in their father’s home, where they received both an education and a reprieve from arduous plantation chores. As a result, they came to regard themselves as different from, and better than, blacks with darker skin. There was even further exclusion if their mothers—often the “housekeeper,” or slave master’s mistress—lived in or near a large town such as Port Antonio, where the presence of similarly privileged mulattos provided a context for elite socialization. In some instances, these favored children and their mothers lived independently in wealth and extreme comfort, sometimes holding slaves and estates of their own.2 By the age of eight, then, John Brown’s vision of himself had been forged within this relatively rarefied world of mulatto privilege. His favored status and his fair skin placed him at the top of plantation hierarchy.

John Brown’s early childhood was exceptional not only for blacks, but for West Indian whites of this period. For example, planters were expected to provide their offspring with suitable schooling. However, the planters of Portland parish, where Brown was raised, had complained to the Jamaican legislature that they could not afford to establish a suitable school, that the cost of sending their children abroad was prohibitive.3 Soon thereafter, a school was established for the planters at Titchfield and maintained by the parish. The white settlers of Portland continued the custom of sending their children to the Titchfield Trust Free School.

When the sugar boom in Port Antonio began to fade, Russwurm Senior moved his young son to Portland, Maine, where he was enrolled in Hebron Academy. Father and son lived on a seventy-five-acre farm at Back Cove, just outside of Portland. By all accounts, they had a close relationship, which John T. Hall, an associate of John Brown’s, recalled years later:

Mr. Russwurm when he came to Portland with his son who was named John Brown, did not conceal the relationship that existed between them. He was proud of this son. He introduced him into the best society in Portland, where he was honored and respected. He attended the best schools and had all the privileges that other boys of the best families enjoyed.4

In 1813 Russwurm’s father married Susan Goold Blanchard, a young widow with three children of her own. The following year, she gave birth to a son, Francis Edward Russwurm. Shortly thereafter, in 1815, Russwurm Senior died; John Brown was just sixteen years old. Providentially, the boy had an excellent relationship with his stepmother with whom he remained close throughout his life.5 During this period, John Brown lived outside of any black settlements; he had no significant contact with African Americans and he did not express any awareness of the concerns of the black world. In what would later seem ironic, the future “race man” was born and bred in an almost exclusively—and certainly exclusive—white world.

Russwurm graduated from Hebron Academy in 1819. He had received a comfortable inheritance of $2,000 from his father’s will, some of which he used to complete his schooling at Hebron. Early on, he had expressed a desire to go on to college and he likely used the remainder of his inheritance for that purpose. Russwurm also began to express some concern about establishing himself professionally. In a letter to his cousin John Sumner Russwurm, Russwurm wrote, “[N]othing more shall ever escape me concerning my situation in life.”6 Russwurm had also written to a classmate, John Otis, in the summer after his graduation from Hebron Academy, stating that he would attend Gorham Academy for two months to further prepare for acceptance to university.7

In 1821 Portland experienced a severe recession. Unable to find employment near his home, Russwurm, then twenty years old, moved to Boston to gain some work experience and make his own way.8 He taught at the Abiel Smith and Primus Hall Schools, schools that had been established for black children.9 It was during this period that Russwurm was first introduced to the reality of black life in early-nineteenth-century America.

Russwurm’s move to Boston catapulated him into a world vastly different from his previous experiences. Portland’s wide avenues, well-situated houses, and agrarian pace proved a sharp contrast to the hurly-burly, raucous pace of Boston’s packed wharf district, the competitive ethos of the shopkeepers and artisans, and the large groups of day laborers who milled about on the commons, in the taverns, and on the piers. The sheer number of people living in Boston must have been breathtaking to Russwurm. By 1790 Boston’s black population had grown to 800—not exactly the pre–Revolutionary War figure of 10 percent but a significant number nonetheless.10 Between 1780 and 1820 the free black population in the North had doubled but the white population increased even faster as a result of growing immigration rates. The constant influx of white immigrants to Northern cities helped to shift the public debate over slavery’s abolition to a broader concern over how to manage the growing free black population within an increasingly competitive labor market. Boston embodied all of these trends.

Massachusetts had been hit particularly hard because it was unable to use its port during the war. Blacks and whites competed for what few laboring jobs were available. Put off by this competition, whites began to insult and accost blacks on the streets in an attempt to intimidate them, hoping to prevent blacks from applying for the limited number of jobs. Given the city’s increasingly tense racial climate, blacks gradually stopped attending white churches or allowing their children to attend the city’s predominantly white schools. Whites generally refused to acknowledge these problems—at least publicly—and the legislature refused a number of petitions from the black community requesting separate schools for their children.

The harassment of blacks on the streets escalated to more direct action. In New York City and Boston, whites banded together on the waterfront and refused to labor alongside blacks who had traditionally worked as stevedores, caulkers, sail makers, coopers, and day laborers, thus effectively cutting off this relatively reliable means of employment for blacks. Living in the black community for the first time, Russwurm was exposed to these larger economic and racial issues, an experience that no doubt seemed foreign to him given his privileged upbringing. Over time, however, Russwurm developed a more acutely “black” sensibility about the world around him—a transformation of his political and racial consciousness that allowed him to see things in a vastly different light.

The contrast between the easy acceptance of his life in Portland and the concentrated hostility faced by the black community in Boston likely accentuated the significance of these incidents of violence and discrimination for Russwurm. His skills and education would most certainly have drawn him into discussions of the ways and means the black community could both protect itself and resist such encroachments. Among the strategies of resistance developed and debated by blacks at this time, emigration was seriously explored as a means of survival. For a short period after the American Revolution, blacks remained optimistic about the abolition of slavery, as well as the prospects for full inclusion in the life and opportunities of the new nation. Within ten years, however, it became increasingly obvious that slavery would continue more strongly than ever in the South, even as it was being gradually dismantled in the North. This reality, coupled with rising antiblack sentiment in the North, inspired some blacks to explore other options. By the time Russwurm had arrived in Boston, emigration had been a viable alternative for more than forty years.

In 1773 four slaves in Boston petitioned the state legislature “for the right to set aside one day a week during which they could earn money toward the purchase of their freedom” so that they could return to Africa.11 Likewise, as spokesman for a group of seventy-three “African blacks,” Prince Hall petitioned the General Court of Massachusetts in 1787 for financial support to resettle in Africa “due to the disagreeable and disadvantageous circumstances that attended them in the United States.”12 In November 1780, the African Union Society was established in Newport, Rhode Island, as a mutual benefit and moral improvement society. The majority of its members were African-born and the main political agenda was to emigrate to their homelands to establish independent black settlements that were not beholden to white interests or authority.13 “For the Africans and Afro-Americans of the Newport organization, emigration was a banner to unite all black peoples—in Africa, the West Indies, and the United States.”14 While emigration was a shared interest within the black community, the keenest proponents were African-born blacks, a trend that helped guarantee the success, albeit limited, of this political strategy.

An attempt to scout and purchase land in Africa for emigration failed when the principal backer, Samuel Hopkins, decided that the Newport group’s agent, James McKenzie, had conducted himself improperly. His refusal to endorse the group of hopeful settlers from Providence doomed the project.15 Hopkins, a well-known minister of the First Congregational Church of Newport, had proposed several grandiose schemes for returning blacks to Africa in an effort to both Christianize the Africans and end the slave trade. As the chief exponent of the doctrine of benevolence, Hopkins had developed a theological concept of dynamic evangelicalism. He proposed training Negroes in Calvinism and returning them to Africa to work as missionaries to redeem the continent. “In this way,” Hopkins said, “whites could compensate for [the] ‘injury and injustice’ of the slave trade.”16

Although colonization and emigration certainly had its white advocates and financiers, several prominent African Americans also emerged as its chief proponents. Paul Cuffe—a wealthy Massachusetts merchant of African and Native American descent—became interested in the emigration movement after the establishment of Sierra Leone in 1809. Cuffe corresponded extensively with friends and associates to gather ideas and support for his emigration plans. Robert Finley, the founder of the American Colonization Society, was one of his most enthusiastic correspondents. Originally, Cuffe planned to return to Africa once a year with a cargo and settlers, but the War of 1812 intervened. It would be 1816 before Cuffe was able to bring thirty-eight settlers to Freetown. Cuffe had planned to sail again the following year, but he fell ill and died on September 7, 1817.

These failures to establish a viable emigration policy to Africa diminished New England’s role as a leader of the emigration movement. Such failure, however, was muted by the extensive contacts that had been developed in Haiti. Slave buyers in northeastern seaboard cities had maintained a longstanding relationship with the West Indies, preferring seasoned Africans with skills suitable for urban settings. As a result, extensive contacts were established between blacks living in Saint Domingue, Barbados, and Trinidad, and their counterparts in Philadelphia and New York. A special relationship with Saint Domingue began during the Revolutionary War when a French auxiliary corps fought beside American troops at the siege of Savannah. Part of that corps was a detachment of 545 mulattos, many of whom subsequently became leaders of the Haitian revolution. When one of the detachment leaders, Henri Christophe, became the king of Haiti he began the first of several attempts to resettle black emigrants from the United States in Haiti. British abolitionists William Wilberforce and Thomas Clarkson convinced Christophe to extend asylum to American slaves. When Prince Saunders—a Vermont-born teacher from the African School of Boston and a disciple of Cuffe—visited Haiti, he convinced Christophe to extend asylum to American free blacks as well.17 Later, during a coup d’état, Christophe committed suicide. But the emigration venture itself refused to die.

Recognizing his nation’s desperate need for workers, Haiti’s new ruler, Jean Pierre Boyer, contacted Philadelphia’s black leaders to express his support for black emigration. James Forten had been a supporter of Cuffe’s efforts and led the recruitment efforts for Haiti as well. Much of the information about Haiti Russwurm later published in Freedom’s Journal came from Forten’s Haitian contacts. Through his agent, Jonathan Granville, President Boyer declared that all settlers would enjoy the full protection of the Haitian constitution the moment their feet touched Haitian soil. He disseminated a plan detailing settlement regions, including the number of settlers, skills needed, and conditions under which settlers were to repay their relocation expenses and receive land. The plan delineated three classes of settlers: skilled agricultural labor; unskilled labor; and artisans, merchants and teachers.18

The issues of black emigration and Haitian independence were widely discussed during Russwurm’s stay in Boston. Reverend Thomas Paul, pastor of the African Baptist Church, where some of the classes Russwurm taught were held, had spent six months in Haiti. In a letter to the Columbian Sentinal, a Boston newspaper, he aligned himself with the emigrationists, urging free blacks to settle in Haiti:

Having been a resident for some months in the Island of Hayti, I am fully persuaded that it is the best and most suitable place of residence which Providence has hitherto offered to emancipated people of colour, for the enjoyment of liberty and equality with their attendant blessings. At an interview which I had with President Boyer, some months ago, he was pleased to make a verbal statement of the same offers . . . to the free people of colour in the United States.19

Published during Russwurm’s stay in Boston, President Boyer’s invitation to black Americans presented a seemingly solid alternative to life in the United States. It was at this time that Russwurm began to speak more seriously about the merits of emigration for black people living in the United States.

In 1824, Russwurm was admitted to Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Maine. In his Personal Recollections of Nathaniel Hawthorne, Horatio Bridge reported that Russwurm chose to live with a carpenter outside of Brunswick rather than in dormitory housing with other students.20 Bridge also commented that although he and Nathaniel Hawthorne visited the young scholar, the visits were not returned “due to his [Russwurm’s] sensitiveness.” Curiously, Russwurm displayed neither “sensitiveness” nor a need to be housed separately from his classmates during his previous schooling. In his earlier letter to Hebron Academy classmate John Otis, Russwurm had clearly identified himself as a member of the student fraternity and gleefully recounted the latest news of their old alma mater:

Well what think you friend Otis, Hebron Academy burnt down? Astonishing, you would reply. Not at all so, I consider it as the judgement of Heaven for their treatment of the few independent souls who resided with them during this past year. True is the saying “all for the best,” for we see it plainly proved in the visitations of heaven on the Hebronites.21

By the 1820s, the buoyancy of Russwurm’s youth had been tempered by his exposure to the realities of race in the early republic. After his time in Boston, Russwurm would never be the same. Russwurm’s time there exposed him to enough of the difficulties black Americans faced in earning a living that he began to entertain the idea of settling abroad, especially in Haiti. Evidence of this willingness can be found in a letter he wrote to his cousin, John Sumner Russwurm, on January 9, 1826: “If not particularly invited by the Haytien Govt then, I shall study Medicine in Boston previous to an emigration to Hayti.”22 Russwurm’s precarious financial circumstance further emphasized his changed status since his father’s death. In that same letter he stated that he was “just able to keep my present standing.” He also noted that by “correct deportment” he had made valuable friends, both in Boston and at Bowdoin. Russwurm never pursued his stated desire to become a doctor, either because of his poor finances or because of an inability to find an apprenticeship in medicine. However, his “valuable friends” no doubt played a role in convincing the American Colonization Society to offer Russwurm a position in a letter dated December 25, 1826. He replied on February 26, 1827, writing: “All whose advice I have consulted on the subject, are of the opinion, that at present, it would not be advisable to accept the liberal offer of your Board of Managers.”23 This was Russwurm’s first encounter with the ACS.

Russwurm had an exemplary career at Bowdoin and was asked to speak at his commencement. His speech received considerable attention both for its content and for the fact that a black man had delivered it. It was published in the Eastern Argus, in Portland, Maine, on September 12, 1826, and later reprinted in the Boston Courier, National Philanthropist, and Genius of Universal Emancipation. Russwurm’s address, entitled “The Condition and Prospects of Hayti,” spoke to his continuing interest in Haiti and what its successful revolution meant to him:

. . . the Revolution in Hayti holds a conspicuous place—The former political condition of Hayti we all doubtless know. After years of sanguinary struggles for freedom and a political existence, the Haytians on the auspicious day of January first-1804 declared themselves a free and independent nation. Nothing can ever induce them to recede from this declaration. They know too well by their past misfortunes, by their wounds which are yet bleeding, that security can be expected only from within themselves. Rather would they devote themselves to death than return to their former condition.24

After his graduation in August 1827, a coalition of community leaders headed by Boston Crummell, an activist and businessman, invited Russwurm to New York to join with them and Reverend Samuel Cornish in launching Freedom’s Journal, what Timothy Patrick McCarthy has argued was “the first antislavery periodical to advocate immediate abolition and racial equality as interrelated goals.”25 Cornish and Russwurm were to be its co-editors. The need to develop an effective voice for African Americans had become critical. Widespread propaganda decrying the rise of the free black community ascribed every manner of evil to the growing population of free blacks, and although the spread of this vilification came from every quarter, the American Colonization Society became the focal point of black anger.

Robert Finley, the son of an immigrant Scottish merchant, founded the American Colonization Society.26 For twenty-two years Finley served as a Presbyterian minister and master of the local academy in Baskingridge, New Jersey, one of the strongest congregations in the presbytery. Some of his students went on to become senators, governors, university presidents, secretary of the navy, as well as influential politicians and military heroes. In the New Jersey presbytery Hopkins’s doctrine of benevolence sparked a desire to do something about the growing free black population. Believing that the “free Negro was an anomaly in American society,” Finley proposed “that systematic colonization would strengthen society and benefit the emigrating blacks.”27 Echoing this view, in Philadelphia, the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church expressed in 1818 their views on slaveholding and slavery:

We do, indeed, tenderly sympathize with those portions of our church and our country, where the evil of slavery has been entailed upon them; where a great, and the most virtuous part of the community abhor slavery, and wish its extermination, as sincerely as any other; but where the number of slaves, their ignorance, and their vicious habits generally, render an immediate and universal emancipation inconsistent, alike, with the safety and happiness of the master and the slave.28

Whites believed that the emancipation of slaves only worsened their condition. As historian Early Lee Fox has described: “In general black people gain little, in many instances they are great losers, by emancipation. Law may relieve them from slavery, but laws cannot change their colour.”29 Whites constantly declared that free blacks were immoral, lazy, ignorant, and that the majority ended up in the jails and prisons of the country. Furthermore, they believed that large numbers of freedmen would be idle and thus become a burden on the community. Having frightened themselves with their own propaganda, whites became certain that the presence of a large number of freedmen would encourage dissent and rebellion among those still enslaved, and that wholesale emancipation of blacks would lead to civil insurrections as former slaves attempted to rule their former masters. With such opinions in the air, the supporters of African colonization felt there was fertile ground for their plans to export all freed slaves willing to resettle in Africa.

By every measure, the rolls of the American Colonization Society were impressive. Charter members included Francis Scott Key, the prominent Washington, D.C., attorney who authored “The Star-Spangled Banner,” and Elias Cauldwell, Supreme Court clerk and the brother-in-law of ACS founder Robert Finley. These men, in turn, persuaded other men of elite stature to join the organization: Stephen B. Balch, Presbyterian clergyman at Georgetown; Bushrod Washington, nephew of George Washington, veteran Supreme Court justice, and then squire of Mount Vernon; Henry Clay, speaker of the House of Representatives; and former U.S. Senator John Randolph, of Roanoke.

For two years prior to the first organizational meeting of the American Colonization Society in December 1816, Finley wrote to supporters of colonization, lectured to groups across the country, and encouraged the formation of local societies for colonization. More than 200 chapters proliferated in the years following the ACS’s inception. Finley’s articles promulgated the idea that resettlement would repay the country’s debt to the freed black population, bring about the eventual elimination of slavery, and at the same time, alleviate the stresses large populations of free blacks were causing society. Declaring that while Negroes were capable of improvement and self-government, Finley averred that equality was impossible as long as they remained among whites. They were sons of Africa by color, temperament, and fortune, and God had destined them to dwell in Africa. “The friends of man will strive in vain to raise them to a proper level while they remain among us,” he warned. Entrenched prejudice and a sense of inferiority conspired against any real improvement. Only in Africa—the “land of their fathers”—could “Africans” (as Finley insisted on calling all Negroes) find true freedom and equality.30 Finley was also very thorough in his research on African colonization efforts already under way. Indeed, after Paul Cuffe died he used his correspondence to infer that Cuffe had been an agent for the ACS.31

Recognizing the enormous expense of transporting and providing basic support to large numbers of free blacks, Finley intended to seek the support and assistance of the United States government:

The whole nation shared national guilt for slavery, “the great violation of the laws of nature.” Only the nation’s representatives could make the “atoning sacrifice” and correct “injuries done to humanity by our ancestors.”32

The involvement of so many prominent and influential men in the formation of the ACS was a deliberate strategy designed to win congressional support for financial backing. While Finley was able to gain some government funding for the ACS, he was never as successful as he had hoped.

What Finley did not understand was that unlike other emigration efforts the American Colonization Society included no blacks as members. Moreover, the advertisements and letters soliciting funds on behalf of the ACS were filled with patronizing descriptions of the so-called “degraded” conditions and habits of free blacks and the necessity of protecting America from them. With the likes of Henry Clay and Bushrod Washington on the membership rolls, the majority of blacks were suspicious and fearful of the plans and intentions of the ACS—which they frequently denounced as “schemes.” White colonizationists’ support for the eventual emancipation of all slaves was hard to believe given that at least half of the membership espoused the colonization of free blacks while also maintaining large plantations populated by slaves.

One month after the formation of the American Colonization Society, an estimated 3,000 African Americans, both free and slave, met in Richard Allen’s African Methodist Episcopal Bethel Church in Philadelphia.33 The meeting resoundingly concluded that colonization was an attempt to solidify slavery’s grasp by removing free blacks from American soil. Those in attendance also felt that the ACS propaganda “stigmatized the free Negro population”34 in direct violation of the espoused principles of the founding documents of the United States. “We will never separate ourselves voluntarily from the slave population of this country,” stated a resolution that passed unanimously at the meeting.35 This powerful resolution—the denunciation of colonization—was a pivotal moment in the formation of a more aggressively political African American communal identity. Those blacks who had previously supported Cuffe’s plans for emigration to Africa found themselves in the precarious position of running against the tide of popular feeling. For example, James Forten—previously one of the most prominent supporters of Cuffe’s plans—wrote Cuffe of his predicament:

Indeed, the people of color here was very much frightened. At first they were afraid that all the free people would be compelled to go, particularly [those] in the southern states. We had a large meeting of males at the Rev. R. Allen’s church the other evening. Three thousand at least attended, and there was not one soul that was in favor of going to Africa. They think the slaveholders wants to get rid of them so as to make their property more secure.

However, it appears to me that if the Father of all Mercies is in this interesting subject (for it appeared that they all think that something must and ought to be done, but do not know where nor how to begin), the way will be made straight and clear. We, however, have agreed to remain silent, as the people, here both white and color, are decided against the measure. My opinion is that they will never become a people until they come out from amongst the white people. But as the majority is decidedly against me, I am determined to remain silent, except as to my opinion which I freely give when asked.36

In light of his personal opinions, Forten, who chaired this meeting, exhibited a striking public reticence regarding his political views on African emigration. Curiously, his silence enhanced his position as the free black community’s most important leader. Black resistance to the ACS coincided with persistent hopes for Haitian emigration, a venture in which Forten was still deeply involved.

The American Colonization Society continued to seek support from the United States government, benevolent societies, churches, and like-minded people—all of whom were white. The ACS actively undermined the Haitian emigration venture and continuously pushed for the emigration of the black elite, thus confirming in the minds of most free blacks that its main purpose was to eliminate the free black community in order to preserve the institution of slavery. It is at this point that events began to converge.

In response to this constant pressure, the nascent free black communities began to develop a respected group of leaders to serve as their spokesmen: Prince Hall and Thomas Paul in Boston; Boston Crummell, Samuel Cornish, and Reverend Peter Williams in New York; James Forten, Robert Purvis, and Richard Allen in Philadelphia. These men corresponded with one another and joined together to support various efforts on behalf of their communities. In solicitations of support for schools, orphanages, and churches, the names of these men figured prominently. They served as officers and founding members of African Free Schools, a wide variety of benevolent societies, and women’s groups such as the Dorcas organization in New York City. These men were even featured prominently in the minutes of white manumission societies and state abolition groups. While all had supported emigration efforts, none of these leaders seemed interested in emigrating themselves; instead, they explored possible trade and business opportunities. Furthermore, as emigration movements had historically been the provenance of blacks, the growing class of black elite was increasingly determined to resist what they viewed as the encroachment of the ACS on their leadership role.

Tensions between different philosophies within the communities and competition between Northern free black communities were aired in Freedom’s Journal. As a consequence, there was intense scrutiny by whites of the newly invigorated activities and increasingly public character of the free black communities. Following the pattern established in articles by the white editor (and prominent racist) Mordecai Noah in the National Advocate, the white press found the idea of free blacks having parties and balls a source of great amusement. Where none had been held, it would make them up, or exaggerate an event until it bore no resemblance to reality.

The mocking exaggerations of the white press lodged in the attention given to black social and political organizations contained an implicit threat. The specter of white retaliation against free blacks who dared to hold frivolous balls, or other, more serious functions, was so powerful that Russwurm and Cornish felt compelled to investigate the smallest details and lay the true facts before the public because of the “many articles which daily appear, much to our disadvantage.” In a very real sense, then, Freedom’s Journal provided an important counterpoint to the pervasiveness of racism in the white press and the public sphere. Yet there was no complaint against the presumption of the white press setting itself up as the arbiter of acceptable black social events.

The various articles, letters, and commentary throughout the life of Freedom’s Journal attested to the continuous scrutiny of the white press. Commentary appeared regularly on the license that newspapers were allowed in their unchecked accusations. Black communities in all Northern cities were bitterly aware that this campaign of misinformation was disastrous to their future aspirations. “The press is a most efficient engine, and when directed to the destruction of private character, few can withstand its power.”37 Russwurm himself eventually became exasperated by his own community’s insistence on public balls: “In our humble opinion the mania which many have for dancing, is a sure indication, in most cases, of a mind uncultivated and unaccustomed to reflection.”38

Russwurm felt that the black community should avoid any activities that made it an easy target of white racism. His frustrations over having to constantly refute the exaggerations of the white press culminated in this stinging, and perhaps unjustified, attack on his people:

We confess, that we have been much tried during the past winter, upon hearing the daily accounts of balls, cotillion parties, &c. in which many of our respectable coloured friends have seen proper to indulge in this our city of New York. Were a few moments devoted to counting the cost, waste of time and injury to health, many who are now great admirers of Balls, &c. would in another winter, we believe, be convicted that all this waste of time, and health, and money, is highly impolitic, and might easily be dispensed with; and in the stead thereof, be willing and anxious to devote their leisure hours to the more important subject of self-cultivation, in the more solid branches of education.

His lectures to the community on their behavior exposed to the public Russwurm’s bias that poor black people were more inclined to waste their money in this fashion. However, his personal expressions of distaste did not seem to take into account the desires of the growing black middle class, which felt entitled to enjoy the same kinds of things as the white middle class. A prominent example of the possibility for black class mobility and privilege, Russwurm was certainly aware of the education, culture, and social attainments of this group. But there is no indication in his writings that he differentiated between this group and the larger public of free blacks who were so very poor. Instead, Russwurm’s responses seem to place him squarely in the camp of those who felt that black people should indulge in social activities reflecting their status and not try to emulate the customs of the wealthier, white citizenry. Russwurm never came to fully appreciate the importance—both symbolic and real—of the free black community’s claim and use of public space. Instead, he appeared to be both embarrassed and frustrated by his community’s insistence on public displays.

His reaction to the community’s New York Emancipation Day observances exposed these biases. As Russwurm had expressed deep exasperation with “the daily accounts of balls, cotillion parties &c.” held in the free black community, neither was he a fan of parades. This position went against the predilections of the larger African American community, which apparently felt that a parade was an appropriate way to begin almost any significant observance. The New York Emancipation Day celebrations proved to be the straw that broke Russwurm’s patience.

In the July 18, 1828, issue of Freedom’s Journal, Russwurm chided “our Brethren of Brooklyn” for having a Brooklyn Emancipation Day celebration after participating with the observances of greater New York City. The fact that “a grand procession . . . was conducted with order and propriety, and great credit was gained by it from all classes” only exacerbated Russwurm’s anger. The Brooklyn celebration commenced with a half-mile-long parade populated by marchers clad in secondhand uniforms to “appear as Generals or Marshals, or Admirals.” These displays, Russwurm contended, made them “complete and appropriate laughing stocks for thousands of our citizens, and to the more considerate of our brethren, objects of compassion and shame.” He was even more annoyed when he learned that both men and women were publicly drunk and disorderly, acknowledging that his pleas for temperance and restraint had been ignored. After reviling his community’s habit of dressing ostentatiously, Russwurm appealed to “the younger members of our Colour, from whose discretion and knowledge we expect more” to engage instead in the kind of activity “which has a tendency to raise us in public estimation.”39

Somehow, exposure to the complex idiosyncrasies of the black community during the publication of Freedom’s Journal had resulted in Russwurm assuming a position as public judge and arbiter of his race. He, however, did not seem to find much gratification in this unenviable role. Less than two weeks later, Russwurm introduced an article with the following lead: “ANOTHER CELEBRATION!!!”40 Unable to find any evidence that could condemn the marchers of improper behavior, Russwurm was, nonetheless, still against the march. Assuring his readers that while he supported the work of mutual societies and the decorum of the “Daughters of Israel” procession, he opposed such outward shows. Russwurm allowed that an anniversary celebration of the society was reasonable, but he cautioned: “let there be nothing of the Pharisee about the proceedings on such occasions—let there be no white dress and cap and ribbon to shew [sic] that we belong to the ‘Daughters of Israel,’ or any other society.”41

A part of Russwurm’s distaste for such processions was the considerable expense the participants undertook, particularly in light of the extreme poverty of the community. On some level, he considered such occasions to be ostentatious and gratuitous, an affront to those who were struggling to make ends meet. More importantly, most processions—no matter how orderly or decorous—tended to attract the notice of white men and boys who followed along. Seldom constrained by the authorities, these mobs would taunt, ape, and assault the marchers, sometimes even causing severe physical harm. The white press avidly reported on these parades, exaggerating the marchers’ costumes and behavior, and inventing scenarios that mocked the proceedings. Newspapers invited their readers to laugh at the marchers and incited repeated violence against the black community. Acutely aware of this growing trend, Russwurm could not understand why his community would not avoid providing fodder for these crass depictions.

Unfortunately, Russwurm’s personal distaste for lavish public display prevented him from appreciating the political implications of blacks forcing the larger community to acknowledge, if not accept, their presence in the public domain. He may have felt that by not drawing attention to themselves, residents of the free black community would be safer. In this instance, however, Russwurm’s taste clouded his judgment. And while he would not change his opinions regarding the use of public space, his detractors within the free black community were not reluctant to challenge him.

As editor of Freedom’s Journal, Russwurm had publicly supported anti–American Colonization Society sentiment:

Messrs. Editors—I beg leave to draw your attention to Mr. Clay’s Speech, delivered before the last Annual Meeting of the Colonization Society, at Washington. It should be matter of no small concern to the free people of colour, to perceive the rapid progress of the Colonization Society; its increase cannot be viewed in another light, than a desire to get effectually rid of the free people. Mr. Clay particularly informs us, that it is to have nothing to do with the delicate question of Slavery: it is, says he, intended to be exclusively applied to the free people. . . . The colonizing plan, as exposed by Mr. Clay is intended indirectly to force the free people to emigrate, particularly those in the Southern States. . . .

Mr. Clay’s proposal is to remove annually six thousand of those persons, and thus he says keep down their alarming increase; this he avows to be the grand object of the Society.42

Freedom’s Journal regularly published letters and articles from black leaders such as James Forten, Russell Parrott, and Bishop Richard Allen. In them, they attacked the ACS’s positions on slavery, free blacks, and the idea that the United States was a “white man’s country.” One typical letter read:

Let me repeat the friends of this Society, three fourths of them are slaveholders: the Legislatures of Maryland, Georgia, Tennessee, Kentucky, all slaveholding states have approved it; every member of this Auxilliary Society is, either in himself or his nearest relatives interested in holding slaves. . . . Again, he says, “It is no Abolition Society; it addresses as yet no arguments to the Master, and disavows with horror the idea of offering temptations to any slave. It denies the design of any right or power to emancipate, and declares that the states have exclusively the right to regulate the whole subject of slavery.”43

Philadelphians, particularly friends of Forten, used the newspaper to disseminate their opinions on African emigration and the American Colonization Society, pushing for a consensus on these issues. Given the style of the letters, Forten was most likely the author of regularly published letters from “A Man of Colour,” whose writings addressed a wide range of subjects—opposition to the ACS, protests against oppressive legislation being passed by the Pennsylvania Legislature, and discourses on the manners and mores of Philadelphia citizens, white and black. On January 25, 1828, Freedom’s Journal published what was to become a kind of “official” position of the black community against the ACS. It was a response to an article published in the African Repository, the official journal of the ACS:

We can assure our friends of Liberia, that limited as they are pleased to consider our views, they extend not only to the improvement of our own condition, but to the ultimate emancipation of our brethren who are in bondage: and never shall we consent to emigrate from America, until their prior removal from this land of their degradation and suffering. And even then, we would not ask the aid of the American Colonization Society, to carry us to their land “flowing with milk and honey.”44

Throughout the paper’s short run (1827–1829), news items, letters, and commentary on the history, conditions, and prospects of Haiti appeared regularly. Ultimately, Russwurm was unable to pursue his desire to emigrate to Haiti because the major settlement begun in 1824 had run into serious difficulty by late 1826. Of the estimated 6,000 settlers whose passage had been paid by the Haitian government, 2,000 had already returned to America. Differences in language and class, as well as the emigrants’ unwillingness to subordinate themselves to the Haitians, had contributed to the settlers’ disenchantment and inspired their return. In addition, the Haitian government of President Boyer had hoped the establishment of this settlement would win recognition of his government from Washington. Given the horror with which the United States government and the broader white population had viewed the revolution, this hope for recognition was extremely unrealistic. Boyer had also expected to use American blacks primarily for labor on sugar plantations, but the majority of blacks who emigrated to Haiti came from the eastern seaboard cities and thus had negligible agricultural skills. When his expectations did not materialize, Boyer withdrew government support from the emigration venture. Even worse, by spring 1828, the reports from Haiti had become quite grim. News items revealed that most nations would not recognize the sovereignty of Haiti. Troubling reports of currency failures and major swindles by Americans, Europeans, and the Haitians themselves were exposed in articles like this one, from Freedom’s Journal:

HAYTI – We have a letter before us from Cape Haytien, dated June 7, which gives a gloomy picture of the affairs of that island, both political and commercial. Want of wisdom in the government, the writer considers the primary cause of its embarassments. . . . There are no bills to be bought at this time at any rate. The merchants at Port-au-Prince have made a manly stand against this measure, and will be supported by those in Cape Haytien. Should this policy of the government be continued, we shall have to leave the Island.45

For Russwurm, both the collapse of the Haitian emigration venture and the severely limited opportunities for black economic advancement posed a serious dilemma. As knowledge of the failure of the Haitian emigration venture became widely known, the American Colonization Society redoubled its efforts to get the black elite to emigrate, to virtually no avail. James Forten, for example, declined a lucrative partnership to establish a regular packet service between Philadelphia and Monrovia, Liberia’s capital. The American Colonization Society failed to understand that the black elite were attracted to the Haitian emigration venture not only because of the significance of an independent black republic, but because, as Cuffe’s work demonstrated, they had been directly sought out and asked to use their influence as community leaders. They were equal partners, not supplicants. Indeed, the ACS did not understand how important this distinction—between black-initiated emigration and white-sponsored colonization—was to African Americans seeking to forge a place for themselves in free society.

Against this backdrop, Russwurm’s decision to emigrate under the auspices of the American Colonization Society was not merely an unexpected blow to the free black community; it was widely viewed as a rejection of this developing black leadership. James Forten and Bishop Allen, in particular, having used Freedom’s Journal to advance their anticolonizationist views, found Russwurm’s change of heart especially difficult to accept. Russwurm made an eloquent case for his decision when he wrote in Freedom’s Journal on March 21, 1829:

In the bosom of the most enlightened community on the globe, we are ignorant and degraded; under the most republican government, we are denied all the rights and privileges of citizens; and what is still worse, we see no probability, that we as a community will ever make it . . . to rise from our ignorance and degradation. . . . We consider it mere waste of words to talk of ever enjoying citizenship in this country.

As this article suggests, the ugly realities of free black life in the United States provided powerful support for his position. For Russwurm, the political had become all too personal. His longstanding desire to establish himself had culminated in his bitterly frustrated denouncement of the conditions under which blacks were forced to exist. In light of this, he decided to take advantage of the best opportunity that was presented to him. Others, however, saw this as selfish and counterproductive. Had they accepted Russwurm’s position, they argued, they would have forfeited control of this issue and the political capital it represented in the black community.

Still, Russwurm not only announced his decision to accept the ACS’s offer to take a position as superintendent of schools in Monrovia, he reversed his public position regarding the ACS. His last editorials so enraged the black communities that they burned him in effigy in Philadelphia. He arrived in Monrovia in November 1829 and made Liberia his home until his death in 1851.

Russwurm’s drive to establish himself in the absence of business opportunities and his abhorrence of the violence perpetrated against free blacks were the likely catalysts for his decision. For many free blacks, emigration had been a long-held survival strategy, and Russwurm plainly felt that his decision to go to Africa would be accepted. Unfortunately, he misjudged the timing of his actions; he accepted ACS’s assistance just as a black communal identity, firmly rooted in its opposition to the ACS, was emerging in the United States. For the first time, black communities flexed their political muscle by insisting that colonization was not a viable option. In letters and articles, as well as the burning in effigy, the black community expressed its particular contempt for Russwurm’s action and he was shunned for the rest of his life. Ironically, his decision to emigrate had made him unwelcome in his community at home.

Russwurm’s continuous criticism of black communal activities and his tone of paternal exasperation could not have won him much favor, yet his undoubted excellence as a journalist nonetheless ensured his position as a respected leader throughout the North. It is curious that Russwurm was not able to make a personal connection with James Forten, or even with Forten’s son-in-law, Robert Purvis—men who were clearly his peers in terms of education, social class, and privilege. The result of this personal isolation made Russwurm blind to the myriad nuances of black life. The subtleties of alliances and the empathy to understand when and how to navigate the ever-changing realities free blacks faced seemed to completely escape Russwurm’s understanding. With few if any close associates within the black community, Russwurm was, in one sense, virtually “white.” Although he had certain sympathies with the plight of African Americans—he was, after all, the editor of America’s first black newspaper—he had been raised, and was most comfortable, in a world of white privilege, a peculiar reality that made his decision to emigrate to Liberia even more complex. Given his unique and elusive character, Russwurm became an acceptable target for ridicule and scorn.

Forten intuitively understood this, and his activism against the ACS was made even more effective by keeping the image of Russwurm as a traitor in the forefront of the black community’s consciousness. Forten spearheaded the push to defeat the American Colonization Society and solidified his position at the forefront of black leadership. He reminded blacks of the Bethel Church meeting that culminated in the “spirit of 1817,” an articulation of the first national black communal position: the refusal of Northern free black communities to emigrate as long as slavery existed in the United States. Whatever differences various groups might have had they coalesced around their mutual determination to promote this goal. They defiantly stated in letters, newspaper articles, and speeches that their blood had made America their homeland and that they would not leave the United States while their brothers and sisters were still in chains. This powerful stand persisted from 1829 until 1850 when the issue of emigration attracted renewed interest among blacks nationwide after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law and other repressive, proslavery legislation.

Subsequent black visionaries, such as Alexander Crummell, endured some hostility when they emigrated to Africa, but unlike Russwurm they returned to live in the United States. Perhaps because their return was viewed as a tacit admission that the United States was their true home, they were eventually forgiven and welcomed back into the community. Russwurm, however, never returned to live in the United States and never recanted his stated opinions on the possibilities Africa offered black Americans. And he was never forgiven. The national consensus that effectively ostracized him provided black leadership with an important political victory. Their implacable stand on emigration prevented the American Colonization Society from ever realizing its dream of resettlement of all free blacks in Africa and eventually forced the society to the fringes of American political life.

This important political victory obscured an equally important and unshakable fact: Russwurm was successful in Liberia. In spite of the admitted difficulties of climate, hostile tribes, and an inept, patriarchal administration, the colonies there succeeded and Russwurm thrived. During his sojourn in Monrovia, Russwurm secured land, began a reasonably successful trading business, served as superintendent of schools, restarted the moribund Liberia Herald, and was elected secretary of the settlers council. In 1833, four years after his resettlement, Russwurm married Sarah E. McGill, the daughter of the most prominent family in Monrovia, with whom he had four children. Russwurm’s education and social standing, combined with his position as colonial secretary and editor of the Herald, earned him acceptance into the elite group who served as advisors for the colony.

In Liberia, Russwurm developed a friendship with Dr. James Hall who came to serve as the colony’s doctor in 1831. Hall had graduated from Bowdoin Medical School in 1822 and put his stay in Monrovia to good use, significantly improving the colonists’ health and advancing his knowledge of diseases in the region.46 Hall also explored the surrounding area and came to know many of the local tribes, learning their customs and languages.

Because of his familiarity with Monrovia and Cape Palmas, Hall was asked to head the colony of the Maryland State Colonization Society (MSCS) at Cape Palmas. Although he proved to be an excellent administrator, unfortunately his health deteriorated and eventually he was forced to submit his resignation to the MSCS board. He recommended that they appoint a colored man to the post. A disastrous interim governor forced the MSCS board to reopen the search for a governor of the Cape Palmas colony. When Hall arrived in Baltimore in June 1836 the board was still deliberating. In late September, Hall finally convinced the MSCS board to offer Russwurm the position. He assumed office in October 1836.

Russwurm enjoyed both professional success and personal satisfaction. Russwurm’s steady character, calmness in crises, and problem-solving capabilities as governor won acclaim from the board and from John H. Latrobe, president of the Maryland State Colonization Society. His manners and courteousness were widely praised and won the colony friends from visiting British and American naval commanders as well as various other foreign dignitaries.

During Russwurm’s service as governor, he was able to employ his diplomatic skills in maintaining cordial relations with the surrounding tribes by tirelessly visiting outlying farms, mission stations, and tribal enclaves. These visits helped to extend the boundaries of the original settlement with a minimum amount of turmoil. Through such visits Russwurm also helped to encourage trade relations between the tribes and the colony. The MSCS board maintained titular control of the colony through an annual stipend that, to some extent, served as a security blanket for the colonists. Russwurm was fully aware, however, that the MSCS board was constantly strapped for money and, further, had always viewed the stipend as temporary. As a result, he believed that the colony needed to become self-sustaining as quickly as possible. To facilitate trade Russwurm negotiated with the board of MSCS to issue new money backed by palm oil and camwood, two of the colony’s biggest exports. He changed the monetary system from fractions to decimals, which helped trade and regularized duties, taxes, and fees imposed by the colony.47

As a result of his leadership, Russwurm established a strong foundation for the future of the Cape Palmas settlement. He extended the roads, established a judiciary, a body of laws and regulations to govern the colony, a military and police presence, treaties and alliances with surrounding tribes, schools, and medical services. Russwurm himself successfully pursued trading ventures and became one of the richest men in the Liberian colonies.48

For two years starting in 1846, terrible illness swept the colony. Animals died of distemper and citizens died of fever in unprecedented numbers. The Cape Palmas colony had never experienced such devastation, which was compounded the following summer when sickness once again swept the settlements. Russwurm was among those stricken by illness, and although his spirits recovered enough for him to continue his duties, his health never did. In his last letter to Latrobe, written in his usual meticulous style, he passed on information about the continuing tribal war and discussed the colonists’ aspirations for independence. Latrobe responded with a detailed plan, first, for increasing the colony’s security, and then with careful discussion of the options for independence proposing that a confederation would provide stability and protection for the colony and prevent the loss of their annual stipend.49 Unfortunately, Russwurm died before Latrobe’s response could reach him.

Shortly after Russwurm’s death, Latrobe eloquently memorialized his colleague and friend to the board of the Maryland State Colonization Society:

None knew better or so well as the board under what daily responsibilities Governor Russwurm’s life in Africa was passed, and how conscientiously he discharged them; how, at periods when the very existence of the then infant colony depended upon its relations with surrounding tribes of excited nations, his coolness and admirable judgement obviated or averted impending perils; how, when lamentable controversies with civilized and angry white men, the calm decorum of his conduct brought even his opponents over to his side; how, when popular clamor among the colonists called upon him as a judge to disregard the forms of law and sacrifice an offending individual in the absence of legal proof, he rebuked the angry multitude by the stern integrity of his conduct; and how, when on his visit to Baltimore in 1848 he was thanked personally by the members of the board, he deprecated the praise bestowed on him for the performance of his duty, and impressed all who saw him with the modest manliness of his character and his most excellent and courteous bearing.50

At their October 21, 1851, meeting, the board voted to establish a monument in Russwurm’s honor. Latrobe described it as

an obelisk, on a heavy granite base, on which were engraved the following inscriptions. On the north side, “In memory of John B. Russwurm, born 1799, died 1851”; on the south side, “Able, learned and faithful—an honor to his race”; on the east side, “The first Governor of African descent appointed in Liberia”; on the west side, “Erected by the Maryland State Colonization Society, as a tribute of respect for eminent services.”51

Russwurm’s tenure was not without the usual succession of trials and tribulations, successes and failures. The important fact, however, is that John Brown Russwurm served as governor of Cape Palmas for fifteen years after he emigrated from the United States. Moreover, the colony succeeded in the face of daunting odds. Such success and resilience flew squarely in the face of white American theories of black racial inferiority and incompetence. Unfortunately, in denouncing Russwurm so furiously, the American free black community denied itself a powerful weapon against these insidious lies. So completely did they turn their eyes away from Liberia and Africa that the community as a whole came to adopt much of white America’s view of Africa as an untamed dark wilderness filled with savages and without civilization. Increasingly, black Americans refused to view Africa as a place that was peopled by brothers and cousins; shrouded in myth, it no longer elicited an immediate or visceral affection among African Americans.

With this in mind, what do we make of Russwurm? His decision to emigrate surely had a profound effect on the options the black community considered when confronting white racial prejudice in the United States. Conversely, having a convenient and visible foe whom they were unafraid to fight helped the black leadership to solidify its credibility, while fostering a sense of collective identity among the free black population in the North. Having denounced Russwurm and the American Colonization Society, they could get on with the business of establishing themselves as American citizens. In other words, Russwurm’s alienation provided the perfect opportunity for free black leaders to build consensus—to promote and sustain an emerging racial consciousness—across geographic, economic, educational, and social lines. Russwurm could go back to Africa if he wanted, but they were Americans now—and they were here to stay.
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“To Plead Our Own Cause”: Black Print Culture and the Origins of American Abolitionism


Timothy Patrick McCarthy

We wish to plead our own cause. Too long have others spoken for us. Too long has the public been deceived by misrepresentations, in things which concern us dearly.

—Freedom’s Journal, March 16, 1827

To the extent that America had a revolutionary tradition, [the black American in the abolitionist crusade] was its protagonist no less than its symbol.

—Benjamin Quarles, Black Abolitionists (1969)

Just after noon on July 5, 1827, the black abolitionist minister Nathaniel Paul rose to the pulpit to address a jubilant crowd so large it nearly ruptured the walls of the largest African American church in Albany, New York. “Through the long lapse of ages,” the pastor of Albany’s first African Baptist Society preached to his attentive brethren, “it has been common for nations to record whatever was peculiar or interesting in the course of their history.” And this day was interesting, indeed, “an occasion which required public acknowledgment . . . that deserved to be retained with gratitude of heart”: the abolition of slavery—the “peculiar” institution—in New York State.1 Throughout the state, African Americans celebrated this day “as the beginning of a new era.”2 That Reverend Paul would also use the occasion to emphasize the importance of recording history calls attention to the ways blacks in the early republic expressed, as one scholar has noted, “a will to remember and the determination to construct an African-American memory—one which often ran counter to the national memory—and a desire to accomplish a ‘dream deferred’ and an unfinished revolution.”3 Marking the transition from an oppressive past to a brighter, if uncertain, future, the abolition of slavery in New York, an event that hastened what Arthur Zilversmit calls “the first emancipation,” initiated among blacks a more organized effort to incorporate their own struggle for equality into the project of American nationalism.4 Beginning in the 1820s, as they rejected white plans for African colonization and made increasingly aggressive demands for equal citizenship, free blacks became the driving force behind the transformation of American abolitionism.5

This process gained an important voice on March 16, 1827, when the first issue of Freedom’s Journal was published. “We wish to plead our own cause,” wrote co-editors John Russwurm and Samuel Cornish in the opening editorial. “Too long have others spoken for us. Too long has the public been deceived by misrepresentations, in things which concern us dearly.” With an aim to confront racial prejudice in the North, and to “vindicate our brethren, when oppressed,” Freedom’s Journal marked an important “first” in the history of African American culture: the creation of a new print medium designed to galvanize the black community by representing a more unified political voice based on black interests and opinions. “In the spirit of candor and humility,” wrote the editors, “we intend by a simple representation of facts to lay our case before the public, with a view to arrest the progress of prejudice, and to shield ourselves against the consequent evils.”6

Here, then, was the first organized attempt by black Americans to use a serial publication to “lay [their] case before the public”—a public more broadly defined to include blacks as well as whites.7 In addition to being the first black-edited newspaper in the United States, Freedom’s Journal was also the first antislavery periodical to advocate immediate abolition and racial equality as interrelated goals. That these two developments—the abolition of slavery in the North and the birth of black print culture—occurred at essentially the same historical moment provides a new framework for discussing the relationship between the formation of racial identity and the rise of antislavery radicalism in nineteenth-century America.

Among Northern blacks, a group John Hope Franklin has referred to as “quasi-free Negroes,” the looming reality that slavery and freedom were still strange but intimate bedfellows demanded a more organized and vocal abolitionist presence.8 To coincide with the abolition of slavery throughout the North, African Americans organized public and private events to commemorate this historic milestone.9 But these were not merely celebrations of newfound freedom; they were also sharp challenges to enduring inequalities, occasions designed to criticize and expose America’s failure to live up its most revolutionary ideals. On July 4, 1827, one day prior to Reverend Paul’s address in Albany, his fellow black abolitionist William Hamilton delivered a provocative sermon during an Abolition Day celebration at the African Zion Church in New York City. Extolling the virtues of equality while deriding the Founding Fathers—and white Americans, generally—for their inadequate efforts to ensure it, Hamilton urged that the “names of WASHINGTON and JEFFERSON should not be pronounced in the hearing of your children until they learned who were the true defenders of American liberty.” The “true defenders” Hamilton was referring to were Crispus Attacks and other blacks who fought and died in the American Revolution. By risking their lives in the battle for independence, these black patriots had proven their equality despite the fact that the white architects of the new republic denied African Americans the same political rights they guaranteed themselves in the nation’s founding documents.10

In their radical challenge to the racial inequalities embedded in early American nationalism, black abolitionists made two overlapping demands: the immediate end to American slavery and the equal rights of American citizenship. These two goals constituted the core of what would soon become a full-blown abolitionist movement. Building on the protests over colonization that took place in the decade between the founding of the American Colonization Society and the publication of Freedom’s Journal, black Americans extended their political voice and cultural influence—both within and beyond the boundaries of racial segregation—to organize a broader culture of dissent that would influence whites as well as blacks.

This essay explores the various ways African Americans shaped an emerging abolitionist print culture during the four years that preceded the Boston debut of William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator, which historians have long considered to be the official beginning of abolitionism. To assume, as many historians do, that white abolitionists were the principal architects of the movement from its inception ignores evidence of the significant influence African Americans had on the transformation of abolitionism in its early years. More to the point, it obscures the important role that free blacks, especially, played in making the struggle for racial equality a primary goal of abolitionism. Indeed, it was free blacks—not their white counterparts—who first rejected colonization as a viable means of dealing with the “problem” of racial co-existence in the new republic.11 In challenging slavery and racial prejudice simultaneously, free blacks made particularly effective use of print culture to persuade and energize their readership around a range of issues important to the black community. This had the important dual effect of inspiring a heightened black political consciousness and generating a new spirit of racial egalitarianism among whites who were just starting to become comfortable with the idea of joining ranks with blacks to fight slavery and remake the nation. In the pages of Freedom’s Journal and in black pamphlets like David Walker’s Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World (1829), we see the origins of American abolitionism.12

On March 16, 1827, black abolitionists John Brown Russwurm and Reverend Samuel E. Cornish hastened this “work” by announcing the debut of Freedom’s Journal. Marking the official birth of black and abolitionist print culture in the United States, Freedom’s Journal initiated a powerful effort to showcase black culture and political ideology—as well as the ongoing struggle for freedom and equality—by claiming a public voice aimed at garnering the solidarity of blacks and the attention of whites nationwide. As Benedict Anderson has shown in his work on the relationship between nationalism and print culture, newspapers “made it possible for rapidly growing numbers of people to think about themselves, and to relate themselves to others, in profoundly new ways.”13 Likewise, Freedom’s Journal served to connect both free black communities and a sympathetic white readership—in effect, building bridges across lines of race, region, class, and circumstance—in the ongoing process of creating an “imagined community” of abolitionists.

The significance of blacks launching a newspaper “to plead our own cause” cannot be overestimated. Building on the work of black writers from the Revolutionary era, Freedom’s Journal continued the trend among African Americans of moving away from explicitly oral modes of expression toward a growing reliance on print culture as a site of political discourse. In so doing, Freedom’s Journal also situated black people within what Michael Warner calls “a republic of letters,” inaugurated by the traditions of radical pamphleteering and political and literary dissent practiced by revolutionaries such as Thomas Paine, Benjamin Franklin, and Thomas Jefferson, as well as their European predecessors John Milton, Edmund Burke, and Jonathan Swift.14 The birth of black print culture was, in essence, a successful claim to freedom of expression, a cultural mechanism through which African Americans could plead the cause of abolition and racial equality while simultaneously displaying their various literary talents, political sympathies, and social aspirations. In this sense, the launching of Freedom’s Journal was a revolutionary achievement. Pervasive theories about the cultural and intellectual inferiority of blacks were as old as the institution of slavery itself, and whites adhered to these ideologies as justifications for racism, segregation, forced labor, colonization, and legal prohibitions on everything from suffrage to interracial marriage.15 Freedom’s Journal was established partially as a defense against such widespread claims to black inferiority. In an effort to “arrest the progress of prejudice, and to shield ourselves against the consequent evils,” African Americans used print culture, as William Hamilton urged in one of his characteristically firebrand sermons in 1809, to “prove false, to wit, that Africans do not possess minds as ingenious as other men.”16

Just as Anglo-American literary culture fused the oral (sermon) and the written (political essay), so too did black print culture evolve in a similar fashion. Each issue of Freedom’s Journal showcased poetry (new work by amateur poets as well as more famous poems by Phillis Wheatley and others) and published texts from religious sermons and public speeches, as well as historical and political essays on topics ranging from the Haitian revolution and African colonization to common education and the benefits of free labor. Like black religious traditions, which relied on the basic liturgical unit fusing the spoken and written word with song and prayer, black print culture represented and relied upon a combination of literary and performative modes of expression. By developing a written cultural tradition, predicated on the power of ideas through words, the editors of Freedom’s Journal tried, as one scholar has suggested, “to evaluate the contribution of black people in the building of the nation, to assess the progress of the race and its capacity for self-government . . . to develop race pride as well as race memory . . . setting themselves in the place of the Founding Fathers, as those who could take the dream of liberty one step further and perhaps bring it to completion.”17 It is not surprising, then, that black print culture—later responsible for sparking a national interest in such black literature as slave narratives and serialized antislavery fiction—became the primary expressive medium, along with Garrison’s Liberator and other abolitionist newspapers, for radical political dissent, militant abolitionism, and black cultural production in antebellum America.

“We form a spoke in the human wheel,” asserted Russwurm and Cornish in their opening editorial, “and it is necessary that we should understand our pendence [sic] on the different parts, and theirs on us, in order to perform our part with propriety.” In essence, Freedom’s Journal was both a “medium of intercourse between our [black] brethren” throughout the United States, and an attempt to reverse the tide of racism and discrimination by demonstrating to white readers that blacks were entitled—by their intellectual, moral, and political merits—to an equal share of freedom. Published “every Friday at No. 5 Varick-street in New York,” its readership was far from local.18 Every issue printed a listing of its “Authorized Agents” (those responsible for collecting the subscription rate of “three dollars a year”) representing the paper’s extensive and growing geographic influence:

Mr. Reuben Ruby, Portland, Maine
" David Walker, Boston
Rev. Thomas Paul, do. [sic]
Mr. John Raymond, Salem, Mass.
" George C. Willis, Providence, R. I.
" Isaac Rodgers, New London, Conn.
" Francis Webb, Philadelphia
" Stephen Smith, Columbus, Penn.
Messrs. R. Cooley & Chs. Hackett, Baltimore
Mr. John W. Prou, Washington, D.C.
Rev. Nathaniel Paul, Albany
Mr. Theodore Wright, Princeton, N.J.
" James Cowes, New-Brunswick, N.J.
Rev. B. F. Hughes, Newark, N.J.19

Anticipating its wide-ranging readership, the inaugural issue noted “the interesting fact that there are FIVE HUNDRED THOUSAND free persons of colour, one half of whom might peruse, and the whole be benefited by the publications of the Journal.” Moreover, the editors argued, “no publication, as yet, has been devoted exclusively to their [black peoples’] improvement . . . that this large body of our citizens have no public channel.” And yet, despite its obvious concern for advancing the cause and condition of their “injured race,” in “defense of five hundred thousand free people of colour,” Freedom’s Journal readily acknowledged its kinship with black slaves in the United States and throughout the African diaspora (particularly those who fought in the Haitian revolution, which received generous and regular column space). “[W]e would not be unmindful of our brethren who are still in the iron fetters of bondage,” wrote the editors. “They are our kindred by all the ties of nature.” By dedicating itself both to the freedom of expression and the larger political struggles of black people to attain liberty for all “brethren when oppressed,” Freedom’s Journal employed various mechanisms to reach blacks everywhere in an effort to form a “spoke in the human wheel.”20

Not surprisingly, the African-American response to Freedom’s Journal was extremely positive, especially when it came to the individual efforts of Cornish, a Presbyterian minister, and Russwurm, an educator and one of the first blacks to graduate from college in the United States (Bowdoin, in 1826).21 On the evening of February 20, 1827, “at a repectable [sic] Meeting of the People of Colour of the city of Boston,” a group of black leaders gathered “at the house of David Walker” to vote to give “aid and support” to Freedom’s Journal. “[T]here is reason to believe,” wrote George B. Holmes, the newly elected secretary of the group, “that great good will result to the People of Colour by the publication . . . [t]hat we freely and voluntarily agree to give it our aid and support, and to use our utmost exertions to increase its patronage.”22 Contributions like these, often sent from places like Philadelphia and Boston, where black abolitionists were especially active, reflected just how far the newspaper’s trumpet call rang.

Of course, there were expressions of white disapproval, like the following reprinted from a newspaper in New Jersey:

The Rev. Dr. Miller of Princetown, N.J. has denounced the “Freedom’s Journal,” a paper printed in New-York, as exerting an unfavorable influence upon the coloured population in New-Jersey, and as unworthy the support of the wise and good among them. The frequent desertion of slaves from their masters, in that State, since the slave-emancipating laws of New-York went into operation, are ascribed in part to the circulation of that paper.23

On May 29, 1827, the editors of the Georgetown Columbian and District Advertiser went so far as to speculate that Freedom’s Journal was written and produced by Northern white radicals obsessed with “rendering [the free coloured population] distrustful” of the motives of the “wise and philanthropic men” affiliated with the American Colonization Society, which, ironically, was denounced on the pages of Freedom’s Journal as being both proslavery and antiblack.24 Nonetheless, despite instances of disapproval—from whites and/or those who favored colonization—Freedom’s Journal was celebrated within the black community, and also among a good number of whites as well, who were increasingly sympathetic to the antislavery cause as a result of reading the paper.

Aside from generous financial and volunteer support from blacks throughout the country, Freedom’s Journal also received contributions of articles, poetry, editorial commentaries, and letters to the editor—strongly encouraged in each issue—which usually offered strong praise for the paper and its editors. In a testimonial submitted on January 17, 1827, Reverend Samuel H. Cox, Pastor of the Laight-Street Church in New York, wrote: “I am free to express my confidence in the promise of their [Russwurm’s and Cornish’s] enterprise, and in the relative competency with which its concerns will be conducted.” Writing on the same day, Thomas Eddy considered the editors “very competent to the undertaking of the proposed work.”25 In a much lengthier exaltation, an unsigned letter from “a gentlemen of high and deserved standing in Albany” opined that not “since the Christian era” had anyone “engaged in a more important enterprise, than the one you have commenced.” Week after week, letters from readers offered approval of the paper’s mission of fostering black pride and uplifting black people. By enclosing “five dollars” this “gentlemen of high and deserved standing” hoped to send a strong message to blacks statewide, that “[t]he total annihilation of slavery in the Union, depends much, very much, on the conduct of the coloured population of New York.”26

The personal conduct of black men and women was extremely important to the contributors of Freedom’s Journal, and unlike the generous tone of most letters to the editor, much of the writing that appeared in the newspaper on the subjects of black behavior and self-improvement was at once exhortatory and critical. In the opening editorial, Russwurm and Cornish stated that one of the central missions of Freedom’s Journal was “the dissemination of useful knowledge among our brethren, and to their moral and religious improvement.” Hoping that “all men acknowledge the excellency of [Benjamin] Franklin’s maxims,” the editors sought to use the paper as a vehicle to promote individual virtue and moral improvement. They recognized, of course, that the “degradation and misery” they witnessed among blacks was largely the result of circumstances beyond their control. Thus, while “the publick [has] been deceived by misrepresentations” of blacks, their long history of being subjected to slavery and racial discrimination had produced a “lethargy of years” that they must work to overcome. “We are aware,” admitted the editors, “that there [sic] many instances of vice among us, but we avow that it is because no one has taught its subjects to be virtuous; many instances of poverty, because no sufficient efforts accommodated to minds contradicted by slavery.” By offering avenues to develop mechanisms for self-improvement and racial unity, Freedom’s Journal was devoted to the total education of its brethren in the struggle for equality.

For African Americans in the early republic, public and private respectability was of paramount importance to attain the goal of racial uplift. “Of the many subjects, which merit our consideration as reasonable things,” one writer declared, “none deserves more notice than propriety of conduct.” Decrying hoarded wealth, public folly, and blind ostentation, the writer asserted that propriety of conduct, personal responsibility, and self-restraint would enable men and women to rise in standing in American society. “As bad as the world is,” he continued, “if a man’s outward conduct has been marked by the rules of propriety, economy, and virtue: in the hour of adversity and trouble, he will always find friends.” The conduct of black men and women was, of course, even more important considering the precarious existence of blacks in a white-dominated society skeptical of their virtue. To engage in “mere trifles”—“smoking in the streets” or “dressing to the very extent of our purses”—was “foolish” given the fact that blacks lived within “a prejudiced community.” “Placed as we are in society,” the writer concluded, “propriety of conduct, never was more essential for any people than to us.”27 In other words, because whites were so quick “to enlarge upon the least trifle . . . and denounce our whole body for the misconduct of this guilty one,” Freedom’s Journal devoted a great deal of its space to issues of morality, behavior, and propriety.

Given the disproportionate emphasis that was placed on personal conduct, it was hardly surprising that education and intellectual improvement were also central concerns in Freedom’s Journal. “Education being an object of the highest importance to the welfare of society,” wrote Russwurm and Cornish, “we shall endeavor to present just and adequate views of it, and to urge upon our brethren the necessity and expediency of training their children, while young, to habits of industry, and thus forming them for becoming useful members of society.”28 In fact, each issue of the paper contained an advertisement that “E.F. Hughes’ School,” run “Under St. Philip’s Church, is now ready for the admission of Pupils.”29 Designed “For Coloured Children of both Sexes,” E.F. Hughes’s School offered classes in “READING, WRITING, ARITHMETIC, ENGLISH, GRAMMAR, GEOGRAPHY; with the use of Maps and Globes, and HISTORY.” Terms cost “from two to four dollars per quarter,” and teachers included prominent black ministers from local churches, including Reverends Benjamin Paul and Cornish.

There were, of course, significant impediments to establishing viable avenues for scholastic instruction for blacks. In the 1820s, most Northern states were still in the early stages of developing public, or common, schools for whites as well as blacks. However, as one historian has noted, “As the concept of public education emerged, so also did that of segregated schools.” Indeed, the forces of racial prejudice, which led to the segregation of other public spaces, also influenced the configuration of the emerging educational system. In 1823, rather than supporting the establishment of common schools for black and white children to study together, New York embraced segregation, organizing all-black African Free Schools, a practice that was copied in other states and one that would last until the Civil War.30 For the most part, African Free Schools were supported and run by whites, although they often received the help of adults in the black community, especially ministers and others active in black churches who had never been slaves, and who, because they had achieved some degree of education, could serve as instructors.

Still, the educational opportunities provided by the African Free Schools, while a sign of progress, were grossly insufficient. As one writer lamented, “While the benevolence of the age has founded and endowed Seminaries of Learning for all other classes and nations . . . as yet, no door is open to receive the degraded children of Africa.”31 By June 1827, Freedom’s Journal reported that “to the best of our knowledge” there were only twelve African Free Schools in existence in the Northeast: one in Portland Maine; three in Boston; one in Salem, Massachusetts (which “from causes unknown . . . closed . . . after six months”); two in New Haven; three in Philadelphia; and two in New York City. A dozen schools could not possibly begin to accommodate the large and eager black population in the North, particularly in cities like New York, Boston, and Philadelphia, where the largest numbers of free blacks resided. Two schools in New York City, for instance, had to serve an eligible black population of some fifteen thousand. In Philadelphia the burden was at least as great: three schools for a population of twenty thousand. Moreover, because African Free Schools were located in urban areas, African Americans who resided in rural settings had no access to formal education beyond what could be obtained at home or through individual effort. Regardless of location, the schools that did exist were severely underfunded and understaffed. Only the three schools in Boston, which provided the best school-to-student ratio of any region—1 to 670—were financially solvent, due to the “liberal donation of the late Abiel Smith Esq.,” who “left by will, for the support of African children, $4,000 of three per cent stock” and several shares of property. For the most part, however, African Free Schools struggled to remain open, always searching for supplies, funds, and capable, unbiased teachers.32

Despite the difficulties involved in sustaining viable educational institutions, the instruction of children seemed to be a virtual obsession among black adults. “An ignorant schoolmaster is a nuisance to society,” extolled a contributor to the “Varieties” section of Freedom’s Journal, “the injury he does to the youth committed to his care, is beyond calculation.”33 “Our children must be educated in order to be useful, and it is our duty and interest to adopt the wisest and best means in our power to bring about an abject so desirable.” On March 30, 1827, Freedom’s Journal initiated a five-part series entitled “Education,” in which the writer, PHILANTHROPAS, was “led to offer a few remarks on the vast importance of education” for black people, among whom “the deplorable effects of ignorance are every where visible.”34

The discourse surrounding black schools represented a growing democratic faith in common education throughout the country that manifested itself powerfully within the African American community. Just as intellectual achievement was considered essential to racial uplift, so were schools considered the breeding ground for a virtuous citizenry. In his final editorial in the series on education, PHILANTHROPAS exhorted blacks to be “united and firm” in their collective vision for developing “an enlightened coloured population.” Likewise, another writer argued, “[education] is the pillar of civilization, the foundation of good order.” Yet another writer asserted that schools were most “necessary to the welfare and existence of society.”35 Writers often invoked ancient Greece and Rome (and even the Pilgrims and Puritans in early New England) as examples of great civilizations that considered the education of youth to be “a most sacred duty.” In addition to supporting the African Free Schools, editorials also sought to remind white philanthropists and political leaders of the need for state-sponsored schools that would be responsible for educating white and black citizens. One writer, CIVIS, while advocating for integrated public schools, decried the existence of military academies as undermining both democracy and peace. “I consider our liberty and scrutiny,” he wrote, “and consequently our happiness to depend on the courage, honesty, and patriotism of our hard yeomanry . . . our main strength should be in a high-minded free people whose spirit has not been broken by military restraint.” Furthermore, CIVIS concluded, “let [America’s] funds be extended throughout the land, in free schools, where all may learn, and not concentrated in a large military establishment . . . where few can come. I am the advocate of the many, and not the few.”36

The issue of black education was perhaps the first to seriously unite the energies of white and black abolitionists, a development that no doubt prefigured radical efforts in subsequent decades. In mid-December 1827, a “meeting was held by a committee from the Manumission Society” of New York “to take into consideration the present state of the African Free Schools in this city, and to adopt some efficient measures for a more regular attendance of the pupils.” Upon hearing from Mr. Andrews, a teacher at “School No. 2,” that “for the last fifteen years, the school had never been so poorly attended as at present,” the committee decided to district the city and appoint a committee to each district, whose “duty it should be to visit every family of colour within their limits” in order to increase and sustain attendance at the African Free Schools. An additional agent was also to be appointed whose responsibility it would be to promote education generally to all black families in New York City.

Prior to Christmas of that same year several meetings were held, again in New York, at which various members of the Manumission Society discussed the “interesting subject of establishing African Infant Schools,” modeled after those already in existence in Britain. Acknowledging that “the period from two to five years was the important one of a child’s life,” the committee declared that such “places of instruction” should “be opened to children of colour.” Here, again, those present at the meeting appointed a committee, this time to “lay the plan before our most influential men, for their cordial approbations and support.” Freedom’s Journal exhorted blacks to “pledge . . . to render every assistance in our power” to the efforts of the members of the New York Manumission Society. As the year came to a close, blacks were joining with whites to work together to improve educational opportunities for black children. “Knowing . . . that learning . . . is to be preferred to ignorance,” a writer with the initial “S” wrote in his Christmas editorial, “we should impress these principles on the minds of the youthful, and persuade the ignorant to acquire useful knowledge” so that “we shall see the sons of Africa . . . being seated among the nations of the earth, enjoy in peace their natural rights, and sing under their flowing banners, the song of Liberty and Equality!”37

The “song of Liberty and Equality,” however, was noticeably off-key, as blacks remained in a state of economic dependence. In general, and with good reason, African Americans were concerned about the effects of economic inequality in their community. As historian Phyllis Field has noted, the “absence of discriminatory laws did not necessarily imply the absence of discrimination. The social mores of the white citizens often resulted in de facto segregation where the law itself was silent.”38 While blacks were not legally restricted to the most menial jobs, in reality this was often the case. Most black men and women occupied the lowest paid, most unskilled positions, usually as laborers and domestic servants, where they encountered hostility at every turn. The racism of working-class whites, derived from anxiety and fear over competition with blacks for jobs, produced a hostile work environment where violence on the docks and the streets was commonplace. This is not to say that middle-and upper-class whites were innocent of economic discrimination against blacks; they were just situated differently within the economic order. Rather than competing against blacks for low-wage jobs, they were supervising or hiring them. Nonetheless, because of the mutual antipathy fueled by economic competition at the lowest levels of employment, violence between blacks and working-class whites persisted throughout the antebellum period, culminating in dramatic fashion in the 1863 draft riots in New York City.39 Such unfortunate dynamics prompted Frederick Douglass to complain: “Every hour sees us elbowed out of some employment to make room perhaps for some newly arrived immigrants, whose hunger and color are thought to give them a title to especial favor.”40 As one black youth lamented, “No one will employ me; white boys won’t work with me.”41 In the wake of Northern abolition, then, economic hardship, job discrimination, and widespread poverty quickly replaced slavery to effectively deny blacks access to decent work, wages, and property.

For blacks, new immigrants, and native-born white laborers alike, these harsh economic realities were only exacerbated by the transformations of capitalism in the nineteenth century. By the 1820s, critics were able to describe a social and economic situation similar to that of Europe, where “the two extremes of costly luxury in living, expensive establishments and improvident waste are presented in daily and hourly contrast with squalid misery and hopeless destitution.” For blacks who consistently occupied the bottom rungs of the social ladder, such economic “misery” and “destitution” was as routine as it was disturbing. For example, in New York City, where a large concentration of free blacks resided, this was compounded by the fact that in 1828 the wealthiest 4 percent of white residents owned nearly 60 percent of the total wealth. This shrinking window of economic opportunity produced inadequate opportunities for the vast majority of black and white workers in New York.42

Overcoming poverty and economic hardship was an important goal of the black community, even if most blacks remained skeptical of great wealth. “Remember at all times,” cautioned A. Steward in an Abolition Day oration, “that money, even in your hands, is power.” However, he continued, because “idleness, poverty, and wretchedness are inseparable companions,” blacks should seek to amass enough money to safeguard themselves against poverty without approaching the dangers of wealth and power, which were most often and clearly associated, in their minds, with white racism.43 In fact, some blacks recognized the direct correlation between economics and racial discrimination. Masking racial ideology in a speech advocating for colonization, a white minister from New Jersey argued that the condition of the emancipated “free coloured population,” three fourths of whom, he argued, were “idle, ignorant, and depraved,” provided ample justification for their removal to Africa. The editors of Freedom’s Journal immediately refuted the minister’s claims by printing their own assessment of the “numbers of paupers,” black and white. Drawing from “the annual census of our city’s [New York’s] alms house,” they listed the following:


Number of Paupers

White Men, 468; Coloured Men, 17
White Women, 482; Coloured Women, 43
White Boys, 308; Coloured Boys, 14
White Girls, 153; Coloured Girls, 7
Total Whites, 1391; Total Coloureds, 81

The editors noted that even in terms of the percentage of “paupers” to the total population, blacks still had an advantage: “one coloured pauper to every 185, and one white pauper to every 115.” According to both statistics and daily observation, poverty transcended the color line in antebellum America. However, despite small attempts to defend the honor of the black community against such racist inaccuracy, the real economic issue for blacks was the glaring inequality of access to mechanisms for economic improvement—decent paying jobs, adequate education, property ownership—not the percentage of blacks to whites annually subjected to poverty or prison.44

The difficulty blacks had in gaining some small degree of economic independence was compounded by the intrinsically problematic concept of “free labor” in the antebellum North. During the period of the early republic, the rise of capitalism and the simultaneous sharpening of distinctions between “free” and “slave” labor had produced two increasingly distinct economic systems in the North and South. In his study of the rise of the Republican party before the Civil War, Eric Foner has argued that Northern “free labor ideology” was “grounded in the precepts that free labor was economically and socially superior to slave labor and that the distinctive quality of northern society was the opportunity it offered wage earners to rise to property-owning independence.” Moreover, in the context of distinctive transformations in the “social relations of production,” Sean Wilentz has argued that members of the white working class “began to interpret their shared ideals of commonwealth, virtue, independence, citizenship, and equality,” in effect, elaborating “their own democratic variant of American republican ideology, bound to their expectations about workshop production.”45

This interrelated shift in economic relationships and political ideologies further illuminated the precarious position of Northern blacks in relation to emerging conceptions of “free labor.” Generally, Northern laborers were divided into two groups: wage workers and independent proprietors. Despite sharp differences in their economic status, these two types “had in common the fact that they were not slaves, that the economic relationships into which they entered were understood as ‘voluntary’ rather than arising from personal dependence.”46 The implicit dependence of wage laborers on their employers, however, posed a serious challenge to those who equated “free labor” with economic “freedom.”47 The very idea of free labor, as Foner explains, was riddled with contradictions to Americans’ emerging understanding of worker autonomy during this era, contradictions made even more glaring in light of the relative lack of economic freedom for the majority of African Americans.48 In most instances, blacks occupied positions outside or on the margins of the market economy, doubly manipulated by the “invisible hands” of racism and capitalism.

Despite the disjunction between free labor ideology and their own economic reality, African Americans acknowledged the advantages of free labor, especially since slavery was the closest and most familiar alternative for them. As with the issue of education, Freedom’s Journal published a series of passionate editorials, written by black abolitionists from New York to Ohio to Virginia, on the “Comparative Costs of Free and Slave Labor,” which denounced slavery as both “impolitic” and a “pecuniary disadvantage.” According to an editorial submitted by the Benevolent Society of Alexandria, the political evils of slavery were compounded by “the depreciation it occasions in the pecuniary resources of the country.” Citing the relative decline in economic productivity and property values in the Southern states, the editorial argued the following:

By the census of 1820 the valuation of the land and houses in New York and Pennsylvania, under the directions of the Marshals, amounted to more than six hundred dollars,—whilst the aggregate of the lands and houses including more than one million of slaves, of Maryland, Virginia, North-Carolina, South-Carolina, Georgia, Tennessee and Kentucky, seven of the largest and most wealthy slave states covering a much larger territory, was less than 520,000.000 of dollars, or nearly one sixth less than those slave states! What a commentary do these facts afford up upon the political tendency of slavery?49

The editorial also reported that the Northern states generally enjoyed a far greater degree of economic health, measured by “the great public works they have executed, the large capital they have invested in manufacturers, and the great extent of their commerce.”50 On the most practical level, free labor was simply more efficient, both in terms of cost and productivity, than slave labor. Another writer challenged the views of a well-known political economist, saying, “whatever may be the nature of the cultivation, the labour of the free cultivator is always preferred to that of the slave.” Relying on his own calculations as well as popular economic theories, he concluded that slave labor was neither as productive nor as cheap as free labor. Indeed, slaveowners were responsible for so many additional burdens in maintaining a slave labor force—covering the “wear and tear” of slaves, caring for older slaves, raising slave children, paying the wages of an overseer—that, according to “a statement from one of the slave districts in the United States,” the cost of slave labor was “at least 25 per cent dearer than that of the free laborer in the neighboring districts.” Furthermore, the author concluded, “the slave working always for another, and never for himself, being limited to bare subsistence, and seeing no prospect of improving his condition, loses all stimulus to exertion, he becomes a machine, often very obstinate and very difficult to manage.” That slave labor was both less productive and far more costly should convince any naysayers of the “absolute superiority of free to slave labor.”51

The gross inconsistency between slave labor and America’s political ideals did not escape black abolitionists concerned with their own economic freedom. Recalling the political maxim that “all power derives from the people,” one writer asked: “What deep rooted attachment to the liberal government can we expect from those who in childhood are accustomed to domineer over their fellow creatures?” Furthermore, he asked, “can the liberties of a nation be thought secure when we have removed the holy basis—a conviction in the minds of the people that these liberties [including, they argued, the right to “labour freely”] are the gift of God—that they are not to be violated but with his wrath?”52 Another editorial, concerned as well with the strength of the republic, purported than an “economy of free than slave labour” promoted “public enterprise, general intelligence, and virtuous habits.”53 It was their unwavering faith in the possibility of liberty and equality that led blacks to invest, however critically, in the idea of free labor. “The experiment of our government,” wrote J.W. Lathroop of the Abolition Society of Stark County, Ohio, “on the subject of equal rights, ought to have put every idea of this nature [that slavery is morally or financially advantageous] to shame.” It was “freedom,” he argued, that was “the property, the greatest possible wealth, of the individual himself.”54 For a people long considered property themselves, African Americans understood that lasting freedom and equality would require economic independence in addition to social acceptance and political citizenship.

Throughout its more than two-year run, Freedom’s Journal was filled with commentary on every imaginable topic of importance to black people living in the United States. Because the uneven history of American slavery—its gradual abolition in the North, its rapid consolidation in the South, as well as the dramatic debates over its expansion into the western territories—had produced great variations in the African American experience, Freedom’s Journal was an important medium of exchange for a disparate black community during a time of great upheaval and transition. Although every issue contained articles written by its editors, the paper also brought together the opinions and analysis of a broad spectrum of the black community: religious and community leaders, poets and educators, businessmen and common laborers, housewives and former slaves. In its broad representation of ideas and experiences, Freedom’s Journal helped to generate a more cohesive political consciousness among African Americans who were struggling to make sense of a rapidly changing world. But it also sought to emphasize the importance of public discourse and debate, representing, as well, the internal disagreements blacks had with each other on the most pressing issues of the day. Differences of opinion were rarely glossed over or silenced; instead, diversity was celebrated as a potential source of strength for the African American community—and for American democracy generally. After all, slavery and racial prejudice were daunting obstacles to overcome, and the supporters of Freedom’s Journal understood that if blacks were to achieve both freedom and equality, they would need to marshal every reserve of talent and initiative in their community. In doing so, they also reached out to whites, hoping that Freedom’s Journal—the very fact of its existence as well as the quality and substance of its content—would have an influence on them as well. Each issue reprinted text from white newspapers (particularly antislavery ones like Baltimore’s Genius of Universal Emancipation) as well as editorials and essays written by whites. This had two important effects: first, it demonstrated to white readers that African Americans took their ideas and opinions seriously (an editorial maneuver that carried with it a certain irony, given the lack of respect that had been afforded to blacks in most white periodicals over the years); and second, by printing these articles alongside one another, the editors of Freedom’s Journal were creating a kind of textual equality, suggesting that black literary and intellectual achievement was on a par with whites. The paper thus offered the first glimpses of an emerging interracialism, strengthening the black community by giving it “a single voice,” while attempting to forge alliances between blacks and whites who were willing to work together on terms of equality—quite literally, side by side—in the cause of abolitionism.

Although scholars can only speculate about the number of people who subscribed to or regularly read Freedom’s Journal, its circulation clearly increased as time went by. Robert Levine has made persuasive claims about the paper’s enlarged regional scope based on the growing number of “Authorized Agents” listed in each issue.55 Taking into account letters to the editor and article submissions as well, we can be certain that its readership included far more than just Northern free blacks. Along with items labeled “Domestic News” and “Foreign News,” a good deal of attention was given to the historical influence of ancient African civilizations on modern Western culture, to the triumph of black revolt in the Haitian revolution, and to the recent settlement of free blacks in Canada, indicating that African Americans embraced a diasporic black identity, one that incorporated a sense of being “American” without being limited by it. Still, throughout its run, Freedom’s Journal maintained an aggressive opposition to colonization, denouncing the “schemes” of the American Colonization Society, and imploring blacks (and whites) not to support its activities. Despite its genuine interest in international issues and its regular attempts to engage white readers, Freedom’s Journal was first and foremost an African American enterprise, principally devoted to improving the condition and ensuring the future of blacks in the United States.

It is therefore both tragic and ironic that the life of Freedom’s Journal was cut short by a dispute over colonization. Since the publication of its first issue, editors Cornish and Russwurm were in general agreement on the major issues affecting black people. Bad health and other professional duties as a Presbyterian minister forced Cornish to relinquish his editorial duties in September 1827, after which Russwurm assumed sole proprietorship of the paper. Ever since its founding, Freedom’s Journal had expressed a clear opposition to colonization, reflecting a majority consensus within the African American community at the time. Free blacks were especially skeptical of the American Colonization Society, suspecting that its members’ interest in colonization stemmed from their desire to remove “troublesome” free blacks from the United States, rather than their commitment to placing slavery on a course to extinction. Despite its sympathy for blacks who wanted to leave the country rather than be subjected to continuing racial prejudice and discrimination, Freedom’s Journal consistently advocated a different solution: Stay in America and fight.

This is why black readers were so angry with Russwurm when he published an editorial endorsing colonization—and even worse, the ACS itself—in the February 1829 issue. Entitled “A Candid Acknowledgment of Error,” Russwurm’s article was his own personal public recant on the issue of colonization, stating that he was now “a decided supporter of the American Colonization Society.”56 This came as an enormous shock and disappointment to his readership, who remembered his previous assertions that because members of the ACS “represent us disadvantageously,” it was wise that blacks “would not ask the aid of the American Colonization Society to carry us to their land ‘flowing with milk and honey.’”57 In reality, Russwurm’s very public about-face on colonization was not nearly as abrupt as it seemed. The young editor was never a purist on the issue, and certainly he did not share Cornish’s fierce and vocal opposition to the activities and motivations of the ACS. In fact, shortly after Cornish resigned as co-editor, Russwurm took the opportunity to publish a series of pro and con articles on colonization—something Cornish would never have countenanced—that immediately generated deep concern among the readership that the paper was softening its stance on what they perceived to be the greatest threat currently facing free blacks.

For his part, Russwurm did not publicly disclose his feelings on the matter until February 1829, probably because he rightly feared retaliation from his peers. Still, Russwurm had flirted with the idea of colonization for some time. This was likely the result of his own unique background, which had inspired in him a rare cosmopolitan perspective that surely must have tempered any singular or exclusive identification with being “American.” The son of a slave woman and white Virginian planter, Russwurm was born in Jamaica and subsequently raised and educated in predominantly white communities in Quebec and Maine. Extremely well traveled and keenly interested in international affairs (he delivered a commencement address at Bowdoin on the recent success of the Haitian revolution), Russwurm developed a certain fascination with Liberia, and was even offered a position there as an agent for the American Colonization Society in early 1827. Dissuaded from accepting the offer by prominent free blacks who were discussing the idea of launching a black newspaper in New York City later that year, Russwurm decided to devote his considerable talent and energy to domestic affairs. It’s hard to know how much of Russwurm’s personal history was known to the readers of Freedom’s Journal, but we do know that his public embrace of colonization in February 1829 was widely denounced as a betrayal of the paper’s principles and of the interests of African Americans. Vocal protests led to Russwurm’s resignation from the paper, after which he complained privately to several members of the ACS about the “violent persecution” to which he was subjected by fellow blacks. Dispirited and ever more convinced that African Americans would never achieve dignity or equality in the United States, Russwurm soon emigrated to Liberia, where he became a leader in the colony’s early development. The last issue of Freedom’s Journal was published on March 28, 1829, a little more than two years after its founding.58

Black print culture thus experienced a spectacular—if challenging—birth in the late 1820s. As was the case with most newspapers in the early republic, Freedom’s Journal struggled to keep a financial and organizational infrastructure in place. It was hard enough to generate resources to launch and sustain any newspaper in the early republic, but this was made even more difficult by the small size and relative poverty of the Northern free black community. Still, Freedom’s Journal was without question one of the most successful and reliable black newspapers of the seventeen to appear before the Civil War.59 After it ceased publication, Samuel Cornish resumed his post as the principal architect of early black print culture, launching and editing Rights of All, the monthly successor to Freedom’s Journal that ran from May to October 1829. Its concerns were largely the same as its predecessor, waging a print war on slavery and racism, and taking a particularly sharp stand against colonization. After more than a year without a black newspaper—during which William Lloyd Garrison launched his Liberator to the great delight of African Americans throughout the country—the black abolitionist John G. Stewart attempted to continue the tradition of black journalism when he launched The African Sentinel and Journal of Liberty in Albany, New York. This paper, too, had a very short run (just several issues, none of which have survived), but Stewart’s primary motivation—that “there should be at least one public JOURNAL, conducted by a coloured man, and devoted to the interests of the coloured population throughout the country”—was in keeping with previous efforts to provide African Americans with their own independent forum to express their interests and concerns.60

Perhaps better than anyone of his generation, David Walker understood the power of an autonomous black print culture in a democracy still very much crippled by slavery and racism. Born in the late eighteenth century to a free mother and slave father, Walker spent his youth and early adult years, respectively, in Wilmington, North Carolina, and Charleston, South Carolina, before moving to Boston in the mid-1820s. The Southern communities in which Walker grew up boasted small but relatively sovereign black populations with significant levels of trade craftsmanship and literacy. These were communities where free blacks and slaves lived and worked side by side, where a new form of African American Methodism was flourishing, and where black resistance was widespread, reaching a fever pitch in 1822, when Denmark Vesey, a former slave who became a leader in the African Methodist Church, organized an extraordinary insurrection among slaves and free blacks in Charleston. All in all, these were dynamic settings for African Americans seeking to forge a common purpose in their struggle for freedom and equality, and an increasingly troublesome one for whites who wanted to keep slaves and free blacks separated for the purposes of perpetuating a slave society.61

As a product of this setting, David Walker well understood the power inherent in this “divide and conquer” system of racial subordination. Indeed, as a free man who lived most of his life in the South, Walker had an especially keen perspective on how white supremacist justifications for slavery had corrupted black and white Americans alike, thus undermining any potential success for peaceful co-existence based on the shared value of racial equality. As a highly literate black Christian, Walker’s political consciousness was forged through an examination of the relationship between the secular and sacred aspects of American society—a connection that would form the basis of his famous 1829 pamphlet, An Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World.62 Modeled formally after the U.S. Constitution, invoking the ideals of the Declaration of Independence, and written in language that reflected his own deep historical knowledge and Christian faith, Walker’s Appeal was the most enduring achievement of his intensely political and tragically truncated life (he died mysteriously in 1830 at the age of thirty-four). It was also the most radical and far-reaching challenge yet posed by a black American writer to his brethren and fellow countrymen.

Walker was part of an impressive new generation of black activists—among whom Cornish, Russwurm, and Paul numbered—who had come of age in the nurturing context of black churches and benevolent organizations formed during the early republic. Keenly aware of the special plight of Northern free blacks, but still deeply concerned with the continuing abuses of slavery, this generation was in many respects better organized and more cohesive that its predecessor. Having benefited from the struggles against slavery and racism that were waged during and after the Revolution, this was the first generation of African Americans to enjoy genuine freedom and independence, relative professional success, and access to formal education. They were, in short, well positioned to continue the fight begun by their own “founding” generation, which included, among others, Phillis Wheatley, Benjamin Banneker, Absalom Jones, Richard Allen, James Forten, and John Gloucester, as well as the many slaves whose petitions for freedom during the era of the American Revolution constituted the first recorded black political voices of the new nation.63 By further connecting established African American traditions and institutions with impressive new experiments in print culture, Walker and his cohort worked hard to deepen and extend the black networks of communication and affiliation that would form the essential infrastructure of the emerging abolitionist movement.

Although the precise date and route of his migration are unknown, David Walker moved to Boston from Charleston sometime between the aftermath of the 1822 Vesey conspiracy, when blacks were fleeing Charleston in droves to avoid violent and legal persecution, and 1825, when his name first appears in the Boston directory.64 As Peter Hinks has described in great detail, Walker arrived in Boston in his late twenties with impressive talents and lofty ambitions. He lived in Beacon Hill, in the midst of Boston’s small but close-knit black community, and he supported himself as the owner of a small used clothing shop on Brattle Street, near the wharves.65 As a self-sustaining businessman and passionate antislavery activist, Walker quickly emerged as a prominent and respected leader in the African American community. After joining a local black Methodist congregation and becoming secretary of the African Lodge, in 1826 Walker became one of the founding members of the Massachusetts General Colored Association (MGCA), a black political organization committed to what Benjamin Quarles characterized as “racial betterment and slave abolition.”66 Although the MGCA was hardly the first or only group of its kind, its vision was somewhat broader in scope. Outspoken in its opposition to slavery, racial discrimination, and colonization, the MGCA was among the first black-led organizations whose mission was the improvement of conditions for all blacks, slave and free. With intentions that were more explicitly national than other groups at the time, the MGCA was an important precedent for the Colored Convention Movement that began in 1830, and both were catalysts for the formation of an increasingly self-conscious American identity within the black community in the United States.67 Speaking at its “first semi-annual meeting” in December 1828, Walker heralded the formation of the MGCA and laid out its mission:

[T]he primary object of this institution, is, to unite the colored population, so far, through the United States of America, as may be practicable and expedient; forming societies, opening, extending, and keeping up correspondences, and not withholding any thing which may have the least tendency to meliorate our miserable condition—with the restrictions, however, of not infringing on the articles of its constitution, or that of the United States of America. Now, that we are disunited, is a fact, that no one of common sense will deny; and, that the cause of which, is a powerful auxiliary in keeping us from rising to the scale of reasonable and thinking beings, none but those who delight in our degradation will attempt to contradict.

In effect, Walker was calling on black people to build on the bonds of identification that had already been developed in churches and benevolent societies throughout the United States, particularly in Northern cities, during the early republic. Invoking the liberating spirit of Christianity—“in the name of God, and of Jesus Christ”—and the revolutionary spirit of the age—“while almost every other people under Heaven, are making such mighty efforts to better their condition”—Walker exhorted his brethren to resist “slumbering on” as the “neutral spectators” of white antislavery work. In doing so, he acknowledged the “mighty efforts” of “our white brethren and friends” (American and British antislavery advocates), as well as the need to “co-operate with them,” but Walker’s primary objective was to challenge his own people to rise up in a united front “to hasten our emancipation.” Structured around a series of rhetorical questions designed to disrupt political complacency and spiritual degradation among African Americans, Walker’s speech was essentially a political call to arms delivered in the preacherly style that would have been quite familiar to his predominantly black and Christian audience. That the full text of Walker’s speech was reprinted in the December 19, 1828, issue of Freedom’s Journal was hardly surprising, as its spirit and content so closely reflected the newspaper’s own political mission. Walker himself was closely associated with Freedom’s Journal, having organized early support for the venture at a meeting in his Boston home four months before the first issue was published, and subsequently having served as one of its two Boston agents. For more than two years, Walker was one of the paper’s most consistent and outspoken advocates, submitting occasional articles, running regular advertisements for his store, and working tirelessly to secure continuing moral and financial support for the paper. In many respects, Walker saw the MGCA and Freedom’s Journal as two indispensable components of his larger vision to “unite the colored population.”68

If newspapers like Freedom’s Journal and organizations like the MGCA galvanized African Americans in the late 1820s, David Walker’s Appeal radicalized them. First published in September 1829—and reprinted twice in the nine months before Walker’s untimely death—it was a stirring declaration of independence for black Americans. The full title of Walker’s self-published pamphlet—“An Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, but in particular, and very expressly, to those of the United States of America” (emphasis mine)—reflects the scope and purpose of his vision. Although Walker’s text abounds with favorable references to the history of African civilization and to the recent Haitian revolution, and despite being addressed to the “Coloured Citizens of the World,” it, like Freedom’s Journal, was designed “in particular, and very expressly,” for black Americans. Its quasi-diasporist inflection was essential to the success of Walker’s polemic, but its principal charge was to assert that “Coloured” people are “Citizens” of “the United States of America.” From the title page, then, Walker’s choice of words—how he characterizes and constructs his black audience—is deliberate, framing his central argument about the moral corruption of the American democratic experiment in language that was simultaneously racial, national, and political.

The formal elements of the Appeal make clear Walker’s intention to incorporate blacks into the language and structure of American nationalism. Borrowing from the U.S. Constitution, Walker begins his pamphlet with a Preamble, followed by four discrete yet dialogic Articles: Article I (“Our Wretchedness in Consequence of Slavery”); Article II (“Our Wretchedness in Consequence of Ignorance”); Article III (“Our Wretchedness in Consequence of the Preachers of the Religion of Jesus Christ”); and Article IV (“Our Wretchedness in Consequence of the Colonizing Plan”). Hardly coincidental, Walker’s careful and familiar structuring of his text allows him to launch his moral and political appeal to black solidarity and resistance by giving it the appearance and discursive legitimacy of American constitutionalism. In this sense, Walker’s style is an example of what Henry Louis Gates Jr., has called “signifying”: the “double-voiced” act of repetition, revision, and often parody designed to refashion dominant white discourses.69 Here was Walker’s attempt to “write [blacks] out” of slavery and racial degradation—“to awaken in my afflicted, degraded and slumbering brethren, a spirit of inquiry and investigation”—through a refashioning of the formal innovations of American written law.70 This becomes apparent in Walker’s reference to the complicated history of black literacy just opposite the first page of his Preamble:

It is expected that all coloured men, women, and children (who are not too deceitful, abject, and servile to resist the cruelties and murders inflicted upon us by the white slave holders, our enemies by nature), of every nation, language and tongue under heaven, will try to procure a copy of this Appeal and read it, or get some one to read it to them, for it is designed more particularly for them.71

Thus, Walker calls upon his fellow blacks—many of whom, he understands, are not literate—to embark upon a new venture, one that necessarily requires them to engage in the act of reading. He knows full well that this might involve actually breaking the law—especially in the slave states, where laws prohibiting black literacy were an increasingly common response to the activities of free blacks and the resistance of slaves—and in this, he invokes a higher power (“I appeal to Heaven for my motive in writing”) to inspire his brethren to “open your hearts to understand and believe the truth.”72 His appeal to literacy as a prerequisite for resistance has a twofold effect: first, to call “all coloured men, women, and children” into the written tradition of American laws and letters, formally established in the writing of the Declaration of Independence and U.S. Constitution, and second, to expose the hypocrisy of this tradition, the incorporation of slavery and the exclusion of black rights in the founding documents of “this Republican Land of Liberty.” 73 Walker was well aware of the irony. Indeed, that was his point: if the Founding Fathers would not include his “coloured brethren” as “citizens,” then Walker would do it for them.

The power of Walker’s Appeal rests in its radical challenge to the deceptions of American nationalism. In this, Walker was responding directly to the ideological anxieties and evasions of the Founding Fathers in creating the political language and institutional framework for the new nation. Like other African Americans, Walker understood the principal tension of America’s early history: the traditions of liberty, independence, and equal rights that had emerged alongside the realities of slavery, subordination, and inequality. Starting with the proposition that “the inhuman system of slavery”—what he called “that curse of nations”—was “the source from which most of our miseries proceed,” Walker sought to expose the ideology of “race” for what it was: as a means of supporting the creation of laws “to hinder us from obtaining our freedom.”74 Indeed, ever since the founding of the republic, racial ideology allowed whites to make sense of both American slavery and African colonization simultaneously. According to this way of seeing the world, if blacks were inferior to whites, it was both necessary and just for them to be subjected to either slavery (while they remained in the United States) or removal. Freedom and equal citizenship were out of the question because they were direct violations of nature and God. Walker’s brutally honest assessment of the legacy of white supremacy allowed him to name the elephant in the republic—racism—in his examination of the root causes of “our wretchedness” as “the most wretched, degraded, and abject set of beings that ever lived since the world began.”75 In so doing, he places “race” at the center stage of his critique of American nationalism.

Although Walker regularly excoriates white slaveholders as “an unjust, jealous, unmerciful, avaricious and blood-thirsty set of beings,” he launches his sharpest attack on political leaders like Thomas Jefferson and Henry Clay.76 Because both men were slaveholders and colonizationists, Walker’s decision to single out these individuals was deliberate, one that allowed him to reject both slavery and colonization as interrelated aspects of the same white supremacist project. Walker devotes a considerable amount of space in both Articles I and II to a critique of Jefferson’s infamous assertions about black inferiority in his Notes on the State of Virginia. Responding to Jefferson’s claim that a difference in skin color has stamped blacks as inferior, Walker writes, “It is indeed surprising, that a man of such great learning, combined with such excellent natural parts, should speak so of a set of men in chains.”77 Walker’s treatment of Jefferson is instructive. He neither dismisses him nor lets him off the hook. Instead he engages him directly, at times speaking as much to Jefferson as about him. “Here let me ask Mr. Jefferson,” Walker writes, “(but he is gone to answer at the bar of God, for deeds done in his body while living,) I therefore ask the whole American people, had I not rather die, or be put to death, than be a slave to any tyrant.”78 It is interesting to note that Jefferson had just recently passed away—on July 4, 1826—and thus the memory of his legacy was fresh in the minds of Americans, black and white. Based on what we now know of the two men, a real debate with Walker would have been disastrous for Jefferson, whose notorious shyness and mediocre public speaking skills would have paled in comparison to Walker’s well-documented oratorical brilliance. In the Appeal, Walker compensates for this loss of a live encounter with Jefferson through an interrogation of his most racist views.

Still, Walker respected the author of the Declaration of Independence, despite his obvious disdain for Jefferson’s inability to live up to it. Referring favorably to Jefferson’s “learned and penetrating” intellect as “one of as great characters as ever lived among the whites,” Walker acknowledges Jefferson’s “writings for the world, and public labours for the United States.”79 This has the important effect of underscoring the seriousness of Jefferson’s ideas, while demonstrating how deeply the racial prejudices inherent in them had influenced the thinking of white Americans generally. “Do you believe that this assertion is swallowed by millions of whites?” Walker asks rhetorically. “Do you believe that the assertions of such a man, will pass away into oblivion unobserved by this people and the world?”80 Later on, Walker tempers his respect for Jefferson with a more sober assessment of his legacy. Citing Jefferson’s “suspicion” that “blacks . . . are inferior to the whites in the endowments both of body and mind,” Walker asserts that this passage from Notes on the State of Virginia “has in truth injured us more, and has been as great a barrier to our emancipation as any thing that has ever been advanced against us.”81 As a result, Walker encourages “each of my brethren, who has the spirit of a man, to buy a copy of Mr. Jefferson’s ‘Notes on Virginia,’ and put it in the hand of his son.”82 Walker continues:

For let no one of us suppose that the refutations which have been written by our white friends are enough—they are whites—we are blacks. We, and the world wish to see the charges of Mr. Jefferson refuted by the blacks themselves, according to their chance; for we must remember that what the whites have written respecting this subject, is other men’s labours, and did not emanate from the blacks. I know well, that there are some talents and learning among the coloured people of this country, which we have not a chance to develop [sic], in consequence of oppression; but our oppression ought not to hinder us from acquiring all we can. For we will have a chance to develop them by and by. God will not suffer us, always be oppressed. Our sufferings will come to an end, in spite of all the Americans this side of eternity. Then we will want all the learnings and talents among ourselves, and perhaps more, to govern ourselves.83

Here, Walker betrays his agenda: to expose and then discredit the racist views of prominent white leaders; to promote literacy and intellectual achievement among African Americans; to encourage the publication of black refutations of white racism (much like his own pamphlet); and to use these advances in print culture to hasten the end of “our sufferings” such that one day blacks would “govern ourselves.” In other words, Walker articulates a direct relationship between black literacy and print culture, and the goals of abolition and racial equality. For Walker, the key to emancipation was self-reliance: blacks themselves were responsible for throwing off the shackles of “ignorance” in order to create a new political consciousness. The stakes were too high, and Walker had no patience for blacks who were either complacent about or complicit in their own oppression. “Unless we try to refute Mr. Jefferson’s arguments respecting us,” he concluded, “we will only establish them.”84 Building on the tradition established in 1773 by the black poet Phillis Wheatley—who had been a catalyst, ironically, for Jefferson’s thoughts on “race” that were recorded in Notes—African Americans still had to assert their equality through print.85 Half a century after the American Revolution, the burden of proof still rested squarely on their shoulders.

For Walker’s challenge to have its desired effect, blacks would also have to claim their rightful place as citizens of the United States. This is why Walker devotes so much space in the Appeal—some thirty pages in Article IV—to the issue of colonization, which, he argued, was as much a threat to African Americans as slavery itself. For their part, whites generally believed that free blacks were a threat to the security of the republic, especially in areas were slavery flourished. With characteristic bluntness, Walker gets to the heart of the issue: “For if the free are allowed to stay among the slaves, they will have intercourse together, and, of course, the free will learn the slaves bad habits, by teaching them that they are MEN, as well as other people, and certainly ought and must be FREE.”86 Here, Walker exposes the “colonizing scheme” as a deeply racist project motivated by a desire to keep slavery in tact and prevent African Americans from ever enjoying the privileges of American citizenship.

In rejecting colonization, Walker quotes at length several speeches and letters by Henry Clay, the Kentucky slaveholder who was also one of the original founders of the American Colonization Society. As a member of Congress, Clay was also the principal architect of the 1820 Missouri Compromise, which led to the admission of Missouri as a slave state and Maine as a free state, while prohibiting slavery north of the latitude 36°30' in the lands acquired through the Louisiana Purchase. The legislation was designed to dissolve bitter Congressional tensions over the westward expansion of slavery, begun in 1819 when Missouri petitioned for statehood, by preserving the sectional (and legislative) balance between the number of slave and free states in the Union. Nevertheless, the Missouri Compromise—which Jefferson described as his “fire-bell in the night”—had the effect of hardening sectional differences over slavery, and was later seen as one of the principal, if unintended, catalysts in the long road to Civil War. Although Clay was well respected by his white peers—over the course of his forty-year career as a politician, he earned a stellar reputation as “The Great Compromiser” because of his ability to delicately negotiate between Northern and Southern interests—Walker considered his political bargains over slavery, as well as his energetic advocacy of colonization, to be deleterious to African-American interests. Of Clay, he writes:

Now I appeal and ask every citizen of these United States and the world, both white and black, who has any knowledge of Mr. Clay’s public labor for these States—I want you candidly to answer the Lord, who sees the secrets of our hearts.—Do you believe that Mr. Henry Clay, late Secretary of State, and now of Kentucky, is a friend to the blacks, further, than his personal interest extends? It is not his greatest object and glory upon earth, to sick us into miseries and wretchedness by making slaves of us, to work his plantation to enrich him and his family? Does he care a pinch of snuff about Africa—whether it remains a land of Pagans and of blood, or of Christians, so long as he gets enough of her sons and daughters to dig up gold and silver for him?87

When it came to slavery and colonization, Walker urged, whites could hardly be trusted. This position had much to recommend it in 1829, by the fact that no white American had come out publicly in opposition to colonization or in favor of the immediate abolition of slavery, and by the fact that many members of the ACS were themselves slaveholders. Regardless of their stated public intentions regarding the future of slavery or the condition of free blacks in the United States, proponents of colonization were regarded with deep suspicion among blacks. In criticizing Clay and other members of the ACS, Walker was simply giving a new public voice to longstanding private thoughts within the African-American community.

As he makes clear throughout the Appeal, Walker believed that the future of blacks in the United States would be determined by their willingness to demand freedom and equality on their own terms. Buoyed by a deeper understanding of their own oppression—the function, Walker describes, of a combination of slavery, racial prejudice, and widespread ignorance within the black community—African Americans would eventually rise up and say to whites: “Throw away your fears and prejudices then, and enlighten us and treat us like men, and we will like you more than we do now hate you . . . and tell us now no more about colonization, for America is as much our country, as it is yours.—Treat us like men, and there is no danger but we will all live in peace and happiness together.”88 Throughout his pamphlet, Walker writes with great urgency, and millennialist sentiments are everywhere evident in his prose. Walker considered himself a prophet and a preacher, consistently invoking God—“I appeal to Heaven”—to make his case. The Appeal itself is styled on the black sermon, each Article beginning with a salutation to “my brethren,” and punctuated with questions designed to elicit an active response—not just a confirming “Amen”—from his reading audience (the print version of a congregation). Although Walker fully intends for his pamphlet to be read by whites, he imagines his primary audience to be African Americans. Throughout, Walker not only moves back and forth between “I” and “you,” but far more frequently invokes “we”—as well as “us” and “them”—to make clear that he identifies with his black “brethren.” Walker’s rhetorical choices regarding the first person—both singular and plural—suggest that he is deeply invested in the integrity of distinct racial identities for the sake of political protest. Within the context of American society, Walker places a premium on racial consciousness as a means by which African Americans can most effectively combat the various forms of white racism that have produced the pervasive “degradation” and “slumber” he has witnessed in the black community. Building on the longstanding African American tradition of merging sacred and secular discourses and imagery, Walker addresses his Appeal to “My dearly Beloved Brethren and Fellow Citizens,” suggesting that blacks have a racial and religious bond (“brethren”) and also a political identity (“citizens”).

Walker’s intention to merge racial, religious, and political identities is on full display in Articles III and IV, where he castigates the “American minister,” who, “with the Bible in his hand, holds us and our children in the most abject slavery.”89 He notes that “pure and undefiled religion, such as was preached by Jesus Christ and his apostles, is hard to be found in all the earth.”90 Indeed, like so many of his fellow abolitionists, Walker articulates a harsh critique of Christians who use the teachings of the Bible to sanction or tolerate slavery. Invoking the word “devil” to characterize those who identify themselves as Christians and yet “keep us and our children sunk at their feet in the most abject ignorance and wretchedness,” Walker launches a fierce attack that exposes the corruption of Jesus’s legacy by white slaveholders and reclaims it in the image of black Christianity. To these white ministers, Walker poses a provocative alternative: Richard Allen, founder and bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States. In Article IV, Walker includes “an exact verbatim” letter by Allen denouncing colonization that was published in Freedom’s Journal (intertextuality—the incorporation of other printed texts within the pamphlet itself—was another important technique used in Walker’s pamphlet). Referring to Allen as “that godly man,” Walker pays lengthy tribute to the black minister’s work and legacy, writing: “When the Lord shall raise up coloured historians in succeeding generations, to present the crimes of this nation, to the then gazing world, the Holy Ghost will make them do justice to the name of Richard Allen. . . . he has done more in a spiritual sense for his ignorant and wretched brethren than any other man of colour has, since the world began.”91 It is no coincidence that Walker reserves such lofty superlatives for someone like Allen, who was at once black, Christian, and an early abolitionist. Drawn to his likeness, Walker’s tribute to Allen functions as an example of how religious faith can be used by blacks to challenge white supremacy and cultivate new forms of African American consciousness. Using language as positive as his critiques of Jefferson and Clay are negative, Walker hopes to inspire “coloured historians” to one day restore Allen’s name to the “pages of history.” It is important, too, that Walker selected a member of the “founding” generation of African American history, someone who could stand with and against the likes of Thomas Jefferson as a hero of black liberation in the face of white supremacy. By incorporating Allen’s words and tribute into his pamphlet—especially within the context of a critique of colonization—Walker creates an alternative “founding” myth, one that simultaneously, and conspicuously, validates the political courage and religious faith of African Americans.

The effect of this is underscored by the way in which Walker concludes his Appeal. In its final section, he asks for “the attention of the world of mankind to the declaration of these very American people, of the United States.” He then quotes most of the first two paragraphs of the Declaration of Independence, and follows them with the question, addressed to white Americans, “Do you understand your own language?”92 Walker continues: “Compare your own language above . . . with your cruelties and murders inflicted by your cruel and unmerciful fathers and yourselves on our fathers and on us—men who have never given your fathers or you the least provocation!”93 In the end, then, Walker returns to the beginning, and challenges his white “brethren” to finally live up to the ideals of equality upon which the country was founded. In a text that invokes the formal structure of the Constitution—the written symbol of the Founding Fathers’ bargains with slavery—this conclusion has enormous power, not merely as a declaration of independence for African Americans, but as a demand for inclusion as well. Walker poses a political challenge—in this sense, the Appeal functions as a kind of re-Constitution of the United States—and also as a religious one. “I call God,” he writes in an earlier passage, “I call angels—I call men, to witness, that your DESTRUCTION is at hand, and will be speedily consummated unless you REPENT.”94 One of the most common mistakes made by the pamphlet’s readers—both at the time and ever since—is to interpret it as a call for violent insurrection by blacks against whites. Nowhere does Walker actually advocate violence. But he does suggest that the millennium will come if slavery and racism are not eliminated from American society. Challenging whites to “understand your own language,” Walker makes it clear that they can avoid “destruction” if they commit themselves to the practice of equality, given to man in the example of Jesus Christ. He concludes: “The Americans may be as vigilant as they please, but they cannot be vigilant enough for the Lord, neither can they hide themselves, where he will not find and bring them out.”95 Violence was inevitable only if whites continued to enslave and oppress blacks. The choice was theirs—and they had better hurry.

The response to Walker’s Appeal was in many ways predictable. Walker himself had developed ingenious networks for distributing his pamphlet, relying on black and white seamen to circulate it among free blacks and slaves during their frequent stops in southern ports. Southern whites denounced the pamphlet as “insurrectionary” and worse. Upon discovering its circulation in his state, South Carolina’s governor wrote to his counterpart, Harrison Gray Otis, in Massachusetts, demanding that Walker be put in jail. Otis responded by saying that although he had no sympathy for the Appeal, Walker had done nothing worthy of imprisonment. Rumors quickly spread about various bounties being placed on Walker’s head—dead or alive—by men of “property and standing” across the South. Even sympathetic antislavery reformers balked at Walker’s radical assertions. Benjamin Lundy, then the editor of Baltimore’s Genius of Universal Emancipation, called the Appeal “the most incendiary tract ever written,” and William Lloyd Garrison, Lundy’s fiery young apprentice, although more sympathetic to Walker’s “impassioned and determined spirit,” considered it “a most injudicious publication, yet warranted by the creed of an independent people.”96 African Americans were markedly less hostile to the publication, though some had reservations about its militancy, and many saw it as beckoning a more militant strain of abolitionism within the northern free black community. But Walker’s writing would prove important in many ways, not least of which was a catalyst for immediate abolitionism. In this, it marked a clear turning point in the early history of abolition in the United States. As the culmination of an impressive experiment in black print culture, the Appeal did indeed manage to “awaken” Walker’s “afflicted brethren.” But it did something else, too. As Garrison’s reaction suggests, Walker’s radicalism—in conjunction with the persistent and increasingly aggressive demands of Freedom’s Journal—had attracted the attention of a small yet sympathetic white audience whose attitudes toward race, slavery, and colonization were beginning to change. In the humble yet heroic efforts of free blacks, then, we see the origins of radical abolitionism. And in their appeal to the moral and political conscience of white people, we see the stirrings of America’s first interracial struggle for social change. It wouldn’t be long before they had the whole nation’s attention.
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“Willing to Die for the Cause of Freedom in Kansas”: Free State Emigration, John Brown, and the Rise of Militant Abolitionism in the Kansas Territory

Karl Gridley

We must conquer, we must slaughter;
We are God’s rod, and His ire
Wills their blood shall flow like water;
in Jehovah’s dread name—Fire!

—Anonymous, “John Brown’s Address to His Men”
Osawatomie, Kansas, August 30, 18561

On December 2, 1859, a trap door fell and John Brown’s body swung in the midst of his marshaled mortal enemies, hanging “between heaven and earth” from a rickety gallows in Charlestown, Virginia. Some 900 miles to the west—at Miller’s Hall on snowy Massachusetts Street in Lawrence, Kansas—a large antislavery meeting was taking place. Among the eleven resolutions proclaimed by the men and women assembled there was one praising John Brown’s raid at Harpers Ferry, asserting that he had “given his life for the Liberty of Man,” and that, during his Kansas days, John Brown was “among the first to teach the Border-Ruffian invaders of our soil the wholesome lesson, that oppressors might be made to ‘bite the dust,’ and flee from our soil, at a time when they imagined that their foulest deeds were on the eve of being realized.”2

The gathering was well attended by Brown’s old Kansas Free State comrades in arms, many of whom fought alongside the “Old Puritan Hero” in the early “Bleeding Kansas” skirmishes between antislavery and proslavery militias that preceded the Civil War. Reports of massacres and battles with exotic western frontier names like Pottawatomie, Black Jack, and Osawatomie often made the front pages of the eastern papers throughout 1856.3 December 2, 1859, however, in many ways brought a symbolic closure to these territorial Kansas Wars. The sensational Virginia military hanging of “Old Osawatomie Brown”—the armed abolitionist who had figured so prominently in the affairs of Kansas a few years earlier—closed an era, and Kansas Territory was by then already destined to enter the Union as a free state.4 His execution, however, also marked a beginning. The sectional conflict John Brown helped to spark in Kansas through word and deed now dramatically ignited the rest of the nation. There would be no turning back from the “meteor-like” events—as writer Henry David Thoreau described them—of Harpers Ferry and Charlestown.5

For better or worse, John Brown’s role and influence in what was then known as the “Kansas Question” will likely be debated forever. But, at that meeting, on that day, there was a bitter and widespread sentiment in the cold winter air of Kansas, and throughout much of the North as well. The Lawrence Republican later stated: “It is safe to say, that the death of no other man in America has ever produced so profound a sensation . . . a feeling of deep and sorrowful indignation seems to possess the masses.”6
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Daguerreotype of John Brown, who sat for it at the request of Amos Adams Lawrence, in Boston in 1855. Taken by Josiah Johnson Hawes. (Source: Massachusetts Historical Society)



Why was this the case? John Brown is often viewed by historians as mercurial and fanatical, a man whose militancy and radicalism essentially isolated him from the broader antislavery and abolitionist movement. Yet, in Kansas—a frontier territory where one’s very survival often depended on the interconnections of families and friends—Brown could hardly have operated within a vacuum, either of sympathy or conduct. Had he been simply a lone psychopath and horse thief roaming the prairies as a renegade bit player, impoverished of any broader motivation for his actions, his legacy would be of negligible interest to historians. Instead, as extensive surviving correspondence by and about him reminds us, Brown was actively engaged, both personally and politically, with the people of the territory; he was a devoutly committed and unrepentant abolitionist, and while the irregular and often violent methods he used earned him a legion of detractors, so too did those methods garner him a fixed cadre of devoted followers among the free-state population. By 1855–56, Kansas had become the first protracted test of a nascent and organized militant abolitionist movement in the United States. Over the course of three and a half years—from October 1855 to February 1859—Brown would emerge as its unequivocal champion, its most effective and brutal practitioner, and, ultimately, its quintessential national pariah and martyr. Despite the fact that Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry ended as a military failure, within sixteen months of his hanging for treason, Union troops were singing “John Brown’s Body” as they marched rank and file deep into the South to do battle with the “slave power.” John Brown may well have been marginalized, but he was hardly marginal.

The Kansas-Nebraska Act, itself a direct, if aberrant, outgrowth of the national debate over slavery, became, by the very nature of its construction, a primary cause of the factional difficulties in the territory. Kansas territorial governor Andrew Reeder, after being dismissed from his position by President Franklin Pierce in 1856, spoke in September at a “Great Gathering” of New Jersey Republicans, stating:

I start then, with the proposition that, from the year 1854 to the present time, there has been in operation upon the plains of the West, a preconcerted, a premeditated, a well-digested and deliberate plan to force Slavery upon the people of Kansas in despite of the law, in despite of their will and in despite of all their Constitutional rights. . . . There is no outrage which ever took place upon the soil of the Territory of Kansas that could not be traced directly to this plan.7

The ultimate effect of the Kansas-Nebraska Act was to set the proponents of two irreconcilable philosophies at one another’s throats. The abolitionist editor of the Kansas Tribune, John Speer, wrote in his biography of Kansas demagogue and political firebrand James H. Lane: “[L]et us remember, that in the civilizations of the world, no two such conflicting forces ever met—certainly no two in a republican form of government like ours—as met on the plains of Kansas. To us, ‘slavery was the sum of all villainies’—to them, it was more the apple of their eye, property proportionately more sacred than their flocks and herds as it was more valuable.”8

When President Pierce signed the Kansas-Nebraska Act into law on May 30, 1854, the pressing issue of whether chattel slavery as an institution would expand into those vast, newly opened western territories, thereby securing a Southern, proslavery advantage in Congress, gripped a nation that had lurched agonizingly from compromise to compromise for decades with an “irrepressible conflict” looming ominously on the horizon. With the passage of the act—which effectively repealed the Missouri Compromise of 1820—antislavery and proslavery advocates alike realized that the time had come to fully engage each other.9

Almost immediately, antislavery Emigrant Aid Societies sprang up throughout New England, with prominent reformers putting their often considerable financial backing into the crusade to make Kansas a free state. In the South, however, the determination was equally strong to make Kansas a slave state. “We will before six months rolls around have the Devil to play in Kansas,” Senator David Rice Atchison of Missouri assured the U.S. Secretary of War Jefferson Davis with confidence on September 24, 1854. “We are organizing to meet their organization. We will be compelled to shoot burn and hang, but the thing will soon be over.”

The “virgin soil” of the Kansas Territory soon proved to be the stage for a violent prelude, bringing into the spotlight for the first time many of the same players who later rose to prominence in the greater national conflict. The state motto adopted for Kansas—ad astra per aspera (“to the stars through difficulties”)—is not an exclusively cosmological reference. The struggle in Kansas to become the thirty-fourth star of the Union coincided with a churning “time of troubles” for the entire nation, and the determined role eastern abolitionists played in that struggle would ultimately prove crucial to the admittance of Kansas as a free state.10 Like Thoreau, and in keeping with celestial metaphors, Walt Whitman later aptly described John Brown as “the meteor of the War,” his long white beard looking providential on the day of his hanging, trailing as a silent omen from beneath his gallows cowl in the Virginia winter wind.

By midsummer of 1854 waves of emigrants began leaving towns large and small in New England, singing John Greenleaf Whittier’s “Song of the Kansas Emigrant,” and heading “in righteousness” for the newly opened Kansas Territory.11 Many families did so under the countenance and auspices of the Massachusetts (later New England) Emigrant Aid Company.12 This was an antislavery organization sponsored by, among others, Eli Thayer of Worcester, John Carter Brown of Providence, and Thaddeus Hyatt, Thomas Webb, Edward Everett Hale, and Amos A. Lawrence of Boston.13 By August and September of that year, the first companies arrived (via rail, steamboat, foot, horse and wagon) some forty miles west of the Missouri border, and there founded the fledgling free-state outpost of Lawrence.14 Over the next five years, this little settlement on the Kansas River became the central focus of much of the nation’s attention as the preliminary skirmishes of the Civil War, both political and military, were played out upon the vast central prairies of North America.15

To what extent were these settlers who came to Kansas Territory from New England truly abolitionists? What was the extent of their influence, initially and over time, within the physical and ideological struggle to make Kansas a free state? These issues have been hotly debated through the years, both by the participants themselves and by generations of historians. Muddying the debate are a number of monikers given to people during that period: free soilers, free staters, antislaveryites, jayhawkers, abolitionists, radical abolitionists, and racial egalitarianists. The extent to which these New Englanders, let alone abolitionists, constituted a majority in Kansas in the mid-1850s is also a point of contention. As census records show, a far larger population of emigrants to Kansas in 1855 came from Ohio and other states once part of the “old Northwest,” although many Ohioans were only one generation removed from their New England roots. In general, Ohio (and Western Reserve) abolitionists often proved much more radical than those from New England.16 Again, Kansas’s most famous abolitionist, John Brown, is a clear example of this. A New England abolitionist by birth, he had lived and worked extensively in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New York. As a consequence, he could not be easily categorized, geographically. Brown’s wanderings were far ranging, and ultimately his agenda, like many of his contemporaries in Kansas, became both western (the prevention of slavery’s further expansion) and southern (the abolition of slavery).

The fiery mix of motivations that existed under the broad canopies of the anti-and proslavery agendas of the period does not lend itself well to simplified assertions. Complicating any such assessments, the surviving written records often fall short in terms of indisputably proving polemical historical arguments; and, because many settlers did not write down their affiliations or politics, and because infinitely more letters and documents have been lost than have survived from the period, accurate reconstructions of the convictions and intentions of the majority of settlers in Kansas are precarious at best. We can learn, though, from cause and effect—and certainly, in the Kansas Territory, there were causes and there were effects.

It remains important to examine the political nature of those who defined themselves as abolitionists when they came to Kansas in the mid-1850s, because doing so helps to determine the extent to which their views and actions—specifically, the actions of those abolitionists who were armed and militant—actually had an impact on the eventual admission of Kansas into the Union as a free state. The admission altered forever the balance of free and slave states in the days leading up to the Civil War; and along with a number of other factors, it caused the conflict to flare openly. As historian Michael Fellman has noted, “general preconceptions, day-to-day friction, and battle turned vague feelings into strident sectional identities. In northern terms, Kansas brought antislavery up to the fighting point. . . . In the 1850s, a new generation of antislavery leaders responded to a broader antislavery public with a harsher and more vengeful ideology.”17

Given this context, it is virtually impossible to think of Kansas during this period and not consider the most radical and militant of all American abolitionists: John Brown. Was Brown truly an isolated figure, going his own, rash way and doing things under his own special counsel with a vengeful, Old Testament God?18 From Brown’s arrival in the territory in October 1855, heavily armed with his biblical swords and modern Colts, to his frequent subsequent journeys to and from the territory, and ultimately to his final departure from Kansas in February 1859, Brown attracted an increasingly solid and loyal base of support within an influential part of the free-state population in Kansas.19 To a great extent that support came from settlers who defined themselves, unapologetically and without qualification, as abolitionists. Brown himself in letters to his friends and family would always refer to himself as an abolitionist as well as a free-state man, and he apparently saw little need for making overly fine distinctions within, or between, these two terms.20 Unlike many of his more politically motivated free-state contemporaries, however, he did see his mission as extending beyond the struggle simply to prevent slavery’s westward expansion, and in so doing make Kansas “free”—a struggle that many in Kansas may have considered an end in itself. Brown intended prophetically and symbolically to go beyond Kansas and “carry the war into Africa.”21 In other words, Brown wanted to transform not only Kansas but the entire nation as well.

A recurring approach in historiography relating to the period, however, is to cast a skeptical eye upon the implied motives of all parties involved, whether abolitionist, proslavery, or anything in between. The “free white labor” concern of many of the settlers is often used to indict the entire antislavery emigration to Kansas as being one that was purely self-serving and essentially racist and hypocritical. To many historians of the period the antislavery movement, especially as it related to Kansas, had little to do with African American emancipation or equality, and everything to do with land and the inalienable rights of free whites in the West.22 Among the most overlooked viewpoints, however, is that of those who specifically had the most to lose or gain from the outcome. As Gunja SenGupta mentions, “the invisibility of African Americans as anything other than objects of white discourse represents perhaps the most serious weakness of Bleeding Kansas historiography . . . the story of Bleeding Kansas will remain unfinished as long as historians fail to take account of the myriad ways in which African Americans helped define the debate over freedom in the territory as well as the nation at large.”23

Revisionist historians from the 1930s through the 1960s—including James Malin, Paul Gates, and James Rawley—have tended to view the issues at play in 1850s Kansas as far more economic than social or “racial.” For Gates, an “insatiable land hunger” and a corrupting desire to manipulate U.S. land patronage policy were at the core of the Kansas conflict; the moral issue of slavery, with its blustering detractors and adherents, became a mere side event that quickly faded in its intensity and relevance. Gates refers to abolitionists only once in his book Fifty Million Acres, and only then with the adjective “rabid.” Rawley, much like Malin before him, sought to demythologize race and racial politics as the central motifs of the Kansas imbroglio. However, there were very basic, and, as Speer noted, diametrically opposed and irreconcilable belief systems at play in 1850s Kansas; once fully polarized, they would threaten the very survival of the Union. As Brown biographer Stephen B. Oates has stated, “the United States of [Brown’s] day had institutionalized a monstrous moral contradiction: the existence of slavery in a Republic that claimed to be both Christian and free, a Republic founded on the enlightened ideal that everyone is entitled to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Unable (or unwilling) to resolve such a contradiction, the country invited a messianic rebel like John Brown to appear with his sword.”24

“Black abolitionists,” Paul Finkelman would later write, “were more comfortable with Brown’s violent legacy; the Harper’s Ferry affair had given a new vitality to the movement to bear arms. Blacks not only accepted but truly venerated Brown’s martyrdom. They only wanted to make sure that his death would not ultimately be in vain. Responding to the question, ‘How shall American slavery be abolished?’ Frederick Douglass declared, ‘The John Brown way.’”25 It is worth noting that at a gathering held at the Tremont Temple in Boston to mark the first anniversary of Brown’s execution, Douglass was forcibly evicted by a mob for making such a heretical assertion.26

The continuous operation in eastern Kansas throughout this period of well-organized western branches of the Underground Railroad gives some indication of the extent of the actual sympathies within the antislavery population of the territory for abolition and emancipation.27 Though often considered primarily as an eastern network, Underground Railroad routes proved highly effective from Texas and Indian territory to Kansas. The Missouri border in particular was highly porous; slaves could use it to escape west before heading north through Topeka and Nebraska City via the Lane Trail into Iowa. When John Brown led his late raid into western Missouri in December of 1858 to liberate eleven slaves, his subsequent month-long journey, in the dead of winter, through Kansas to Nebraska (and eventually to Canada) was fully sanctioned and facilitated by an extensive, committed, and well-organized network of Brown’s personal friends.28 It is no accident that the majority of the men who later accompanied John Brown to Harpers Ferry were originally members of his tried and tested Kansas guerrilla band. In breaking the news of the raid, the Boston Weekly Messenger announced in its first sentence: “The insurrectionists are commanded by Capt. John Brown of Kansas notoriety.”29

The point frequently made in studies of Kansas history during this period—that abolitionists constituted a minority in numbers—is true. However, the overall Kansas population was not large in the 1850s, and the strong influence of key abolitionists was keenly felt within the territory. “Westerners” like James H. Lane of Indiana may not have come to Kansas as abolitionists, but many became so inclined once the advantage was gained. Lane, certainly no racial egalitarian in 1855, eventually went on to earn the respect of African Americans by organizing the first black Union regiments in 1862—the First Regiment, Kansas Colored Volunteers—and becoming an enthusiastic emancipator and enlister of slaves throughout Missouri during the Civil War.30

As with any broad human migration, settlers came to Kansas for mixed and often contradictory motives. A host of reasons existed to strike out for Kansas in the 1850s, from “yeoman farming” and land speculation to railroads and lucrative government appointments.31 In a great deal of the debunking historiography that still blankets the period, a pervasive and often hostile desire exists to downplay or reject any altruism or nobility of purpose among abolitionists in Kansas.32 To some degree this comes from an insistence that “racial egalitarianism” is synonymous with abolitionism; because it is not, tremendous fault is found with the purity of the motives of white abolitionists. It certainly was not the case at the time that the two philosophies were mutual in scope, and there is no lack of period documents to indicate that Northern abolitionists, like the majority of white Americans at the time, were, in many ways, every bit as racist as their Southern counterparts. In contrast, however, they did not seem to possess the means or, apparently, the desire to manifest and enforce their racism with whips, branding irons, and chains.

With regard to pure racial egalitarianism, John Brown and his family stand out as remarkably enlightened, and perhaps even unique, among Americans of this period.33 But Brown did not operate alone within Kansas, and the irrevocable severity and harsh consequences of many of his militant actions in the name of the antislavery cause would demand loyalty among his followers if his overall plans were to succeed. Brown’s singularly most radical and violent act in Kansas, the Pottawatomie Massacre—which is often used by Civil War historians as evidence of Brown’s criminal insanity and murderous psychosis—attracted more supporters than he had before the event. Brown’s following and magnetic strength increased exponentially after the massacre. Had Brown been effectively shunned and marginalized within the overall abolitionist population in Kansas, the Harpers Ferry raid may never have occurred. Regardless of the cause for which it has been used, violence—and particularly guerrilla violence—has always had the ability to galvanize (and also potentially destroy) radical political and social movements in their defining moments of crisis. By July 10, 1856, Gerrit Smith stated: “There was a time when slavery could have been ended by political action. But that time has gone by—and, as I apprehend, forever. There was not virtue enough in American people to bring slavery to a bloodless termination; and all that remains for them is to bring it to a bloody one.”34

Edmund B. Whitman and A.D. Searl’s Map of Eastern Kansas—published in Boston in June 1856 by J.P. Jewett, the distinguished publishers of Harriet Beecher Stowe—reveals the extent to which prominent eastern elites were interested in what was otherwise a rather remote region and its politics.35 The map is a unique and instructive window onto the conditions in Kansas at the time, showing encampments of proslavery Missourians encircling Lawrence, and, in the lower margin, engravings of the just-built, then-destroyed Free State, or Eldridge, Hotel. By showing a territory en pleine guerre and also depicting the resulting conditions of that ongoing warfare, the map works as a land agent’s promotional device, extolling for a New England audience the potential spoils that could arise from this conflict.

Interestingly, the original name of Lawrence, Kansas, was New Boston, and its main street was symbolically named Massachusetts Street. Reams of correspondence dating from the period reveal the connections between prominent Boston Brahmin (as well as more common) families and those in Kansas Territory.36 Edmund Burke Whitman, a close friend of Bronson Alcott, was the primary resident agent in Kansas for the Massachusetts and the National Kansas Committees.37 By 1857, it was through Whitman that the so-called “Secret Six”—Gerrit Smith, George Luther Stearns, Samuel Gridley Howe, Theodore Parker, Franklin Sanborn, Thomas Wentworth Higginson—along with John Brown’s other abolitionist supporters, sent their monetary support for his militant efforts.38

Today the old cemeteries of eastern Kansas remain the final resting places of many young New England abolitionists who heeded the call and died far from home. The epitaphs on many gravestones—like that of David Chase Buffum from Salem, Massachusetts, which reads: “I am willing to die for the cause of Freedom in Kansas”—are today lichen-covered testimony to a particular devotion many New England emigrants to Kansas felt toward the new land and its relation to the nation’s promise and political future.39 Though perhaps overdramatized at times, the perils of a journey to Kansas at the height of the troubles were often reported as “life-and-death struggles.” John Brown himself, during his whirlwind New England speaking tour of 1857, referred to the war-torn eastern Kansas landscape of late 1856 as “a most gloomy scene; & like a visit to a vast sepulcre.” 40

This understanding that the Kansas Territory was to be a military as well as an economic and political battleground over slavery’s expansion was hardly lost on the eastern backers of free-state emigration. The Massachusetts and National Kansas Committees, as well as people like Henry Ward Beecher and other New England supporters of the free-state cause, were far from shy about sending arms and ammunition to Kansas by wagon and crate.41 “Beecher’s Bibles” were the legendary Sharps carbines used in many of the Bleeding Kansas battles, and were shipped on steamers like the Arabia up the Missouri in wooden boxes marked with missionary stencils. This “contraband” abolitionist cargo became one of the primary reasons the Missouri River was blockaded by proslavery forces throughout the summer of 1856, and free-state emigrant trains had to be rerouted along the Lane Trail through Iowa and Nebraska. By mid-1856 Kansas had become a sort of catch-all for the nation’s surplus mercenary weaponry. “We are of the opinion,” said the Atchison Squatter Sovereign, “[that] if the citizens of Leavenworth . . . would hang one or two boatloads of abolitionists it would do more towards establishing peace in Kansas than all the speeches that have been delivered in Congress during the present session. Let the experiment be tried!”42

Despite the ready availability of arms, John Brown was often bitterly left waiting for the financial resources he wanted and needed for his western campaign.43 He did, however, receive moral support for his militant abolitionist activities in Kansas, and for his later raid on Harpers Ferry, from New England transcendentalists such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, as well as other leading literary and religious figures in the east (Harriet Beecher Stowe, Julia Ward Howe, Lydia Maria Child, John Greenleaf Whittier, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and Herman Melville). In fact, Thoreau’s famous speech, “A Plea for Captain John Brown,” was perhaps the most eloquent example of the moral fervor Brown’s actions aroused among the Boston literati.

One way of determining the militant abolitionist influence in Kansas is to examine the proslavery view of the region and of the hostilities. Almost without exception, when referring to an “outrage,” proslavery newspapers blamed the “Abolitionists” or “D—d Abolitionists.” Lawrence, Kansas, regardless of whether it was actually predominately populated by abolitionists, was usually attacked for being “a nest of abolitionism,” and throughout the summer of 1856 the Missouri River remained blockaded to prevent “abolitionist immigration” to Kansas. On April 29, following an erroneous report of the murder of Samuel Jones, the proslavery sheriff of Douglas County, the ever-bellicose Squatter Sovereign proclaimed: “When a proslavery man gets into difficulty with an Abolitionist, let him think of the murdered Jones and Clark, and govern himself accordingly. In a fight, let our motto be, ‘War to the knife and knife to the hilt;’ asking no quarters from them and granting none. Jones’ Murder Must Be Revenged!” 44

Following the infamous “sack of Lawrence” on May 21, 1856, the Doniphan Constitutionalist of May 23 happily reported the destruction of “that notorious abolition hole, Lawrence.” David Rice Atchison, then the acting vice president of the United States, had led the attack along with Sheriff Samuel Jones. Atchison made a speech that day on Massachusetts Street, stating:

Boys, this day I am a Kickapoo Ranger, by God! This day we have entered Lawrence with ‘Southern Rights’ inscribed upon our banner, and not one damned abolitionist dared to fire a gun. Now, boys, this is the happiest day of my life. We have entered that damned town, and taught the damned abolitionists a Southern lesson that they will remember till the day they die. . . . Now do your duty to yourselves and your Southern friends. Your duty I know you will do. If one man or woman dare stand before you, blow them to hell with a cold chunk of lead.

By June 7, the Independence [Missouri] Messenger was “declaring [a] war of extermination against those abolition outlaws . . . abolition plunderers . . . [and] abolition freebooters,” and by late summer great “armies of abolitionists” were said to roam the prairies, slaughtering peace-loving Southern families.
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An illustration of the “Bombarding of the Free State Hotel” during the sack of Lawrence on May 21, 1856. The proslavery attack was directly responsible for John Brown’s retaliatory attack at Pottawatomie Creek on May 24–25, 1856. (Source: Kansas State Historical Society)



On July 15, the Squatter Sovereign warned:

With them it is no mere local question of whether slavery shall exist in Kansas or not, but one of far wider significance; a question of whether it shall exist anywhere in the Union. Kansas they justly regard as the mere outpost in the war now being waged between the antagonistic civilizations of the North and South; and winning this great outpost and standing point they rightly think their march will be open to an easy conquest of the whole field. These [outrages] are not as some pretend, the mere extravagances of a few irresponsible individuals, but on the contrary, are chargeable to the Abolition party.45

Of course, hyperbole was a tactic of both camps, and exaggerated perceptions almost always trumped reality when it came to defining one’s enemy.

It is useful—again using John Brown as a barometer—to look at the reasons abolitionism successfully attracted such a substantial and militant following in Kansas. In many ways Kansas was a blank slate, and those who came there in 1854 and 1855 defined its political landscape for themselves and for the rest of the country. The long, tortuous history of the abolitionist movement in the United States was finally nearing its climax, and John Brown became in many ways a representative figure of its difficult evolution. In this respect, Brown was far older (and more experienced) than most of his contemporaries in Kansas, and his experience and patriarchal nature allowed for a broad philosophical influence over men and women, many of whom were barely in their twenties.

Many Kansas settlers defined themselves as abolitionists and, to a greater or lesser degree, were sympathetic with the basic tenets of Brown’s agenda. Among them were Charles Stearns (a nephew of Lydia Maria Child, who came from Boston to Lawrence with the First Emigrant Aid Party in 1854); Augustus Wattles (originally from the Lane Seminary in Cincinnati, he settled in Bloomington and later Moneka); John Speer (a newspaper editor originally from Pennsylvania who settled in Lawrence); John Ritchie (who came from Ohio to Topeka); Tauy Jones (from Ottawa); James Abbott and John Doy (who came from New York to Lawrence); James Montgomery (from Sugar Mound); Charles Lenhart and Aaron D. Stevens (from Topeka); Silas Soule (from Vinland); and Joseph Gardner.46 There were also a number of prominent and outspoken Free State Kansas women abolitionists, including Clarina Nichols, of Quindaro, and Julia Louisa Lovejoy, from Lawrence.47

The letters of many of Brown’s most devoted followers (whether eastern financial supporters or on-the-ground recruits in Kansas) indicate a highly developed abolitionist sensibility, or “calling,” emanating in many ways from within an earlier American tradition. To fight and die like New England Puritans and patriots—as David Chase Buffum had done for “the cause of Freedom in Kansas”—was a clarion call and continual refrain in the territory. William H. Leeman, the youngest of John Brown’s raiders to die at Harpers Ferry, joined Brown’s Volunteer Regulars in Kansas in 1856 and wrote home regularly to his family in Maine. “I have got a big horse that I took from a pro slavery man,” Leeman wrote to his brother on November 9, 1856. “I belong to Old Brown’s Company. I suppose you have heard how we whipt them at Ossawatimy have you not we killed 30 and wounded 32 men they had 400 all mounted.”48 His later letters, though full of typical youthful boasts and enthusiasms, remain powerful testimonials to the cause Leeman was willing to die for in a hail of bullets. Two weeks before the Harpers Ferry raid Leeman wrote his mother:

I am now in a Southern Slave State and before I leave it, it will be a free State, Mother. . . . Yes, mother, I am waring with Slavery the greatest Curse that ever infested America; In Explanation of my Absence from you for so long a time I would tell you that I have been Engaged in a Secret Association of as gallant fellows as ever puled a trigger with the sole purpose of the Extermination of Slavery.49

Two of Brown’s most trusted lieutenants in Kansas who followed him to Harpers Ferry, John H. Kagi and Aaron D. Stevens, were in their letters similarly militant and high-minded about their commitment to abolitionism.

In Kansas, many of the precepts underlying Freethinking, as well as the reformist movements that inspired the European revolutions of 1848, were evident in the participation of men like the Jewish Austrian August Bondi, the Bavarian Charles Kaiser, and later, the Englishman Hugh Forbes.50 It is intriguing that as a Calvinist, John Brown was deeply motivated by religious doctrine, yet he seemed relatively spare in forcing his theology on his followers, except as it pertained to discipline within his military companies.51 His men came from diverse philosophical and religious backgrounds and were left to hold to their own beliefs. Though Brown was at war with slavery and its practitioners, freedom of thought and expression remained integral to his abolitionist doctrine. A contemporary profile of the Virginian John H. Kagi, Brown’s “Secretary of War,” illustrates this freedom:

He was a young man of clear and logical intellect; but, unlike old Brown, was a skeptic in moral and religious matters; and engaged in the military antislavery enterprise rather from a haughty sense of duty to a friendless race, than of obedience to any special command from Deity. Brown believed God spoke to him in visions of the night; Kagi neither believed in visions nor that God was the author of the drama of human history. He would have made his mark on any society. He died fighting. He fought on the soil of his native State—in obedience to his idea of the lessons of her greatest statesman.52

As John Brown prepared for his final battle, he symbolically “put on his old Kansas cap” as he got in the wagon to ride from the Kennedy farm to his destiny at Harpers Ferry.53 It was the same dusty cap John Brown would wear on his wagon ride to the gallows. The majority of the men in his small “provisional army” at Harpers Ferry had, at one time or another, been active in Brown’s Kansas guerilla campaigns, and the Kansas connection to the raid was heavily investigated in its sensationalized aftermath.

Initial condemnation in the North of the Harpers Ferry raid turned quickly to broadening support for Brown and his military strike at the heart of the “Slave Power.” As Brown’s close friend Frederick Douglass stated following Brown’s raid and famous trial speech: “Like Samson, he has laid his hands upon the pillars of this great national temple of cruelty and blood, and when he falls, that temple will speedily crumble to its final doom, burying its denizens in its ruins.”54 The Reverend George B. Cheever was similarly effusive in a sermon he delivered on December 4, 1859, two days after Brown’s execution: “You would not call John Brown’s movement treason, you would not call it murder, you would not call it a wicked act, if white persons, your own relations, had been chained and claimed as property, tortured, and condemned as a race of chattels; you would call it justice, heroism, piety.”55

The following week, the New York Herald carried the report of John Brown’s funeral and William Phillip’s eulogy at North Elba. As if to remind readers why Brown had gone to Kansas, the Herald also carried an agonizingly poignant, and not uncommon, report from the Missouri Democrat of the lynching and burning of a slave in July of the previous year:

The negro was stripped to his waist, and barefooted. He looked the picture of despair; but there was no sympathy felt for him at the moment. Presently the fire began to surge up around him, and the effects were soon made visible in the futile attempts of the poor wretch to move his feet. As the flames gathered about his limbs and body he commenced the most frantic shrieks and appeals for mercy, for death, for water. He seized his chains; they were hot and burned the flesh off his hands. He would drop them and catch them again and again. Then he would repeat his cries; but all to no purpose. In a few moments he was a charred mass, bones and flesh alike burned into powder.

On January 29, 1861, Kansas entered the Union as a free state. Within a few months the Civil War began at Fort Sumter, and Kansas was soon sending regiments—both black and white—to fight for the Union. In a fitting historical turn, Kansas had the highest per capita casualty rate of any state in the Union during the war.

Seven weeks after the Battle of Gettysburg, in the summer of 1863, Lawrence, Kansas, suffered the worst civilian massacre of the war, when William Clarke Quantrill and 450 Confederate irregulars descended on the town before dawn, slaughtering 200 people.56 The cause of the attack was multilayered, but its roots lay in the bloody turmoil of the 1850s. Most of the men who died were members of the original Emigrant Aid Companies from New England, and the reputation of Lawrence as a “nest of abolitionism” helped seal its fate on that scorchingly hot August morning. John Brown’s old ally, the Jayhawker James Lane—known in Missouri as the “Grim Chieftain”—was the primary target of Quantrill, who hoped to capture Lane and take him back to Missouri to be “burned at the stake.” Lane, a close friend of Abraham Lincoln, barely escaped Quantrill’s dragnet.57
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An antislavery broadside from Lawrence, Kansas, announcing a gathering upon the occasion of the hanging of John Brown in Virginia, December 2, 1859. (Source: Kansas State Historical Society)



In the ensuing years Kansas became, in many respects, indistinguishable from other midwestern states through its codified racism and debilitating Jim Crow laws.58 Still, the abolitionist legacy of John Brown inspired a variety of memorials designed to commemorate a time of nobler endeavors.59 Among the more poignant is a large Carrara marble statue, erected in 1910 at the site of old Quindaro in Kansas City, Kansas. Funded with nickels and dimes provided by the local Colored Washerwomens’ Fund, the image of John Brown gazes out over what once was an Underground Railroad settlement. The words “Erected to the Memory of John Brown by a Grateful People” are carved prominently upon the statue’s base. Today, the area is blighted, poor, and broken, but one has the sense that, after all, here is where John Brown would want to be. Recently, the Underground Railroad safehouse ruins of Quindaro, Kansas, became a part of the National Park Service.
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“The John Brown Song,” published by the Cape Cod Republican Press, Harwich, Massachusetts, in 1861, which Julia Ward Howe would later turn into “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” (Source: Collection of the author)



Some two hundred years after his birth John Brown is not a remote historical figure consigned to the ever fluctuating opinions and footnotes of his biographers. Throughout eastern Kansas today there are families, many descended from New England free-state emigrants, who have lived on the land for generations and will share stories of great-grandparents who fought alongside John Brown or sheltered him from his pursuers.

Abolitionism in the mid-1850s proved a vital, pivotal, and defining political force in helping to resolve the decades-long struggle over slavery and freedom, and the brutal sectional violence it inspired, in the Kansas Territory. The militant abolitionism of John Brown and his numerous followers, practiced on behalf of the free-state cause, quickly overtook the Garrisonian abolitionist argument of “moral suasion” and “peaceful resistance” in this region. The successes of small-scale guerrilla actions and state emancipations in Missouri and Kansas ultimately led abolitionist participants to widen their sphere of influence and attempt the attack on Harpers Ferry in the fall of 1859. In so doing they set the nation on an irreversible course to the catastrophic violence of the Civil War, and the full emancipation that followed.
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Regional Black Involvement in John Brown’s Raid on Harpers Ferry

Hannah Geffert (with Jean Libby)

More than 140 years after the famous raid on Harpers Ferry, the name. John Brown still elicits an enormous emotional response. For some he was a terrorist; for others he was a madman; for still others he was a freedom fighter. Yet consistently, from the time of his death to the present day, African Americans have embraced John Brown as a hero. Perhaps this is because, unlike other white men of his time, John Brown’s analysis of the situation in which slaves found themselves in mid-nineteenth-century America was similar to that of many free blacks. His conclusions about what needed to be done were in concert with the most radical black abolitionists. It is with these radicalized blacks that John Brown hoped to make common cause, and on whom he relied for assistance with the raid on Harpers Ferry.

Conventional wisdom holds that when Brown moved on Harpers Ferry in October 1859, free and enslaved Africans of the region ignored his call and did not participate in the raid—the exception being those few slaves who were thought to have been “kidnapped” by Brown’s men. However, a careful examination of Brown’s reasons for choosing Harpers Ferry, and of activities during and after the raid, indicate that Brown was meeting with blacks in the region, that they knew of his plans, and that some were willing to join him.

For the purposes of this essay, I define this region as the tristate area of Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania, radiating from Harpers Ferry (now part of West Virginia) at the center. The region is bisected by the Potomac River; Harpers Ferry is located less than 90 miles upriver from the nation’s capital. In places the river can be crossed on foot. Just a few miles north, where the Mason-Dixon Line separated slavery from freedom, the Philadelphia Wagonroad cut across the Potomac, leading farther north to Chambersburg, and then on to Philadelphia.

Travel was possible by rail, canal boat, or wagon from Baltimore to Cumberland, then to Pittsburgh and the Ohio Valley. The National Road (now Highway 40) had been built. The railroads connected the region in 1859 far better than today, and were effectively used by Brown and his associates as a way to move his free black volunteer army from Baltimore and Philadelphia to Harpers Ferry.1

The Appalachian Mountains are the south-north radiant of the region. Brown came to focus his attention on the Appalachian fugitive slave route of the Shenandoah Valley, known as the Great Black Way, which was suggested to him by fellow abolitionist Harriet Tubman.2 For many years, the mountains of Virginia had provided a comparatively safe route to freedom. Tubman, who participated in planning the raid, had used the Great Black Way in her efforts to aid escaping slaves.3 Knowledge that the safest natural entrance to the Great Black Way was through Harpers Ferry, Jefferson County, Virginia (now West Virginia), was an important factor in Brown’s choice of Harpers Ferry. It was also the site of a major federal arsenal, which, he thought, could be used to arm his black guerrilla army that would lead slaves to freedom.

Jefferson County had a high percentage of free Africans and nonslaveholding whites. It had been settled in two distinct waves of immigration—one from the tidewater region of Virginia, the other from Pennsylvania. These Virginians, who began sending overseers and slaves west of the Shenandoah River as early as 1738,4 included a number of prominent Southern families—the Pages, Lees, and Washingtons, for example. Starting in the 1730s and 1740s, Pennsylvania Quakers began to make their way into the Shenandoah Valley.5 Free blacks and whites from Pennsylvania crossed the Potomac into western Virginia following the old Philadelphia Wagonroad, the first settlers arriving in the county in the fall of 1731. They were Joist Hite, a German Quaker, and his family, accompanied by a free black family, the Johnsons.6 Because both Southerners and Northerners had settled the area, political sentiment in Jefferson County reflected the full range of political alignment seen across the nation.

From 1830 to 1860, the ratio of whites to blacks in the country remained fairly constant, about two to one. There were about 540 free Africans, but slaves made up the vast majority of blacks.7 By the 1840s the free black population of Harpers Ferry, Bolivar, and Virginius Island was equal to that of the slave population.8 At the time of the raid the total black population there was about 200.

Most slaves were scattered across the rural sections of the county but some were in the towns, while the free African population was concentrated in small self-contained black communities or in towns. For example, free Africans congregated in Johnsontown, located five miles northwest of Charles Town in the Leetown-Bardane area, a contained community of free blacks surrounded by white Quakers and Free Will Baptists who provided a buffer between the black community and the predominately white county.9

In Jefferson County, the Quakers, free blacks, and slaves who operated the ferries in Harpers Ferry and in nearby Shepherdstown aided fugitive slaves along the Great Black Way.10 Loss of slave property was so prevalent that a petition was sent to the Virginia state legislature requesting that a company be incorporated to insure against such losses, urging that Pennsylvania be encouraged to pass laws that would make it possible to recapture slaves found within its borders.11

There were free blacks north of the Potomac River in Maryland and along the Shenandoah River in Virginia. Free black artisans and entrepreneurs worked near the arsenal and musket factory complex of Harpers Ferry, although few slaves or free blacks worked in the factories in 1859.12 However, the development of the iron industry to supply the arsenal had previously relied on Africans for the bulk of its labor. Since colonial times, enslaved colliers, blacksmiths, and mineworkers had formed the core of the iron industry in the South, as well as the base for the first free black populations in the region.13 Enslaved ironworkers of the region had negotiated pay for their tasks during the 1830s and 1840s and refused to submit to the bullying of white immigrant workers. In a previously unknown primary source related to John Brown and African Americans recovered in 1978, a local minister, a former enslaved blacksmith and pastor to the Antietam Ironworks, wrote of a “young insurrection” that took place about 1835. The slaves won the argument.14

During the 1850s the iron industry near Harpers Ferry was in sharp economic decline; by 1859 it was in bankruptcy.15 Many enslaved ironworkers had been sold during this period; others had bought their manumission and remained in the region, working in the lumber industry and on the railroads.16 Since 1850 the number of people enslaved in the region had been in decline, while the number of free people of color had increased. This was a natural place for John Brown to recruit men.

In making a decision about where to strike, Brown relied extensively upon knowledge of the area by his African American associates and of his strong knowledge of fugitive slave routes. The Underground Railroad was active in this area and connected to the iron furnaces. According to Hiram Wertz of Quincy:

The route was by way of South Mountain from the Potomac River to the Pennsylvania border. The first station was near Rouzerville [perhaps Rohrersville], called Shockey’s, then by the way of Wertz’s father’s barn at Quincy, then on to Africa near Caledonia Furnace, owned by the great champion of the slaves, Thaddeus Stevens. Robert Black, another captain, lived there in the vicinity. From Africa the slaves were piloted through the mountains by way of Pine Grove Furnace, Mt. Holly and Boiling Springs and then they went safely over the Susquehanna.17

Brown had personal knowledge of the routes in western Pennsylvania, where he lived from 1825 to 1836.18 He also learned of routes firsthand from the free black leaders in New York, Ohio, and Massachusetts during the years 1847 to 1855, when he was organizing defense and militia organizations, such as the League of Gileadites. It was during this period that Brown met and was influenced by Frederick Douglass and Willis Hodges, both editors and publishers of African American newspapers, and both knowledgeable of the fugitive slave routes of Maryland and Virginia.19 Henry Highland Garnet, a fugitive from Baltimore, was also among Brown’s activist friends. Brown’s first overt act of supporting insurrection in the South was to publish the “Call to Rebellion” by Garnet (denied publication by one vote in the Colored Men’s Convention in Buffalo in 1843), which Brown printed alongside David Walker’s 1829 Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World in 1848.20

John Brown was convinced that slavery could be effectively attacked in Jefferson County. It was strategically located, had symbolic significance (counting among its founders the Washington family), and was demographically atypical of the South. Jefferson County had a relatively high percentage of free Africans, small numbers of slaves compared with Virginia counties farther south, and many nonslaveholding whites. It had several small self-contained, free black communities who worshipped in independent churches across the Potomac River in Maryland (Virginia laws forbade black ministers) and an active Underground Railroad with which John Brown was intimately familiar.21

To the north of Jefferson County was Washington County, Maryland, where Brown gathered his army during the summer of 1859; to the east was Frederick, Maryland, the crossroads that linked the railroads, canals, and turnpikes of Virginia and Pennsylvania on the route presently known as Highway 15. These counties in Virginia and Maryland had similar populations: dwindling numbers of slaveholders, growing free black populations, and an industrial, rather than exclusively agrarian, economic base. Brown reasoned that if slavery could be driven out of a single county in one state, the whole system would be weakened in that state and eventually in the country as a whole.22

Brown was convinced that the time was right to act. Following the infamous Dred Scott case of 1857, it became obvious to Brown and other abolitionists that slavery would not be ended or even limited by legislative or court action. Movements to re-enslave free blacks were gaining strength, particularly in Maryland, where more than half the black population was free.23 Brown began seeking bolder ways to weaken slavery and to invigorate antislavery agitation.24 In 1857, at the time of the Dred Scott decision, Brown made a list of areas in the South as potential targets. Stephen Oates has analyzed this list and found that the common denominator was the presence of arsenals.25

While Brown sought funding from white abolitionists for his activities, it was among the more radical elements of the free African population that Brown sought and received his most reliable political allies. Many white abolitionists, doubting that blacks would fight for liberty, relied on their preconceptions of the slave’s character as being as “submissive as Uncle Tom.” Brown, however, believed that it was necessary for blacks to fight for their freedom, and rejected this widespread belief in the submissiveness of blacks.26 Moreover, he was aware that Northern free Africans, denied admission into state militia, had formed their own military organizations, including the Massasoit Guards of Massachusetts, Attucks Guards of New York, Attucks Blues of Cincinnati, Loguen Guards of Binghamton, New York, and Henry Highland Garnet Guards of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania.27 Through information supplied by George G. Gill, Brown also knew of the existence of such organizations “among the colored people . . . through most, or nearly all, of the slave states.”28 After the Fugitive Slave Act became law in 1850, Brown had organized a self-defense group of forty-four black men known as the League of Gileadites.29 He also had firsthand knowledge of other black self-help groups such as the League of Freedom, Liberty League, the American Mysteries, and, in Canada, the True Bands, with several hundred members each.30 It was with these groups that Brown was building alliances. These free Africans were often members of the independent black churches, active in the Underground Railroad, and part of Prince Hall Masons. Frequently they were delegates to black conventions that petitioned on behalf of the enslaved. Brown knew that this black infrastructure existed and regularly recruited support among its members.

Before putting his plan into action, Brown had sought a “general convention or council” of free Africans to “aid and countenance” his activities. He traveled to Chatham, Canada, to meet with Martin Delany, who, Brown believed, would be able to orchestrate such an effort.31 This attempt to win the support of black leadership culminated in the Chatham Convention, arranged by Delany. The May 1858 convention was attended by forty-six people—twelve white, the rest black. The main order of business was the adoption of Brown’s “Provisional Constitution and Ordinances for the People of the United States”—a radical refashioning of American democracy along antislavery and egalitarian grounds.32

It was not an accident that Brown sought out Delany. He was a native of Jefferson County, born in 1812 in Charles Town, a few blocks away from where Brown would be tried for treason. In 1822, the Delany family had been forced to leave Charles Town after Martin’s free mother, Pati Delany, was accused of teaching her children to read. Although the family relocated to Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, Delaney’s father was still enslaved in Martinsburg, and the family raised funds to buy his freedom.33 Young Martin became a member of the St. James African Methodist Episcopal Church, founded in Chambersburg in the 1830s, whose members assisted Brown during the summer of 1859.

The AME congregations across the river from Harpers Ferry were founded by Reverend Thomas W. Henry, a Maryland minister whose name was listed as a person to be trusted in a letter that was discovered in John Brown’s carpetbag after the raid. Reverend Henry fled north with the help of George Watkins and his cousin Frances Watkins, both known to be close to John Brown. Reverend Thomas W. Henry was a minister at the St. James AME Church in Chambersburg in 1845, and again in 1858. Also in Chambersburg, staging ground for the raid, was Henry Watson’s barbershop, center of the area’s Underground Railroad. Watson helped in preparations for the assault on Harpers Ferry, forwarding men, mail, and freight to the Kennedy farm in Maryland. Black members of Brown’s army boarded with Watson and his wife, Eliza.34

Henry Watson escorted Frederick Douglass to a meeting with John Brown on August 19, 1859, at which Brown made a final appeal for Douglass’s support. Brown’s constitution had been written at the home of Frederick Douglass, but Douglass had not attended the Chatham Convention. The meeting occurred in an abandoned stone quarry; the site was arranged by a free black man, Joseph Richard Winters. Winters was born in Leesburg in 1816 near Harpers Ferry, where his father, James Winters, made bricks for the arsenal.35 In his youth in the 1820s, Joseph Winters worked at making sand mold at Harpers Ferry. He was called “Indian Dick” because he was raised by his grandmother, the Indian doctor woman of Chambersburg, who was part Shawnee. On his paternal side, “Indian Dick” was the great-great-grandson of Chief Okichankonaugh, who was killed after being taken prisoner by the English in 1648. “Indian Dick” migrated to Chambersburg in 1830; his grandmother followed and the two were known for good fishing and folk medicine.36 Joseph Richard Winters was a gunsmith, sure to be of interest to John Brown. Like Martin Delany, Thomas Henry, and Henry Watson, Winters was a member of the St. James AME Church of Chambersburg.

Brown believed that Douglass’s support was key to winning the assistance of large numbers of northern blacks and would give “the venture the air of credibility.”37 If Douglass, “the first great national Negro leader,” would go to Harpers Ferry with him, others would follow.38 Brown hoped that after gaining the confidence of the black community through initial success at Harpers Ferry, more men would join him, and that the black militia and secret societies would supply additional aid and recruits.

But Douglass refused to attack the arsenal, capture weapons, and take hostages. By the summer of 1859, Brown’s initial plan, to move from plantation to plantation in guerrilla fashion, had changed considerably. Back in 1847, at a meeting in Brown’s home in Springfield, Massachusetts, Brown had told Douglas that he was “looking for colored men to whom he could safely reveal his secret.”39 Although Douglass agreed with Brown’s objective and rationale, he “could never quite believe that John Brown’s tremendous plan was humanly possible.” Douglass and other black leaders also knew that if the project failed, black men would pay the cost. Perhaps the Underground Railroad methods could be enlarged and systematized, Douglass argued, but “only national force could dislodge national slavery.”40

Also at the quarry meeting was Shields Green, known as “Emperor.” Green had escaped slavery in South Carolina after his wife died but had left a son behind. Brown had asked Douglass to bring Green, having previously met him at Douglass’s home. As Douglass and Brown argued the merits of Brown’s plan, Green sat and listened. When the meeting was over Douglass asked Green if he was leaving with him. To Douglass’s surprise, however, “Emperor” responded, “No, I guess I’ll go with the old man.”41

Four other named Africans were known to have come in with John Brown at Harpers Ferry.42 Osborne Perry Anderson, twenty-four, was a freeborn Pennsylvanian. A printer by trade, he met Brown in Canada. John A. Copeland Jr., twenty-two, was born free in Raleigh, North Carolina, reared in Oberlin, Ohio, and educated at Oberlin College. Copeland had been one of the arrested rescuers in the Oberlin-Wellington Rescue. Lewis S. Leary, Copeland’s uncle, was born in the triracial free community of Fayetteville, North Carolina, as well as his first cousin, Hiram Revels, who was in Baltimore at the time of the raid.43 Dangerfield Newby was a freeman from the Shenandoah Valley with ties to the region. Newby’s wife and six children lived in slavery about thirty miles south of Harpers Ferry in Warrenton, Virginia. Harriet Newby, a seamstress, was pregnant and about to be sold to a New Orleans trader at the time of the raid.44 Deeply familiar with the area, Newby had lived within the community until the night of the raid, supplying Brown with information.45

Brown was also seeking allies in Baltimore and Philadelphia, both centers of radical free black activity. AME churches and Prince Hall Masons of Philadelphia and Baltimore were historically and institutionally linked, and both were militant and dedicated participants in the Underground Railroad. Baltimore had the largest free black community in the country. Brown’s allies with Baltimore connections included Frederick Douglass, Reverend William J. Watkins, and his niece, novelist and poet Frances Watkins. Among Baltimore’s free black population, there existed a militant network with ties that went directly to Cleveland, where Brown was recruiting men for his army. The black conventions held in Ohio were adopting increasingly revolutionary ideas, promulgated by Baltimoreans who held many of the leadership positions.

There is evidence that a large group was forming in Philadelphia in mid-July, when Brown began his covert operations in Pennsylvania and Maryland, and that Douglass encouraged this group to be cautious at the time of the raid. William Henry Johnson, a Pennsylvania AntiSlavery Society leader associated with William Still, met John Brown shortly after Johnson gave the July Fourth address at the Banneker Institute in Philadelphia in 1859. Brown also met with the Frank Johnson Guards, a militia company formed by a number of black men with connections to the Underground Railroad.46 During the summer of 1859, the night before a grand parade was scheduled in Philadelphia:

General J.J. Simons of New York, one of Brown’s lieutenants . . . made a speech in which he commended the Negroes of Philadelphia for organizing a military company and stated that there was a grand project on foot to invade the South with an army of northern Negroes and free the slaves. He called for recruits for this invading army from the Negroes of Philadelphia.47

Later that night a meeting was held among a dozen antislavery leaders, including Thomas Dorsey, Dr. William Henry Johnson, Frederick Douglass, Fred C. Revels, and John Brown. Brown urged that a more temperate tone be used during speeches the next day, fearing that without secrecy and caution his plan would be doomed. This led most to believe that the raid was either temporarily or permanently delayed. Brown and Aaron Stephens met again with the group leaders on October 13, 1859, telling them the raid was on and would take place on the 24th. When the plans were moved up to October 17, the Philadelphians were confused, and they did not come. The leader of the Philadelphia group, according to Dr. Johnson, was Thomas Dorsey. Dorsey was a fugitive from Frederick, Maryland, and the primary link between John Brown and the local African Americans near Burkittsville.48 Brown was right to be concerned about the openness of the Frank Johnson Guards. On October 22, the adjutant general of the state of Pennsylvania confiscated “forty muskets which were in possession of the colored military company that paraded in this city a few months since.”49

How much local blacks knew about the timing of the raid is uncertain. Benjamin A. Matthews, a Storer College student who lived a generation after the raid, said the local population believed the raid was to be on the 24th of October, but that the date had been changed after a “council by the raiders.”50

During the initial phase of the raid, Brown’s men armed twenty-five to fifty black men.51 Osborne Anderson distributed pikes to slaves who came with Brown’s men from the plantations, and to others who came forward without having had communication with the raiders, an action that led to early reports that the commander of the raid was a “colored man named Anderson.” John Edwin Cook and Charles Tidd also armed slaves, several of whom were farmhands who had come after hearing of the raid from “underground wires.”52 Eyewitness accounts tell of considerable local black activity; of “Negroes” during the early hours of the fight being in and around “John Brown’s Fort”; and of slaves with spears in their hands near the engine house.53 One hostage said that Harpers Ferry “looked like war—Negroes armed with pikes, and sentinels with muskets all around.”54 At least fourteen black men assisted at the schoolhouse and protected the weapons; others guarded prisoners. They transported arms from the Kennedy farm to the schoolhouse. Other blacks acted as messengers between Brown’s men and spread news of the raid to the local community. The result was that many Africans “gathered to the scene of action.”55

The hillsides became congested with frightened people seeking refuge, and for a time, armed Africans were seen in some numbers. “Armed and unarmed blacks and whites” came to see what was happening.56 The engineer of the train stopped by the raiders took particular notice of a crowd of at least 300 persons that included black men shouting that they “longed for liberty, as they had been in bondage long enough.”57 A letter, written the day after the raid, stated “that news had come from the Ferry, that about 300 armed men, with blackened faces, had taken possession of the Armory.”58 Troops fired across the Potomac to the Maryland side at black men who had been armed the day before at the Kennedy farm. Forced to retreat, the armed black men scattered, as troops crossed the bridge in pursuit. As late as 1887, Andrew Hunter, John Brown’s prosecutor, asserted that the mountains and woods were full of Brown’s men.

Hostages were taken, among them Lewis Washington (great-grandnephew of George Washington) and John Allstadt. Washington’s slaves—Jim, Sam, Mason, and Catesby—and Allstadt’s slaves—Henry, Levi, Ben, Phil, George, and Bill—were also taken to Harpers Ferry.59 Washington’s coachman, Jim, willingly accepted a pistol and a supply of ball cartridges. Jim was said to be one of the boldest combatants, fighting “like a tiger.” When the engine house fell, Jim fled. He succeeded in reaching the Shenandoah River only to drown near Hall’s Rifle Works. He had “joined the rebels with a good will,” reported the Virginia Committee of Claims in turning down a petition for compensation for the lost slave property.60 Another Washington slave, Mason, loaded weapons all day. Later he convinced Virginia authorities that he and the group with him returned to their masters as soon as they could escape.61

Allstadt’s slave, Phil Luckum, knocked holes in the engine house wall to shoot through until he was mortally wounded.62 Phil’s brother Ben helped guard the Rifle Works, but was arrested and died in jail.63 Upon hearing of the raid, some black men immediately agreed to join, saying that they “had been long waiting for an opportunity of this kind.”64 Others, like a house slave of Washington’s, firmly refused to take part, declining to accept a pike.

Black men participated in the killing and the dying at Harpers Ferry. In the early morning, William Leeman gave a double-barreled shotgun to an elderly slave. When a white townsman ignored the slave’s order to halt, the elderly slave discharged his weapon’s “terrible load.” The townsman “fell, and expired with out a struggle.” When Dangerfield Newby was shot in the head, his “death was promptly avenged by Shields Green.”65 Of the men shot on the rocks when John Henri Kagi’s party retreated to the river, some were slaves. Mill workers poured “several hundred rounds of ammunition into three of Brown’s men and three local slaves at the Hall’s Rifle Works.”66

There is no agreement on how many men died fighting with Brown. Reports vary from seventeen to twenty-seven, only ten of whom were with Brown at the Kennedy farm. The others, between seven and seventeen, were blacks who joined Brown later on.67 Some raiders were able to escape with the help of local blacks, who also then helped each other escape from bondage in Jefferson and Berkeley Counties. Five of Brown’s raiders managed to escape, including Osborne Anderson. William C. Goodridge, a wealthy black man from York, Pennsylvania, gave Anderson shelter during his escape, delivering him to William Still of Philadelphia. Richard Hinton, who had been waiting in Chambersburg to join the raiders, escaped with help from local blacks.68

Several local blacks are known to have escaped slavery at the time of the raid; local folklore has it that Harriet Tubman returned to the area to help. Reginald Ross’s father escaped then, returning after the Civil War. Charles Williams, who worked at the hotel, was not seen after the raid and presumably escaped.69 A slave, “direct from Harper’s Ferry—passed through Syracuse on the Underground Railroad,” and others were expected to follow.70 An unnamed fugitive slave from Harpers Ferry passed through Auburn, New York, on his way to Canada. Reportedly, he was “the slave who guided John Brown into the arsenal.”71 Following the Chatham Convention, Mary Ellen Pleasant, masquerading as a jockey, disseminated information in the Roanoke River area and other parts of the South about Brown’s approaching assault. After the raid she too was forced to flee Virginia.72

As news of the raid spread via the telegraph wires of the B&O railroad, fear grew as to how far Brown’s conspiracy extended among slaves and free blacks. Virginia counties organized and strengthened mounted patrols. Within four weeks Baltimore arms dealers sold over 10,000 pistols to Virginia buyers. The entire South was in a state of panic, as was Charles Town. Lewis Washington was unwilling to return home for several days, fearing his slaves would stage a revolt. Several masters were reported beaten or attacked by their servants. A.R.H. Ranson, a local slaveowner, spoke of changes in his slaves’ demeanor that made him uncomfortable. The value of slave property dropped, which is fully documented in the wills and sales in Jefferson County courthouse records.

Despite the massive presence of military force after the raid, black guerrilla activity persisted. A series of fires swept the region. “[T]he heavens are illuminated by the lurid glare of burning property,” reported one Richmond daily newspaper.73 Crops, stockyards, stables, hayracks, agricultural implements, and barns of slaveholders in Jefferson and Berkeley Counties were set afire. Farmers, fearing fires, threshed wheat earlier than usual.74

On October 31, 1859, the Virginia Free Press reported the burning of the barn and stable of George Fole, the “work of a Negro boy.” On November 10, 1859, “three large straw ricks belonging to John LeRue,” and “the granary and carriage house of Dr. Stephenson” were destroyed by fire. Wheatland, the farm of George Turner, a slaveowner killed while looking for his bondsmen who had joined the group recruited by Shields Green and Lewis Leary, was reported burning in the New York Times of December 3, 1859.75 On December 2, his cows had all dropped dead in the field. His brother, William F. Turner, had horses and sheep die suddenly as if by poison.76 Properties owned by John Burns, Walter Shirley, and George H. Tate—all of whom served on juries that convicted John Brown’s men—were destroyed within the same week.77 A January 12, 1860, petition sent to the General Assembly of Virginia from the citizens of Jefferson County asked that Walter Shirley, the foreman of the jury that convicted Brown, be compensated for losses. The petition stated that “there is not the shadow of a doubt but that the fire grew out of his connection with the trials.”78 Additional attempts were made on the premises of John Burns. Local whites believed that the fires were being set “by the Abolition confederates of Brown & Co.”79 One victim of the guerrilla warfare stated:

[T]hree stockyards have been burnt in this county alone since their capture and since their trial—last night one of mine was burned destroying not less than $2000 worth of property . . . we can only account for it on the grounds that it is Cook’s instructions to our Negroes.80

Colonel J. Lucius Davis wired Governor Wise on November 19 that the fires were being set by Negroes and asked for reinforcements. The governor sent 500 more troops to Charles Town but the fires continued.81

The presence of Northern reporters undermined Virginia’s attempts to conceal African support for the raid. Southern reporters emphasized slave loyalty and described how blacks had been terrified as Brown’s men approached. Virginia wanted the world to believe that the slaves refused to join the insurrection. John Cook, captured in Pennsylvania after the raid, stated in his “Confession” that local blacks had been armed. This “Confession” greatly angered John Brown, who feared reprisals against local participants and other Africans. But Brown never lost faith in the black community’s ability to fight for its liberation. With typical concern for their well-being, Brown wrote to his wife Mary in New York that he “hoped the fires that were burning would not be blamed on their friends.”82

Many of the accounts of the raid left by black men or abolitionists were ignored. Some historians felt that black remembrances of the raid could not be trusted or that white eyewitnesses were exaggerating the black presence and contribution. However, there is mounting evidence that blacks of the region were much more involved with the raid than conventional wisdom has heretofore asserted.83

For example, while renovating his maternal great-grandfather’s home on the historic Winters Lane, Charles Cephas of Catonsville, Maryland, found five antique guns in the attic, two of which were stamped with the words Harpers Ferry. Cephas’s great-grandfather was Philip Woodland, a coachman for wealthy whites in Baltimore and Catonsville. As Philip Woodland was among the founders of the Grace African Methodist Episcopal Church of Catonsville, the Woodland family had given shelter to traveling AME ministers.

A tie to the Grace AME Church has enormous significance. When John Brown was arrested, his captured trunk contained a handwritten letter stating: “Mr. Thomas Henrie, a colored man formerly of Hagerstown, was a trusted man.” This is the same Thomas W. Henry who was twice pastor of St. James AME Church of Chambersburg—the same church that Martin Delany, Joe Winter, and Henry Watson attended.84 Thomas Henry’s son, Reverend John R. Henry, served as the first minister of the Grace AME congregation, founded in 1868, then called St. John’s.85 Although John Henry was suspected of conspiring with Brown, he did not have to flee Maryland as his father had. Reverend Henry escaped arrest with assistance from AME ministers in Baltimore and from a white Freemason who fronted for him at the railway, buying him a ticket to Philadelphia.86 Most significantly, the Woodland family and Thomas Henry were originally from St. Mary’s County, Maryland. The St. Mary’s County connection also linked the Henry and Woodland families, many of whom were veterans of the Civil War, as well as members of the AME Church.

Other things about the Woodland family fit a pattern of African support of the raid. As stated, Brown was building alliances with free blacks who were members of the independent political network made up of black churches, the Underground Railroad, and Prince Hall Masons. Philip Woodland was a Prince Hall Mason, as were Reverend Henry and Martin Delany. So was Reverend Hiram Rhoads Revels, who had lived in Baltimore and who, in 1870, became the first United States senator of known African ancestry. Revels was the first cousin of Lewis Leary, and second cousin of John Copeland, who died fighting against slavery with John Brown.

The weapons found by Charles Cephas were authenticated by the National Rifle Association’s firearms museum. This collection included two 1858-model Harpers Ferry rifles made in 1860, just months too late to have been taken from the arsenal during the raid. The two rifles had rack numbers in close sequence, indicating they had been issued to members of the same military unit. Additionally, these rifles were often issued to colored troops. The Remington pistol was a standard army issue of the same vintage.

The other two long guns were also of interest. One was an antebellum, double-barreled shotgun of foreign make and average quality. The other long gun was an unusual fowling piece (bird gun) of prewar vintage and foreign make. It was a very expensive, top-of-the-line weapon.

On the stock of the gun were carved the initials “G.W.” or “J.W.” Another interesting marking was a small brass plate with an elegantly engraved initial, “W,” indicating the original owner. The Harpers Ferry rifles and the Remington pistol had been manufactured after the raid. They could not have been given to Africans during the raid, although there is much documented evidence that similar weapons were distributed, especially in Maryland. However, it is very likely that these weapons were issued to colored troops.

By searching the Soldiers and Sailors database and pension files, other members of the Woodland family who were linked to Philip Woodland were found. Twenty-three Woodlands served with the United States Colored Troops. Six of the Woodlands were in the 19th U.S.C.T. The 19th regiment was composed of blacks from Maryland, and had been garrisoned in Harpers Ferry to recruit slaves in the area into army service. Three Woodlands who served in the 19th had a connection to the Philip Woodland family; one was his brother, William, who also served in the navy. The other two were Henry Woodland and Austin Woodland, both of whom served in Company I. As the rack numbers appear to be in sequence, it is likely that the guns were issued to men in the same company.87 And it is also likely that these men owned the Harpers Ferry rifles that were ultimately found in Philip Woodland’s home.

It is also interesting that the family lived on Orchard Street, the “black Fifth Avenue of Baltimore.” When the Fifteenth Amendment became part of the Constitution, guaranteeing universal manhood suffrage, the largest celebration in the nation took place in Baltimore, with more than 20,000 people participating. As part of the celebration, a grand parade marched through the city. The route chosen included Orchard Street because so many politically active African Americans lived there. The parade passed the Woodland home. Among the reasons given as to why Baltimore was chosen as the site of the celebration was that “Frederick Douglass, Martin Delany, and Hiram Revels were all prominent blacks who had a legacy in Baltimore.” All three men were closely connected with John Brown.

Which leads us to the last gun: the fowling piece. During the raid, on the night of October 17, 1859, Osborne Anderson and Charles Tidd were in the party assigned to capture Lewis Washington. By the order of Brown, Anderson, “representing the African race,” received the sword that had been presented to George Washington by Frederick the Great. The group also confiscated a pair of pistols presented to George Washington by Lafayette, a wagon, a carriage, and two guns—a double-barreled shotgun and a foreign-made, top-of-the-line fowling piece. The wagon had been taken to Maryland, then returned after the raid. Six months after the raid, Lewis Washington told a Senate committee that his double-barreled shotgun had been buried by a slave and then recovered, but that his fowling piece had never been recovered.88 According to testimony during the Senate hearings, Washington’s Belgian-made gun was last seen “in the hands of a Negro” on the Maryland side of the river.

Like the missing Washington fowling piece, the gun found in Catonsville was made in Belgium. The “W” on a brass plate to indicate ownership is consistent with the practice of some of the Washingtons in Jefferson County. And it is highly unlikely that the Woodlands would have been able to afford such an expensive weapon.89 Although the Catonsville fowling piece can never be definitively proven to be the Washington fowling piece, there is ample evidence to suggest that it is.

There is one more intriguing piece of information. When interviewed, Lucille Woodland Cephas, Charles’s mother, was apologetic that she could not remember more. The old folks did not talk too much about those days and she had been one of the younger children in the family. If her older brother were alive, he could tell more. But she did remember that even though travel was expensive and difficult for African Americans when she was a child, there was one place that her parents felt was imperative for the family to visit: Harpers Ferry.

The significance of John Brown’s raid should be analyzed not as an isolated event, but in the full context of the struggle for black freedom during the nineteenth century. Brown had found many black allies who were willing to stand with him at Harpers Ferry, and who were willing to continue the struggle he started after his death. They insisted that it was vital for African Americans to fight for freedom and that they had the right to do so. During the Civil War, Frederick Douglass continually urged Abraham Lincoln to use black troops, and there is perfect symmetry in his eventual decision to do so: the first field commission awarded to a black man was presented—on direct orders from President Lincoln—to a Jefferson County native, Martin Delany.90 In fact, before the war ended, one out of every ten Union troops was black.

For many southerners, the raid on Harpers Ferry epitomized the threat posed by Northern abolitionism. Increasingly, the South believed that it had to resort to extreme measures, even retaliatory violence, in order to stop further aggression.91 And so the war came. As Frederick Douglass said in a stirring speech given at Harpers Ferry twenty-two years after the raid: “If John Brown did not end the war that ended slavery, he did, at least, begin the war that ended slavery.”92 There is mounting evidence that Brown began this war with the active involvement of African Americans from the region, who, like Brown, came to believe that direct, violent confrontation was necessary to fully—and finally—abolish slavery in the United States.
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A Common Nature, A United Destiny:
African American Responses to
Racial Science from the Revolution
to the Civil War

Patrick Rael

In the decades before the Civil War, modern American science was born—not out of a glorious celebration of universal human liberty, but out of the need to justify the enslavement and dehumanization of non-white peoples across the globe. Since the time of the American Revolution, European and American thinkers had sought to understand differences within the family of man using the powerful tools of reason and observation. In the antebellum period, those ideas took on a new cast, hardening into the claim that black people were not even part of humanity. During the years between the American Revolution and the Civil War, African Americans responded in a variety of ways to scientific ideas of race. Free blacks crafted a tradition of public protest that helped shape American abolitionism, and ultimately precipitated the Civil War. This protest tradition openly confronted the arguments made by blacks’ detractors—that they could never become a viable part of the body politic, and were fit only for ostracism or perpetual servitude. The usefulness of black responses to racist thought remains an important though unresolved problem.

We may usefully point to three major watersheds in the history of black responses to racial science between the Revolution and the Civil War. The first was the Revolution itself, which drew heavily on the thinking of the Enlightenment. This fostered two important ideas: universalism, which argued that everyone in the human family was inherently entitled to the same natural rights; and environmentalism, which explained differences among portions of the human family as the product of differing physical conditions of life, generally in opposition to innate factors in the body. As they gradually became free, African Americans drew deeply upon these two ideas, fashioning them into their first public responses to the twin blights of slavery and prejudice.

The second important period runs from the mid-1810s through the 1830s. This period witnessed the rise of plans for African “colonization,” a meretricious attempt to convince African Americans of their missionary duty to emigrate from the United States so that they might evangelize Africa. Colonization added new components to racist discourse, challenging African Americans to respond to the dual claims that black skin caused prejudice, which could therefore never be eradicated, and that once freed black people could never become useful and equal citizens. Countering the challenge of colonization placed new premiums on arguing for blacks’ elevatability, as well as for their Americanness.

The third period marks the birth of what most people think of as scientific racism—the emergence of the “American school” of ethnologists, which included Samuel Morton, Louis Aggasiz, Josiah Nott, and George Gliddon. These writers lent a new credence to both polygenesis as a theory of man’s origins and professional science as an arbiter of racial discourse. Though their new ideas fostered intense debate among whites, they largely confirmed rather than challenged the ultimate conclusions of popular racism, which suggested that regardless of cause blacks were irredeemably inferior to whites.

Accordingly, the general trajectory of racial thinking between the Revolution and the Civil War pointed downward. It began in a period willing in qualified ways to countenance blacks as part of the family of man, as the gradual abolition of slavery in the North attested. It moved through the retrenchment of colonization, during which American nationalism emerged as a racialized identity predicated upon whiteness. Blacks’ and abolitionists’ response to racial nationalism spurred antislavery thinking to radical new heights, engendering an increasingly anxious national debate over the meaning of race and slavery in national life. Antebellum racial science can be seen as the nadir of this dialogue.

By the Civil War, African American arguments against the claims of racial science had long been fully developed. In a nutshell, here’s how the argument worked: people of African descent were full members of the human family, created by God different from but equal to others. Differences among the peoples of the earth, in culture and physical makeup, could be explained by reference to differing conditions of climate and geography rather than to innate differences between the races. Human variation was thus a function of nature, sanctioned by God. Those who denied the fundamental equality of all men blasphemously denied the benevolence of God’s design. Slavery and prejudice did precisely this, by creating artificial and imperfect human hierarchies out of perfect nature. Worse than this, they denied man’s capacity and duty to “elevate” those parts of the human character that could be developed: the mind and the morals. They thus denied the conditions under which blacks could demonstrate the falsity of racist conclusions. The possibility of black elevation, as well as the process by which it was denied, had been obscured by the designs of blacks’ enemies, who endeavored to convince the public, and even blacks themselves, of their destiny as an inferior caste designed for perpetual servitude.


The Historical Problem

This summation of black responses to racial science is meant only to suggest the broad outlines of the argument, and to serve as a foundation for understanding the important questions raised by African Americans’ efforts to challenge notions about their own degradation. Black writers varied considerably in emphasis and rhetorical style, and these variations had important ramifications for understanding the significance of black challenges to racial science. Only recently have scholars begun to directly examine the relationship between black protest and the emergence of racial science in the antebellum period, and two broad schools of thought may be identified in this work. The first paints the darker picture of black responses to racial science, suggesting that in the very process of challenging their own degradation, African Americans internalized the core premises of racial science, unwittingly reinforcing its legitimacy and hence becoming complicit in fostering the very ideas they sought to combat. These studies do not deny the emancipatory intent of black protest, nor do they claim that it was wholly self-subverting, but they identify an unforeseen negative consequence in engaging so deeply with the discourse of oppressors.1

A second approach softens the negative consequences of the close relationship between black protest and the discourses of the antebellum public sphere.2 Like those who lean toward the hegemony thesis, these scholars agree that in fashioning their responses to racist thought, black thinkers closely relied upon the discourses of a world dominated by whites. These scholars do not concede the inefficacy of a strategy of “appropriation”; rather, they see it as liberating. Stephen Howard Browne, for example, claims that antebellum African Americans responded to the claims of a racial hostile science not by “the repudiation of available means of persuasion but their tactical appropriation.” Drawing on approaches from literary criticism, Browne stresses the capacity of the oppressed to empower themselves by borrowing and refashioning the very ideas used in their oppression. Though the strategy did involve some concession, this school of thought generally portrays a positive relationship between black protest and the discourses of the public sphere, wherein African Americans succeed through appropriation, using the premises of popular public discourses to pose their condition as mutable, and hence redeemable.3

What, then, was the relationship between the oppressed and the discourses used to oppress them? How did the oppressed engage those discourses in the service of their own liberation? Of what consequence for the freedom struggle was this engagement? Did it represent a “weapon of the weak”4—an instance of “appropriation” and refashioning “dominant” discourses in the service of emancipation? Or did it represent an instance of ideological hegemony, in which the oppressed believed they resisted oppressive ideas, only to reinforce the fundamental terms of oppressive discourse? Should we endorse Hannah Arendt’s maxim that “one can only resist in terms of the identity that is under attack”?5 Or do we side with Audre Lorde’s belief that “the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house”?6


Understanding Black Responses to Racial Science

The reality was, as is often the case with the past, likely to be more complex than historians’ questions permit it to be. There were many sorts of relationships between black protest thought and the discourse of race, just as there were multiple consequences to black thinkers’ engagement with that discourse. It makes sense, then, to forgo conclusions applicable to all black thought, and focus instead on the myriad possibilities created by the shifting relationship between racial protest and racial science.7

Eschewal occurred when black thinkers simply failed to respond to the arguments of racial science. Evidence for this is found in the innumerable extant sources by African Americans that simply did not directly address the claims of racial science. African Americans spoke and wrote about hundreds of topics; racial science was only one of them. Students of antebellum black thought should be struck first with the infrequency with which black thinkers set out directly to refute the claims of antebellum racial science. For African Americans, the threat posed by scientific ideas of race paled in comparison to that posed by popular forms of prejudice such as blackface minstrelsy, proslavery arguments that were not scientific but religious or economic, the alleged indifference to racial uplift of too many of their own people, blacks’ declining status in law and constitution, racist mob behavior, and a host of other concerns.

Of course African Americans did acknowledge the threat posed by antebellum racial science, and did not hesitate to challenge it in myriad ways. The next highest level of engagement with the discourse of racial science was dismissal. Dismissal occurred when African Americans acknowledged the existence of scientific racism, but consciously refused to dispute its claims. A classic case of dismissal occurred in 1808, in an essay by an anonymous member of the African Society in Boston. Considering the question of “whether the Africans ought be subject to the British or Americans, because they are of a dark complexion,” the author dismissed the producer of such arguments with contempt, writing: “We believe them to be so trivial, so fallacious and groundless, that we think he must have so hard a study to support it, that we think we had better postpone hearing his objection until some future period.”8

But of course the discourse of racial science did not die of neglect. As arbiters of cultural power and legitimators of popular ideas, African Americans simply lacked the power to consign racial science into oblivion. This is a powerful counterpoint to those scholars who prize the ideological autonomy of the black working class or the enslaved. Dismissal works best when wielded by those with potent cultural authority. African Americans who practiced it, by permitting hostile speech to go unchallenged, threatened to legitimize racist thought through silence. As theories of polygenesis began gaining new credence in the 1820s, instances of dismissal declined. By the late 1830s, racist arguments that were once beyond sufferance seemed to demand pamphlet-long refutation. As early as 1827, David Walker—hardly an ideological collaborator—argued for the necessity of engaging racist discourse. Speaking of antiblack claims in Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia, Walker argued for the necessity of engagement, claiming that “unless we try to refute Mr. Jefferson’s arguments respecting us, we will only establish them.”9

As racial science gained both a new virulence and a new popular legitimacy, African Americans realized that they could ill afford the luxury of dismissal. In Gramscian terms, scientific racism, though a relatively novel form of racial thinking, was quickly becoming common sense. Blacks, aware only that they faced yet another hostile ideology, were not about to trust the outcome of the public debate over blacks’ humanity to their enemies.10

Instead, African Americans sought engagement with the discourse of racial science in order to change it. Their effort to combat racist science this way was part and parcel of a larger strategy aimed at transforming public opinion on the entire range of racial matters. The centrality of this strategy to antebellum black protest thought cannot be understated. African Americans viewed it as the cornerstone of the freedom struggle. Time and again they reiterated the need to alter a “public sentiment” which had been “vitiated” by “the false doctrines, [and] base contumelies, that have been so successfully and industriously circulated” about blacks.11 As the national convention of 1847 put it: “We struggle against opinions. Our warfare lies in the field of thought.”12 In the form of prejudice, hostile public opinion was “stalking over the land, spreading in its course its pestilential breath, blighting and withering the fair and natural hopes of our happiness.”13 The solution clearly followed: change the public mind. In a private letter to white abolitionist Gerrit Smith, James McCune Smith stated that only a complete reformation of white attitudes could compel prejudice to yield: “The heart of the whites must be changed, thoroughly, entirely, permanently changed,” he wrote.14 Throughout the period, in countless instances, African Americans sought not to dismiss claims of their inferiority, but to challenge them. Racist science was just one manifestation of these ideas.

African Americans’ case against racial science has been outlined. But how effective were their rhetorical strategies? Did they emanate from an oppressive process of ideological hegemony, or from a liberating one in which blacks appropriated and refashioned ideas for their own empowerment? Complicating matters is the very range of ways black thinkers engaged racist arguments. At least five important tropes can be discerned: concession, living-proof refutation, arguments from history, the idea of racial genius, and negative environmentalism.

Concession. Frequently, the forms of protest thought directed against the conclusions of racial science appeared to result in concessions of black inferiority. It is difficult to read the words of the Northern African Americans who spearheaded the antebellum struggle for freedom without encountering such statements. Thomas Hamilton, who published New York’s Anglo-African Magazine, claimed that “in no direction can we be said to manifest force of character equal to the whites,”15 while Connecticut minister Amos Beman conceded that “the position which we now occupy . . . is a depressed one.”16 Others went further, claiming that blacks had been “groveling under” a humble state since their earliest existence.17

Concession most often sought to capitalize on the emergence of humanitarian sentiment and antislavery empathy, which required degraded subjects.18 It posed African Americans as a group requiring redemption from injustice; through it, blacks sought to gain the moral leverage of the wronged. Since degradation offered evidence of injustice, no degradation might mean no injustice. Given the weight of proslavery claims that Africans benefited from slavery (morally through Christianization and physically through benevolent care) such arguments were far from naïve. Their critical premise was that blacks could be redeemed. Consider the words of a black education society in Pittsburgh, which argued that blacks’ “moral depravity” arose “not from any thing in the constituent principles of their nature but wholly from their raising.” Such statements appropriated the racist claim of degradation as innate only to repose degradation as imposed.19 Blacks’ natures were mutable; they could be “elevated” through the removal of oppression and the implementation of benign circumstances. Concession promised to redeem blacks’ antiprogressive history by holding forth the promise of an elevation yet to come. Blacks were only temporarily degraded; it required only the removal of the undemocratic obstacles of slavery and prejudice for them to demonstrate the fact through speedy elevation. “Free the slaves,” challenged Peter Randolph, “give them equal opportunities with the whites, and I warrant you, they will not fall short in comparison.”20

Black spokespersons sought to corral the non-elite into a community of the oppressed, defined by its struggle to find ways of compelling rights and liberty from whites. After complaining to black New Yorkers that “there is none learned among us,” William Hamilton retreated: “I am sorry to say it,” he wrote, “but I speak with the intention to quicken you.”21 Concession was double-edged. While clearly subordinated to the overwhelming need to respond to hostile arguments, black racialism nonetheless conceded much to the contemporary terms of debate. Simultaneously, spokespersons invoked claims of blacks’ inherent traits to enhance black political unity. To the degree they were conceded to exist, then, inherent differences were often employed to spur black people to action.

Living-proof refutations. Another strategy of engagement involved presenting accomplished members of the race as living refutations of racial science’s claims that black people were inherently and irrevocably degraded. The strategy can be traced back to at least 1791, when Benjamin Banneker, a free black astronomer from Baltimore, offered Thomas Jefferson his Almanac as proof that blacks could “rise” given the proper environment and inducements. Later generations of black activists enthusiastically embraced the strategy that Banneker literally sought to embody. The literature of the antebellum black protest tradition is replete with examples of such illustrious blacks. Douglass and Banneker, James McCune Smith, David Ruggles, George B. Vashon, Samuel Ringgold Ward, Charles B. Ray, Samuel Cornish, J.W.C. Pennington, Theodore S. Wright, and hosts of others were regularly invoked as examples of individual merit outdistancing the designs of slavery and prejudice.22 Henry Highland Garnet, himself one of these “representative colored men,” upheld black revolutionaries Denmark Vesey, Nat Turner, and Joseph Cinque as exemplars of black courage and elevation.23 R.B. Lewis brought a hint of much-needed gender equity to the list by proclaiming Maria Stewart an example of modern black womanhood equal to the great women of antiquity.24 Even black entertainers like Ira Aldridge and Frank Johnson enjoyed this treatment.25 Exemplary blacks not only filled the present but occupied the past as well. The foundations of black history lay in the recounting of the exploits of black patriots such as Crispus Attucks,26 while celebrations of Haitian revolutionary Toussaint L’Ouverture began to move the discussion toward national rather than individual examples.

On a broader scale, black leaders sought to make every African American a living-proof refutation of racial science’s conclusions. In innumerable speeches, sermons, and addresses, black elites urged their people to live lives illustrative of the heights to which blacks as a group might ascend. “We have to act an important part, and fill an important place . . . in the work of emancipation,” intoned black editor Samuel Cornish. “On our conduct and exertions much, very much depend.”27 Through their own actions, behavior, and comportment, African Americans could rebut the racist claims that held them back. “I think,” wrote Austin Steward, “that our conduct as colored men will have a great bearing on the question that now agitates this land. . . . Let it be shown that we as a people are religious, industrious, sober, honest and intelligent, and my word for it, the accursed system of Slavery will fall, as did Satan from Heaven.”28

Concession was inherent in living-proof refutations. The blacks offered up as exemplary were exemplary only by being atypically accomplished—a seeming paradox. Black leaders were trying to illustrate not the current state of the race, but its potential. Living-proof refutations had managed to overcome the most debilitating circumstances to rise above their oppression. But for every exemplary African American upheld before the public, the argument implied, scores lay in unelevated darkness, awaiting either the personal impetus to reform themselves, or the removal of obstacles to group elevation—a considerable concession of existing inferiority. The standards by which some were deemed debased and others elevated remained largely unexamined by these arguments; African Americans seemed to accept them rather uncritically.

The uses of the past. While modern audiences are most familiar with racial science as a set of arguments about human physiological makeup, it must be remembered that in the antebellum era the “science” of race was as much a discipline of history as it was of biology. American-school ethnologists fused methods of biological science, such as close measurement of the cranial capacities of skulls of different “races,” with racial histories culled from sacred and secular sources. They argued that modern empirical method confirmed what ancient sources suggested: blacks had never been a civilized people; they had always been slaves. The terrain of debate thus covered both history and the physical sciences. For blacks, history offered a discipline with methods far more easily replicable than were those of craniology. No blacks had access to their own “golgotha” of ancient skulls such as that which Samuel Morton possessed, and only a few to the medical training and resources necessary to conduct their own research. But most had access to literary societies and other sources of books, which they mined assiduously for arguments to counter the claims of racial science.

The historical argument for black racial inferiority pointed to Africa’s lack of great civilizations. Whereas Europeans could boast descent from ancient Greece and Rome, white supremacists maintained that Africans were without historical examples of advanced societies. According to American-school ethnologists, the only great historical civilization of Africa, Egypt, was ruled by white people, who kept black Africans enslaved. But blacks claimed Egyptian civilization as their own, as evidence of blacks’ capacity to “rise” in the past and hence in the future. Many northern blacks produced extended arguments to claim, as did an anonymous writer for Freedom’s Journal in 1827, that blacks descended from Egyptians, “whose learning the ancients vainly emulated, and to whose eminence in the sciences, the moderns have not attained.”29

Once the identity between ancient Egyptians and modern-day blacks was established, the whole of Egyptian civilization could be invoked on behalf of blacks’ potential for elevation. In fact, as many African American thinkers saw it, through Egypt black Africa had in fact given birth to modern civilization. They inverted accepted historical understandings, placing Africans not at the bottom of the scale of civilization as eternal children, but at its top, as first parents. Robert B. Lewis typified this approach by claiming that modern civilization was indebted to ancient Africans for rhetoric, architecture, astronomy, seafaring, navigation, the pump, the library, philosophy, mathematics, jurisprudence, medicine, magic, geometry, and fire (Prometheus was black, Lewis claimed).30

Antebellum black history served important rhetorical functions. That blacks had once represented the pinnacle of civilization meant that they might do so again. No achievement in civilization was beyond them, given the proper inducements. According to Samuel Cornish, the ancient record proved that black people “have all the natural requisites to make them, in science and renown, what ancient Egypt once was.”31 Through these kinds of arguments, African Americans applied the logic of environmentalism to the domain of history and nations. Just as individuals could be elevated or degraded by circumstance, so too nations and groups of people. “By the operation of favorable causes,” Henry Bibb claimed, “nations may be elevated to the highest possible standard of excellence.”32

The genius of races. Another type of engagement with racial science emanated from African Americans’ responses to its historical arguments. Just as whites condemned African Americans for their incapacity to harken back to ancient models of higher civilization, they drew upon their own Anglo-Saxon past to argue for white racial superiority. White writers working in the idiom of romantic nationalism sought in history proofs that Anglo-Saxons were, naturally, an enterprising, liberty-loving, adventure-seeking people; it was their destiny to spread their values across the globe. But, as black writers saw it, if Africans were to be castigated on the basis of the past, if history was to be fair game in the effort to oppress, then the much-vaunted Anglo-Saxon record was not free from scrutiny, either. An important strain of parody and satire ran throughout the antebellum black protest tradition, attacking whites’ veneration of the Anglo-Saxon past, and calling into question the very standards by which civilizations were to be judged.

Blacks seemed to delight in appropriating whites’ concern with national historical precedents, only to turn their premises against them. England, as the ancestral home of the “white” race, frequently fell under critical scrutiny. Several black authors remarked that the people of England, when first seen by the invading Romans, were hardly the epitome of civilization. According to William Craft, Julius Caesar said that the British natives “were such stupid people that they were not fit to make slaves of in Rome.”33 Britain’s inglorious history continued after Rome vacated her shores. According to one black writer, “the Angles and Saxons” who replaced Rome as the dominant power on the island “were both barbaric German tribes, who stole the country of the Britons, and appropriated it to their own uses.”34 And, referring to the Norman Conquest of Anglo-Saxon England in 1066, Alexander Crummell noted that “England herself, grand and mighty empire as she is, can easily trace back the historic footprints to the time, when even she was under the yoke.”35 A writer for the Anglo-African Magazine suggested the significance of this ignoble history: “What is to prevent our taking rank with them, seeing that we have a common history in misfortune?”36 As William Wells Brown put it, “Ancestry is something which the white American should not speak of unless with his lips to the dust.”37

An important twist on this tradition of satire was a trope Mia Bay has termed, following Anna Julia Cooper, the “angry Saxon.” In countless instances, African Americans portrayed whites’ racial ancestors not as enterprising and liberty-loving, but as rapacious and greedy. A writer for the Anglo-African Magazine exemplified this trope in skewering the myth of a noble Anglo-Saxon past. While “Noah and Mrs. Noah may be ancestry enough for some folks,” he joked, whites claimed that Horsa and Hengist, the two mythic Anglo-Saxons who first invaded England, “are father and mother to the great Anglo-Saxon race.” White people would soon be claiming that “the ancient Egyptians themselves were Anglo-Saxons.” He continued to assert that, far from imbuing them with a love of freedom, the only claim Anglo-Saxon heritage could make on the character of present-day Americans was “that it runs in the blood to steal.”38 The very foundations of English civilization, many black writers thought, lay in a history of brutal expansion and barbaric tyranny. David Walker’s study of history led him to conclude that “the whites have always been an unjust, jealous, unmerciful, avaricious and blood-thirsty set of beings, always seeking after power and authority.”39

Satire labeled as absurd wisdom that was normally considered beyond reproach. By posing it as farcical, satire challenged the new social knowledge of scientific racism, controverting the process by which it was assimilated into “common-sense” notions of the world, and slowing its incorporation into the mainstream. As Gramsci theorized it, the authority of powerful discourses depends upon the perception of normativity; in other words, some claims seem so obviously true that they are simply beyond challenge. This was the one thing black satire would not permit. Even if they could not change white minds on racial matters, black spokespersons could at least guarantee a rhetorical space in which racist ideas would never go unchallenged. Furthermore, for African Americans satire affirmed the legitimacy of a corpus of knowledge they themselves possessed which lay outside the commonsensical knowledge authorized by public-sphere discourse. By reinforcing blacks’ status as insiders in a marginal community, and by offering such a place of privilege to sympathetic listeners, satire may even have helped persuade potential allies that such knowledge was not quite as marginal as others would have it, thus buttressing a sense of community in marginality. While the title of Ralph Ellison’s essay “Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke” alerts us to the emancipatory potential of appropriating and refashioning racist discourse, I would suggest similar possibilities through the use of satire by rephrasing his title “get the joke and join the folk.”40

Negative environmentalism. A final manifestation of blacks’ engagement with racial science bears discussion. It is a trope we might call negative environmentalism—a specific application of the environmentalism African Americans so often invoked. As a form of environmentalism, it conceded black degradation, only to ascribe that degradation to circumstance rather than innate nature. And like environmentalism, it posited the “mutability of human affairs,” as John Brown Russwurm had put it—the idea that African Americans could “rise” to a level of equality with whites, if provided the proper environment. Yet while black thinkers applied “positive” environmentalism to explain why Africans lagged behind Europeans in achievements in civilization, they invoked negative environmentalism against the institution of slavery to describe its debilitating consequences. In this, negative environmentalism was a subset of the argument that slavery and prejudice subverted God’s design. As that argument went, slavery had imposed conditions on black people that physically degraded them, rendering them inferior to whites. Where negative environmentalism strayed, however, was in claiming that environmentally imposed degradation could become almost permanent in blacks, inheritable from one generation to the next. In this, it seems that those African Americans who most stridently protested racial science may have come closest to internalizing its most hostile presumptions.

There was no greater prophet of negative environmentalism than Hosea Easton, the Connecticut minister who experienced firsthand the horrors of Northern prejudice. The son of a skilled ironworker who was patriarch to a family active in racial politics, Easton was raised in the creed of self-improvement. His experience in the 1830s of race riots and discrimination in his hometown of New Haven led him to reconsider the value of social-uplift ideology. The result was a pamphlet, “A Treatise on the Intellectual Character, and the Civil and Political Condition of the Colored People of the U. States,” which reflected his growing disillusionment with race in America. The “Treatise,” as we have seen, constituted one of the most important statements about race by a black person in nineteenth-century America, and it was significant partly because of its hopeless views of race and prejudice—factors that led directly to Easton’s use of negative environmentalism. Easton reproduced an awful catalog of the “opprobrious terms” used by whites to describe inferior slaves:

Contracted and sloped foreheads; prominent eye-balls; projecting under-jaw; certain distended muscles about the mouth, or lower parts of the face; thick lips and flat nose; hips and rump projecting; crooked shins; flat feet, with large projecting heels. . . . With regard to their mind, it is said that their intellectual brain is not fully developed; malicious disposition; no taste for high and honorable attainments; implacable enemies one to another; and that they sustain the same relation to the ourang outang, that the whites do to them.

He conceded “the truth of these remarks,” but he attributed blacks’ inferiority not to an original hereditary cause,” but to the “lineal [i.e., causal] effects of slavery on its victims.” The strategy here was a form of tactical concession: only extreme degradation could suggest the monumental injustice that had been done to the enslaved. As Easton wrote, “No language capable of being employed by mortal tongue, is sufficiently descriptive to set forth in its true character the effect of that cursed thing, slavery.”41 Only by illustrating the extraordinarily debilitating consequences of enslavement could the monumental injustice of slavery become apparent.

Others also slipped into negative environmentalism. Frederick Douglass offered a softer version of Easton’s negative environmentalism in his famous speech, “The Claims of the Negro Ethnologically Considered,” delivered in 1854. Douglass believed that “the well or ill condition of any part of mankind, will leave its mark on the physical as well as on the intellectual part of man.” He illustrated the point by recounting the degraded state of downtrodden Irishmen he encountered on a trip across the Atlantic.42 In the very act of directly opposing the claims of racial science, then, Douglass employed its key concept of heritability.

Negative environmentalism was concession played to its logical conclusion: since degradation offered evidence of injustice, extreme degradation might mean extreme injustice. Classic environmentalism argued that Africans lagged behind whites because they lacked the environment and geography that had propelled Europe into the global forefront, or because the light of Christianity had failed to spread to their dark continent, or even that Africans had brought this darkness upon themselves by failing to acknowledge the one true God. As such, it tended to depict black peoples’ plight as the consequence of ancient or faultless causes. Negative environmentalism attributed the inferior position of blacks to slavery and the slave trade, institutions that had actively depressed the prospects of Africans and African-descended people since they came into contact with Europeans. It thus argued that Africans had been degraded in the extreme, and by fellow humans who could still admit to and atone for their sins.


Assessments

For African Americans, racial science was a tremendously important arena of ideological contestation. If blacks could not succeed in countering a set of ideas so clearly hostile to their interests, they were not likely to succeed anywhere. If they could not resist the hegemony of polygenesis, they were unlikely to resist the hegemony of any of the antebellum period’s public discourses. In assessing blacks’ efforts to counter racial science, it is clear that a simple judgment will not suffice. In the history of black thought we can find instances wherein African Americans appropriated elements of racial discourse only to refashion them into a force to undermine that oppressive ideology (satirical uses of history), as well as occasions in which blacks’ engagement with racist thought seems to have led them to internalize elements of an oppressive discourse (negative environmentalism). In each form of engagement appear suggestions of both debilitating hegemony and empowering appropriation. What conclusions about the black response to racial science can be drawn from this analysis? What general principles about resistance to ideological oppression do such conclusions yield? Let’s consider the strengths and weaknesses of each argument in turn.

The central dilemma of the appropriation thesis is that appropriation did not always equal empowerment, much less counter-hegemony. The counter-hegemonic possibilities of appropriation must be demonstrated rather than assumed. Every instance of engagement necessarily implied at least a minimal act of appropriation. Dialogue presumes latent consensus; intelligibility demands agreement on some basic terms of debate. For African Americans the mere act of responding to racist charges necessarily conceded the possibility that the original premise was credible enough to require refutation—for example, that African-descended people might have been the cursed children of Canaan, or that blacks’ physical natures rendered them incapable of elevation. Furthermore, engagement tended to reify the latent assumptions built into the claims they sought to refute—in the examples just cited, the legitimacy of sacred texts for understanding race, or the fact that there were distinct races, equal or not.

Even had blacks properly understood the nature of white supremacy, it was still likely that they would have fallen into the trap of internalizing some key elements of hostile discourses; such were the intrinsic liabilities of participating in public-sphere discourse. Countering hegemony required more than mere appropriation. Appropriated values had to be refashioned and redisseminated into the public sphere, where they might counteract racist discourse in some effective fashion. Furthermore, as proponents of the hegemony thesis point out, since internalization frequently accompanied appropriation, those using this strategy had to retain sufficient self-awareness from the discourses they sought to undermine to offset the strategy’s inherent liabilities. Satire often offered a means of responding effectively to racist discourse while retaining the critical distance necessary to avoid internalization, but it often strayed perilously close to—and indeed sometimes crossed over into—unwitting internalization of hostile discourse.

It was never possible to succeed entirely in appropriating and reconstructing oppressive ideas, any more than it was possible to completely internalize them. Appropriation and hegemony represent not two distinct approaches to the problem, but poles separated by a range of possibilities. Specific responses to oppressive discourse entailed both the dangers of internalization as well as the promise of countering ideological hegemony. And challenging one discourse of oppression could simultaneously lend credibility to others. How, then, do we gauge the consequences of blacks’ engagement with racist discourse on the freedom struggle?

This difficulty winds up being the problem with the hegemony thesis. If blacks did internalize elements of racist discourse, how exactly did this harm the freedom struggle? In Gramsci’s original formulation, overcoming hegemony required outside ideological intervention. Since the very purpose of hegemony is to uphold oppressive systems by establishing values and norms antithetical to the interests of the oppressed, effective resistance to hegemony cannot come from inside those norms. Thus, for Gramsci, the proletariat could never invoke bourgeois discourse in the service of revolution. Some movement outside the bounds of hegemonic thought was necessary.43 This seems also to be the route touted by many radical theorists, such as Audre Lorde. For Marxists, the source of this counter-hegemonic ideology was the revolutionary party; updated versions look to the autonomous cultural formations of the oppressed themselves as sources of liberation.44 In classical terms, then, the failure to step outside of dominant discourses constitutes an a priori incapacity to mount challenges to hegemony. As an expression of social power, the public sphere cannot constitute such a resource.

This presents a considerable problem for hegemony theorists, for quite often the oppressed were not slaves in plantation communities or peasants in closed-corporate societies, isolated from the culture of the oppressor. Often they were, like industrial workers, part of a public world the ideological parameters of which were simply inescapable. This was certainly the case with antebellum Northern blacks, who lived cheek-by-jowl with a white populace that hugely outnumbered them. For such as these, appropriating the “master’s tools” was not just an ideological option, but the only conceivable source of counter-hegemonic thinking. If it was not possible to step completely outside of the discourses of the public sphere, the oppressed had to work within those discourses, and this meant landing somewhere on the slippery slope between hegemony and appropriation, complicity and empowerment.45

Yet if it was not possible for antebellum free blacks to craft a protest tradition from outside the dominant public discourses of the day, neither does this mean that hegemony was complete. Gramsci assumed that all internalization (appropriation) was by definition counter-revolutionary. If we concede that in responding to racial science blacks did internalize some elements of racist discourse, how exactly did it undermine their struggle for liberation? On this point scholars offer only vague evaluations, as if internalization per se, rather than its consequences, were the root problem. Bay goes farthest, suggesting that nineteenth-century black ethnology constituted an instance of “anti-racist racism” of the sort Jean-Paul Sartre charged of the negritude movement of the 1940s, and points to forms of modern Afrocentrism as the least credible of its intellectual descendants. Following Sartre, she seems to uphold the vision of a “raceless proletariat” as the preferred alternative.46

But actually, black responses to racial science stand up quite well, far better than the hegemony thesis would have it. It is true that black thinkers imbibed elements of racist discourse. Black newspapers regularly reprinted tales of exotic Oriental peoples, and seemed willing to cite white authorities who supported the potential of black intellect at the expense of that of Native Americans.47 Rare instances of stereotyping—one black northerner referred to Chinese people as “grotesque,” people with “filthy” habits and “features totally devoid of expression”—certainly contradict the racial tolerance expected of victims of racial intolerance.48 But the negative consequences of this internalization—the long-term undermining of the struggle to make blacks free or America better—seem nowhere near as apocalyptic as the critics sometimes seem to intimate. By every standard the hegemony thesis uses, African Americans’ internalization of racist discourse did not deal crippling blows to the freedom struggle.

Whatever hegemony was at work among antebellum blacks did not seem to have blinded African Americans to their common interests or to the very fact of their oppression. The black spokespersons who engaged racist discourse clearly understood themselves as part of a group, initially defined by white supremacy, but articulating a sense of common identity built upon resistance to their shared oppression. Rather than craft their notion of blackness around a sense of organic cultural linkages, they did so around a pragmatic sense of shared oppression and historical experience. Samuel Cornish typified the thoughts of many when he wrote: “We say that our condition in the community is a peculiar one, and that we need special efforts and special organization, to meet our wants and to obtain and maintain our rights.” Cornish did not “love one class of men more than another,” and was as much opposed to “complexional distinctions” as anyone. “Yet we are one of an oppressed people,” he wrote, “and we deem it alike our privilege and duty, to labor especially for that people, until all their disabilities are removed.” 49 At a time when many white Americans were lauding ethnic identities rooted in mythic pasts, African Americans remained remarkably committed to a sense of unity crafted only by common oppression.50

Ultimately, African Americans’ responses to antebellum racial science suggest the power as well as the limitations of the sense of pragmatic racial identity crafted by those such as Cornish and McCune Smith. Black thinkers set forth a notion of blackness that largely avoided succumbing to the racial essentialism of their day, yet remained deeply engaged with the discourses of the American public sphere. This relationship offered tremendous benefits. It gave free blacks access to a potent set of ideas that promised to change white minds. African Americans spoke, wrote, and published in a world where powerful white enemies might be converted and powerful white allies might be enlisted. Black leaders’ very proximity to power rendered their words meaningful. The men and women who forged the antebellum protest tradition engaged in what Kevin J. O’Brien has called in other contexts “rightful resistance,” or the art of disputing “the legitimacy of certain political authorities and their actions while affirming (indeed relying upon) other authorities and established values to pursue their ends.” Black thinkers used their proximity to power to pose a “critique within the hegemony” (to quote James C. Scott) which resulted in some of the most potent tropes in the history of black protest thought.51

To a critical extent they succeeded. They, even more than the radical abolitionists, spoke from the margins of American society. Yet gradually, from the 1830s onward, the fierce and fiery rhetoric of mere handfuls of radical activists began to influence the center of American politics. Slowly and painfully, the ideas of a scorned and rejected minority infiltrated public debate and polarizing public opinion, and eventually precipitating the colossal ideological battles that raged from 1848 to 1860. The antislavery ideology the Union marched to war with in April of 1861 was a hopelessly co-opted descendant of its antebellum original, yet in the maelstrom of the Civil War it was sufficient to spur the complete obliteration of the hated institution of slavery. Both that great conflict and the emancipation it demanded owed their origins to the efforts of black activists in the antebellum North.
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“No Occurrence in Human History
Is More Deserving of Commemoration
Than This”: Abolitionist Celebrations
of Freedom1


Julie Roy Jeffrey

On July 4, 1849, Martha Barrett, a twenty-one-year-old student at a Massachusetts normal school, determined to boycott the usual festivities of the day, “for they seem a mockery, while 3 millions of slaves, are groaning in bondage in this country.”2 Like many abolitionists, Barrett refused to celebrate a holiday that applauded American freedom but ignored the ugly realities of slavery. Other abolitionists chose more public ways than did Barrett of expressing their opposition to the nation’s central civic celebration. The competing July Fourth observances they organized were designed to expose the flawed nature of mainstream festivities and to contest the interpretation of the past that supported them. In sharp contrast to the usual “extravagant self-glorying” rituals of Independence Day, abolitionists in one New York community in the 1850s initiated their program at sunrise with an hourlong tolling of the church bell to mark the passing of the spirit of freedom from the nation’s highest councils.3

Abolitionists also created new rituals centered around contemporary events that the mainstream culture either neglected or even decried. By bringing large numbers of people together to honor abolitionist interpretations of occurrences like the emancipation of slaves in the British West Indies or successful fugitive slave rescues, abolitionists intended to provide an instructive “lesson” to those who attended the events. Although much energy went into attracting people to these celebrations, their organizers, attentive to the propaganda possibilities provided by the expansion of print culture, also set their sights on another significant audience, those who would read about the event in newspaper accounts. Hoping to elicit descriptions for his paper of what had gone on at various British West Indies Emancipation Day celebrations, William Lloyd Garrison argued that “the whole country should be apprised through the medium of the press, of what is said and done today.”4

While historians have long studied abolitionist electoral efforts, such as the creation of antislavery political parties, work in political culture suggests the value of broadening the definition of politics to include events like celebrations, parades, orations, street literature, and even festive dinners and toasts as forms of political activity. Each represented an attempt to influence those who held power and to define the public political sphere and its participants. By viewing abolitionism from this perspective, one can recognize a rich antislavery political culture ranging from the July Fourth and British West Indies Emancipation Day commemorations to the antislavery fairs organized by abolitionist women. Committed to radical change, abolitionists, many of them ordinary men and women, created occasions that may have been festive on one level but were fundamentally political in intent. They became adept at using oratory, music, banners, and displays of goods and food to publicize their ideas and goals, and to stake out their positions in the debate over slavery and the nation’s future.5

As the struggle against slavery lengthened, these festive gatherings became ever more important and elaborate. Successful celebrations helped to recruit new members to the movement and to draw attention to abolitionist demands. For those hostile or indifferent to abolitionism, the celebrations demonstrated the power and maddening persistence of antislavery and its critique of mainstream beliefs. For avowed emancipationists, the festivities not only helped to promote a shared understanding of events, both in the distant and recent past, but also provided a sense of community and an opportunity to renew energy and commitment. Planners and organizers benefited from having a concrete goal, valuable because for many northerners, the ultimate goal of freeing the slaves must have seemed abstract and distant.

For the historian, a study of abolitionist political culture also reveals some of the dynamics of race and gender in the reform movement. This examination of the holiday commemorating the emancipation of the slaves in the British West Indies shows that, despite common understandings of the significance of that event and a common interest in bringing African Americans into the public sphere, black and white abolitionists created different rituals for the August 1 holiday. At the most basic level, the decision to honor British accomplishments challenged the American status quo. For many blacks, the August 1 celebration represented a way of claiming rights and privileges they were denied in the North and ultimately of publicizing their demands in major urban public spaces. Just as the organization of the holiday also hints at class and cultural differences within the black community, the limited role allotted to black women points to concerns about black masculinity. In contrast to urban festivals planned by African Americans, predominantly white abolitionist celebrations brought people together in country settings to hear generalized antislavery messages and to have a good time. Additionally, organizers hoped to sponsor the kind of event that could attract those who knew little about abolitionism. In creating as appealing a holiday as possible, white women played a central role in the day’s festivities. Their pattern of participation reflected their activism and important contributions to the antislavery cause.
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William Lloyd Garrison (1805–1879), “This is the Lord’s Doing: Slavery Abolished in the British West Indies.” (Source: Massachusetts Historical Society)



Of the newly created abolitionist holidays, the commemoration of the emancipation of slaves in the British West Indies in 1834 was the most important. It eventually replaced earlier black festivities that marked the end of the American slave trade, slave emancipation at the state level, and the Haitian revolution. William Lloyd Garrison, invited to join a festive dinner in Boston after the Belknap Meeting House service in 1839, regretted the meager number of “palefaced” sisters and brothers in attendance, for August 1 was “not [merely] a colored anniversary.” One of Garrison’s goals was to make abolitionism an interracial movement and to enlarge the public sphere to include blacks. But despite Garrison’s desire and his admonition to white abolitionists that “we must not suffer our dark-skinned friends to monopolize its pleasures,” August 1 remained primarily an African American holiday in the 1830s and early 1840s. The segregated nature of these observances suggests the growing cohesion of free black communities in the North and complicated racial tensions within the abolitionist movement. White reluctance to join blacks in commemorating slave emancipation was just one factor lying behind the character of August 1 festivities. While Garrison greeted the signs of growing white interest in the holiday as a sign of declining white prejudice in 1844, he was dismayed that Boston blacks preferred to hold their own ceremonies. Although whites were invited to participate, a black speaker at the Boston celebration explained that whites “could not, having never been placed in the same circumstances as colored people, feel as they do in celebrating this great event.”6

This felt connection with slavery quickly alerted some Northern blacks to the commemorative possibilities of slave emancipation in the British West Indies. The process of emancipation began in 1834, and within the year, the newly formed New York City Committee of Vigilance sponsored an August 1st Jubilee. In 1836, Philadelphia blacks held “quite . . . imposing” festivities including speeches and a dinner for sixty people. Despite the success of these occasions, however, the day had not yet earned an assured place in the fabric of black memory and life. In Philadelphia, a Miss Healy, after presenting a “splendid, appropriate, and chaste Silken Banner,” felt compelled to urge the male committee of arrangements to continue the practice of highlighting this historic event. It would be “highly gratifying” for the women, she pointed out, “were that important day publicly commemorated by our colored citizens.”7

The fact that black women participated in the Philadelphia event and that the newspaper reported on their involvement and the gift, surely made by one of the city’s black female associations, was a recognition of the important community role played by Northern black women and their female associations. The fabrication of a “splendid” banner also showed the women’s understanding of the significance of visual display in creating a holiday mood and in publicizing the abolitionist message. Another banner described in some detail in the newspaper the same year testified to the awareness of the visual and symbolic potential of female handiwork. This banner was a fine white satin affair with green fringe, tassels, and an inscription printed in gold letters. “August 1st, 1834,” the banner proclaimed. “Hail Birth Day  of British Emancipation  May our beloved Country continue to  fan the like flame, enkindled in  her bosom by the  LUNDY’S AND GARRISON’S  of America, / until every slave is FREE.”8

If Healy and black women’s mutual aid and improvement associations anticipated playing a major role in developing the holiday, however, they must have been disappointed. There are few signs that black women played a prominent part in planning or orchestrating Emancipation Day activities. Perhaps because black men were struggling to assert their manhood in a society that made it difficult to adhere to mainstream white gender norms, they seem to have kept control of the holiday as it became established.9

But it took a few years for the holiday to find its place in black urban life. Even though by 1840 New York City had more than 16,000 black residents, nine black churches, and thirty mutual aid societies, there was some question in 1839 and again in 1841, whether New Yorkers would succeed in holding a demonstration in the city. Gradually, however, the celebration of August 1 became popular in areas with substantial black communities. By 1841, the editor of the Colored American anticipated observances in Philadelphia, New Haven, Hartford, Albany, and Newark. Other cities that had organized festivities included Pittsburgh, Detroit, Buffalo, Rochester, Poughkeepsie, Boston, Salem, Providence, Pawtucket, and Lynn.10

The practice in many places of holding a public meeting to decide how to honor the day made the celebration a communal enterprise and testified to African American appropriation of American political norms of behavior. In Boston, a “respectable audience” met, voted to hold the celebration, and elected its speaker. In Newark, New Jersey, blacks gathered and adopted resolutions establishing the schedule of events. In Poughkeepsie, African Americans, pointedly described as “citizens” in the Colored American, held two public meetings in 1840 to agree upon a general plan which included a reading of the Declaration of Independence in the Methodist Zion Church. Usually a male committee would be appointed to take care of detailed arrangements.11

The first British West Indies Emancipation Day celebrations drew upon precedents established by earlier black festive commemorations. But their character was also shaped by the interpretation abolitionists gave to British West Indies emancipation, the realities of African American life, and abolitionist disapproval of the “empty pageantry” and “Bacchanalian” atmosphere of popular Fourth of July galas.12

Although during the first two decades of the nineteenth century, many blacks had hailed the end of the American slave trade as the harbinger of emancipation, American slavery showed few signs of disappearing. This discouraging reality increased the significance of emancipation anywhere in the New World. Thus, black and white abolitionists interpreted the end of slavery in the British West Indies not as a local but as a cosmic event. The First of August signified not just the “Birthday of 800,000 Freemen” who inhabited the islands but “the birthday of Freedom,” “the triumph of moral power, of justice and the cause of liberty.” While orators might occasionally refer to the “tedious details of this history,” few wanted to emphasize any problems that attended the transition of former slaves to freedom or to highlight the differences between conditions in Great Britain and the United States. They often preferred to describe emancipation in starkly dramatic and simple terms. “[With] one bolt from the moral sky,” Frederick Douglass assured a Canandaigua audience, “these bloodstained irons [lay] all scattered and broken.” In a flash, former slaves “were instantly clothed with all the rights, responsibilities, powers, and duties, of free men and women.”

This simplified interpretation and avoidance of “tedious” details, of course, obscured the political strategies and maneuvering that lay behind emancipation and the political, social, and economic conditions that contributed to the successful passage of Parliamentary legislation. The construction of the event was intended not to illuminate the particularities of emancipation but to prove it was possible and to give the “assurance of complete victory.” Even when Garrison, at the “risk of being tedious,” provided a more extended narrative, he emphasized a pared-down lesson. Events leading up to emancipation “exactly resemble the features of our own conflict from the extinction of a similar, but more extended, and, if possible, more atrocious system at home.”13

In a day devoted to thanksgiving and hope, orations, music, toasts, and visual displays refashioned the familiar national story. The mainstream narrative of the country cast Great Britain in the role of oppressor and tyrant and Americans as agents of freedom. August 1 celebrations reversed the roles and helped to create a new image of Great Britain as friend of freedom. The festivities also raised pointed questions about the meaning of American foundational documents. At a celebration held in Buffalo in 1849, toasts were made to the “greatness” of Great Britain, called a “Model for the World.” While the Declaration of Independence was acknowledged as the “first promulgation of the theory” of liberty, events in the British West Indies represented “the first reduction of that theory to practice.” Singers at a Deerfield, Massachusetts, celebration in 1838 hailed “Britannia, honored land” and “Freedom’s holy birth,” and melodiously mourned Columbia’s “foul stains.” Cincinnati blacks learned that the “glorious deeds” of British men and women would “be engraved on the page of history.” Not surprisingly, nonabolitionists tried to dismiss this interpretation by impugning the patriotism of these August 1 gatherings, calling them “British” celebrations.14

Often lasting the entire day, August 1 observances were fashioned around a sequence of events with varied emotional styles. Like earlier celebrations of the end of the American slave trade, many British West Indies Emancipation Day exercises took place in black churches, vital centers of community life and symbols of black achievement. One Pittsburgh commemoration met in a Baptist church in the morning and in the Bethel Church in the afternoon. Poughkeepsie blacks gathered at the Methodist Zion Church. Church settings suited the theme of giving thanks for emancipation and made the obvious point that the cause of freedom was a holy one.15

Church observances conformed to the sedate and sacred character of the space. At the 1839 gathering at Boston’s Belknap Meeting House, the service included song, anthems, “very appropriate and pointed” prayer, scripture reading, a collection, and a benediction. One reference point was obviously emancipation in the British West Indies; another was the audience itself—who they were and what rights and privileges they deserved as black Americans. Those attending the service were reminded of the complex strands of their New World identity, the now distant African heritage, the Christian faith, fruit of their forced migration, and their past, present, and future contributions to American life. Africa was recalled but with no sense that it represented a homeland. The words of one song went as follows: “On Afric’s land our fathers roamed, / A free, but savage race;  No word of light their mind informed  Of God’s recovering grace.” According to the song, saving knowledge and new opportunities came only with emigration: “Who knows but in Americ’s wild,  A Christian black may sow  The word of God—pure, undefiled, / And a rich harvest grow.” In a regretfully “very short” address, one of the speakers pointed out what African Americans had already contributed to the nation. Highlighting the sacrifice of Crispus Attucks, the black man slain during the Boston Massacre, the speaker described him as the first American to shed his blood for his country. The clear message was that Northern blacks had earned the privileges and rights that Attucks had died to secure. Like August 1 celebrations elsewhere, the Bostonians also heard an ode, probably written especially for the occasion. Performed “in fine style, particularly the duett by female voice,” the ode testified to the literary skills and cultivation blacks had acquired with freedom, further proof they deserved to participate fully in Northern life.16

Dignified and subdued as these rituals often were, the day’s exercises had a place for sentiment. Most abolitionists agreed that it was important to make imaginative connections with those who suffered in slavery, whether it was through the medium of poetry, as Dickson Bruce points out in his essay in this volume, music or rhetoric. For whites, sympathetic connections bolstered abolitionist commitment; for blacks, feelings demonstrated their status as human beings. So, on August 1, speakers not only gloried in emancipation but also encouraged their listeners to feel the horrors of American slavery. Given the presence in most crowds of emancipated and fugitive slaves, it must not have been too difficult to kindle emotional sympathy. At Albany’s celebration in 1838, speakers inspired the audience to “weep with those who weep.” In Pittsburgh, a former slave exhibited the kind of “eloquence . . . which experience moves, and which comes from a heart which feels ‘another’s woes,’ and never fails to bring an audience into a similar state of feeling.” The appeals to sentiment reveal that for blacks the day had a mixed emotional character, with tears mingled with rejoicing.17

Sunday school students, their teachers, and other children often played a prominent role in early African American festive rituals. In Troy, New York, the Yates Juvenile AntiSlavery Society conducted exercises “with great decorum.” In Cincinnati Sunday school students walked in file with “colored citizens” to the church for the services there. Scholars in Poughkeepsie and Williamsburg, New York, delivered recitations. Youthful participation ensured that children knew the wonderful facts of emancipation and encouraged them to believe in the possibility of freedom for American slaves. But the involvement of children had as much to do with African American aspirations and abolitionist hopes as it did with British West Indies emancipation. The successful acquisition of education, Christianity, and good habits came only through community effort. Education and middle-class behavior were matters of communal pride and sources of status within the black community. Additionally, the children’s demeanor and ability to perform before an audience of “highly respectable” adults reflected a central abolitionist strategy. Particularly in the 1830s, black abolitionists believed that African Americans could bring about racial improvement by adopting middle-class values and habits. As the resolution presented at the Colored Methodist Episcopal Zion Church in Newburgh, New York, put it, “nothing else than a good moral character, and a proficiency in learning or literature” should be “the TEST of superiority henceforth and forever.” The emphasis on education and character as a means of racial elevation would persist as one strand in black activism to the present day.18

Despite New York City’s large celebrations in 1837 and 1838 (in the latter year, Garrison addressed more than 4,000 people, mostly African American, in the Broadway Tabernacle), most newspaper accounts suggest that early celebrations were low-key. Shane White has suggested that while African Americans mounted flashy parades during the early decades of the century, controversy over the appropriate character of public celebrations emerged in the late 1820s and would persist as a matter of discussion within the black community long after slavery was abolished. Conservative blacks disliked the colorful parades but could not impose their tastes on others in the black community. In 1827, black New Yorkers held two commemorations of state emancipation, one with a parade, the other without.19

The debate over the proper way of observing holidays continued as the new celebration took hold. Expressing the viewpoint of its elite membership, the National Convention of 1834 decried public processions, as did the editor of the Colored American, Samuel E. Cornish. Sober, sedate, and quiet festivities demonstrated that African Americans had adopted middle-class norms of behavior, which was also a goal expressed in the pages of other early black newspapers, as Timothy Patrick McCarthy’s essay in this book suggests. Yet articles in the Colored American also revealed that some blacks disregarded these preferences and chose to celebrate in ways the leadership considered unrefined, overly expressive, and damaging to the reputation and aspirations of responsible Northern black men and women.20

The concerns of black leaders about the character of public celebrations were reasonable. The realities of African American life encouraged restraint. In the 1820s, black parades in Boston, Philadelphia, and New York had generated white hostility and negative publicity. Changing racial, demographic, and class dynamics in American cities promoted violent racial confrontations in the 1830s. The National Enquirer’s report on Philadelphia’s celebration in 1836 emphasized the respectability of the organizers and the temperance dinner. But despite the restrained character of the festivities, the Philadelphia Gazette had tried “to cast a slur” on the events by ridiculing the male participants as “waiters.” Such a derogatory comment only hinted at simmering white hostility. Just two years earlier, a race riot had erupted in Philadelphia. It lasted for days and did considerable damage to black property. The same year an angry New York City mob wreaked its fury on both black people and their churches. Fueling racial enmity in these cities and elsewhere was a generalized opposition to abolitionism and its goal of immediate emancipation. Abolitionist speakers were threatened, and many Northern communities experienced antiabolitionist mob activity. In the 1830s, public parades of African Americans, especially if disorderly, had the real potential of triggering white violence while drunken and/or uninhibited revelers reinforced whites’ negative stereotypes of blacks.21

Even sober celebrations could ignite violence. In 1842, a British West Indies Emancipation Day celebration in Philadelphia included a procession of a temperance group of men and boys carrying banners. White youths interfered with the procession, and events soon escalated out of control. Rumors spread that one of the banners proclaimed “Liberty or Death” with the figure of a black man and a view of Saint Domingue engulfed in flames. The purported reference to the Haitian revolt and the imagined racial threat it implied helped to fan a riot and attacks on black property. While nonabolitionist newspapers did not approve of the riot, the Boston Daily Times’ comment reveals what were probably widespread attitudes on the part of many Northern whites. Calling the African Americans “excitable and turbulent,” the paper remarked that “the colored citizens of Philadelphia should know better than to make a public display of their anxiety to support . . . [abolitionists] and to court insults by ostentation and parade.”22

There were thus practical reasons not to draw attention by rowdy or flamboyant behavior on public streets. The relatively small number of Northern free blacks and the prominent role children played in celebrations, suggests how vulnerable African Americans were in the midst of majority white communities. The emphasis in black newspaper accounts on the propriety and respectability of those planning the event and the public selection of a church as the meeting place were all part of an effort to attract the right sort of people to the right sort of event or to encourage the wrong sorts of people to adopt the right form of abolitionist activism. The elevated character of celebrations also reinforced the self-image of those blacks who struggled to maintain their dignity in a hostile racial environment.23

If showy public processions were best avoided, lavish refreshments were a feature of many celebrations. A feast suited a day of jubilation and was perhaps a special treat for those who rarely could indulge themselves. Like elite white dinners traditionally connected with mainstream holidays, the elaborate meal, especially if held in a hotel, may have also been a marker of status.24

While Garrison seemed to have been pleased by the array of meat, ducks, woodcocks, and pastries to which he was treated at such a dinner in 1839, the Colored American’s editor condemned elaborate meals along with parades. He was not so much worried about white reactions as he was about limited community resources. The meal in Albany, New York, in a public house, wasted money that could better be spent on projects that would elevate blacks morally.25 Far more praiseworthy were the one hundred plus who attended the “plain, economical, total abstinence dinner” in Cincinnati in 1838, or the all-female celebration, held probably in Philadelphia in 1836, that included only bread and water.26

Limited finances may well have also helped to curtail pageantry. New York’s failure to hold its “usual” commemoration in 1839 and 1841 perhaps had less to do with lack of enthusiasm than money. The committee of arrangement in previous years ended up paying the lion’s share of the celebration’s expenses, an amount that probably few members of the black community could afford. The festivities that ultimately took place in 1841 were instead modest and cheap, with recitations from schoolchildren and addresses from a few “gentlemen.”27

Within just a few years, however, the holiday was evolving into a more popular event in abolitionist circles. African Americans planned increasingly elaborate celebrations while white abolitionists began to hold public gatherings. Early white celebrations in Massachusetts were little more than ordinary antislavery meetings. In 1842, however, Boston abolitionists sponsored a picnic in Dedham that attracted about 3,000 people. Two years later, the Bucks County AntiSlavery Society of Pennsylvania announced its intention to hold a mass meeting on August 1 in the woods near the Concord schoolhouse.28

Unlike the early festivities, these celebrations were designed to attract popular attention. Their goal was to inject “the cause of Freedom” with a “new impulse” by informing the ignorant of New World emancipation. As late as 1855, in the town of Adams in Jefferson County, New York, the day had never been observed. Those residents who did not take the papers had no idea why there should be any festivities on August 1. Frederick Douglass reported on his conversation with an old man who was impressed by all the bustle but assumed it was of interest only to the black community. “‘I hea’s something was going to be, but had no idea of all this turn-out. It beats any thing I ever see—It gets ahead of the Fourth of July. Some of your great folks birthday you are going to keep I s’pose.’” When Douglass told the old man that the celebration represented the emancipation of some 800,000 former slaves, the man’s jaw dropped in surprise. “‘That’s news to me, living away back in the country, I’d never found that out. Go it! I’ll help you.’” A crowd of several thousand attended the festivities, most of whom were white.29

Predominantly white celebrations assumed their own character and purpose. Throngs of people, often arriving by train, gathered in small towns like Dedham or Hingham, Massachusetts, and processed through the streets of a friendly and tolerant white community to the grove selected for the major part of the day’s activities. While the presence of black abolitionists was an important symbol of the biracial character of abolitionism, the majority of participants were white men and women. Their procession eschewed the “pomp and circumstance of military parades.” At the 1844 parade in Hingham, fifty young women, dressed in white, with oak leaf wreathes in their hair, constituted the “Legion of Honor.” Often organized in community delegations, marchers carried banners proudly displaying general abolitionist sentiments such as “Our fanaticism: all men are created equal,” or “Immediate Emancipation, the duty of the master, and the right of the slave.” The atmosphere was that of a holiday. In Hingham, bells rang out, the streets and even some stores had gay decorations.30

For the organizers, August 1 represented an opportunity to “muster . . . of all our antislavery forces.” Divided over tactics in the 1840s, all abolitionists could agree to honor a day whose importance to the antislavery cause was becoming increasing clear “without distraction of sect or party.” The gathering of abolitionists of all persuasions also offered an opportunity to display antislavery strength. Because it was important to attract large numbers to the event, both to make sure that those attending felt the movement was successful and to provide propaganda for newspaper reports, organizers encouraged abolitionists to “rally” as many to come to the event as possible. They chose easily accessible locations and sometimes were able to arrange and advertise in advance specially priced train tickets. The celebrations also offered an opportunity to recruit newcomers to the cause. A festive atmosphere and a bucolic location, as the Liberator explained, were vital components in luring outsiders to the antislavery event. “The novelty of the measure, and the mode of celebrating—the attractions of the blue sky, the overarching groves, ‘God’s first temple’—the processions, the addresses, may attract many who have held themselves aloof from the vulgar antislavery lecture.”31

Every effort was made to create a sociable, colorful, and lively event. The collective procession that melded together abolitionists from various communities, the gay banners with their slogans, the march through friendly streets, set the festive and triumphant tone. Much of the day’s sociability came from gathering in the grove. White women, who appear to have had a more prominent part in August 1 celebrations than their African American counterparts, played a key role in creating the convivial atmosphere. Ever “prompt and efficient,” they decorated the grove and probably made most of the banners, first carried in the procession, then used to adorn the meeting place. Often the day was advertised as a “PIC NIC,” so the holiday meal was important to the day’s success. While those attending were often told to bring their own lunch, many celebrations also offered food for sale. Women took on the major responsibility of arranging the preparation and sale of delectables. So important was this aspect of the celebration that the handbill advertising the Liberty Party Convention to be held in the village of Arcade, New York, in 1844, highlighted the “EMANCIPATION DINNER.” It was “to be served up in an adjacent Bower . . . under the supervision of the Ladies” who were making “preparations . . . for . . . hundreds.” Beyond providing a tasty treat, the women also were raising money for the cause. As this handbill explained, Liberty Party organizers anticipated earning enough from the picnic to replace the usual collection.32

In his study of English political culture, James Vernon has pointed out that music helps attract crowds to a festive event and to maintain interest and attention. Music also helped popularize abolitionist themes. Along with men, women like Mary Jackman, Harriet Greene, Mary Gardner, Elizabeth Chandler, and Maria Weston Chapman wrote antislavery lyrics to popular tunes while others, like the “Misses Fuller,” performed antislavery songs. And, although a majority of the speakers were men, white female orators like Lucy Stone, Abby Foster, and Nantucket’s Anna Gardner addressed the crowds, as did black women like Sojourner Truth and Frances Harper. Interestingly, newspapers do not report these women, white or black, speaking at African American celebrations.33

The adoption of August 1 commemorations as a white abolitionist holiday suggests their recognition that British West Indies emancipation offered an increasingly powerful and realistic argument about the feasibility of emancipation. Perhaps this emphasis on practicality was connected to the rise of third parties intending to end slavery through the ballot box. Whether organizers made this connection or not, orators increasingly emphasized not just the fact of emancipation but its positive consequences. Americans had a misleading picture of postemancipation history, Frederick Douglass and others suggested, because the newspapers misinformed them. Papers announced that “The British Colonies are ruined,” “The emancipated Negroes are lazy and won’t work,” and “Emancipation has been a failure.”34

These characterizations, abolitionists insisted, were false. As early as 1840, some were drawing attention to the progress of schools and churches. As time passed, abolitionists accumulated more evidence to press upon “the attention of the American people.” In 1852 a “pretty large” number of abolitionists, attending another picnic held outside of Philadelphia, heard about “the glorious results that have followed the breaking of the chains.” Current events in the British West Indies proved “the practicality of emancipation” and undermined the passive acceptance of slavery by those who said that it just couldn’t be helped. It was “folly” to try to justify American slavery, Chester Country abolitionists emphasized the following year. The process of emancipation was safe while the progress of the former slaves fulfilled all reasonable expectations. Addressing basic fears about emancipation at a Rochester celebration in 1853, white abolitionist Joseph Holley pointed out that former slaves had showed no interest in vengeance. Freedom had not resulted in a racial bloodbath in the British West Indies.35

Like other orators, Holley continued to remind his audience of the ironies of history. While resistance to Great Britain had prompted the Revolutionary-era leaders to proclaim that all men were created equal, Great Britain rather than the United States had acted upon this principle. Some speakers appealed to patriotism even as they praised Britain’s achievements and listened to “God Save the Queen.” Speaking at the Abington picnic in 1854, Thomas Higginson pointed out that Americans had had to borrow their “noblest day of freedom.” But “I do not want to be an Englishman,” he told the audience. “I was born in Massachusetts, and I wish to be a Massachusetts man and a freeman, at the same time. It is this that brings the tragedy home to us on days like this.” Echoing this theme, a banner at the 1843 Dedham celebration posed the question: “Shall a Republic, which could not bear the bonds of a King, cradle a bondage which a King has abolished?”36

In the 1850s, events like the Fugitive Slave Law, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, civil war in Kansas, and the Dred Scott decision created new sympathy for abolitionism in general and offered compelling material for August 1 celebrations to exploit. A handbill advertising one August 1 celebration informed the public that on that day “the NEBRASKA INIQUITY” would be discussed and the “FUGITIVE SLAVE BILL” would “receive its deserts.”37 When Joseph Holley spoke of a huge cancer rotting away the nation’s vital organs, Northerners could understand that the issue was no longer just slavery but attacks on northern freedoms. At the festivities in Salem, Ohio, in 1856, attended primarily by African Americans, most speeches dealt not with emancipation in the British West Indies but with current American events. Even nonabolitionist newspapers reported favorably on some of these meetings. Describing the “colored” celebration in Geneva, New York, in 1851, the Geneva Courier praised the “elaborate” speech on the Fugitive Slave law for its “learning, logical coherence, and masterly argument” and the speaker’s delivery in “pure” and well-chosen English. The moving performance of a song entitled “The Appeal of the Fugitive” also met with the paper’s approval. “The glistening tear in every eye, as that gentleman sang [the song] . . . showed that the bond of human brotherhood is divided by no mark of color.”38

The new popularity of August 1 celebrations among white abolitionists did not spell the end of separate black festivities. The commitment to separation as a political strategy was and would continue to be one of the recurring strands of black protest. As Boston blacks explained in 1845, they chose not to join the country picnic because a city demonstration was necessary to remind citizens of the facts of emancipation. Their statement recognized the importance of changing attitudes in the very urban areas where most blacks lived and worked. In agreement with Boston blacks, Rochester’s organizers hung banners along Main Street so that “the uninitiated” could learn “the why and wherefore of this gathering of freemen.” An urban public expression of black activism also complemented the emphasis that African American abolitionists adopted in the 1840s to combat prejudice and segregation at the local and state level. In the 1850s, although the Fugitive Slave Act prompted many to flee to Canada, black abolitionists who remained in the United States adopted an increasingly aggressive stance. They planned elaborate events that signified determination to claim their place in the United States and proudly expressed an African American cultural identity.39

Because of the changing climate of opinion in the North, African American festivities sometimes drew biracial support. In Harrisville, Ohio, blacks called for the celebration, and a black man presided over it. The newspaper calculated that the crowd of citizens, who had come together “without regard to color,” numbered about 2,000. It was the largest meeting ever held in the village. The very large New Bedford celebration of 1855 received money and assistance from white supporters, but blacks made all the arrangements, from securing the beautiful grove and erecting the stand for the chaplains, speakers, and musicians to ensuring a bountiful feast.40

The concern with propriety and decorum characterizing black celebrations of the 1830s persisted, but the motive was somewhat different. Now organizers wanted to attract public attention, and blacks would be on show. The “FIRST OF AUGUST will be celebrated by Colored Americans, while time shall last,” Frederick Douglass’s Paper announced. “Not with rum and rioting we trust, but in such a manner as shall shadow forth to the world and intelligent and grateful appreciation of the boon of liberty.” Without direct evidence of the progress of emancipated slaves in the West Indies, the deportment and organizing skills of black Americans had to act as a proxy for the benefits and achievements of freedom there. Additionally, “the men and women and the children of every different shade and form of features, yet sufficiently sable to be identified with the [American] slave” symbolized what American slaves would become once freed.41

Accounts of complex and well-regulated festivities published in Frederick Douglass’s Paper and in the Liberator reveal organizers’ understanding of the importance of making a good impression on spectators and readers alike. Articles described orderly proceedings, well-attired crowds, and achievements of both former slaves and free persons. Arrangements to guard refreshment tables until time for the meal, a detail that strikes the modern reader as somewhat odd, demonstrated the organizing committee’s determination to have a decorous feast. That some whites drew the correct conclusions from the arrangements and behavior of blacks is suggested in the Geneva Courier’s article about that community’s 1851 celebration. The paper noted with approval “the entire good order and propriety” of the spirited events, and the “respectable” appearance of the crowd. The evening ball was just as it should be, “comfortable and quiet,” and the entire event passed off in the best order. Echoing such approval was the comment of a New Bedford resident who remarked upon the “respectful procession” in that city in 1844 and praised “our colored citizens” “for their good morals and industrious and prudent habits.”42

Colorful processions, balls, and other social events lent a distinctive character to African American celebrations. While white abolitionists favored good old-fashioned antislavery (pot luck) picnics, African Americans planned a variety of other sociable activities that strengthened communal bonds. New Bedford celebrants spent the afternoon making social calls, “a happy and profitable medium keeping bright these festivals of freedom.” In Boston, African Americans met in a large hall in the evening for “a social interchange of thought and sentiments,” including “some beautiful songs of Freedom . . . by a trio of juveniles . . . musical prodigies [who] excited hearty delight.” Perhaps these sociable activities were particularly valued in a community in which men and women had little leisure time.43

At the Rochester jubilee, as the Democrat noted, “The evening was spent according to the various tastes of the colored folks.” These tastes often included a catered meal and frequently a ball or, as in Springfield, Massachusetts, a dance on the grass. As Shane White has pointed out, dancing and music constituted the “most important forms of self-expression available to ordinary black men and women” and had been a feature of earlier black holiday celebrations. Although he suggested that dancing as a cultural form became detached from public African American rituals, dancing continued to play a part in many August 1 celebrations. Whether the dances had any relation to African traditions, African American popular culture, or class distinctions is not clear. The newspaper provided no details about the dancing on the grass in Springfield, but the outdoor frolic may have included dances popular among ordinary blacks. A mention of quadrilles and polkas performed at Boston’s Colored Festival in 1859, however, and the praise white newspaper editors gave to well-managed balls hints at control, social polish, and aspiring middle-class performers.44

Parades now occupied a prominent and highly regarded place in African American celebrations. While white abolitionists processed through friendly streets in small towns and villages, blacks chose parade routes through city streets where in earlier times they had been attacked and insulted by hostile whites. The re-emergence of the public parade was pregnant with meaning for participants and onlookers alike. When, as in the case with parades in New Bedford, local blacks were joined by groups from elsewhere (in 1849, the visitors filled up almost two railroad cars), their presence suggested that the power and unity of northern blacks extended beyond the New Bedford’s one thousand black residents. Marchers, welded into a harmonious whole, experienced a sense of camaraderie, collective racial pride, and, perhaps, relief when the crowd, often containing many white observers, signaled its approval. For the curious spectators, the good order and disciplined behavior demonstrated by the marchers conveyed (or was meant to convey) an obvious message about their social capacities as free people.45

The presiding marshal, as the parade’s leading official, was under special scrutiny. His skill in coordinating people and groups provided evidence of the ability of black men to exercise authority. The emphasis in newspaper accounts on the marshal’s manly qualities and skills suggests that at some level his performance was meant to undermine the common belief that black men were not true men and perhaps not even fully human. Perhaps it was also intended to call into question the abolitionists’ sentimentalized and feminized depiction of the male slave.46

Black parades had a quasimilitary character that, in the early part of the century, whites and even some African Americans had ridiculed. Now the militarism was acceptable, staked out political and social claims to inclusion, and expressed growing black militance. Two private military “companies” played a prominent part in the 1855 New Bedford parade. One called itself the National Guards of Providence while the other had adopted designation of the Union Cadets of New Bedford. While neither company had any official status, their participation and chosen names highlighted their devotion to the Union and their demand for the U.S. citizenship that was the basis of military duty. Like elite white private militia companies that performed in mainstream civic parades, these smartly turned out units also were suggesting their superior fitness for the patriotic duty of defending the nation and its principles.47

As the decade progressed, parades and celebrations also suggested a defiant spirit within black communities. In Boston, attempts to secure state approval for a black militia grew out of the determination to defend fugitives and perhaps even to bear arms in a conflict against the South. Although the state refused to accede to African American demands, black Bostonians went ahead and formed the Massasoit guards in 1854. In the 1856 New Bedford celebration, the Independent Blues turned out with forty muskets, as did Philadelphia units a few years later. Beyond the threat of potential force, rhetoric also occasionally became fiery. In 1856, at the largely black celebration in Salem, Ohio, several speakers spoke in a spirit of violence and bloodshed and denounced the Union as meaningless to the slave.48

Because the participation of private military groups was loaded with symbolism, they attracted “much attention.” Frederick Douglass’s description of the New Bedford parade suggested the importance of the performance. Expressing a concern that seems to have been on his readers’ minds, he posed the question: How did the military companies look and act? “Just like soldiers,” he replied as he detailed their professional dexterity in marching, halting, wheeling, and handling their weapons.49

The new status of African American celebrations was evident in other ways as well. The procession in Adams, New York, that wound its way from the Presbyterian church to Jackson Hall was “escorted” by a white military company called the Northern Rangers. Douglass believed that this was the first time a white military company had overcome its “prejudice” to take part in an August 1 celebration. He could hardly contain his elation. “THE NORTHERN RANGERS, carrying with them the United States Flag, and heading the procession.” Such recognition seemed to indicate the acceptance that black Americans had long been seeking. “Glory enough for one day!” commented the paper. “And our people marched as though they felt the glory.”50

In communities with significant black populations, celebrations courted public attention. In Adams, a thirty-gun salute began the day. Banners flew. One New Bedford banner was “full of striking devices.” “Broken fetters, riven chains,” along with a freed slave reaching toward heaven in thanksgiving for his liberty, depicted a historical event that resonated with contemporary possibilities and meanings. As an account of an earlier New Bedford parade explained, “the spectators could not but perceive the significant fact, that those Americans identified by complexion with the freed men and women in the British isles were commending the glorious example to those who yet withhold the boon of liberty.”51

Indications of the changing climate of public opinion and the aggressive stance adopted by many African American abolitionists are apparent the routes the parades took through cities and towns and the response of white residents and officials. Important civic spaces and important public thoroughfares were chosen, symbolizing the determination to have a public and political voice. In New York City, the parade marched through the “principal” streets, and, at City Hall, the mayor gave formal and official recognition of the proceedings as he reviewed the procession. Cincinnati marchers also passed through the city’s most important streets as they headed for a steamer that would take them to a pleasant grove where they would spend the rest of the day. In New Bedford, the procession, made up primarily of blacks, started at City Hall. As it wound through the streets, “ladies and gentlemen” respectfully watched from windows and doors. At the grove, where the black preacher thanked God for the act of emancipation and implored his aid in bringing emancipation to American slaves, the audience, most of whom were white, included a former mayor of New Bedford (unnamed, but probably Rodney French, the city’s Free Soil mayor in 1853–1854). As a New Bedford abolitionist reflected in his diary in 1856, the respectful behavior of whites offered a vivid contrast to the mobbing of the New England Abolitionist Society two decades earlier. “Here was a meeting called by colored men who alone occupied the platform, with a gratified audience of about a thousand people, a majority of whom were white and more than half women.”52

As the case of New Bedford suggests, the study of August 1 commemorations reveals the changing status of abolitionism within Northern society. It also illustrates the ways in which abolitionists used their own history and that of emancipation in the British West Indies to create a festive culture that publicized events not known or ideas not shared by most white northerners. As Garrison had pointed out in 1838, most Americans hoped that British emancipation would prove a failure. They refused to “fire a single gun” or “hoist a single flag.” Church bells remained silent. Abolitionists did all of these, and eventually some Northerners paid heed.53

The differences between celebrations planned by black and white abolitionists also point to variations in culture and priority between the races. For white abolitionists, the holidays offered another chance to make the general case for emancipation, to establish the biracial character of the reform, and to recruit newcomers to the cause. Emancipation in the British West Indies proved that this goal was feasible and practical, while the numbers gathered demonstrated abolitionist strength and staying power. As the Massachusetts AntiSlavery Society bragged in its 1845 annual report, the celebration that year had drawn crowds “unsurpassed even by the gatherings of political parties.” For blacks, denied many of the rights white abolitionists enjoyed, the day focused attention on what William Nell called the “oppression” of “colored citizens.”54

Participation in the festivities allowed African Americans to become political actors and to proclaim their views on a number of pressing issues. Toasts offered in 1849 in Columbus, Ohio (and published in the local newspaper), commented on the slave trade in Washington, DC, the Mexican War, politicians, black leaders, and slave-holding Southern Christians, “legitimate heirs and faithful commissaries of Satan.” During the Civil War, New Bedford residents continued to mark the day and passed resolutions declaring that it was impossible to ignore slavery as a cause of the war, that Lincoln must free the slaves, and that African Americans should enjoy the full rights of citizenship. Banners, speeches, and services served similar functions. At the same time, the rituals expressed the vigor of black cultural forms and social institutions. The move away from perhaps overdecorous commemoration to ones expressing a broader spectrum of black taste reveals a growing maturity in Northern free black communities, a more inclusive leadership, and the recognition of a culture that was African American. When Frederick Douglass described an 1859 celebration in Geneva, New York, he spoke of the “good nature and boisterous merriment of the colored people.” While this behavior was not always entirely in “good taste,” it was entirely in accord with a day that, like July Fourth, represented “freedom from ordinary restraints.”55

Far from being just a holiday celebration, August 1 festivities were laden with meaning. They are a good example of the rich political culture created by abolitionists of both races who realized how the mixture of politics and pleasure could advance the cause of justice and freedom.
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Print Culture and the Antislavery
Community: The Poetry of Abolitionism,
1831–1860

Dickson D. Bruce Jr.

Looking over the vast quantity of printed matter produced by the abolition movement, it is difficult not to be impressed by the enormous amount of poetry written on behalf of the antislavery cause. Abolitionists ranging from William Lloyd Garrison to Henry Highland Garnet wrote poetry. A few, including John Greenleaf Whittier and Frances Ellen Watkins, contributed to the movement mainly, if not entirely, through poetry.

Poetry was everywhere. Virtually every abolitionist newspaper had its poetry corner offering original works, works borrowed from other abolitionist publications, and republications of classic pieces. Poetry was also prominent in the gift books and annuals (such as the Liberty Bell) published to raise funds for the movement. Prominent poets, including Whittier and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, created volumes of antislavery verse, intended both to serve the cause and to raise money.1

Abolitionists often turned to poetry, moreover, while writing works of prose, punctuating essays and addresses, even fugitive-slave autobiographies, with brief poetic extracts to illustrate a point. They wrote topical poems to express their feelings about events ranging from the travails of Anthony Burns to Daniel Webster’s perfidious role in the Compromise of 1850. By their actions, many abolitionists indicated their agreement with what Garrison wrote to introduce a topical piece published in an early issue of the Liberator: “By presenting it as a poem, the story is made more public.”2

There is much to help account for the significance of poetry among abolitionists. At the simplest level, the poetry that abolitionists wrote connected to a tradition of antislavery verse going back to the eighteenth century. Some of the classics of that tradition continued to appear in abolitionist newspapers and elsewhere through the antebellum period, helping to constitute something of an abolitionist literary canon. More important, however, there seems to have been a widely shared faith that poetry could make a difference in how people thought about slavery. Julie Roy Jeffrey has found that Eliza Earle, poet and activist, traced her abolitionist convictions to a childhood reading of William Cowper’s famous late-eighteenth-century poem, “The Negro’s Complaint.” But many abolitionists, from Whittier in the 1830s to Charlotte Forten on the eve of the Civil War, expressed a faith in the power of poetry to attract people to the abolitionist cause.3

In addition, as I have argued elsewhere, the very writing of poetry was an important way in which abolitionists sought to build community. It was especially relevant to their efforts to foster an abolitionist community of gentility and “respectability”—one that, as James Brewer Stewart has discussed, would transcend a variety of socially inscribed lines, including those of color. Such an effort would have been in keeping with the way many people connected poetry and respectability, poetry and gentility. These connections significantly antedated, and endured beyond, abolitionism. Going back to the eighteenth century, at least, exchanging poetry had been an important way for men and women to express and reinforce social ties and social representations. Abolitionists, no less than others, continued the practice through the antebellum period.4

In the abolitionist press, poetry was given a visibility that enhanced its role in promoting and dramatizing the character of an antislavery community. When Garrison, for example, prior to an 1833 voyage to England, published a sonnet expressing his willingness to face death on behalf of his cause, Sarah Forten responded with a brief poem of her own, wishing him safety and success. Or when, a few months later, Forten herself wrote a long poem on the duties of women to abolitionism, several poets responded praising Forten, her poem, and her sentiments. Todd Gernes has documented a particularly extensive 1836 poetic conversation, conducted through the press, involving Forten, Angelina Grimké, and Eliza Earle. Similar exchanges continued to appear through the abolitionist era. Such efforts fit well within the larger framework of a genteel, respectable community in antebellum America. Publicized, they dramatized the significance of that framework for the movement as a whole, even as they reinforced the abolitionist effort, discussed in this volume by Julie Roy Jeffrey, to create a more inclusive version of the American public sphere.5

There was much about poetry that would have bolstered its role in creating such a refined representation of community and the public sphere. In the poetic exchanges, the answering of poem with poem created not simply a conversation, but a stylized interplay of poetic activity. However serious the ideas and concerns the poets expressed, the mutual pleasure all appear to have derived from engaging in the exchange is remarkable.

Such pleasure in poetry for poetry’s sake was especially noticeable in the frequent appearance in abolitionist publications of ingenious acrostics. A form with ancient and classical roots, the acrostic had been popular in American print culture since the colonial period, but it was particularly well-suited to abolitionist purposes. In an acrostic, the first letters of each line, when read downward, form a word or, in many abolitionist examples, a name, as in this excerpt from an 1849 tribute to Frederick Douglass:

D oubt not that the work will prosper—

O nward with it! do not pause;

U pward look when you are weary;

G od will help so just a cause.

L ook! the future smiles upon you,

A dvancing come see freedom’s band;

S ee their number fast increasing—

S oon they’ll spread o’er all the land!

Suggesting the enjoyment to be derived from wordplay and the ingenuity required to meet the form’s demands, acrostics show an interest in writing that goes beyond the simple conveying of ideas.6

Although it may seem odd to see playfulness in abolition, poetry inserted just that element. Again, this is not to detract from the serious intent of the movement, or even of its poetic efforts. Johan Huizinga noted long ago that the opposition of play to seriousness is false, an observation that anthropologists and psychologists have amply confirmed. But play does connote the presence of a community of people who know the rules and can use them creatively. In the case of poetry, this means assumptions made by a group of writers and readers who can understand and appreciate what poetic expression entails—who can appreciate, for example, the cleverness of an acrostic. Poetry thus would have taken on a unique role as a peculiarly self-conscious way in which abolitionists could construct what Jürgen Habermas has called a “communication community.” The possibilities abolitionists saw in print for giving public shape to such a community would, again, do much to explain the prevalence of poetry corners, public poetic exchanges, and even such a print-dependent literary form as the acrostic in the abolitionist press.7

But an interest in poetry as such was no less important for the role it played in helping to shape the content of abolitionist verse. Abolitionists shared in what seems to have been, in antebellum America, a remarkable level of interest in poetry and the poetic process. Essays on poetics appeared in many places, from the works of literary critics to the popular magazines. The character of “the poet” was discussed, dissected, and celebrated in essays, stories, and poems. Moreover, while there were areas of debate and discussion in these antebellum writings on poetry, there was a surprising degree of consensus, as well. Poetry was to be distinguished by its moral purpose, by its role in the improvement of individuals and of society as a whole. William Ellery Channing’s view that literature “is plainly among the most powerful methods of exalting the character of a nation” was widely shared, as was the view that the poet, as a man or woman of genius, should use poetic gifts for “the benefit of those who are less gifted.”8

Guided by such thinking there was a critical consensus around the Romantic, Emersonian notion of a special connection between the poet and nature. Beauty is to be seen everywhere, critics said, and in everything; truth lies in the ability to see, feel, and to identify with nature. What makes the poet special is the ability to perceive and to communicate that beauty and truth. The task of the poet, one critic suggested, is “To draw together the most prominent beauties of nature, and show the passions of the soul in the most lively colors.” Poetry, the writer continued, “heightens the pleasure, and makes what is plain appear almost enchanted.”9

Along with this understanding of the poet’s unique relationship with nature was a similar consensus emphasizing spontaneity and feeling as key sources for poetic power. A writer in the influential Lady’s Book, John Q. Day, expressed this opinion in 1841 when he contrasted the work of poets, who “awaken in our souls those spontaneous emotions of joy, of veneration, and of love” with those whom he described as “formal moralists or philosophers” who “speculate and declaim, without much order, on man and his destiny.” Julia Ward Howe, one of the most self-conscious of poets, echoed Day when she wrote, “Too little in us the Creative rules, / Wildly we war with precepts and with schools.”10

Poetic language had a special power to convey to its reader truths that only intuition could supply. What Horace Bushnell said in 1849 of religious language—that its strength grew more from the fact that it was an “instrument of suggestion, than of absolute conveyance for thought”—was important when thinking of poetic language, as well. As one anonymous writer suggested, “We may take the dictionary in our hands and settle the definition of every word, and still know as little of the lofty conceptions of the author, as the weary traveler, who passes round in the farthest verge which is visible from the mountain, knows of the scenery which is seen from the summit.”11

Abolitionist writers echoed such ideas in their own approaches to poetry, as when William Wells Brown, reflecting on James Whitfield’s work, wrote that poetry “ennobles the sentiment, enlarges the affections, kindles the imagination,” while giving enjoyment to life. They saw the connections between poetry and nature, and saw as essential to the poet’s genius the ability to see the extraordinary in the apparently ordinary. Thus, they celebrated the individual who could, as Lydia Child wrote, “rise into the infinite from the smallest earth-particle of the finite.”12

Abolitionist writers were no less convinced than were other antebellum critics that the power of poetry, including its moral power, lay in the feelings. Charlotte Forten said as much when, praising Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point,” she wrote, “It seems no one could read this poem without having his sympathies roused to the utmost on behalf of the oppressed.” When an anonymous critic for the National Era wrote that the language of poetry was “the language of the soul and the affections,” he summarized what most abolitionists had to say about the power of poetry to change hearts, and minds.13

Such ideas about poetry had much to do with the kinds of poetry abolitionists wrote. They help to explain the key themes and motifs, and the great variety of poetry written by abolitionists, and to give meaning to patterns and juxtapositions that might otherwise appear insignificant. Finally, they help to tie abolitionist poetry to the movement’s larger purposes and concerns.

Abolitionist poetry celebrated abolitionist leaders, the type of community abolitionists sought to create, and the movement’s place in American society and history. As they composed such celebrations, abolitionist poets gave definition and significance to the community that poetic practice created, even as the abolitionist press helped them publicize such definitions to a broader world. Such an effort was to be particularly visible in that body of verse which celebrated the movement’s leaders—Garrison, George Thompson, Frederick Douglass.

John Greenleaf Whittier’s 1832 poem “To William Lloyd Garrison” provides a good introduction to this work. Garrison was, Whittier wrote, “Champion of those who groan beneath / Oppression’s iron hand,” standing “in the steadfast strength of truth.” One could see his “spirit soar above  The cloud of human ill.” Although acknowledging that Garrison had been subject to the “slanderer’s demon breath,” Whittier encouraged him to “Go on,” though “The fate which sternly threatens there,  Is glorious martyrdom!” It was only for Garrison to press on “with a martyr’s zeal” until he achieved his great reward: “The hour when man shall only kneel, / Before his Father—God.”14

Similar themes and phrases recurred frequently in abolitionist poetry. Sarah Forten’s 1833 tribute to Garrison, on his way to carry the message of abolitionism to England, celebrated him as the “Champion of the slave,” unafraid of the perils his journey entailed, even as Garrison had described himself as willing to face those perils for the sake of the cause. A few months later, the popular poet Lydia Sigourney commemorated another antislavery pioneer, William Wilberforce, as “Afric’s champion,” one who had been “The lofty mind that never knew to swerve, / Though holy Truth should beckon it to meet / The frown of the embattled universe.” In 1837, to return to Garrison, a poem in the Colored American praised him as “our noble champion,” who “wilt go on, unbending / To Slavery’s iron rod,” urging him, “onward! noble martyr!” Such language was to remain current throughout abolitionism’s history.15

The body of abolitionist poetry was constructed around a series of basic ideas framing these celebrations of heroism. These ideas defined the “martyrdom” heroes were willing to confront. They defined what it meant to be a “champion” of the slave. And they connected abolitionism to more general views and assumptions about history and morality.

When abolitionists poetically described what it meant to be a champion of the slave, they drew on several notions. One, noted by many historians, was a belief in the power of eloquence as a force in the battle against slavery. When Whittier paid tribute to Garrison, he specifically encouraged Garrison to continue speaking “As thou has ever spoken.” In 1860, Frances Ellen Watkins paid tribute to Charles Sumner by declaring, “The lightning of thy lips has smote / The fetters of the slave.” Speaking out against the sin of slavery was, as the poets defined it, the abolitionist’s most significant role.16

Adapting the contemporary celebration of the poet, there was also a tendency to stress, along these lines, the poet’s heroic role. James Russell Lowell, quoted in Douglass’s North Star, once praised Whittier as one who had made “more public opinion, on the right side than any poet we can think of.” Noting that no one more “deserved the title of poet,” he added that Whittier had “fulfilled the truest vocation of the poet in this transition age by being in some sort the voice of one crying in the wilderness.”17

Such words also pointed toward a common understanding of what made eloquence powerful. This understanding was captured in Lydia Sigourney’s tribute to Wilberforce, emboldened by “holy Truth” to confront the “frown of the embattled universe.” As images of a welcome martyrdom implied, abolitionism could draw strength and significance from its attachment to truth—often spelled, as Sigourney did it, with a capital “T”. Eloquence was a weapon in the war against slavery because it was founded on truth.

This connection of abolitionism to truth was itself an important theme in abolitionist poetry. Abolitionist poets commonly linked truth to freedom and represented both as inseparable from the course of history. In 1838, Eliza Earle wrote:

Truth shall prevail, and Freedom’s light

Shall speed its onward course,

Impeded by no human might,

Quelled by no human force.

Four years later, William W. Story, then a prominent legal scholar, contributed a sonnet to the Liberty Bell asserting that slavery might seem strong, “But Truth is Freedom, that all souls may own. / Falsehood shall not endure the high calm face / Of the free day—nor feel its stern rebukes.”18

What supported the conjoining of truth, freedom, and destiny? For Frances Ellen Watkins it was the power of divine providence. She urged her colleagues on with the assurance that “in the darkest conflict / God is on the side of right.” But no less crucial, as Story’s sonnet was to show, was the force of nature. Freedom, he wrote, is the “birth-right nature gave.” In a companion poem, Story also declared, “not surer stand  The fallen stars, that circle round the pole,  Than Truth and Justice in the immortal soul.”19

Story—like Longfellow—was not entirely favorable toward the abolitionist movement. His poetic contributions to the Liberty Bell may have been a result of his friendship with Lydia Maria Child, as well as those with other prominent figures in the antislavery cause (just as Longfellow’s antislavery poems owe much to his friendship with Charles Summer). But the motifs Story used appeared widely in abolitionist verse. The editor William Howard Day used them in 1856 for a short poem called “The Spirit of Liberty”:

It dwells among the mountains,

It lingers in the vale;

’Tis gurgled from the fountains,

It speaks in every gale.

Of liberty, he said, “All nature bears its impress,” and that it spoke through “The voice of Nature’s God.”20

In terms of mid-nineteenth-century poetics, it is not difficult to see the significance of such verse. The evocations of nature, however frequent, were hardly empty, since, for many critics, the soul of poetry was the realization of nature’s truths and beauty. Indeed, abolitionist poets frequently connected their cause to nature.

Abolitionist poetry further emphasized how important such connections were to people in the movement. But abolitionist poets did not confine themselves to writing about abolitionism. Many wrote the same kind of nature poems that appeared widely in nineteenth-century American magazines and newspapers. In 1848, for example, Henry Highland Garnet wrote:

I love to hear the summer sigh,

When I am wandering in the dale,

I love to see the clear blue sky,

When breathes the gale.

By writing such verse, Garnet and other abolitionist poets demonstrated the attraction that idealized images of “the poet” had for them, suggesting the extent to which they sought to understand themselves within the larger framework of connections involving nature, beauty, freedom, and truth.21

The ways in which abolitionist editors put poetry into print served much the same purpose. The “poetry corners” that appeared in abolitionist newspapers inevitably included not only poems about abolition but more generally focused verse celebrating nature, beauty, and truth. Poetry in gift books and other publications made the same kinds of juxtapositions. The result was to place abolitionist poetry, and abolitionism, within the larger context of antebellum American poetics, giving the movement profound connections with widely expressed ideals of poetic significance.

The connections forged between abolitionism and poetic ideas were far from insignificant. For one thing (in keeping with John Stauffer’s discussion in this book of abolitionists’ celebration of the imagination) they served to support the sense of community that the practice of poetry was meant to create. As Stauffer has shown, such abolitionists as Frederick Douglass could see the common humanity implied by the common power to imagine—a creative power that belied ordinary, arbitrary social distinctions. Both that power and its significance were tacitly asserted through black and white abolitionist poets’ common evocations of nature and truth.22

Given the character of poetic ideals, such connections also served to emphasize and define a distinctive place for abolitionists relative to the rest of American society. The poetic appreciation for nature, in particular, resting as it did on unusual powers of perception and evocation, complemented poetic celebrations of abolitionist heroism by pointing to a community of writers and readers who could see beyond the things of this world and respond to nature’s truth. Abolitionists’ sense of their own distinctiveness, long noted by historians, was itself an important theme in abolitionist verse. As early as 1834, Margaretta Forten praised her co-workers as “Ye blessed few!” writing, “to ye shall still be given, / The choicest blessings of a glorious heaven.”23

Abolitionist poets asserted the significance of distinctiveness in the many poems devoted to condemning American hypocrisy—the hypocrisy of those outside the abolitionist fold. That slavery exposed American hypocrisy and shortcomings was, of course, a theme that antedated American independence. The irony of a slaveholding republic with claims to having been founded on natural rights would, after all, have been difficult to miss. Such perceptions were particularly striking in a common—and “playful”—form of abolitionist poetry, the parody of patriotic verse. A widely reprinted 1838 example began,

My country! ’tis of thee

Dark land of slavery,

For thee I weep;

Land where the slave has sighed;

Land, where he toiled and died,

To serve a tyrant’s pride—

For thee I weep.

In 1848, the North Star published a “New Version of the Star Spangled Banner,” by E.A. Atlee, asking, “Oh say, do ye hear, at the dawn’s early light, / The shrieks of those Bondmen, whose blood is now streaming . . .?” Should abolition not succeed, he wrote, “our Star Spangled Banner at half-mast shall wave, / O’er the death-bed of Freedom—the home of the slave.”24

Despite the obviousness of the hypocrisy such poetry exposed, it is important to note the consistency of that poetry with more general purposes of abolitionist verse. As Wayne Booth has emphasized, a rhetoric that asserts the hypocrisy of others—as a rhetoric of irony—always privileges the perspicacity of those who use it. It is also a rhetoric of community, stressing common and distinctive knowledge and perceptions. Where that rhetoric moved over into parody and satire—as it often did—it further reinforced, by its playfulness, the kind of “poetic community” that the poetic enterprise was intended to create.25

The strongest poetic statement of the abolitionist community’s distinctiveness was almost certainly the large body of verse devoted to racial equality. A number of historians have stressed the centrality of ideals of racial equality to abolitionism, and the movement’s poetry tends to bear this out. Thus, having noted how “God gave to Afric’s sons / A brow of sable dye,” Lydia Sigourney wrote, “’Tis the complexion of the heart” that matters. The biblical reminder that, as one poet rendered it, “of one blood  Has God created all  The nations He has spread abroad, / Upon this earthly ball” gave focus to a large amount of abolitionist verse.26

Such ideas also inform the many poetic tributes to great African American abolitionist leaders, especially Frederick Douglass. Perhaps no abolitionist was so widely celebrated, poetically, as Douglass. Evocations of his life, career, and character captured a range of key themes in abolitionist verse—courage, providence, eloquence, and American hypocrisy. An 1847 poem by a Philadelphian virtually summarized the case, celebrating Douglass’s courage and eloquence, while holding up Douglass as “evidence” of God’s will “that men should equal rights maintain, / The rights of freedom, brotherhood, and love.” Douglass was everything an abolitionist hero should be, and compelling, living proof of the truth of racial egalitarianism, as well.27

In a body of verse in which celebrations of heroism loomed large, the tributes to Douglass, or to such other figures as Henry Bibb and Charles Lenox Remond, had a special place. As far as abolitionists were concerned, such celebrations of African American contributions to the movement were consistent with efforts, going back to the founding of the Liberator, to create an interracial community united by common attributes and a common purpose. At the same time, for white abolitionists such poetry was also of a piece with efforts to dramatize their own moral distinctiveness. It did so by asserting and displaying their ability to recognize talent in men and women across the color line, whom the rest of society viewed only in negative, stereotypical ways.28

But there was another aspect to these efforts that was also connected to abolitionist ideas of truth. In one of his sonnets to freedom, William Story not only tied truth to nature, but, using imagery drawn from nature, to the inexorable processes of the human heart: “Nor canst thou dam that inward sympathy,” he wrote, “That tide-like swelleth ever in the breast.” Whatever else truth was connected to, its ultimate foundation, as Story’s poem suggests, lay in empathy—in the ability of the soul to reach out and become one with another.29

John Stauffer has emphasized the importance of empathy in understanding a range of abolitionist ideas and practices, something the works of abolitionist poets strongly confirm. These poets portrayed empathy as, more than anything, the attribute that could make one a champion of the slave and a believer in racial equality. In a poem called “The Kneeling Slave,” Garrison wrote, “My heart is sad as I contemplate thee,  Thou fettered victim of despotic sway;  Driven, like a senseless brute from day to day.” He concluded, “To rescue thee incessantly I’ll plan, / And toil and plead thy injuries to redress.”30

Abolitionist poetry represented the movement’s empathetic character in a variety of ways, but the bulk of this poetry of empathy, as Garrison’s poem indicates, evoked the sorrows of the suffering slave. Among the most significant themes in this sort of poetry was the anguish of the slave mother as she contemplated—or experienced—the horrors slavery brought to that most basic of human ties, the relationship between mother and child. This poetry looked back to those traditions in antislavery literature that had emerged in the eighteenth century, traditions evoking the pangs of family separation, and poems telling, as Sarah Forten did in an early abolitionist piece, of a people “Torn from our home, our kindred, and our friends.” During the abolitionist era, and in keeping with the period’s more general celebration of motherhood and domesticity, the theme of separation came to be increasingly concentrated on the maternal anguish of a woman separated from her children.31

The number of such poems was large, but the themes were few. Whittier, in an 1838 poem, evoked the suffering of such a mother whose daughters were sold from Virginia “into Southern bondage”:

There no mother’s eye is near them,

There no mother’s ear can hear them;

Never, when the torturing lash

Seams their back with many a gash,

Shall a mother’s kindness bless them,

Or a mother’s arms caress them.

In one of the most popular poems on this subject, Frances Ellen Watkins’s “The Slave Mother,” the theme of separation was portrayed through the setting of the auction block. As a boy is torn from his mother’s embrace, she cries out in anguish, her “bitter shrieks” disturbing “the listening air.” As Watkins wrote: “She is a mother, and her heart / Is breaking in despair.” The maddening scene of the block, as even the slaveholder John Randolph of Roanoke had recognized so many years before, provided a dramatic setting in which a mother’s pangs served, by themselves, to reveal slavery’s brutality.32

Even apart from such anguished literary settings, however, maternal love could be evoked to give emotional reality to the movement’s condemnation of slavery. The English abolitionist Edwin Chapman wrote his own version of “The Slave Mother,” published in the Liberty Bell, dramatizing not the horror of separation, but, instead, a maternal despair produced by slavery itself. Speaking to her infant, “dark and drear / Appears thy future, though thou smilest now,” Chapman’s slave mother lamented. She asks, poignantly, “Wilt thou not curse the Slave that gave thee birth?”33

The gender dimensions of this poetry are certainly significant. Its images of maternal anguish relied heavily on concepts of motherhood infused with ideals of natural affection. Such ideals both shaped and were shaped by gender conventions from the first half of the nineteenth century. Abolitionists’ understanding of the empathy these poems were intended to evoke had gender dimensions, as well. The suffering of slave mothers should take on special poignancy to free women who were mothers themselves, or so many abolitionists asserted. Sarah Forten made this case in a widely reprinted poem in 1836, a response to Angelina Grimké’s Appeal to the Christian Women of the South. “Then, long as mothers’ hearts are breaking / Beneath the hammer of the auctioneer,” she wrote, “So long should woman’s melting voice be heard, / In intercession strong and deep.” Such words provided special imperatives for what Julie Roy Jeffrey, in her study of abolitionist women, has described as the unique role many believed they could play in the movement.34

Still, as Garrison’s contemplation of the kneeling slave emphasizes, the evocation of the slave mother’s anguish has to be seen as a subset of a larger body of empathetic poetry. Like Chapman’s evocation of a slave mother’s despair, it was also part of a larger body of verse giving voice to the despair endemic to slavery itself. An early example was Sarah Forten’s much reprinted “The Grave of the Slave,” first published in the Liberator in 1831 (and itself a gloss on George Moses Horton’s “Slavery,” which had appeared in Freedom’s Journal in 1828). Forten’s poem described the hardships of slave life, concluding resignedly, “The grave to the weary is welcome and blest; / And death, to the captive, is freedom and rest.”35

Forten put her observations in the third person. Others turned to the voice of the slave to evoke similar anguish. In 1836, a poet who signed her work with the name “Josephine” had her speaker recount the joys of life in Africa before her enslavement and her desire now to go “to the climes of the blest, where my sorrows will cease, / Where my soul will find rest in the mansions of peace.” Such evocations of despair would continue to find voice, putative or sympathetic, in the years to the coming of the Civil War.36

These poems, efforts to enter into the heart and mind of the slave, were themselves understood within the framework provided by intentions to create and express empathy. Discussing his own poems on slavery, Longfellow suggested that one of his key purposes was to counter more ridiculous representations of African Americans. He argued that, because of the prevalence of such representations, many people’s “sympathies for the race are deadened.” He hoped, through a fuller, more humane portrayal of the lives and, especially, of the feelings of enslaved men and women, to awaken those sympathies in his readers, “by gentle force soliciting’ their hearts.”37

At the same time, as Mark M. Smith has argued, the ability to hear and communicate the voices of slaves was often seen by abolitionists as further evidence of the moral sensibility that set the movement apart. Poetry was an important part of the process, since its language was believed to have a special power to communicate both feelings and an intuitive grasp of the other that prose could neither contain nor convey. Giving poetic voice to anguish was, thus, a way of both creating and demonstrating a degree of empathy, and an ability to listen, qualities that made the abolitionists unique.38

Given its main themes and purposes it is not difficult to see why abolitionists should have devoted so much time and allotted so much printed space to their poetry. What, however, can the poetry and poetics of abolitionism tell us about the movement itself? To a great extent, both seem to support the views of those historians who have seen in abolitionism one outcome of a larger search, on the part of many Americans, for a moral or spiritual anchor in the turbulent antebellum world. Although, as Paul Goodman noted, the motives behind such a quest could vary enormously among individuals—and it remains unclear why some Americans embarked on abolitionism’s “spiritual journey” while others did not—the poetry, with its emphases on providence, truth, and nature, certainly supports such a perspective.39

Even within this framework, however, the poetry may have something more to tell us. As the common themes and purposes of the poems indicate, abolitionist poetry was not a place for carrying on debates over the movement’s aims and tactics. Instead, the extent to which abolitionist poetry and poetics rapidly achieved stability and retained that stability for many years suggests that there was a widely shared set of expectations about what an abolitionist poem should be. Such conventional expectations could only have rested on no less widely shared assumptions underlying the representations of human nature and society the poetry portrayed. If so, the poetry would have represented a kind of common denominator of ideas and ideals for the movement as a whole.40

Such a reading supports Ronald Walter’s suggestion that, despite the great divisions one can see in the history of the abolitionist movement, certain ideals and convictions were widely shared. The great amount of verse about the movement tells us that to be identified with abolitionism, to be a part of it, was important to its participants. So do the poetic techniques reflect the ideals of the abolitionist community and its distinctiveness: the poetic games (acrostics) and poetic exchanges that bound writers together and brought readers into the fold. At the same time, the poetry helps to pinpoint more specific aspects of what identifying with the movement must have meant.41

Abolitionist poetry, with its emphases on freedom, nature, and distinctiveness, tends to reinforce a picture of a movement that was, in essence, very “Emersonian”—and it is worth noting Lawrence Buell’s suggestion that what one sees in Emerson is frequently an elaboration of widely held views. For abolitionists, as they linked their movement, and often themselves, to the ideals their poetry evoked, they signaled their ability to get beyond, as Emerson himself said, “popular standards” in order to approach “the region of absolute truth.”42

If such a reading cannot explain why some people became abolitionists and others did not, it may at least help to explain why abolitionism had a special appeal for some—especially for those white abolitionists—who embarked on the kind of “spiritual journey” such historians as Walters, Goodman, and Robert Abzug described. For one thing, as the poetry of hypocrisy emphasized, nothing marked the gap between American professions of principle and American realities more than slavery and racial inequality. But, beyond that, in mid-nineteenth-century America, nothing marked a white American’s freedom from “popular standards” more than an ability to feel deeply for those across the color line and to express that feeling openly. Where this involved sympathy for the suffering slave or the rejection of racial inequality, abolition provided a powerful way to prove, as Emerson demanded, that one could trust one’s own intuitive sense of truth and virtue. Where it involved the representation of an imaginative community that acknowledged no boundaries of color, it no less clearly subordinated the superficial demands of daily life to the transcendent realities of inner selves. Hence, the centrality historians have seen in racial equality for abolitionism as a movement; and, accordingly, the ways in which a recognition of racial equality came to represent a kind of test for abolitionists, and, as they saw it, for white Americans generally. None of this is to deny the genuine empathy such people as Garrison, Whittier, Gerrit Smith, or Sarah and Angelina Grimké, felt across lines of color, nor the genuineness of the friendships black and white abolitionists made. But it is to suggest why those feelings and friendships took on the importance they did.43

But such a reading may also help to make more specific the significance of the abolitionists’ response to the turbulent world of antebellum America. For many reasons, as Andrew Burstein, Mary Louise Kete, and others have shown, the antebellum period was marked by a heightened concern for what held society together. Issues of honesty and dishonesty in social relations, of the dangers of competitive individualism, of the fragility of social order in a democratizing society, came together in the minds of many Americans in ways that made them fear for themselves and their society. The abolitionists’ poetry reveals, among other things, the extent to which they shared in the anxieties and responses to those anxieties that helped to shape the cultural and literary lives of many nineteenth-century Americans, at least outside the South. This was a response based on a vision of society held together by ties of mutual affection, community, and feeling.44

Poetry represented one way in which abolitionists, intentionally or not, realized that vision in themselves and made themselves an example for others. Through their poems and their poetic practices, they acted out the possibility for grounding American life in something better than the competition of individual interests or the possibilities of individual mobility within a corrupt system. In poetry abolitionists made tangible, if only on a modest scale, what that something might be.
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Profits of Protest:
The Market Strategies of Sojourner Truth
and Louisa May Alcott


Augusta Rohrbach

Striding along the Boston Common, Sojourner Truth’s grandson, James Caldwell, took his place among the men that formed the famous first regiment of black troops, the Massachusetts 54th. His famous grandmother was nowhere to be seen. The day before, Louisa May Alcott had journeyed to Readville where she viewed the troops. In a journal entry for May 1863, she remarked, “saw the 54th colored Regiments . . . in town as they left for the South,” concluding mildly, “enjoyed it very much.”1 Striking for its subdued tone, Alcott’s comment registers the degree to which she accepted her role as spectator to this event. Having long struggled against her forced absence from the field of battle, by 1863 Alcott had found a more powerful tool than the sword. So, too, had Sojourner Truth.

Abolitionist culture, fostered by antislavery societies and their publications, gave rise to all manner of cultural production that, in turn, yielded a new and lively marketplace for ideas, goods, and services related to the cause. The careers of Truth and Alcott are two important products of the age, created out of the historical tension that was at the center of abolitionism: the need to make a living in a capitalist world without violating the evangelical morality of the mid-nineteenth century.2 As Charles Sellers has observed, “Abolition burgeoned especially among people trying, like Garrison, to reconcile self-making egotism with ancestral altruism through the intense Christian piety of Finneyite benevolence.”3 Like Garrison, Louisa May Alcott and Sojourner Truth had an intense sense of civic duty, a goad to their productivity perhaps equal only to the pressure to earn a living.

Trading on race, gender, and class conventions, Alcott and Truth adapted themselves—and their messages—with uncanny skill to a marketplace that originated in the evangelical consumerism of the abolitionist movement.4 Alcott and Truth used the persuasive tools of abolition—from stereotypes of plantation slavery to the genre of the slave narrative—as a means to promote their careers and, in turn, support themselves. Working a Northern, predominantly middle-class white readership through their publications, both women reached the same audience by very different methods.

In this essay, I explore the way Alcott and Truth took advantage of the confluence of forces that both advanced the cause of abolition and changed the course of literary history in the United States. Dubbed “an efficient writing machine” by literary critic Elaine Showalter, Alcott offers us one of the first models of a professional woman writer.5 Leading what Ann Douglas has called “a double literary life,” by writing popular children’s literature under her own name while producing sensational potboilers under a pseudonym, Alcott’s “full” career illustrates the way race, gender, and class circumscribed this white woman writer’s publication choices.6 Unlike Fanny Fern or Harriet Beecher Stowe, both of whom were enormously popular, Alcott dared to satisfy both her urge to write and her need to make a living by publishing outside the expected norms for the “children’s friend” as she was advertised to readers. Her potboilers and sensational tales make way for an alternative identity—one freed from the limits imposed on her by the preconceptions that ruled the marketplace. Considered alongside the career of Sojourner Truth, Alcott’s publication history can further illuminate both the limitations and the potential opportunities of race and gender as what we might call “marketing tools.” Thus, though Alcott’s career is a feature of my essay, it will not be my focus. Rather, I turn to Alcott only initially, training most of my attention on Sojourner Truth and her relationship to the marketplace. Alcott’s publication practices provide a useful window onto the blurred boundaries between writing for money and working for reform as the nation lurched closer to civil war. Consequently, the comparison functions as a kind of lever with which we may open questions about the construction of public identity, the function of agency, and the paradoxes of capitalism as they figure across lines of race and class.

Though we can’t be sure if these two dynamic figures ever met, we do know that they had much in common. In addition to their abolitionist views, both women were active in the women’s rights movement, saw publication as a means to support themselves, and used their earnings to provide for themselves and their families. Yet, despite these shared interests and goals, deeply articulated race and class distinctions make a comparison between the two authors seem not only unlikely but even untenable.

Yet their experiences in the literary marketplace can function as a common denominator, offering a way to explore their identities as “authors.” At the same time their use of writing as a means to make a living also raises a paradox of capitalism: How can one use the market and not be used by it? It is precisely this question that interests me in my selection of these two figures. Alcott respected the publication conventions of her time; Truth adapted them to suit her purposes. A comparison of these two strategies will yield insight into the impact of race and class distinctions on the development of literary tastes during the Civil War era and beyond. Ultimately, I want to explore the various conventions these very unconventional women used during their lifetimes.

Louisa May Alcott’s success was fueled by economic needs. Her transcendentalist father, Bronson Alcott, relied on his wife, Abba, and later his children to take care of their earthly needs while he attended to their spiritual ones. It wasn’t long before Louisa May learned that her father, in her own words, “possess[ed] no gift for money making.” By 1848, when Alcott was sixteen, her father’s career failures had resulted in financial pressures on the entire family and all of their friends. Emerson and Hawthorne, both staunch supporters of Bronson’s philosophical theories, often bailed the family out of tight financial straits.

After a series of jobs that included housekeeping, sewing, teaching, and even acting, Alcott cut her literary teeth in 1852 at age twenty with her first published poem, “Sunlight,” in Peterson’s Magazine. A few months later, she reached another important plateau by receiving payment for publication: “The Rival Painters” appeared in The Olive Branch alongside work by professional writers such as Fanny Fern among others. But she had yet to claim her identity as an author; these youthful works were not published under her name. Still shy and tentative, Alcott used either a sentimental pseudonym—Flora Fairfield—or simply her initials.7 By 1854 she had published her first book, Flower Fables, and under her own name. The book was dedicated to Emerson’s daughter, a gesture that is at once sentimental and strategic. Using her connections with the literary lights of her day could only help promote her career. So, too, did her connection to one of New England’s most cherished causes: abolition.

Alcott was part of a new generation of writers who were born and bred abolitionists. So when, in 1859, for instance, she published “With a Rose that Bloomed on the Day of John Brown’s Martyrdom” in Garrison’s Liberator, her sentiments were both personal and deeply held. Her parents’ house in Concord served as a refuge for the widow Brown and her young babe, a place where John Brown’s portrait hung proudly in the parlor. As time went on, influential friends helped her publish in what were fast becoming the “intersecting networks of commercial and abolitionist press.”8 From then on Alcott wrote with a dual purpose: to satisfy her conscience and to make money.

But it wasn’t until Alcott wrote the fictionalized memoir of her experiences in the Union Hotel Hospital in Washington, DC, that she felt the full flush of success. Called “Hospital Sketches” and first published in several issues of The Commonwealth in 1863, the series was praised by Henry James, among others. Through this accomplishment, Alcott attracted a publisher, an important turning point for the young author. According to an addendum to one of her 1863 diary entries, Alcott added in 1879, “Hospital Sketches” “never made much money, but showed me ‘my style,’ and taking the hint I went where glory waited me.”9 The editors of The Liberator, The AntiSlavery Standard, The Boston Transcript, The New England Farmer, and The Wide World all greeted “Hospital Sketches” with enthusiasm when it was published in book form.10 Assured a market of evangelical abolitionist readers, Alcott knew how important it was to address topical concerns, riding the ideological wave of the times. And like her dedication of Flower Fables to Emerson’s daughter, this book also had a sentimental link to contemporary culture indicated by the “Publisher’s Announcement” printed on the fly leaf: “Besides paying the Author the usual copyright, the publisher has resolved to devote at least five cents for every copy sold to the support of orphans made fatherless or homeless by the war.” While five cents may not seem like much in today’s terms, it was five percent of the book’s $1.25 sale price.

Using the first-person account currently in vogue with the slave narratives, Alcott signed her “letters” with the name “Tribulation Perriwinckle.” And though her character declares herself an ardent abolitionist, her tales are laden with the racism typical of even the most radical abolitionists.11 Referring to “a six years’ old contraband” as “a little wooly head,” modern readers recognize such details as part of a racist iconography. Focusing on what W.E.B. Du Bois later referred to as “the grosser differences of skin and hair,” Alcott’s characters seldom transcend the racist paradigm of the era. Rather than side with the blacks in the story, the narrator’s sympathies are most poignantly expressed for the wounded soldiers. In this way, Alcott manages to preserve the customary racism while advancing the nationalist project of abolitionism. But perhaps more significantly, Alcott links her narrator with her readers. Just as they obtained the bulk of their war news from their sons, fathers, husbands and brothers at battle, Tribulation Perriwinckle learns of the war through her personal contact with the soldiers themselves. As a result, the young nurse is able, through her work on the ward, to gather accounts of battle “more graphic” than “any paid reporter could have given,” thus likening her text to fact rather than fiction. Taking on a reporter-like role also implies a degree of public service and civic duty that further legitimizes this text as useful and worthy not only of publication, but of pay. Alcott declared at the age of fifteen, “I’ll be rich and famous and happy before I die.” She fulfilled her youthful ambition long before that.

Despite the praise she earned with her early writings, however, Alcott longed to advance her career as well as her financial situation. Riding on the serial success of “Hospital Sketches,” she set her sights on The Atlantic, and in the wake of the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863, she met her goal with the abolitionist short story “My Contraband.” Though the editors insisted on retitling the story “The Brothers,” The Atlantic’s acceptance of the story reflects the editors’ assessment of the literary marketplace. Earlier attempts to publish in The Atlantic had been thwarted because her views might, as Alcott later sniffed to a friend, “offend the South.”12 Abolition, once a local cause, had become a national crisis, one The Atlantic wanted to capitalize on. Now, however, with the rush of interest prompted by the Emancipation Proclamation, the gloves came off. Of course, the magazine had already been caught up in the war: in 1861 it added an illustration of an American flag to its banner.

Using narrative strategies of a sentimental cast, with family and romance at its center, the story focuses on two half brothers, one “white” and one “black.” Utilizing the device of the family torn asunder by race that Mark Twain employed to great effect more than thirty years later in Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894), Alcott doubles the double, depicting the black character as divided himself. Looking at him from one side, Nurse Dane observes that his “profile . . . possessed all the attributes of comeliness belonging to his mixed race” while the other side of his face is horribly marred by a “ghastly wound that had laid open cheek and forehead.”13 Clearly meant to illustrate the contrast between freedom and slavery as figured racially in white versus black features, Alcott’s device, though clumsy, would jibe completely with the prejudices held by her readership. But the story itself takes a strong stand on the side of the freed slave and justifies his rage against his former master and brother. By the end, the story grants this character the peace of heaven and the promise of a spiritual reunion with his wife.

The change in the title reflects the editor’s political strategy. By calling the story “The Brothers,” Atlantic editor James Ticknor sought to emphasize the paradox of slavery as it played out along family lines. When asked to reprint “Hospital Sketches,” on the heels of her success with Little Women, however, Alcott smuggled this controversial story into the volume and restored its original title with a slight addendum: between the covers of Hospital Sketches and Camp and Fireside Stories the story became “My Contraband; or, The Brothers.”14 Alcott’s title, in contrast, calls attention to the arbitrary and fickle nature of the law: once deemed a “slave” and now termed “contraband,” Robert is never in complete possession of himself. As the use of the possessive adjective “my” indicates, his identity is mapped and determined by those around him.

To emphasize Robert’s manhood, Alcott has various characters of both sexes and races recognize his masculinity. He is the love object of a fellow slave whom he marries, a threat to the masculinity of his brother/master, and attractive to Nurse Dane herself. Appreciating his physical appearance, she admits that he is “strong-limbed and manly” with a face that “possessed all the attributes of comeliness belonging to his mixed race.” But in addition to his physical demeanor, the contraband also has an air of enigma about him. Nurse Dane acknowledges that she felt “decidedly more interest in the black man than in the white” and thus helps to train her readers’ attention on the “mysteries” that imbue his character.15

Alcott knows that Nurse Dane will astonish readers when she observes, “the captain was the gentleman in the world’s eye, but the contraband was the gentleman in mine” so she has her explain, “I was a fanatic, and that accounts for such depravity of taste, I hope.” Meanwhile, she clearly expects readers to share Dane’s perspective as the story unfolds. Robert’s past is not so mysterious and Miss Dane’s judgment is not so strange. Like many slaves, he is tormented by the abuses of slavery, many of which are sexual. The child of an illicit union between master and female slave, he is now the property of his half brother. Worse than that, his half brother, who lays dying and in the care of Nurse Dane, has raped Robert’s wife and ultimately caused her death through his atrocious behavior. Unable to live with the shame and fear of a possible repeat performance, Lucy, Robert’s wife, killed herself. As son of his master and sibling to the dying man who violated his wife, Robert has endured all of slavery’s injustices.

Rejoicing in 1868 that she had “lived in the time of this great movement, and known its heroes so well,” Alcott made her affinity for the causes of the time central to her work, but not to the detriment of her popularity.16 Stories as virulent as “My Contraband” are unusual. Typically, when Alcott did write in strident tones against social norms—in works such as “Behind a Mask” for instance—she tended to adopt a pseudonym or publish anonymously. No one delighted in her marketability as much as Alcott herself. Conspiring with editors and publishers to place as many stories as she could manage to write, she actively manipulated her work to fit various venues so as to earn as much as possible. The year that “Hospital Sketches” came out, Alcott noted in her journal that she made $600 from it and a variety of other writing projects.17 But in order to make this kind of money, Alcott had to adapt herself to the market. As Madeline Stern observed of Alcott’s post–Hospital Sketches success, “Between realistic hospital sketches and blood-and-thunder narratives, she alternated, glad to supply the requests of her publishers, attempting all types of stories.”18 The variety of her writing projects and publishing venues are sometimes called “conflicting literary impulses” by critics.19 In light of her participation in several different mutually exclusive niche markets, however, we might see her choice to publish broadly—if sometimes anonymously—as a strategic way to maintain control over her productive energies and play the market against itself. What might otherwise seem as competing markets thus became complementary as long as Alcott maintained power over her identity. Her use of pseudonyms allowed Alcott to preserve a degree of agency over her writerly activities that would otherwise have been denied to her. She chose alternative identities in order to protect her lucrative market niche as “the children’s friend.”

And it wasn’t just Alcott who was sensitive to the impact of public opinion on her literary reputation. When she had penned an especially lurid tale called “A Modern Mephistopheles,” her editor found a place for it through a new marketing tool he invented to profit from celebrity while also protecting reputations. Placing it in what he called his “No Name Series”—anonymously written books by prominent authors—he capitalized doubly on her fame as a children’s writer and the possibility that she could have written such an unsavory tale, offering the plausibility of her as author without fully paying the price that owner/authorship of the tale would cost.20

After reminding her that they spent ample funds on national advertising for her books, her publishers used royalty payments as a way to shore up Alcott’s confidence when she became dismayed about her prospects. Writing to her in 1870, her publisher Thomas Niles reassured Alcott of her success: “I do not now think of any author, male or female, in these United States who can congratulate him or herself on any like experience [in their accounts]. The amount due you $6212.00 I shall pay over . . .”21 From time to time, Niles would invoke an ever more explicit comparison with other well-known authors, providing her with confidential information on Stowe’s earnings, for instance: “We do not pay Mrs. Stowe as much as we pay you, nor do we pay any other more than we pay Mrs. Stowe, and I suppose there is no living American author who can command more than Mrs. Stowe today.”22 Despite all these reassurances, however, Alcott continued to dog Niles for a higher royalty rate. He answered her firmly:

You have had publishers who have failed to make a market for your books—you might find them still. Any publisher would undoubtedly be glad to give you more today; publishers are “grasping” as well as authors and an author of a successful book is a prize to be secured. But you, I am quite sure, without ample reason, would never desert those who both by their brains and their money have helped you to achieve the position you hold today.23

In later years, he rewarded her loyalty to the firm with a 12 percent royalty instead of the usual 10 percent. Her constant pressure to raise the rate of remuneration finally paid off. However, her rising place in the market had its price.

Alcott critically—if not as openly—questioned gender norms and stereotypes in her fiction. Despite her privileged status as a white woman writer, depending on her reputation as “the children’s friend” limited her ability to voice these opinions publicly. Writing from “behind a mask”—to borrow a title from one of the sensational stories she published pseudonymously—she did find a way to express her anger over the strictures of ladyhood, particularly as they cut across boundaries of class and age.

The heroine of “Behind a Mask,” an aging woman who must find a means to make a living in a society that prefers young, unmarried, educated girls, masquerades as a youthful governess. A former actress, she uses her theatrical experience to dupe an unsuspecting family into taking her in and giving her a job. Blinded by their own prejudices, the characters in the story are not privy to the view of “Miss Jean Muir” that we are given. Playing the meek, young woman to each male in the family, Miss Muir manages to establish herself as a love interest with every one of them. Although she plays at being naïve and demure, readers quickly learn that she is a bitter and angry woman “worn out with weariness and pain.” Alcott’s use of “double vision” in this story encourages readers to see how foolish the family’s expectations are and how easily norms and conventions can be perverted for other means. By the end of the story, the lowly actress-playing-governess takes over the house by marrying the heir, leaving the family in shambles. Never daring to publish this story under her own name, we know it to be hers only due to the literary detective work of Madeline Stern.

Alcott’s use of anonymous and pseudonymous publication shows us how she sought to use the marketplace and yet not be limited by it. It is also suggestive of her need to protect her status as a white genteel woman. Ironically, as a result of her identity she found herself limited by her own success. For different reasons and in different ways, so would Sojourner Truth. Most people know Sojourner Truth as the African American former slave who, as Jean Fagen Yellin has observed, “proposed a redefinition of womanhood based on her own experience” as immortalized in her question: “Ar’n’t I a Woman?”24 This question “transformed the formal antislavery inquiry encircling the abolitionist—Am I a Woman and a Sister?” into a revolutionary chorus.

Born Isabella Van Wagener, in about 1797, Truth’s first language was Dutch—not the Southern dialect that many have associated with her. She spent her years in slavery in upstate New York, not on a plantation as many assume. Her Narrative, published in 1850, tells of her experiences in slavery and of how, in 1837, she left her master and moved to New York to begin a life with nothing more than a peerless faith in pentecostal religion and her own charisma. Six years later she reinvented herself and took the name “Sojourner Truth,” the moniker that became her trademark. It was as Sojourner Truth that the public came to know her as an outspoken and striking figure in abolitionist and women’s rights circles.

Sojourner Truth may not have been a writer, and nor did she have the support of the publishing world of Boston as Alcott did, but she did have a keen sense of the publishing market and used it to her advantage. Inspired by Frederick Douglass’s success in 1845 with his first narrative, Truth began dictating her life story to Olive Gilbert, a white woman we know little about beyond the fact that she collaborated with Truth on this project.25 Like Douglass’s narrative, Truth’s enjoyed brisk sales through many editions. After its 1850 publication, Truth purchased her first house by obtaining, and later paying off, a mortgage with profits from book sales.26

Unlike Douglass, however, Truth chose to shoulder all the costs of publication herself so that she could control not just the copyright of her book, but also the physical plates from which the book was made. Owning the stereotype plates meant controlling how many editions were printed. Up through 1820, authors lost control of their works when they did not own the plates, because publishers could sell copies of the plates to other printers, who then made and sold additional copies of the book without compensating the author. In the period after Washington Irving and James Fenimore Cooper, authors began to purchase the plates with the profits of the first printing of their works, if they could afford to do so. By owning the plates, authors could license the right to print the book as well as negotiate for the degree of profit from the sales.27

In this respect, Truth departs in another way from Douglass’s approach to the marketplace. Instead of pricing her book at the going rate of $.75 to $1.25, she sold the volume for a mere $.25. She believed—as did Longfellow—that in the long run a cheap book circulates more widely and does more for an author than the short-term cash income a higher price would generate. She even admonished Garrison, who was acting as a liaison between Truth and the printer Yerrington, not to send bound volumes, stating plainly, “I can’t sell the bound volumes.”28 In addition to maintaining control over production costs, her ownership of the plates reduced the risk of piracy—something many writers fell victim to in the mid-nineteenth century.

Yet perhaps the most radical aspect of Sojourner Truth’s career is her relation to writing itself. Though a successful “author,” she remained illiterate throughout her life. Believing that literacy might somehow corrupt her own natural talent, she is known to have ridiculed Frederick Douglass for his ardent pursuit of literacy. Indeed, one might say she out-Douglassed Douglass.29 By remaining illiterate while also being a published “author,” she retained all the markers of slavery while also claiming her freedom from it.

To understand this seeming paradox, we might first turn to the Narrative itself. There, Olive Gilbert relates an early experience Sojourner Truth had in the world of capital and free labor. Truth was given fifty cents to hire someone to shovel snow. Rather than broker the job to someone poorer than herself as the employer intended, Truth did the job she was asked to farm out. She did not take pride in earning what Louisa May Alcott may have called “head money.” Though Truth pocketed all of the money (otherwise she would have had only a percentage as a broker’s fee), she felt she had to explain that she was just as poor as those around her and that she might as well do the work and keep the money for herself. Protecting her against possible criticism and using this story to describe her spiritual development, the Narrative explains:

this insensibility to the claims of human brotherhood, and the wants of the destitute and wretched poor, she now saw, as she never had done before, to be unfeeling, selfish, and wicked. These reflections and convictions gave rise to a sudden revulsion of feeling in the heart of Isabella, and she began to look upon money and property with great indifference, if not contempt—being at that time unable, probably, to discern any difference between a miserly grasping at and hoarding of money and means, and a true sense of the good things of this life for one’s own comfort, and the relief of such as she might be enabled to befriend and assist.30 [Emphasis mine.]

It would take Sojourner Truth some time to find a way to fit capitalism into her evangelical agenda—as it was for many important figures of the day. But even she finally found a way to reconcile capitalism to suit her needs. Distinguishing between wealth (“a miserly grasping at and hoarding of money and means”), wages (“and a true sense of the good things of this life for one’s own comfort”) and charity (“the relief of such as she might be enabled to befriend and assist”) in this passage, Truth’s choice is to take the full wage, getting paid for both “head” and “body” work. This episode shows her willingness to value intellectual work as property and worthy of a wage. It is also an important act of resistance; she refuses to be defined by others. Her continued defiance can be traced through the publication (and republication) of the Narrative.

In her Narrative, Sojourner Truth resists significant features of the slave narrative form and the ideals that the form upheld, most notably, the idea of literacy as a gateway to freedom, and the categorical condemnation of all slaveholders. Truth ends her narrative with a homage to her former master for recognizing that slavery was evil; she rejoices in this as evidence of his saved soul. In a decidedly evangelical ending, Truth values her religious beliefs over the ethics that inform the slave narrative genre.31 Her resistance to follow the literary conventions of the slave narratives bears on another one of Truth’s unconventional choices: her decision to remain illiterate. Preferring religion over politics and orality over the written word, Truth’s choices provide us with an understanding of a bigger issue—Truth’s philosophy of language.

Sojourner Truth did not shun the written word, she simply preferred not to read or write it herself. Through the help of others, she exchanged letters with friends and associates and enjoyed listening to people read aloud. In her preference for the spoken word, Sojourner Truth shows her anxiety over the way written language accumulates meaning. Insisting that children read to her from the Bible, she routinely turned down offers to read to her made by adults, wanting to preserve the biblical passages in some idyllic and imaginary state. Her reasoning was simple: adults had a tendency to intermingle “ideas and suppositions of their own” with the sacred text as they read. These more mature readers threaten the authority of the text and risk distorting it. The Narrative uses this example as “one among the many proofs of her energy and independence of character,” but it also works well as evidence of her philosophy of language and its attendant narrative theory.32 Truth seems to believe that text is negotiated through the reader; the act of reading becomes a form of response that shapes the text in uncontrollable ways. A text risks misapprehension in a way that speech, for Truth, doesn’t. In speech she has the power to negotiate and renegotiate with her audience to achieve her goal.

Throughout her career, she published as a speaker, and emphasized the spoken word over the written, what we call today in the language of deconstruction: presence over absence. Readers would encounter another of Truth’s important publishing innovations as they opened her book. Prominently placed on the green paper cover of the first edition of the Narrative are the words, “WITH A PORTRAIT.”

For several reasons, it is fitting that Truth’s Narrative is preceded by a picture of the author. The portrait reinforces Truth’s own position on the politics of the word by making herself present and visible. In addition, as Olive Gilbert writes in The Narrative: “The impressions made by Isabella on her auditors, when moved to lofty or deep feeling, can never be transmitted to paper.” Words, when printed, as this passage explains nicely, cannot render Sojourner Truth’s message sufficiently. Her text is more than mere language. Rather, The Narrative goes on to say, in order to “read” Truth, language must be transformed by some “Daguerrian art” in order “to transfer the look, the gesture, the tones of voice, in connection with the quaint, yet fit expressions used, and the spirit-stirring animation that, at such a time, pervades all she says.”33 Thus, greeting her readers through a portrait at the start of the narrative of her life, Sojourner makes her presence felt to readers.
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Cover of the first edition, 1850, of the Narrative of Sojourner Truth. (Source: Houghton Library, Harvard University)



Yet the portrait of the author—like the slave narrative itself—is also deeply part of the capitalistic culture of the book. A common feature of book publication in the mid-nineteenth century, six out of ten slave narratives published in the United States between 1845 and 1870 provided a portrait of the author in a frontispiece.34 These portraits served two important functions. First, they offered proof that the author was real and indisputably black.35 In that sense, the portrait of the author functions as a central textual element—one used to produce the black body with the black text, as Robert Stepto has argued.36 But, at the same time, such portraits also help heighten the effect of what I call “humanitarian realism” by invoking the physical body of the author.37 Locating the author as a physical body helps foster the reader’s empathy with her story. In order to be successful, such texts must identify the author as a subject whose suffering is not just plausible (as in the fictional setting) but real.
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This engraving purports to come from a photograph of Truth as Isabella, though no such photograph was ever taken. This drawing, by an unknown artist, is from imagination and appears in all editions of the Narrative of Sojourner Truth. (Source: Houghton Library, Harvard University)



The author portrait serves another important function: to identify and mark the former slave as author. Such portraits contextualize the writer in the tradition of writers whose images—from Byron’s famous open-collared portrait on—pressed upon the volume the seal of authorship. Thus the necessity of the portrait to verify the writer’s racial status also conferred the status of authorship that was typically reserved for more celebrated figures such as Lowell, Longfellow, and Stowe, whose portraits were sold separately and as accompaniments to their works. With this background in mind, let us return to the author portrait of Sojourner Truth.

Looking closely at the portrait, we see that Truth’s use of iconography is striking. The white head wrap, for instance, became such a characteristic part of her image that almost every description of her makes mention of it.38 Through this article of clothing, Truth references her African past and therefore, in the American literary context of the day, she also calls attention to her connection to slavery. And it was precisely this connection that made the biggest difference in her market appeal. In fact, most descriptions of Truth made use of another icon of slavery: Southern dialect, an issue I will revisit more fully later in this essay. What’s important to observe now, however, is that though Truth was aware that many who transcribed her speech often gave her voice a Southern twang, she never sought to correct this either in her own speeches or in her publications. This is especially fascinating because Truth was not afraid to fight to correct wrongs. Aside from her public participation in abolitionist and women’s rights movements, thrice in her life she took discrepancies to the courts—on one occasion, in 1835, bringing suit against two white people for libel and winning $125 in damages.39 Rather than correct inaccurate representations of her accent, Truth promoted and preserved the association with Southern plantation slavery, as it was in her best interest marketwise. Coded references to the South, either through apparel or diction, identified her as a former slave and located slavery in the South. Thus, despite the fact that she was, as her book’s title page proclaims, “a Northern Slave,” she, unlike her Southern counterparts, was emancipated by the state while Southern slaves remained in bondage. Through this kind of complex negotiation of the markers of slavery, she avoided offending the Northern abolitionists who were her readers.

Her republication of the 1850 Narrative provides another way to track Sojourner Truth’s courting of the marketplace as she sought to establish herself within the constructs of authorship. After hiring Garrison’s printer to issue the book, Truth, not surprisingly, asked Garrison to write a new introduction. As she was preparing to bring out this new edition, however, she rejected Garrison’s introduction in favor of one that would align her more closely with the literary world. In 1853 she traveled to Andover and got the seal of approval necessary to boost sales and link her to the literary world—an introductory note from Harriet Beecher Stowe.40 In Stowe’s description of the book as “more remarkable and interesting than many narratives of the kind which have abounded in late years,” Stowe firmly situates Truth’s Narrative as competitive within a larger marketplace.41

For perhaps a more a direct view of Sojourner Truth’s approach to the marketplace we might look at her use of another popular trend in publicity. Though many authors utilized the carte de visite as a way to make money, Truth put her own mark on the form. By appending what we might call an advertising slogan, “I sell the shadow to support the substance,” Truth encourages additional sales by making her need for financial support known through this textual addendum. As with so many of her actions, her adaptation of this popular form of fundraising bears her own distinct mark—indicating a level of engagement with the marketplace that has not registered with scholars.

We know of no fewer than seven separate versions of this photograph, suggesting a degree of intentional craft and artful manipulation that might be masked by what may otherwise seem a stereotypical portrait of the era. Indeed, part of Sojourner Truth’s success had to do with her use of various conventions to ensure success. This photo places Truth behind the mask of evangelical white ladyhood—the Quaker cap, the shawl, the flowers, the knitting and the open book. Posing as one of “them,” she uses these objects to trade on the gender norms of nineteenth-century domesticity and establishes an alliance with the white, evangelical, middle-class readers who were her targeted customers.

One of the last editions of the Narrative on which Truth collaborated before her death is further evidence of Truth’s relationship to the market. To that 1875 edition, Truth, with the help of Frances Titus, a new partner in the project, appended a section called “Book of Life,” an assembly of materials that “celebrate” Truth. Included is a piece by Harriet Beecher Stowe called “Sojourner Truth: The Libyan Sibyl,” originally published in The Atlantic in 1863—the same year of the Emancipation Proclamation. Reams of material appeared on slaves and on Sojourner Truth in particular in 1863 in response to this piece of legislation. Of course, Stowe’s article would be especially interesting to Truth for other reasons. Not only did Stowe write it, but she published it in one of the most important venues in the U.S. at the time: The Atlantic Monthly. Clearly, Truth was proud of the prominence that this piece achieved upon initial publication and thus reprinted it in her own “Book of Life.”
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Sojourner Truth (c. 1797–1883) in an 1864 photograph by an unknown artist. (Source: National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution)



But there was something very peculiar about this piece that might have argued against its inclusion—certainly in something she was calling her “Book of Life.” Stowe spoke of Sojourner Truth in the past tense, memorializing her with the remark, “though Sojourner Truth has passed away from us as a wave of sea, her memory still lives.” Rather than correct this implication of death, even when the “Libyan Sibyl” piece was appended to a later edition of her narrative, Sojourner seems to be using it to capitalize on her transformation from famous to legendary—indeed, this is the Sojourner Truth we know today.

Finally, we might take a look at the 1851 speech that made Sojourner Truth famous and became a clarion call for feminism both then and now. As transcribed by Marius Robinson, the speech appeared in the AntiSlavery Bugle of June 21, 1851, less than a month after it was delivered at the Woman’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio. Three important features of the speech stand out. First and foremost, Sojourner Truth never asks “Ar’n’t I a Woman?”—the question that has made her famous. Putting aside the question of authorship and treating the speech as we would any other literary document, the absence of this remark is notable. Lacking the rhetorical power provided by that resounding question, this speech proceeds with a cool reserve, beginning with Truth’s somewhat demure request to speak: “May I say a few words?”

Also remarkable are Truth’s biblical references. Though, as she declares to her listeners with quiet pride, “I can’t read but I can hear,” she goes on to discuss several biblical passages.42 For instance, Truth turns to the story of Martha, Mary, and Lazarus, the man whom Christ raises from the dead. Her selection of biblical text demonstrates her ability to use text to fit her purposes precisely. Typically, this passage is used either as an instance of resurrection or as an example of how women can be pitted against each other. As Truth uses it here, we see why feminist theologians have claimed Truth as a forerunner. Her rendering treats Mary and Martha as united by gender, focusing not on their differences but on how Christ took them seriously and granted their request.

Finally, the language itself has a special quality. It is not quite formal—the presence of contractions, for instance, suggests the spoken rather than the written word. Yet, though the language is colloquial, it is not dialect. Linking this speech with the carte de visite provides us with further insight. This portrait, like the earlier version of the speech, makes use of the conventions of white ladyhood. Demurely posed with knitting and shawl, the Sojourner Truth of the 1851 speech asks permission to speak and waits without comment until it is granted. Her language, too, is polite even if it is somewhat colloquial. But her message, like her gaze, remains straightforward and direct.

A later and more popular version of this speech has less in common with the ladylike portrait and the 1851 text. This version was “transcribed” by Frances Dana Gage, a women’s rights activist and chair of the Ohio meeting where Truth spoke. More than ten years after it was delivered, Gage published the speech in the New York Independent on April 23, 1863, in part as a response to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s “Libyan Sibyl” article, which had appeared in The Atlantic that same month.

An important feature of Gage’s version are the “stage directions” that she supplies. These editorial intrusions give Gage an important role in shaping the reader’s interpretation of Truth’s performance. Heightening Truth’s ability to mesmerize an audience, Gage dramatically sets the stage:

Slowly from her seat in the corner rose Sojourner Truth, who, till now, had scarcely lifted her head. “Don’t let her speak!” gasped half a dozen in my ear. She moved slowly and solemnly to the front, laid her old bonnet at her feet, and turned her great, sparkling eyes to me. There was a hissing sound of disappropriation above and below. I rose and announced, “Sojourner Truth,” and begged the audience to keep silent for a few moments. The tumult subsided at once, and every eye was fixed on this almost Amazon form, which stood nearly six feet high, head erect, and eye piercing the upper air, like one in a dream. At her first word, there was a profound hush.

Throughout the speech Gage continues to shape reader response with editorial comments like these and skews the text in a noticeably theatrical way.

The diction of the speech, in contrast to the earlier version, is noteworthy; this speaker uses a crude form of Southern dialect. Yet Truth was not from the South. She spent her slavery years in upstate New York and her first language was Dutch. Thus, the use of Southern dialect is meant to denote a regional affiliation that would link her with plantation slavery. And then, of course, there’s the flourish of the repeated rhetorical question, “Ar’n’t I a Woman?” As it turns out, the question is a complete fabrication if the first version has any credibility—and why would a reporter omit a feature that adds drama so remarkably? The question, like the dialect, seems to be an editorial flourish rather than a rhetorical one.43 Despite its inauthenticity, however, it is difficult to part with. And we don’t have to, because Sojourner Truth decided to claim it for herself.

Astonishingly, Truth reprinted this version of her speech in the section titled “The Book of Life,” the 1875 appendix to her Narrative, in which “The Libyan Sibyl” appeared. What sorts of conclusions might we draw from this? It might mean that she recognized a certain value in this more alliterative version, which like the frontispiece trades on the racist stereotypes of the day. It also suggests that she turned to those stereotypes as one might to market conventions to help solidify her position in the literary marketplace—one largely defined by the moral consumerism of evangelical capitalism.

“I am a self-made woman,” Sojourner Truth announced in the 1875 edition of the Narrative.44 And in many ways she’s right. That edition tells the story of not just that she made herself but how she made herself. Of course, she also had to make some sacrifices. Asked why she looked so young late in life, she explained that she had two skins—a black one covering a white one. As troubling as her attitudes on race were, her internalized racism becomes a way for us to understand her conception of the world she lived in. She knew that race mattered and that as a black woman with dark skin, she needed to find ways to make race work to her advantage. Sporting a turban in the author portrait and, later, draping herself in the trappings of white femininity in the photo on her carte de visite are shrewd markers of her efforts. When she says she sold the shadow to support the substance, we might understand “shadow” to mean “race,” and therefore recognize in Truth’s catchy slogan another way in which she engaged in the race trade that fueled the market of the period.

There were other sacrifices as well. By adapting her message to the market for slave narratives, for instance, her evangelical message was sometimes muffled by the noises of authorship. Yet in this connection we might also talk about the decidedly evangelical ending Truth/Gilbert chose for the Narrative. She stresses the saving of her former master’s soul over the condemnation of slavery and its practitioners.45 Eschewing generic conventions rather than kowtowing to readership expectations, Truth’s narrative choice asserts her religious beliefs and banks on her canny understanding of the marketplace.

Sojourner Truth’s use of the marketplace and its conventions reveals that she did not simply collapse when faced with its rules. Her grasp of the financial end of publishing and its ancillary activities reveals a multilayered agenda that led her out of the slave trade and into free trade. Her story provides an illuminating look at the complexities of agency within the context of the marketplace. We also see the struggle and inevitable sacrifice that success in the marketplace brings. Like Louisa May Alcott who wrote under pseudonyms in order to hold on to her niche in the children’s literature market, Isabella Van Wagener boldly took on generic conventions in favor of Truth—the figure she constructed out of the moral imperatives that directed her life. Composed in part through a clever manipulation of the racist paradigms set for blacks who wished to use publication as a means to make a living, the works she published—as well as the speeches she gave and the images she circulated—appear under what we might call a trademark rather than a pseudonym, in the tradition of Fannie Fern.

To fully appreciate the pressure of the race and gender conventions that weighed on Sojourner Truth’s choices, we might turn to the literary history of Harriet Wilson’s 1859 novel Our Nig and consider Wilson’s experience as a cautionary tale. Wilson violated convention by using the form of the novel instead of autobiography, and focused on the taboo subject of Northern slavery—elements that Sojourner Truth handled quite differently. Known to us today because of its rediscovery by Henry Louis Gates Jr., Our Nig had moldered in obscurity. In stark contrast, Sojourner Truth’s image and words are known the world over. As her amanuenesis, Olive Gilbert, later wrote to her in 1870: “I did not think you were laying the foundation of such an almost world-wide reputation when I wrote that little book for you, but I rejoice and am proud that you can make your power felt with so little book-education.”46

Throughout the nineteenth century, American women writers not only crowded the marketplace with their work, they came to define it through their successful negotiations with it. Their engagement with abolition, women’s rights, and the cult of true womanhood, among other issues, coincided with the rise of authorship as a profession, and thus places the work of women writers at the center of the burgeoning literary marketplace of their era. It was Nathaniel Hawthorne, writing to his publisher, William Ticknor, in 1855, who complained that “America is wholly given over to a damned mob of scribbling women.” What we now know about the canny engagement with the marketplace of Louisa May Alcott and Sojourner Truth is that it was never a case of simple domination. As women vied for a piece of the market, they were as guided by race, class, and gender expectations as they were by the dictates of genre and other publishing conventions. Abolitionism created a set of market conditions that encouraged writers to promote its cause while protecting its prejudices. Most clearly displayed by Sojourner Truth’s manipulation of dialect and image, those prejudices provided both opportunities and limitations. Opening up the possibility of authorship as a profession and a means to make a living for women writers, the spirit of abolition allowed women to take up their pens—instead of their swords—in the interest of reform. At the same time, social conventions continued to circumscribe the variety of ways in which a woman could and should express herself. What we see in the careers of Louisa May Alcott and Sojourner Truth is that although they played by the rules, they bent them to suit their needs and to meet their markets. While Alcott disguised herself by writing under the cloak of pen names, Truth invented a self conditioned, in part, by white expectations. Their approaches to the market, in other words, were as different as black and white.47
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Creating an Image in Black:
The Power of Abolition Pictures

John Stauffer One picture is worth ten thousand words,” the adman Frederick R. Barnard said in Printer’s Ink Magazine in 1927. His quip has, of course, become a truism, though he may have only given authorship to a saying that had been around for decades. Advertisers were not the first group to champion the use of pictures as a means to sell their wares. In the nineteenth century, abolitionists were doing much the same thing. They, like advertisers, relied on images to sell ideas of the good society. But the source of their desire was much different: they sought to end slavery and racism, and transform the means of production, rather than generate demand and fuel consumption.1

Reformers throughout America and Europe became enraptured with the power of the picture beginning around 1830, once changes in lithography and line drawings had enabled large-scale mass production of images in newspapers and magazines.2 Their enemies—the politicians and gatekeepers of the existing order—felt so threatened by their images that they tried to censor them.3 When the young William Lloyd Garrison began publishing The Liberator in 1831, what most offended Southerners in the periodical were the images—particularly its masthead, which depicted a slave auction in front of the Capitol, the flag of liberty atop its dome, a whipping post in its plaza, and in the foreground a grieving slave family at auction and a discarded Indian treaty (Figure 1). Vice President John C. Calhoun, an ardent proslavery advocate, was so outraged by the masthead that he attempted, unsuccessfully, to ban newspapers with “pictorial representations” of slavery from the mails. Abolitionist texts were tolerable, in his mind, but not images.4

Black abolitionists were particularly invested in the power of images. Some of the most prominent, from Frederick Douglass and William “Ethiop” Wilson to James McCune Smith, Sojourner Truth, and Harriet Jacobs, embraced the black image as an aid in their reform work. Their rise to public prominence from the mid-1840s through the 1860s paralleled the rise of visual culture, when Americans increasingly began to define themselves with images.5 The twin rise of visual culture and black public personas is not coincidental; black abolitionists relied on images as a way to acquire a public voice, enter into the public sphere, and revise public opinion. Yet the ways in which they used, appropriated, and thought about visual images have been largely ignored.6
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Figure 1. The Liberator masthead, 1831.



Most critics, when discussing African Americans and pictures, focus on how blacks have been objectified and how photography functions as a tool of white society. They view the black image as part of the process of exploitation. To be placed in front of the camera lens, to have one’s body represented, photographed, taken—symbolically, if not literally—is to render that body powerless.7 Gazing becomes a masculine, empowering (and “white”) condition, while being seen is a feminine (and “black”) one.8

Yet the process of visual representation is much more complicated. Robyn Wiegman has argued that in the twentieth century, the commodified appearance of the black body became a “representational sign for the democratizing process of U.S. culture itself.”9 Little has been said about the ways in which black abolitionists sought, in effect, to objectify themselves as a source of power in their reform work. From their perspective, the relation between subject, object, and power looks much different. They wanted to be objects rather than subjects—art objects, in particular—and at times wrote eloquently about the power of pictures. I want to explore the nature of this objectification.

•••

Frederick Douglass relied as much on his image as on his voice and words to create his public persona. Indeed, he created a public persona through words and images. He was widely viewed as the “representative black man” in the United States during his lifetime, and he liked the designation. By representing himself, he hoped to reconstruct America’s attitudes toward slavery and race. He was one of the most perceptive writers on the uses of pictures.10

Part of Douglass’s fascination with images stemmed from his faith in “true” art as a social leveler. “True” art for him meant accurate and “authentic” images of blacks, rather than caricatures such as blackface minstrels. Through speeches, writings, and images, he sought to fashion himself as an art object, or performer, that would confer on both his persona and his white perceivers the “gift of life” (to borrow from Elaine Scarry), which would link them together and dissolve social barriers. The slave as “thing,” or the black man as object, acquired life and humanity, in the minds of viewers, when it was represented as an art object or performer. And the perceiver acquired new life by perceiving that thing as human.11

The representation of the black body as an objet d’art that could transform whites depended on how that body was represented. Douglass continually sought to control how he appeared in his portraits. In an 1849 review of A Tribute for the Negro, by the Quaker abolitionist Wilson Armistead, he praised the prose but attacked the imagery, including the engraving of himself (Figure 2). The engraver had cut the image of Douglass from a painting (Figure 3), but had added a smile, rendering him with “a much more kindly and amiable expression than is generally thought to characterize the face of a fugitive slave,” as Douglass accused. Although he was no longer a fugitive slave, Douglass wanted the look of a defiant but respectable outsider. “Negroes can never have impartial portraits at the hands of white artists,” he stated: It seems to us next to impossible for white men to take likenesses of black men, without most grossly exaggerating their distinctive features. And the reason is obvious. Artists, like all other white persons, have adopted a theory respecting the distinctive features of Negro physiognomy.

The vast majority of whites could not create “impartial” likenesses of African Americans (even though they might be able to write about them impartially) because of their preconceived notions of what blacks looked like.12
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Figure 2. Frederick Douglass. An engraving reproduced in Wilson Armistead, A Tribute for the Negro, 1849.



Douglass’s criticism of white artists helps to explain why he was so taken with photography: he thought that the veracity of the daguerreotype—the most popular form of photography in America from its invention in 1839 through the mid-1850s—prevented distortions of blacks that came from the hands of white artists. He also knew that the vast majority of daguerreotypes (over 90 percent) took the form of portraits. The photograph, and accurate renditions or sympathetic engravings drawn from the photograph, became his medium of choice for representing himself visually.13

Douglass was so taken with daguerreotypy that he called Louis Daguerre, the inventor of the daguerreotype, “the great discoverer of modern times, to whom coming generations will award special homage.” Because of Daguerre’s invention, he said, “we have pictures, true pictures, of every object which can interest us.” “Men of all conditions and classes,” he added, “can now see themselves as others see them and as they will be seen by those [who] shall come after them. What was once the special and exclusive luxury of the rich and great—is now the privilege of all. The humblest servant girl may now possess a picture of herself such as the wealth of kings could not purchase fifty years ago.” For Douglass, the photograph was no respecter of persons; it represented all people accurately, reflecting their common humanity.14

Douglass attacked slavery and racism by championing the “truthfulness” of the photograph, and by stressing the picture-making proclivity of all humans. In his mind, all humans sought accurate representations both of material reality and of an unseen spiritual world. This affinity for pictures is what distinguished humans from animals: “Man is the only picture-making animal in the world. He alone of all the inhabitants of earth has the capacity and passion for pictures.” To make and appreciate pictures required imagination, and for this reason Douglass emphasized the superiority of imagination over reason. While “dogs and elephants are said to possess” the capacity for reason, he argued, only humans sought to recreate nature and portray both the “inside soul” and the “outside world” through such “artificial means” as the photograph. The power of the “imagination,” he added, was “a sublime, prophetic, and all-creative power.” Imagination could be used to create a public persona in the form of a photograph or engraving. It could also be used to usher in a new world of equality, without slavery and racism. The power of the imagination linked humans to “the Eternal sources of life and creation.” It allowed them to appreciate pictures as accurate representations of some greater reality, and it helped them to realize their sublime ideals in an imperfect world. As Douglass aptly put it: “Poets, prophets, and reformers are all picture makers—and this ability is the secret of their power and of their achievements. They see what ought to be by the reflection of what is, and endeavor to remove the contradiction.” He considered himself all three: a poet (by which he meant “artist”), a prophet, and a reformer. He drew on divine sources to create sublime pictures of a new world of interracial equality. It was a millennial vision defined in nationalist terms.15
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Figure 3. Frederick Douglass. Oil on canvas, ca. 1845.



Douglass went so far as to suggest that the “moral and social influence of pictures”—and “representation” more generally—were more important in shaping the nation than “the making of its laws.” Art, in other words, was more important than politics for changing society. It is a remarkable statement, for Douglass always defined himself as an abolitionist and reformer, and throughout the 1850s and 1860s he was deeply committed to political action. But art was the engine of social change.16

Douglass highlights the power an authentic black image can have on a white subject in his only work of fiction, “The Heroic Slave” (1853). The narrative opens with Mr. Listwell, a white man, chancing upon a slave, Madison Washington, talking to himself in the forest and vowing to be free. Listwell, who is aptly named because he can “listen well” to what blacks have to say, stands at the edge of the forest, gazing at Washington without the latter’s knowledge. Washington is the inadvertent object of Listwell’s gaze.

Listwell is utterly transformed after gazing at Washington and hearing his “soliloquy.” The sight and speech of Washington rang “through the chambers of his soul, and vibrated through his entire frame.” “From this hour,” Listwell vows, “I am an abolitionist. I have seen enough and heard enough, and I shall go [home] resolved to atone for my past indifference to this ill-starred race.” He treats Washington’s performance as authentic, an accurate representation of his person.17

Listwell’s capacity to “see well” surpasses his ability to listen well, for five years later, when he finally meets Washington, he recognizes him instantly. “Ever since that morning . . . you have seldom been absent from my mind.” “From that hour, your face seemed to be daguerreotyped on my memory.”18

Daguerreotyping a character was a common trope in abolitionist narration. (For example, Harriet Beecher Stowe “daguerreotype[s]” Uncle Tom “for [her] readers.”19) It conveyed more than physical description or even photographic memory, for a daguerreotype was thought to penetrate the perceiver’s soul as well as his mind.20

Americans saw God’s work in the daguerreotype. Douglass and his contemporaries widely believed that daguerreotypes were “likenesses” in a religious sense—part of the individual’s essence, “a matter of spiritual similarity” rather than a mere “picture.”21 A daguerreotype, it was thought, contained part of the body and soul of the subject. It was a unique, one-of-a-kind, silver-plated sheet of copper, covered with glass, whereas subsequent products of photography, such as cartes de visite, were made from a negative and were thus reproducible. Having Washington “daguerreotyped” on Listwell’s memory connects the two men’s souls, and they become equals and friends. Both men benefit from their friendship: Listwell gains his spiritual freedom by atoning for his sin of indifference to slavery; and Washington gains his physical freedom, with help from his friend.

Daguerreotyping a character reflected a level of authenticity that went beyond representation to include the essence of the referent. Although this faith in authenticity, not to mention the notion of spiritual essence, may seem bizarre to us today, it was widespread in antebellum America. Many theatergoers treated actors on stage as the real thing, inseparable from the roles they played. Lawrence Levine describes the effects of this confusion between representation and reality. During a production of Othello in Albany, New York, a canal boatman interrupted the performance, and screamed at Iago, “You damned scoundrel, I would like to get hold of you after the show and wring your infernal neck.”22

Sojourner Truth was possibly more famous for her cartes de visite than for her actual presence in abolition meetings. Her carefully chosen portraits made her a familiar presence to millions of viewers (see pp. 247, 250). They depicted “a respectable, middle-class matron,” as Nell Painter has summarized, which subverted beliefs that blacks could never be respectable.23 Truth’s famous maxim, “I sell the shadow to support the substance,” links her image (shadow) to her self (her substance), as well as to a growing consumer ethos. She wanted the image she sold to be an extension of herself. Her maxim suggests that she wanted to extend the “aura” of the daguerreotype onto other forms of photography, in order to preserve the connection between image and reality, shadow and substance, without distortion.24

James McCune Smith believed, with Douglass, that an authentic black persona could be extremely effective in breaking down racial barriers. In 1855 he reviewed a performance of the singer Elizabeth Greenfield, known as the “Black Swan,” at the Broadway Tabernacle, and concluded that “true art is a social leveler, and thoroughly isocratic,” or egalitarian. Greenfield’s performance was so powerful that she collapsed racial barriers and created an integrated community in the Tabernacle: “Never was the Tabernacle so thoroughly speckled with mixed complexions; blind gentlemen sat side and side with dark ladies,” and “colorblind” white women sat next to black men. Greenfield refused to succumb to “the requirements of American Prejudice”; instead of trying to hide her ancestry, she stood forth “simple and pure a black woman.” For McCune Smith, Greenfield’s stage presence reflected her true self.25

But McCune Smith also recognized the shortcomings of relying solely on a performative self to combat racism. “The colored man must do impracticable things before he is admitted to a place in society,” he acknowledged in 1854. “He must speak like a [Frederick] Douglass, write like a[n Alexandre] Dumas, and sing like the Black Swan before he could be recognized as a human being.” McCune Smith knew, too, that his own medium of choice, the essay, had limited popular appeal, especially compared with public speaking, photography, and stage performance. One reason for his comparative lack of popularity was that he rarely had his picture taken and was not a brilliant performer, and so did not stand ever-present, as it were, before people’s eyes.26

William Wilson, a colleague of McCune Smith and the Brooklyn correspondent of Frederick Douglass’s Paper, used ekphrasis—representing visual objects with words—to create an “Afric-American Picture Gallery.” Writing under the pseudonym “Ethiop” to emphasize his black persona, Wilson wrote a series of seven “papers” in 1859, describing twenty-six images in his picture gallery that summarized the social, political, and cultural conditions of America. “I always had a penchant for pictures,” Ethiop confesses at the beginning of his series. “From a chit of a boy till now, my love for beautiful, or quaint, old pictures has been unquenched.” In one of his “rambles” in search of pictures, he “stumbled over the Afric-American Picture Gallery”; it since became one of his “dearest retreats.”27

Ethiop guides his readers through the various images, characters, and settings in his picture gallery. The images are emblems of black resistance and achievement: Toussaint L’Ouverture’s significance to America; a “Young Tom,” who, unlike “Uncle Tom,” is full of mischief and rebellion; the Underground Railroad; the head of Phillis Wheatley; and a black artist–prophet who stands erect in the “Black Forest,” a setting that affirms black identity.28

What is significant about Wilson’s Picture Gallery is his attempt to transform writing into images for greater effect. A “true” picture, he argued, had a moral dimension that writing lacks. Truth and beauty stemmed from God; they illuminated America’s present condition, and pointed the way to a new age. For Wilson, Douglass, Truth, and McCune Smith, the authentic black image was a source of power: it brought new life to blacks, and transformed whites into seeing the full humanity of blacks.29

While a black image was a source of power, a black viewer was comparatively powerless. Harriet Jacobs describes this powerlessness in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861) where she becomes a viewer behind a lens. For nearly seven years she hid from her captors in the attic of a house. The sensation she describes resembles that of being inside a camera obscura. While daguerreotypists draped themselves behind the camera, Jacobs sat inside her box, as it were, at the lens: Countless were the nights that I sat late at the little loophole [the lens] scarcely large enough to give me a glimpse of one twinkling star. . . . Season after season, year after year, I peeped at my children’s faces, and heard their sweet voices, with a heart yearning all the while to say, “Your mother is here.”

In viewing her children, Jacobs is ineffectual. At the same time, through her narration she objectifies herself for her readers, which, she hopes, will empower her and transform them into abolitionists. She appears as both object and observer for her readers.30

When legal freedom came, Americans began to lose faith in the veracity and “aura” of the image and the value of authenticity. Nancy Armstrong notes that Alfred Stieglitz “sought to make photography counter its own object-dependency, and so renounce the very realism that had fostered its development as a popular medium.” In his 1892 short story “The Real Thing,” Henry James has his protagonist, a popular illustrator, declare that he prefers “the represented subject over the real one,” because “the defect of the real one was so apt to be a lack of representation”: “I liked things that appeared; then one was sure. Whether they were or not was a subordinate and almost always a profitless question.”31

This loss of faith in the “truthfulness” of the picture, and in the direct link between image and material referent, was not limited to white artists. At the turn of the century, black reformers began embracing the trope of the “New Negro,” which was “only a metaphor,” as Henry Louis Gates Jr. has noted. It signified “a black person who lives at no place” and at no time. The New Negro was an image without a natural referent, as is suggested by the fantastic, collage figure of the “The New Negro” from the 1928 Carolina Magazine (Figure 4).32

W.E.B. Du Bois was, like Douglass, profoundly influenced by the power of the image. And like William Wilson, he thought narratives should aspire to the condition of an image. He employs the metaphor of the image to state his purpose in the opening pages of The Souls of Black Folk: “I have sought here to sketch, in vague, uncertain outline, the spiritual world in which ten thousand Americans live and strive.” But Du Bois’s spiritual world resembled the metaphor of the New Negro—it was a fragmented image, detached from its material referent. This fragmentation stemmed from a “vast veil,” producing a double self and obstructing the link between black object and white perceiver that could give both subject and object new life.33
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Figure 4. Allan R. Freelon, The New Negro. Reproduced in Carolina Magazine, 1928.



Du Bois had lost faith in the truthfulness of pictures, including photography. In a column entitled “Photography” in The Crisis, he argued that “the average white photographer does not know how to deal with colored skins, and having neither sense of their delicate beauty of tone nor will to learn, he makes a horrible botch of portraying them.” It is a striking contrast from Douglass’s faith in photography. While Douglass saw photography as an antidote to white artists who “grossly exaggerated” blacks’ “distinctive features,” Du Bois believed that photography was as biased and inauthentic as other forms of representation; for him, there was no direct link between image and referent. His solution was to call for more “colored photographers” to correct the distortions. Perhaps the endpoint of this obstruction between black image and white perceiver is Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, who refuses visibility as an act of resistance.34

Douglass, Truth, McCune Smith, and other black abolitionists embraced visibility as an act of resistance and empowerment. They defined their spiritual selves through their material selves, and saw their images as containing, if not their essence, at least an authentic representation of it. But after Reconstruction, whites no longer treated authentic black images as the real thing, much as the laws prescribing black freedom lost their prescriptive power. It is profoundly ironic that black representation, which sought to combat slavery, was itself dependent on slavery for its proliferation and strength. In one sense, you could say that slavery was a muse that inspired the power of the black image—and black art more generally—which in turn sought to vanquish slavery.35 As a consumer society replaced a “slave republic,” the black image, lacking a natural referent, lost much of its prescriptive power.
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Abolitionists in American Cinema:
From The Birth of a Nation to Amistad1


Casey King

The topic of my essay is abolitionists in film. Why bother? Historical film, like historical fiction, is often considered a sub-genre of real art, true expression’s idiot man-child cousin, best left chained in the basement of the artistic hierarchy. This was not always the case. Historical fiction constitutes a good deal of the American canon.2 The ferment of realism, however, overwhelmed Walter Scott’s American legacy of historical romance, and literary critics and novelists alike began to regard historical fiction with disdain.3 This disdain continues today. Anyone who has studied fiction writing knows three things: “Show me, don’t tell me”; “Don’t have your characters wake up at the end having realized it was all a dream”; and, most important, “Write what you know.” What we are supposed to know is what we have lived, and it is from this interesting, varied, and hopefully war-torn personal past that we craft stories. As we cannot possibly “know” those things that existed before our ability to experience them, they cannot ring true, cannot be realistic.4 Of course, postmodernity causes us to question even that which we have lived, reminding us that we can’t even know that with any certitude. This may explain, in part, why, during the last decade of the twentieth century, there had been a renewed acceptance of the historical novel, attempted by several fine literary novelists, but that is a different matter altogether. The point is that realism requires experience. Historical novels are inescapably anachronistic, and therefore, to many, a lesser form of art. Now, movies, movies are never art, unless, of course, they are called films, and even if a movie is called a film there is no guarantee that it will be called art. Therefore, to the serious critic, “historical film” is just a nice way of saying “crap.”5

Historians are equally displeased with historical films, but for different reasons. Basically, filmmakers encroach upon sacred ground, in a manner that Howard University filmmaker Abiyi Ford once called, “toddlers with automatic weapons, capable of doing great harm, but without any capacity for understanding the ramifications of their actions.”6 Historians often speak of what they do in language more often used to describe a spiritual quest, or personal pilgrimage. Historian Jonathan Spence captures this spirit when he writes that “the point of the endless and often exasperating search for knowledge about the past is . . . to throw one’s whole energy into the quest for interpretation and modes of recording that are as true as one can get to the spirit and contingencies of the past. If that can be done, even to some extent, then the historian earns the right to bear a kind of witness, to speak with greater authority than others about what might have been and what could not have been.”7 Bearing witness, earning authority through careful work, these are rights one earns, and with them almost sacred responsibilities. It is no wonder that it grates when those who would venture into the historical past invoke poetic license as an excuse for a lack of intellectual rigor or attention to historical detail.8

Adding insult to injury is the fact that filmmakers claim that what they create is not only history, but “real” history, unlike the “fake” history passed off by scholars blinded by years of the painstaking pursuit of accuracy, wasting their time learning foreign languages and reading moldy primary documents. This strange presumption is well illustrated in the recent Steven Spielberg/Debbie Allen production based on the story of the historical slave ship Amistad. Before the movie was released, the film’s production studio, DreamWorks, sent “educational” packets to classrooms across the country. The stated purpose of these packets was to help engender “critical thinking about the value of history in light of the long faded chapter [of the Amistad] restored to American history in the film.” They further claimed that they “took great care to make every detail of this historical drama authentic.” They then leveled a serious charge against historians: that “real history has been castrated—left out—and great historians have done it.”9 There’s the rub. To Jonathan Spence, real history is the serious endeavor to achieve the closest approximation of truth. To film producers like Debbie Allen, real history is either missing a penis, or is a missing penis, depending on how we interpret the packet’s stunningly ambiguous use of language.

Of course, that doesn’t keep people from going to see these films and believing that what they see constitutes “what really happened.” And that is at the very crux of the answer to the question, Why bother? Millions of people go to these films, and their view of historical events, figures, villains, heroes, and even abolitionists is profoundly shaped by these productions.

This has been true since the first moving picture shows found their way onto the American scene in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Theater critic Walter Eaton marveled at the pervasive power of the new technology: When you reflect that in New York City alone, on a Sunday 500,000 people go to the moving picture shows, a majority of them perhaps children . . . you cannot dismiss the canned drama with a shrug of contempt. . . . Ten million people attended professional baseball games in America in 1908. Four million people attend moving picture theaters, it is said, every day.

By the end of the twentieth century there were an estimated 1.42 billion cinema admissions sold every year.10 This number does not take into account made-for-television movies, cable productions, or the home video audience for motion pictures. We have become a nation of watchers. And while historians and artists may deplore the uses and popularity of movies, their cultural influence is irrefutable.

But there is another reason to look at filmic portrayals of abolitionists. Irrespective of accuracy, films can be seen as cultural artifacts. These artifacts provide unusually accurate and sometimes disturbing insights into our national mentality. This is true for two reasons. First, film is the most collaborative of artistic media. Producers, writers, actors, directors, sound engineers, editors, cameramen, key grips, and best boys—the list of credits goes on. Some filmmakers, such as Stanley Kubrick, are legendary in their attention to detail and desire to control every facet of their productions. But even if Kubrick could have controlled everything, he was an anachronism.

Secondly, as the most popular films are created to appeal to the largest audience, they in some way speak to a culture’s “mental climate.” Most producers want to make films that attract large numbers of people so that they can realize a return on their considerable investment. Therefore, film can both reflect and reinforce certain cultural notions.

All right, then, what about abolitionists in film? When I began my study, I was surprised to learn that the subject had received scant attention. On further inquiry, I learned that the reason it has been ignored by those who write on film is that abolitionists themselves have been ignored by filmmakers. If historians now recognize that the crusade against slavery is one of the most important reform movements in human history, the film industry, and American culture in the twentieth century, fail to concur. There are almost no films on abolitionists, per se. The American Film Institute Catalog, one of the most comprehensive filmographies, with entries on movies produced from 1893 to 1970, includes neither antislavery nor abolitionism as indexed subjects.11 In Ken Burns’s twelve-hour documentary on the Civil War, no more than five minutes are devoted to abolitionists.12

That is not to say they don’t exist in movies. There are simply too few to merit a category of their own. With a few notable exceptions, attitudes toward abolitionists and the abolitionist movement must instead be teased from films about the Civil War: those that address slaves and slavery or attempt to portray nineteenth-century black life or culture. This teasing is beyond the scope of my essay; I will, instead, deal primarily with the notable exceptions, those films in which abolitionists, a particular abolitionist, or the antislavery movement play a more primary role in the movie’s narrative. That is, abolition must appear on the marquee, even if it does so with a stage name. The films I will consider in this essay are The Birth of a Nation, Souls at Sea, Santa Fe Trail, Conquest of the Planet of the Apes, and Amistad.13 Examining the depictions of abolitionists in these films helps us gauge not only changing attitudes toward race, but changing attitudes toward reform, central to which are certain questions: What is the American attitude toward reform movements? Does this help explain the absence of films that deal with the crusade against slavery? Do Americans distinguish between different sorts of reform? How do larger national and international events shape these attitudes? What is the attitude of Americans toward religion, and in what ways does this affect their attitude toward abolition? How does the need to recognize African Americans’ role in their own emancipation have an impact on the legacy of the abolitionist movement?

The films suggest certain answers. Early attitudes toward antislavery were neutral, if not respectful, driven by a South interested in regional reconciliation. It wasn’t antislavery that troubled the South, it was the political and social empowerment of African Americans as tools for the ambitions of Northern white politicians who sought to rule the region. During the mid-twentieth century, after the white South’s cultural victory became more secure (the South, culturally, did rise again), historical antislavery activism was largely viewed by Hollywood as the purview of lunatics, opportunists, and people who don’t shave (often a sign of moral perfidy in Hollywood). During the 1960s, when we might have expected the elevation of the abolitionists and their movement, they are still conspicuously absent. The need for black agency, and the very important mission of recognizing African Americans as participants in the struggle for their own emancipation, became more important than the task of historical inclusion. Historical black abolitionists are completely neglected, though individual acts of black resistance, both actual and imagined, are showcased. Historical white abolitionists are ignored in keeping with the tenets of black power and good white liberalism. The fact that white reformers sacrificed and risked their lives, fortunes, and families to end slavery was no longer relevant to the political imperatives of the 1960s. Paternalism is often paved with good intentions. Were they alive in the 1960s, white abolitionists would have probably recognized the necessity of their absence, and would willingly have sacrificed one more thing, small by comparison: their cinematic historical legacy. In the 1990s Hollywood finally discovered black abolitionists, and imagined a more pluralistic pleading for equality. But a profound mistrust of religiously inspired reform has served to further denigrate the historical role of abolitionists, and the historical reality of the religious basis of all profound American reform.

Of all the historical films of the twentieth century it is David Wark Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation that we most love to hate. And with good reason. It is so thoroughly politically and ideologically repugnant that it has become, since its first release in 1915, a sort of cottage industry of outrage. Countless reviews, numerous articles, and even political protests have been devoted to Griffith’s odious film, and the nation that would give birth to The Birth. Those who celebrate Griffith’s achievement often attempt to separate aesthetics and artistic innovation from message. But praising the aesthetics or originality of The Birth of a Nation is almost like saying that even though the Nazis did some terrible things, they had a wonderful fashion sense or flare for nocturnal spectacle.14 So let me preface my discussion of The Birth of a Nation by reiterating its rich perniciousness.

That said, white abolitionists receive more explicit cinematic respect in The Birth of a Nation than they do in any other film in the twentieth century. Surprised? Me, too. Griffith does not devote a great deal of time in his film to abolitionists, just one scene early in the film. But this scene is nonetheless significant. It stands as an important foil to the Northern carpetbaggers and scalawags that later dominate his film and help convey his intention: one of regional reconciliation, a message that not all Northerners are bad, even antislavery Northerners, provided that they don’t try to push equality for African Americans down white Southerners’ throats.

Meaning in silent film is conveyed by three distinct components: the images themselves, title cards that preface and link scenes, and the accompanying musical score. These form distinct visual “chapters” in a silent film. Each chapter contains several shots. Scene two in The Birth of a Nation, devoted wholly to abolitionists, consists of six shots.

As the second scene or chapter begins, the score, composed by Louis Gottschalk, sounds with hymnal triads and high church harmonies on thirds and fifths, in 4/4 time, in a composition reminiscent of “A Mighty Fortress is Our God.” As the music plays, a scene card reads, “The Abolitionists of the 19th century demanding the freeing of the slaves.” The establishing shot is filmed from the back of a meetinghouse or some other public space. The viewer’s vantage point creates the illusion that one is standing behind a gathering of a dozen or so men and women of a variety of ages. These disciples are well dressed, the men in coats and ties, the women with simple bonnets and shawls. They dominate the foreground of the shot as they respectfully listen to a speaker on stage. A man in the close foreground leans toward another so that he can make a comment without disrespect to the speaker.

The speaker is the focal point of the shot. He is a man with a balding head that stands in stark relief to the austerity of his long black frock. He may be a clergyman, but explicit Christian iconography, apart from the mood established by Gottschalk’s pseudo-hymn, is absent. Before him, at his feet, sits a small black child. To his right sits a woman in a simple white dress listening quietly. Behind him, to the viewer’s right, is a portrait of George Washington, father of the country and Virginia slaveholder. The establishing shot conveys the sense of these abolitionists not as hotheaded radicals, but as members of an orderly society, as men and women sit quietly listening to a speaker. It is a man who is speaking. A woman is on the stage, but she knows her place, not speaking but seated. Her white dress suggests a purity or chastity that is consistent with propriety. Both Washington and the black child, too, know their respective places: Washington somewhere behind and above it all, and the hopes of a black future at the white man’s feet (even the Northern white man’s feet). The message is clear. Those who speak out against slavery, and those who come to listen, may recognize the institution of slavery as wrong, but speaking out against slavery is not tantamount to a call for full equality. In this room, as in the country, order is possible among former slaveholders, Northern men and women, and even freed black people, provided everyone knows his or her place.

These thematic elements are reiterated in the second shot of the scene, a closeup on the speaker. He holds his hands low and open in supplication to the people, looking somewhere to the left of the camera. To the speaker’s right sit two African American men, who are quietly listening. This, then, is an interracial gathering in what is supposed to be antebellum America. But here, too, the black people know better than to sit among the white people. They are cordoned off from the white crowd as exhibits, and while they may listen, they listen as subjects of the discourse, objects of attention, rather than as meaningful participants in the discourse on their status. Still, Griffith does not use blackfaced, grotesque caricatures here as he does later in the film. As a matter of fact, these men elicit a certain sympathy as the speaker leans down and clasps one on the shoulder as one would clasp a child, with paternalistic encouragement or avuncular approbation.

The scene quickly shifts to the image of a white woman in the audience watching intently. While Griffith would later exploit white anxiety of miscegenation to further his racist politics, here he makes a different choice: matronly sympathy. The shot is a close up of a plump, elderly woman in silhouette. She is clothed in a black dress with white lace. Her gray hair peeks from a black bonnet. She sits alone, looking through small wire glasses, listening expressionless, exuding a careful neutrality, or perhaps a guarded schoolmarmian disapproval. She is the Northern woman, widow/mother, spinster/listener, the embodiment of Northern maternal morality, asexual, on guard to potential impropriety.

The shot then returns to the back of the meeting house. The speech is apparently finished and the crowd is applauding in approval. A small black child is held by the shoulders and walks down the center of the meeting house, guided by a white man.

The next shot interrupts the scene with a very short, less than a second-long closeup of the African American child with the white man, presumably the abolitionist standing behind him. It is a poignant still image. While most portrayals of African Americans in Griffith’s film surrender to the pull of racist stereotype, this image is decidedly different. It is a haunting, sympathetic portrayal of a small African American boy. Other than George Washington, he is the only “actor” in the scene to look directly into the camera, and as such, seems to address the viewer directly. He looks sad, and seems to be quietly beseeching the camera, as if echoing the white abolitionist, to end slavery.

The scene ends with the child returning to the foot of the speaker as a collection hat for the cause is passed around the group. The matronly woman previously described is in the foreground. She holds a hanky to her face and seems to be crying for the child.

The scene, all six shots, takes up roughly twenty-two seconds of the entire film. It is, nonetheless, unexpected that the first visual treatment of abolitionists in film history portrays them in a sympathetic light, given the virulence of Griffith’s racist beliefs.

What explains this puzzling depiction was Griffith’s goal in making the film. His object was not Northern alienation, but reconciliation. A more nuanced view affords a more subtle invitation, and a reinvention of an origin myth in which “we the people” becomes “we the white Southerners.” It is not the “sin of slavery,” but the sin of the political and cultural inclusion of “brutish” African Americans against which we should stand. As such the more damning and thorough indictment of antislavery preoccupies the rest of the film. There is an implicit criticism of ending slavery, and therefore abolitionists, in Griffith’s depiction of a world turned brutish and chaotic by the liberation and empowerment of African Americans. It is this image of the damage wrought by the effects of an ill-considered, sudden ending of American slavery that would persist in American popular culture. Griffith’s film enjoyed a wide popularity until the advent of sound cinema.

Some years later, two Hollywood films moved the theme of antislavery to center stage: Souls at Sea (1937) and Santa Fe Trail (1940). Given the cultural context of the Great Depression, I would argue that each film on some level engages the validity of radical reform. I use the term radical here in a very specific sense to mean operating outside the law, sometimes through violent means, to further some perceived higher goal or more noble purpose. Of the two, Souls at Sea is the more radical, a film that seems to condone violence, especially given the restrictive dictates of the Motion Picture Production Code. Santa Fe Trail, on the other hand, is very much a New Deal picture, with a recognition of societal ills, but a profound denunciation of violent or abrupt means of addressing those ills. Although ultimately a conservative film, with a strong current of racist ideology, it is not without a sincere recognition that slavery is wrong.

In Paramount Picture’s 1937 Souls at Sea, Gary Cooper stars as radical antislave trade activist named Michael “Nuggin” Taylor. The film was directed by Henry Hathaway, whose sixty-six screen credits spanned thirty years and included such notable films as Lives of a Bengal Lancer (1935) and True Grit (1969). It was written by Grover Jones, who also wrote an early screen adaptation of Huckleberry Finn (1931). One can only speculate on Twain’s influence on Jones, given the sympathetic treatment of both slaves and antislavery reform in Souls at Sea.

The film opens in a Philadelphia courtroom in 1854. “Nuggin” sits with stoic, silent resignation on the witness stand. The prosecutor stands before him—before us—introducing the viewer to Taylor’s predicament. “Even his wise and experienced counsel,” the prosecutor begins, “have been able to only weakly claim that he saved as many as he killed.” Now addressing the jury and packed courtroom, the prosecutor asks that they weigh Taylor’s character and his innocence or guilt by considering his profession: “A slaver.” The prosecution spits out the word as if he has just tasted a piece of bad fruit. He then pauses momentarily to allow the weight of this fact and Taylor’s capacity to commit murder to settle on the courtroom. He continues, “Do these facts present to you a philanthropist? A generous, warm-hearted saver of human lives? They do not. They present him for what he is—an incredibly intolerant, callous, cold-hearted mass murderer.” Taylor struggles as if biting his tongue, but offers no response. The prosecution need say no more. Taylor’s participation in the slave trade is proffered as self-evident proof of his capacity to commit the gravest of all sins.

But before we jump to the conclusion that slave traders are bad, and therefore antislavery activists are good, we should remember that the U.S. Constitution called for the end of the slave trade after fifty years, while explicitly protecting the right to hold slaves, and implicitly condoning if not codifying the validity of the institution itself.15 After all, natural increases in the slave population in the South in the nineteenth century made the slave trade unnecessary to the perpetuation of slavery in the United States and the “Southern way of life.” Southern slaveholders like Thomas Jefferson could detest the slave trade, but there are few historians who would consider him an abolitionist.16 All right, then, in the late 1930s slave trading is depicted as a bad business, just as it was in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. This does not necessarily mean that antislavery activism is a good thing.

But Souls does more than vilify the slave trade while justifying racism and slavery. The rest of the film examines in flashback the events leading to Taylor’s prosecution. It is in the next scene, the very first scene of our backward glance, that the film strikes out on truly original and radical grounds (for a dominantly regressive Hollywood at any rate), as it raises the plight and status of Africans and elevates their exploitation to the level of Shakespearean tragedy. A large three-masted ship gently rocks at full sail, silhouetted by the moon on a calm, night sea. The sound of a sad, repetitive African song is audible as the camera pans first to the ship’s name, 4 Blackbird (Hollywood is rarely subtle when it comes to symbolism), then to the Africans chained below deck, chanting in dignified and profound desperation. The filmmaker does not use blackfaced whites, does not render bondage as pleasant (this is not the “happy darkies” enjoying a nice sea voyage scene), and does not attempt to dehumanize or bestialize the enslaved (as was commonly done to justify their enslavement).17 The moment invokes a profound pathos, a sympathetic portrayal of the middle passage the likes of which will not be approximated again until sixty years later, in Amistad.

The camera then pans to the white sailor at the helm, who manages the ship without expression, seemingly impervious to the desperate sounds of his African cargo. We then cut to Taylor, lying on deck reading by lamplight, his sidekick, Powdah (George Raft), asleep beside him. “To die, to sleep,” Taylor begins, reciting Hamlet’s soliloquy, “To sleep no more.”

“What are you reading?” Powdah asks.

“The tragedy of Hamlet.”

“What’s it about?”

“It’s about a man who couldn’t make up his mind.”

“About what?”

“About whether he wanted to live or die. Kind of like those blacks down there.”

This is a remarkable moment in American cinema. Thirty years before the civil rights movement, a mainstream Hollywood film starring Mr. Deeds proclaims not only the equality of Africans, but imparts a nobility to their suffering, equating them with perhaps the most articulate of all Shakespearean sufferers. It should not distract us that the specifics of the African chanting is in an African language. It is probable that Shakespearean iambic pentameter was as unintelligible to the average American viewing audience. It is certainly unintelligible to our representative American everyman, Powdah, who charges Taylor with being “too sentimental.”

But the captain of the Blackbird is less reflective than Taylor. To quiet the chanting he appears in the next scene with a whip above the cargo hold. Our perspective—and, by implication, sympathy—is with the slaves as the shot is framed from below deck. The captain looms, his malevolent figure and intent framed by the night sky as he deliberately, repeatedly brings the lash down. The camera pans down to the Africans, seemingly helplessly chained, squirming to avoid the whip. Finally, one man grabs the whip and pulls the captain below. The enslaved quickly surround him, but the action of their just retribution is obscured from our view. This is an interesting and revealing choice. In Amistad, by contrast, the portrayal of the African self-liberation and retribution is the central focus of the opening sequence. The dispatch of the captain is explicit, displayed in grotesque detail (and subconsciously plays into American cultural stereotypes of violent blacks). The more profound and lasting image is not the provocation of the middle passage but the slave rebel Cinque’s violent rage. In Souls at Sea the filmmaker allows the beating to occur off-screen. The more persistent and lasting image is the captain’s provocation rather than the Africans’ response to it.18

In addition, unlike Amistad, where Cinque drove a sword through the captain and groaned with uncontrollable vengeful rage after killing, the captain of the Blackbird is beaten almost, but not quite, to death. The captain is brought to the deck, from below. The enslaved seem to bear no grudge against the other crew members who carry the captain’s body back above deck, and allow them to do so unchallenged. The viewer both through Taylor’s sympathy, and through directorial choice, is led to believe that the captain’s fate was justified. This is a significant moment, too, in American cinema history. It is 1937. This is a Gary Cooper picture. White men and women sit in the cinema, separated by law through most of the United States from their black fellow Americans, are there to see the new Paramount Pictures film starring one of the most popular leading men of the decade. The film opens by portraying the beating and eventual death of a white man by black men. This could, potentially, as in the case of The Birth of a Nation, exploit white fears of black empowerment, or alternatively, as is the case in Amistad, confirm white stereotypes of the black capacity for extreme violence.19 The film avoids either response. The plight of the enslaved is nothing less than high tragedy, not primitive or visceral, but profound and poetic. The enslaved response to the captain’s violence is not excessive, but measured and appropriate. To resolve any doubt of this, after the captain’s death Powdah comments matter-of-factly, “Well if the blacks didn’t get him, then the crew would have.”20

The captain’s last act was to assign command of the Blackbird to Taylor, whose first act as captain is to chart a course directly into waters patrolled by the British navy, thus seeming to deliberately engineer her capture. Once Taylor is in the hands of the English, we begin to understand his true intentions, if not his political proclivity. The British, too, suspect that Taylor might have ulterior motives. The captain of the ship responsible for his capture, several officers, and the minister in charge of British antislavery efforts meet around a large conference table to discuss their suspicions. It is reported that Taylor is directly linked to the demise of at least two other slave ships. One “caught fire” before taking on its human cargo, the other ran aground in Africa “in broad daylight permitting over a thousand slaves to escape.”

The British captain then asks, “Are you by any chance suggesting that Captain Taylor is waging a kind of private war against the slave trade?” This wonderfully clumsy bit of dialogue explicitly answers the dramatic question driving the first act of the film: How is it that Mr. Deeds is a bad guy? Well, he’s not. He’s actually a noble saboteur, willing to risk his life (slavers were routinely hanged) in an attempt to do violence to the slave trade.

If they are correct, the British recognize an opportunity in having a “covert operative” in Taylor. But before they can engage him, they attempt to definitively ascertain his purpose and commitment. Taylor is invited into the secret “war room” of the British antislavery efforts. It is a ponderous room, consistent with the gravity of its purpose, laden with wood and obvious world geographic tools, a large globe, an even larger map with pins and string, a heavy wooden table.

“I can assure you, Mr. Taylor,” the British minister begins, “that you are the first slaver that ever set foot in this room. On that map is the location of every British patrol ship. Across this desk are reports of every slave ship picked up or sunk, every slaver hanged. Are you interested?”

“What interests me more,” Taylor answers, hands in pockets, “is why you persist in regarding me as a Quaker or an abolitionist.” Why does Taylor ask this question, seeming to explicitly disavow a connection to abolitionists? There is room for several interpretations, the most simple of which is that Taylor is just trying to maintain his “cover” as a slaver. There are others. It is possible that this is an attempt to explicitly draw a distinction between antislave trade efforts and antislavery efforts and is therefore an anti-abolitionist film. Perhaps the film hopes to “have it both ways”: disavowing abolitionism, and a connection to a radical reform movement that was widely blamed for “causing” the Civil War, by showing one man personally opposed, not to slavery, but to the slave trade. It certainly is curious. But I would argue against this interpretation. Cooper’s character should be judged by his actions, not his disavowal under interrogation. Certainly his compassion for the Africans and his expression of their equality, “they like Hamlet,” would have placed him more closely with the Garrisonians than the antislave trade forces that condoned the institution itself. The opposition to the slave trade was historically (through the Revolutionary era) considered the “trojan horse,” the first step to ending slavery itself. In addition, the abolition movement in the United States was marked by a wide range of expressions and strategies all categorized under the general term “abolition.”21

Even if Taylor disavowed his connection, his actions place him in the forefront of radical reform. Let’s review his “accepted lengths” thus far: lying, stealing, falsifying identity, destroying property (the ship in the case of the contrived confiscation, at the very least, and the slave property to the slavers). What is even more shocking, and decidedly radical, is that the filmmaker even seems to justify the murder of white people, some of whom are innocent, for the sake of saving black men and women.

The murders occur in the penultimate scene of the film, aboard the William Brown bound for Savannah. Nuggin’ Taylor, recently “released” from arrest, and still posing as a slaver, carries orders for the continued smuggling of slaves for the next six months. The English have, thanks to Taylor, carefully perused the orders. Their plan is to have a patrol ship lying in wait for each slaver. But the plan is contingent upon Taylor safely reaching Savannah and maintaining his disguise.

The ship accidentally catches fire at sea and there is only one viable lifeboat. Taylor, while trying to persuade Powdah to climb on, is knocked out cold and falls into the lifeboat.22 Once he regains consciousness, Taylor assumes command of the lifeboat, too late, of course, to return to the William Brown and save his friend. The problem is that it is an extremely popular lifeboat, being the only one that floats. It soon becomes overburdened and dangerously close to sinking. Despite Taylor’s many efforts to impose order on the inevitable chaotic clawing for survival, the lifeboat takes on water quickly and looks as if it will soon sink. Taylor then throws a few men overboard, urging them to “hold on to the sides of the boat.” These are not the villains, but “extras,” innocents fighting for survival. When they threaten to capsize the lifeboat, Taylor shouts at them and then fires his pistol three times, taking what seems to be quite deliberate aim. The boat is righted again as the men disappear beneath the surface of the black sea.

What are we to make of this? There are a number of creative options that could have been exercised by the filmmaker. He might have rendered the action off screen, in retrospect. Or perhaps he might have made one of the clinging men less sympathetic, shown a scowl or explicit disregard for others. The director might have rendered a medium shot of the ship about to capsize, cut to a child threatened or some other coded sympathetic cinematic element, and then pulled tight on Gary Cooper whose face, wracked with regret, is forced to pull the trigger. The director might have put us in the lifeboat, a camera positioned somewhere among the thick, frenzied throng, the black water threatening; as the boat tilts, we hover precariously on the precipice of our mutual demise, happy when in front of us someone has the good sense to discharge a pistol, returning the boat to a reassuring balance. Instead, the scene is jarring, disturbing, as we see the boat from a distance; the viewer is not quite in the water, but perhaps on some other lifeboat, watching Gary Cooper fire three times, presumably killing three innocent men. No classic Hollywood “warning shot” or “don’t worry just-a-flesh wound.” Taylor, Gary Cooper, points his pistol and “bang-dead, bang-dead (slight pause) bang-dead” the hot, white smoke from the pistol discharge billows around him, as flailing arms disappear beneath the water’s surface. One contemporary review described the scene as “a truly appalling shipwreck which only the strongest nerves could accept as entertainment.”23

Even for a twenty-first-century audience, dulled by the surfeit of fictional violence, this scene is profoundly disturbing. Unlike most modern Hollywood narratives there is no hyperviolence precipitated by a just and vengeful rage, or highly stylized, senseless if choreographed violence. This moment feels “real” as we watch a character for whom we have tremendous sympathy kill innocent men in order to further a higher cause. This scene is even more striking when seen within a historical context. In 1930, in response to criticism from American religious leaders, guidelines were published for films, later supported by the creation in 1934 of the Production Code Administration (PCA). Souls at Sea seems to at least push the limits of the code, which remained in force until explicitly challenged by Otto Preminger in the 1950s. The Code states that “Crimes against the law . . . shall never be represented in such a way as to throw sympathy with the crime as against the law and justice”; that “the sympathy of the audience should never be thrown on the side of crime, wrong doing evil or sin.”24

Taylor commits three murders on screen. These are murders of white men, committed in order to save the lives of black men and women who would otherwise be enslaved if Taylor fails in his mission.

The scene then returns to the courtroom. The English minister asks permission to speak to the court. He faces the judge, but the camera then cuts to a closeup as he looks directly into the camera—at us—and makes explicit what the film would like us to conclude: With a determination that nothing could weaken he brought that frail craft to safety. Then he went on to Savannah to finish his appointed task. When he decided to save his own life it was to further a great cause. Later, in this same room, and faced with the danger of losing more than life, he made not the slightest move to save himself. I humbly crave the court’s forgiveness for withholding my statement until now but the very nature of our endeavor made secrecy until the last moment imperative.

Nuggin’ Taylor is granted a new trial and the viewer is left with the impression that he will be found not guilty. At a time when the nation struggled with the need for reform, Souls at Sea was a radical proclamation of not only the necessity, but also the righteousness, of violent means to achieve more noble purposes. Not surprisingly, it was not a great box office success for Paramount.

A much more popular film that deals with similar themes was Santa Fe Trail. But other than general thematic content, these two films bear few similarities, imparting profoundly different attitudes toward radical reform, African Americans, and antislavery. In many ways, Santa Fe Trail is much more like The Birth of a Nation than Souls at Sea. Birth and Trail, both written by Southerners, call for national unity and decry regional strife. Both films regard calls for equality as mad, naive, or insincere. Both fictions predicate their idealized America on the exclusion of African Americans, bemoaning the loss of “those happy, carefree days” in bondage, ended when freedom, which they neither wanted nor could manage properly, was rudely foisted upon them. If The Birth of a Nation is the film we most love to hate, I propose that Santa Fe Trail is equally, if not more, worthy of our disdain. Santa Fe Trail is the single most virulent filmic denunciation of abolitionists and abolitionism in the twentieth century.

The film opens with one of the Hollywood signposts of historical films, perhaps left over from silent pictures: the prefatory, superimposed written proclamation of setting, an explicit signal to the audience that we are entering a different time and place. In this case, 1854, the tiny garrison of West Point, under the command of the “brilliant commandant Robert E. Lee.” These large-font words fade as soldiers on horseback drill under the vigilant stillness of Lee and his historically accurate beard. But while historical facial hair is observed, we soon learn that actual historical events are less important.25 As Hollywood would have it, West Point in 1854 is a sort of “who’s who” of future Civil War generals, played by some of Hollywood’s top leading men, including George Custer (Ronald Reagan) and Jeb Stuart (Errol Flynn). George Pickett, James Longstreet, John B. Hood, and Philip Sheridan are all here, too, representing what one contemporary reviewer described as an “exceedingly annoying” disregard for both the spirit and facts of American history.26

After the cavalry drill, as the men groom their steeds, the good-natured banter is disrupted by the high-hoofed bray and whinny of an intractable horse pulling with desperate discontent at its lead. The horse is restrained by its rider, the Northerner Carl Rader (Van Heflin), who with a snarl and sneer chides the animal, “You devil. If you weren’t so hard headed, you wouldn’t hurt your mouth.”

Jeb Stuart looks on disapprovingly and responds, placing blame not on the horse, but on the cruelty of its master. “I told you before we started that you had that curb chain on too tight. It isn’t the first time you cut his tongue.”

“I suppose it takes one of you Southerners to handle a horse,” Rader counters, laying the trap.

“Well at least we know how to harness them,” Stuart answers innocently.

“You know how to harness Negroes down South, too, I hear. With a strap across their back.” Rader quickly departs with his unhappy mount.

Well, sometimes a horse is just a horse, but this is not one of those times. Rader makes the connection between the horse and Southern slaves explicit. But, significantly, it is the Northerner who treats the animal without proper regard, abusing his position of master of the steed. Jeb Stuart, by contrast, gently strokes the buttocks of his horse with clean hay, in a symbolic reciprocity, a happy interdependence, the horse working for the man, the man for the horse, the horse loving the man, the man loving the horse. They “scratch each other’s backs” quite literally in this scene. If you treat an animal with kindness, if you are a good master, both the harnessed and the harnesser benefit.

The virtues of Southern paternalism are contrasted with the evils of Northern paternalism as the film, here and in later scenes, attempts to undercut notions of Northern masculinity as traditionally defined. The Northerner cannot understand slavery because he fails to understand the responsibilities incumbent upon paternal power, as evidenced by Rader’s mistreatment of his horse. In this way, the Northerner falls short of the conventional idealized standard of American masculinity, which is based on, and extended from ancient English theories of kingship.27 As a man’s home is his castle, he reigns over his subjects with a firm but just hand, never abusing his power or absolute authority. Paternal power, in this idealized masculinity, is a solemn duty. This brief introductory scene serves to justify slavery at the hands of a good master, contrasting the bad paternalism of the North with the good paternalism of the South.28

But this theme of “bad father”—that is, malicious or irresponsible paternalism—is reiterated later in the film when the cavalry, led by Stuart and Custer, discover the secret hideout of John Brown and gallop at it in force. Brown learns of their approach and decides to evade them, recognizing the need to “travel light” and “move fast.” One of his men asks, “What about the Negroes? We can’t take all of them.” In the background we hear “the Negroes” singing a spiritual. These are theoretical, distant “Negroes.” Discussions of their freedom and the principle of liberty for them are easy as long as they remain theoretical. Their actual physical reality proves a more difficult issue, much like a parent who likes the idea of children, but can’t stand changing diapers.

“We’re not taking any of them,” Brown answers definitively. He turns from his men toward the singing, his black rounded hat and thigh-length coat silhouetted by the bright light from a barn. There is a radiant semicircle splashed before Brown, illuminating his path and purpose.

It is here we find the African Americans whom he has liberated from bondage. It is curious seeing them in a kind of bizarre barn ghetto, a segregated housing unit, in the camp of the most radical of abolitionists. They don’t wander around the camp or interact with the whites. They don’t carry weapons or display any visible participation in the struggle for their freedom. They know their place, packed in the separate-but-equal barn, like some purgatory between the hell of slavery and the heaven of liberation, waiting to be lifted by some agent of the divine. John Brown is happy to oblige.

“My children,” he begins. “The hour of deliverance I promised you has come. I am leaving Kansas now to continue God’s holy way.”

Again, notice the self-conscious evocation of paternal prerogative. Not “my brothers,” “my friends,” or “my fellow Americans,” but “my children.”

“For Gideon took ten men of his servants and did as God had said unto him. And it was so that he did it by night. And when the men of the wicked city arose early in the morning . . .”

“Please Captain Brown,” one African American man asks, “What does that mean? Whatcha gonna do with us?”

“It means that you are free. The first of many millions to whom I shall give freedom from slavery.”

“Does just saying so just make us free? How we gonna live, get food and shelter?” Even this “simple” man grasped the distinction between platitudes and the logistics of the quotidian. He was not seduced by the rhetoric, fearing the impending “reality.”

Brown is unmoved. “There are many good people in Kansas who will give you work and protection. From now on you must fend for yourselves as other free men do.” He then turns from the questioner and, looking very self-satisfied, proclaims, “My work here is done.”

The “nation” (read “white people”) is presented with a choice on behalf of African Americans, as even among the abolitionists blacks are viewed as children. They may be given a nice Southern father who will care for them, feed them, clothe them, and protect them (and who knows what’s best for them), or a Northern father who will treat them badly (as with Rader), or who loves them in theory (like Brown), but will abnegate his parental responsibilities when caring for them proves inconvenient.

It is safe to conclude, then, that Santa Fe Trail is decidedly critical of John Brown. But, as mentioned earlier, the abolition movement in the United States was characterized by a diversity of expressions, methods, and objectives. A condemnation of John Brown is not necessarily tantamount to a renunciation of abolition or abolitionists.29 Many people quite sympathetic to the cause of antislavery, both yesterday and today, have denounced John Brown (though obviously in different terms than Santa Fe Trail).30

But in Santa Fe Trail John Brown is presented as the equivalent, or “best example,” of historical abolition. The terms John Brown and abolition are used interchangeably throughout the movie, or grouped as “John Brown and the abolitionists.” For example, once Stuart and Custer graduate from West Point they are sent, by rail, along with some other green cavalry cadets, to their first posting at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas Territory. As the train jostles along, one cadet turns to Cyrus K. Holliday, a Kansas businessman and railroad magnate, and asks him to explain the “true situation” in Kansas.

“Well, Kansas is a territory not a state,” Holliday explains. “We’re ready to join the union but the big question is whether we’re to go in as slave state or a free state. On the one side you have the pro-slavers, people who came from the South. The other side is the abolitionists led by John Brown and his sons. And we know too well they’ve made Kansas a boiling pot.” Consider the dichotomy created by the “true” situation in Kansas. Representing the slave power are “people from the South.” Representing “freedom” is John Brown and the abolitionists. It is as if there is no larger political struggle in the American Congress, or in the nation over the issue in which Kansas is a pawn in the struggle for power and national identity. It is a struggle between pro-slavery people, nice people like Jeb Stuart, and thugs and subversives, John Brown and the abolitionists.

While the equating of John Brown and abolition runs throughout the film, it is made most explicitly when John Brown travels “at great personal risk” to Boston, apparently the well-heeled hub, and not-so-secret headquarters, of all coordinated abolition activity in America. Brown seeks support for his planned attack on Harpers Ferry.31 When he proposes his plan, one Boston abolitionist gentleman protests, “Captain Brown, this plan of yours is mad, worse than mad, it’s high treason.”

“Such a brazen attack would lead to civil war,” another protests.

“Exactly,” Brown shouts, “That is exactly what I want.”

“Is it your wish, then, to destroy the Union?”

“My answer to that is, yes, to the devil with the Union”

After a brief private discussion, the Boston gentlemen agree to give Brown the support he requests. It is they who deserve the blame for the American Civil War through their “madness,” “high treason,” and desire to destroy the Union. They themselves recognize Brown and their own “madness.” His plan is mad and they willingly support it.

Antislavery, then, is damned not only by its being equated with the historical Brown, but more by being equated with the ahistorical, Santa Fe Trail John Brown.32 This Hollywood John Brown was described by one contemporary critic as a “crack-pot villain,” one who “deserves a better classification in the minds of impressionable moviegoers than that just one peg above a marauding cattle rustler from Bloody Gulch.”33 Part of the problem is Raymond Massey’s performance. He is an absolutely convincing “crack-pot villain.”

Let’s then recap what’s going on in Santa Fe Trail by way of its attitude toward abolition: Antislavery was John Brown; John Brown was mad and villainous; therefore, antislavery was mad and villainous. It is a clever argument, convincing to the uninformed, and absolutely damning to the notion of both radical reform and historical antislavery.

It also had a very profound contemporary resonance. Earlier, I referred to this as a “New Deal film.” What I mean by this is a film that reflects President Franklin Roosevelt’s emphasis on unity and balance, against the swelling tide of fascism, communism, false utopian visions, demagoguery, and more violent and extreme solutions to the social ills of American culture in the 1930s. The decade was marked by the proliferation of such extreme ideologies, organizations, and individuals as the Silver Shirts, American Nationalists, Father Coughlin, National Watchmen, Crusaders, Khaki Shirts—the list is longer than can be detailed here.34

Roosevelt’s stated objective was “balance . . . balance between agriculture and industry, and balance between the wage earner, the employer and the consumer.”35 New Deal theorists are decidedly preoccupied with the idea of “balance,” as it is the word, according to historian William E. Leuchtenburg, that appears most often in their writings.36

In a bizarre inversion of reality, Santa Fe Trail capitalizes on the antidemagoguery by casting Brown and the abolitionists in that unfavorable light, without any recognition whatsoever of the fascist implications of American racism. This implication was recognized by the black press as early as 1933, and, reluctantly, by the United States government during the cold war. Even German observers during the 1930s referred to the connections between Nazi racial policies and the attitudes common in the Southern United States, decrying the double standard of a country that could protest the race theory of Nazi Germany while accepting Southern lynching justice.37

But not so in Santa Fe Trail. It is not the South, but John Brown who embodies fascistic tendencies, the character played with what film scholar Thomas Cripps called “Hitlerian bombast.”38 Brown is portrayed as the destructive representative of radical reform, as a force of demagoguery, threatening an otherwise happy, balanced Union. It is the South that espouses the ideology of the New Deal. A particularly poignant illumination of this historical irony is the 1854 West Point graduation speech depicted in the film: “We are a new nation among the powers of the world,” the speaker begins.

Just eighty years ago we were fighting desperately for our freedom and we’re still fighting to keep it. We are not yet a wealthy nation, except in the spirit and that unity of spirit is our greatest strength. You men have but one duty, one alone: America. With your unswerving loyalty and the grace of God our nation shall have no fears for the future and your lives will have been spent in the noblest of all causes, the defense of the rights of man.

Who is this speaker, this defender of the Union and the Rights of Man? Why it’s none other than Jefferson Davis, future president of the Confederate States of America. His message, however, is clear: as long as we are joined in our commitment to oppression, to the disenfranchisement and brutal exploitation of African Americans, we can continue to fight for the “rights of man.” Santa Fe Trail reads historical antislavery through early 1940s antidemagoguery, and in so doing reinvents the mid-nineteenth century for “impressionable moviegoers” to the detriment of the rights of man.

It is shocking to a modern audience that this speech could appear in a mainstream American film without a hint of irony. It reflected, however, the diminishing legacy of abolitionists in both the American academy and American cultural memory. But with Roosevelt, during the antifascist World War and subsequent anti-Communist cold war, the United States was increasingly under international and self-scrutiny for the same sort of profound contradictions conveyed by Jefferson Davis’s speech in Santa Fe Trail.

After the legal victories for African Americans in the 1950s, and during the civil rights movement, there was a concomitant cultural elevation of the historical role of abolitionists in American history.39 The abolitionists became what one scholar would call “the new left hero class”; as civil rights activists they would celebrate their lineal descent. “To the New Left the label ‘New Abolitionists’ for modern civil rights militants is more than a metaphor.”40

But this cultural restoration would never reach Hollywood. The Souls at Sea of the 1960s would never be made. Why?

Fear? In part. It might be dangerous to celebrate radical reform in a predominantly conservative Hollywood, recently “purged” of alleged radicals by blacklists and Communist-hunters, surrounded by a nation radically transforming, and intimidated by the “clear and present danger” of the Soviet Union and its minions overseas. But it was also, and perhaps more importantly, that those most sympathetic to the struggles of African American men and women turned their attention instead to the very real need to detail black life and culture; to assail dominant stereotypes, discover black history and black resistance, not as objects of white endeavor, but as protagonists in their own struggle. White people had no place in this new narrative of emancipation. Charges of paternalism and the need for empowerment often came at the expense of cultural outsiders, both historic and contemporary.

The call for black empowerment and leadership in the struggle for equality was hardly new. As early as 1827 in Freedom’s Journal it was expressed as the “wish to plead our own cause. Too long have others spoken for us.”41 But this desire to “plead one’s own cause” was translated as the need to exclude any white voices from those pleadings. This was best represented, perhaps, in 1966 when the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), a multiracial activist organization, voted to expel all white members.42 Stokely Carmichael explicitly identified white participation in SNCC as “the biggest obstacle” in “Black folks getting liberation.”43 For Carmichael and others like Bill Ware of SNCC’s Atlanta Project, white participation signified the “perpetuation of the missionary mentality, of the so-called good white men that had us looking toward them for our solution rather than looking toward ourselves.”44 For many African Americans it was “humiliating” to look to white people for fundamental rights and guarantees, as if “begging to be let in.”45

What could “good” white people do to help?” Frederick Douglass had part of the answer over one hundred years earlier: “Listen well.”46 But Black Power now demanded an additional concession—that “good” whites recognize the need for their own subordination in, or exclusion from, the movement. “Sensitive white people,” Carmichael argued, would recognize the problematic nature of their presence in SNCC and resign. “Those that don’t understand that ought to be expelled.”47

Hollywood seemed to have figured out and I think correctly so, that neither good white liberals nor good black activists were interested in a historically accurate film that portrayed white people giving black people anything. Historical films that dealt with slavery dealt primarily with the horrors of the institution, focusing on stories about good black families shattered by very bad Southern white people. The South became, during this period, synonymous with racism and oppression. The individual African Americans who endured and triumphed, whether through resistance or simply survival, were the New Left heroes of this period in American cinema. Northern abolitionists were simply absent, as this was not their story; they were minor actors in the struggle for individual, as opposed to institutional, freedom.

Yet in these depictions there was the unconscious and unintentional perpetuation of the myth that all black folks before the Civil War were slaves, as if this represented the “authentic black experience.” Black abolitionists struggled both separately and alongside their white counterparts, but it took time for scholars and Hollywood to discover them.

While it is generally assumed that Hollywood’s first depiction of a black abolitionist was rendered in Amistad in the character of Joadson (Morgan Freeman), this is not the case. Strangely, Hollywood’s first depiction of a black abolitionist was not set in the past, but in the “future”—in that frighteningly futuristic sounding year, 1991—in a science-fiction movie released in 1972. The movie is titled Conquest of the Planet of the Apes, and it is the fourth in the five-film saga. While race is a subtext throughout the series, it is in Conquest of the Planet of the Apes that the issue of slavery and abolition is made most explicit.48

I realize that the inclusion of Conquest is outside the realm of the discussion of historical fiction, but it is certainly firmly in the realm of filmic treatments of antislavery. Science fiction, like satire, often critiques culture from a distance, by creating otherworldly representations of this world’s society. Gulliver’s Travels is not called science fiction, but had it been written today the talking horses, giants, and tiny men would have required Gulliver to travel in a spaceship rather than a sea ship. I don’t mean to imply that we should regard the Apes series as in any way a profound artistic expression. Only that Apes, like Swift, self-consciously comments on contemporary society, as satire requires a self-consciousness not shared by other literary productions inevitably influenced by their times. The original film was based on the sophisticated French satiric novel Le Planète des Singes written by Pierre Boulle, perhaps best known in America for the screen adaptation of his novel, The Bridge on the River Kwai. But Conquest, an original screenplay, had a different resonance, a different satiric object, as producer Frank Capra Jr. explains: “The imagery of the Watts riots had been played on television night after night after night . . . [these images] were certainly in [director] J. Lee [Thompson’s] mind.”49

What is troubling about these veiled depictions of the Watt’s Riots is that in the movie the riots occur as the first act, and seemingly natural result, of emancipation from slavery. Freedom is defined not as the right to self-determination and equal rights before the law, but as the right to violently invert the hierarchy, with apes on top and humans on the bottom. In this way Conquest of the Planet of the Apes bears an uncomfortable likeness to The Birth of a Nation, though produced fifty-seven years later and in the wake of the civil rights movement. Both portray the historical fallacy of the destructive effects of an ill-considered, “premature” emancipation, and the empowerment of “subhumans” emotionally and intellectually “ill-equipped” to manage the awesome responsibilities of personal liberty. It is essentially a pessimistic, or perhaps realistic, depiction of power and its effects on humans and apes, consistent with the cynicism of the early 1970s. Power corrupts. Those that would work to empower the disenfranchised and oppressed are, in fact, working not for justice, but for their own disempowerment. Whoever is on top should work to stay there.

Conquest begins at a time when Earth was still a planet run by humans. A strange virus from outer space has wiped out all the traditional pet choices available to mankind. Imagine a world with no dogs, no cats, no cat ladies. Humans tried to use simians to fill the void in their nihilistic, petless lives. They quickly learned that simians could do far more than just fetch the morning paper. They were capable of performing more complex tasks. Apes who started as beloved pets quickly became slaves. Conquest of the Planet of the Apes is full of images of apes performing slave labor. While industrial and agricultural labor is noticeably absent in this vision of the future, pouring water, mopping, and fetching things from across town are portrayed with great accuracy. There is unquestionable degradation. The apes are treated with great impatience when they fail to pour properly or make hospital corners on beds; the masters never say thank you, the apes look hurt; clearly all they want is what we all want, a kind word and a smile. It’s not slavery that’s bad in Conquest, but the way that having that sort of power leads to a society without proper courtesy. Like The Birth of a Nation and all other film portrayals of benign slavery, the slavery in Conquest is really no worse than most menial jobs in Los Angeles or New York City. Some people have the power to compel labor, others are too in debt to resist.

The society is kept orderly by a governor with a bad, fake Southern accent, and his black-clad storm trooper police force that looks suspiciously Third Reich in their fashion choice. Into this world a talking chimp arrives, a better sort of monkey, who, raised far from the degradation and humiliation of slavery, was allowed to achieve his full potential. He is clever, sensitive, rational and, of course, an enormous threat to the slave power. Given the opportunity to name himself by pointing at a book, he chooses Caesar. This is not only a reference to the general-then-emperor, but also has resonance with the practice in historical American slavery of choosing names from antiquity for slaves.

There are two sympathetic humans in the movie. The first is Caesar’s handler, Señor Armando, the white, Spanish circus impresario played by Ricardo Montalban. Señor Armando and Caesar arrive by helicopter to promote the circus. Armando loathes the brutal treatment of the apes, but as a circus impresario it is implied that he feels that minstrel shows are all right. He warns Caesar to act more like a primitive, to be less conspicuous. “After 20 years you’ve picked up evolved habits from me. That could be dangerous, even fatal.” The evolved habits are habits aped from the human, not inherent in Caesar’s nature.

Armando is never explicitly critical of the institution of slavery, but we might think of him as at least sympathetic to antislavery thought, as he looks truly pained at the various manifestations of ape degradation, and as he does do his best to protect Caesar. But after irresponsibly bringing him in close proximity to extremely powerful and dangerous humans for the sake of his circus, he deserts him when he can no longer defend him. In a moment similar to the John Brown, bad paternalism scene in Santa Fe Trail, Armando abandons Caesar. But unlike Santa Fe Trail, in which the good white people of Kansas will take over for other “good white people” who are burdened by their responsibility, Armando urges Caesar “to go to your people.” Apes (blacks) must no longer look to humans (whites), no matter how seemingly sympathetic, as ultimately there is no place for cultural outsiders in minority cultural liberation movements. After he abandons Caesar, Armando is tortured, betrays his trust to Caesar, and ends up accidentally plunging to his death. There is a veiled message here, too, for the well-meaning cultural outsider.

The other “good human” is the governor’s assistant, played by an African American. He is clearly not only critical of the institution of slavery, but argues for humane treatment of the apes, and actively helps Caesar escape. He is, perhaps, a comment on the black middle class: neither of the white mainstream dominant culture, nor of the black masses, caught between, benefiting from class affinity, but feeling the pull of race responsibility. This modern black abolitionist hopes that Caesar’s rise to power will end a society based on oppression, but this does not happen. Instead, Caesar apes his human counterparts and promises to be as bad, if not worse. Conquest, exploiting black anger, and reflecting the 1970’s liberal retreat, conveys revolution without reform, a stillborn millenial vista—all the violence of rebirth and none of the utopian aftermath. The governor’s assistant, our first black film abolitionist, while his life is spared, is simply lumped in with the other humans and has effectively undermined his own place within the status hierarchy. After the 1960’s fête of reform, Conquest of the Planet of the Apes captures the spirit of a nation hung over.

If Conquest of the Planet of the Apes implies presence of the first black abolitionist in an imagined American future, it is Amistad that first explicitly recognizes the historical presence of black abolitionists. It is somewhat beside the point, for the purposes of this essay, that Amistad’s black abolitionist, the character of Joadson, is not based on an actual historical figure. He is, rather, a composite based in part on the Connecticut African American abolitionist James W.C. Pennington, imagined through the requirements of what one cultural critic called, “the sensibilities of the multicultural nineties audience.”50

But why fabricate this Joadson? The filmmakers are perfectly eager to inaccurately imagine Roger Baldwin, Cinque, Grabeau, Louis Tappan, John Quincy Adams, Martin Van Buren, John C. Calhoun, among others. Why they would choose to invent an imaginary black abolitionist rather than to dramatize Pennington (who did, in fact, play a role in defending the Amistad captives) is beyond me. It seems a bit odd here to all of a sudden have some high standard of historical accuracy, but only in the case of the African American abolitionist, and to answer the demands of this new standard with the creation of an entirely fictional character that is easily dismissed as such. It is more likely that they never heard of Pennington, or if they did, they forgot. I am sure, in their defense, that if they had known anything about him, they would have been perfectly happy to inaccurately imagine him as well.

But as I mentioned, this is really beside the point here. Amistad has already been taken to task for its historical inaccuracies in scholarly books and articles, national periodicals, and at conferences organized to minimize the historical damage. Rather than reiterate these objections or further bemoan or deconstruct the ways in which Amistad missed its chance to serve history, I would rather look at the work it does. For the purposes of this discussion the question “How does Amistad wrong history?” is of less interest than “How does Amistad imagine reform and, more specifically, historical antislavery?”—and do so as a late-twentieth-century cultural artifact.51

As a nation, we are constantly reinventing the past to serve the requirements of our present national senses of self. As slavery became sin, Jamestown ceded its place to Plymouth Rock as the “birthplace of America.” Never mind that New Englanders held slaves. This cultural amnesia was as much a result of regional as national requirements.52 I speak not of the historical record, but the ways in which the nation imagined itself. Historian Jon Butler convincingly argues that the Puritans played a rather small role in the historical record in “making America.”53 I would argue that the function that they served, however inaccurately, to reinvent an acceptable American origin myth, makes them essential to American history.54

Amistad functions in ways that do a disservice to the historical record, but a service to the needs of our present sense of self. This is accomplished not only in the creation of a composite black abolitionist, but in the attempt to ahistorically secularize the abolition movement.55 In so doing, like Santa Fe Trail, it is aggressively dismissive of the religious basis of reform, black or white. Amistad conveys a profound disdain for those who would invoke Christ, the cross, or any other explicit religious symbol or dogma. This sentiment is mingled with a dismissive portrayal of an impotence born of naïveté, as reformers pray to God, sing hymns, and get in the way (both literally and figuratively), while trying to save the captives’ souls. Meanwhile, those who live “in the world,” not steeped in religion, do the actual work of trying to save the captives’ lives.

Illustrative of this distinction is a scene early in the film, set in a New Haven restaurant, when Louis Tappan (Stellan Skarsgård) and Joadson, disappointed by their inability to engage the services of John Quincy Adams (Anthony Hopkins) in the defense of African captives, turn instead to Roger Baldwin (Matthew McConaughey). Baldwin is eating. He is a sloppy, unseemly fellow who consumes his meal with the relish of a man who does not often eat well. He is flanked by Tappan and Joadson.

Joadson summarizes for Baldwin the possible dire consequences of “losing” the case. He speaks in terms of what will likely happen to the Amistad captives if they are not successful in their efforts to free them. “If the captain prevails, he is most likely to sell them to Spain, and they’ll be executed.”

“I’m a little confused by something,” Baldwin interrupts, mouth still full of food, “What are they worth to you?”

“We are discussing the case, not its expense,” Tappan intercedes.

“Oh, the case, of course. Well the case is much simpler than you think, Mr. Tappan. It’s like anything, isn’t it? Land, livestock, heirlooms, what have you.”

“Livestock,” Tappan repeats, looking at Joadson, disgusted by the association.

“Yes, consider,” Baldwin continues, seemingly oblivious to his ideological faux pas. “The only way one can purchase or sell slaves is if they are born slaves. . . . Forget mutiny, forget piracy, forget murder and all the rest. Those are subsequent irrelevant currencies. Ignore everything but the preeminent issue at hand—the wrongful transfer of stolen goods. Either way, we win.”

Tappan rears up in his chair. “Sir,” he begins, using the word as if intended ironically, “this war must be waged on the battlefield of righteousness.”

“The what?”

“It would be against everything I stand for to let this deteriorate into an exercise on the vagaries of legal minutiae.”

“Well, I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Tappan, but I’m talking about the heart of the matter.”

“As am I. It is our destiny as abolitionists and as Christians to save these people. These are people, Mr. Baldwin, not livestock. Did Christ hire a lawyer to get him off on technicalities? He went to the cross, nobly. You know why? To make a statement as must we.”

“But Christ lost. You at least . . .”

“No, he did not, sir.”

“Or at least you,” Baldwin continues turning now to Joadson, “want to win, don’t you?

“Yes.” Joadson answers, nodding his head. Joadson, the composite black abolitionist, while he may be troubled by the association of the Africans to livestock, is willing to put aside his principles to free these African men. Tappan, steeped in religion and principle, objectifies the captives as completely as Baldwin. While they may not be “livestock” they are still not people, but ideas.

This is followed by a scene of abolitionists who solemnly march to the gate of the jail. The Africans see them coming and are puzzled by their presence and intentions.

“Who are they, do you think?” Grabeau asks his fellow slave rebel Cinque, as the abolitionists kneel to pray.

“Looks like they’re going to be sick,” Cinque answers. The shot is framed from inside the jail. The abolitionists are distant, incomprehensible, framed through the bars, as they are framed through a modern incomprehension of religion, and religiously inspired reform. We, too, are prisoners of our present cultural context, one that mistrusts religious inspiration, or associates it with televangelists, or the Dalai Lama, Jimmy Carter, holy men better off in the desert than the real world, too removed from the requirements of a world driven by power to protect their interests, or the interests of the people whom they represent. We once prayed to God. Now we pray to science.56

Then they begin to sing “Amazing Grace” (and not terribly well).

“They are entertainers,” Cinque concludes. “But why do they look so miserable?” he asks before uttering a dismissive click and walking away. Even to those they endeavor to save, the abolitionists are dismissed, not only as religious zealots, but as something far worse—"bad entertainers.” For Hollywood there can be no greater crime.

Bad entertainers, irresponsible parents, condescending patriarchs, zealots, rogues, and opportunists—abolitionists have not fared well in twentieth-century American cinema. Joadson offers some hope, but, again, the balanced, sensitive treatment of an abolitionist seems possible only if written as black, or detached from the larger movement, with individuals acting independently, as do Souls at Sea’s Taylor or Amistad’s John Quincy Adams. It seems unlikely, for now, that this trend will abate. At the birth of the twenty-first century we watch people die and kill for what they believe in, religiously inspired “reformers,” whose actions anger and perplex us. It is interesting to speculate on what influence they may have on further treatments of abolitionists in history and film. But one thing is certain—now when we view historical acts of reform, even when perpetuated for reasons in which we believe, we will to a greater extent condemn violent expressions of reform, especially when they are couched in terms of martyrdom.



Afterword

Martin Duberman Some forty years ago, when the seventeen essays that comprise The Antislavery Vanguard were finally in hand and the time had come to do an introduction to the volume, I wrote that “our aim will have been accomplished if it offers enough new data and new insights to demonstrate that a re-evaluation [of the abolitionist movement] is both possible and necessary.”

When I wrote those words in 1964 (Vanguard was published the following year), a shift in perspective on the abolitionists had already begun and the negative view of them that had long dominated both public consciousness and the historical profession itself had begun to fray at the edges. That view, which had reigned since the end of Reconstruction, held that those “immediatists” who fought to end slavery were misguided, neurotic fanatics responsible for the Civil War and the worsening conditions for the slaves themselves in the decades that preceded the war.

In the climate of the mid-1960s, when social justice issues were on the front burner and anti-authoritarianism happily rampant among the young, the views propounded in The Antislavery Vanguard took hold fairly rapidly. But as historians well know, any re-evaluation is itself soon destined for scrutiny. Our understanding of the past constantly evolves as additional source material is uncovered and as shifting cultural imperatives cue a new generation to search for aspects of historical experience to which we were previously blind.

Since the mid-1960s, for example, white racism has notably reoriented its basic strategy, shifting from a genetic to a cultural set of “explanations” for black “inferiority.” Where the earlier emphasis centered on the claim that African Americans are intrinsically (biologically) handicapped, born lazy and irresponsible, with no rational capacity for analysis or logic, more recent forms of racist expression stress instead that black deprivations basically derive from the subculture’s disdain for education and intellectual accomplishment, and its refusal to acquire the negotiable skills and “appropriate” (read “white middle-class”) behavioral attitudes that would make further assimilation possible. This realignment in racist discourse has in turn generated new lines of counter-argument that reveal areas of black achievement and new evidence of black accomplishment previously minimized or ignored.

One of the great strengths and unique contributions of Prophets of Protest lies precisely in the ingenious way many of its contributors have uncovered source materials and mounted arguments that attest to the accomplishments and contributions of African Americans in the pre–Civil War period. Drawing (as Dickson Bruce and Augusta Rohrbach have) from nineteenth-century poetry and fiction, or studying (as John Stauffer has) previously overlooked photographic representations, or (as Timothy Patrick McCarthy and Patrick Rael have) unknown or unstudied early newspapers, periodicals, “scientific” treatises, and histories, the contributors to Prophets of Protest have greatly widened the lens through which we view the origins and formations of abolitionism. In a related area, Casey King has, by turning to film, illuminated the overwhelmingly negative depiction of those who became abolitionists, uncovering a profound bias that had managed simultaneously to distort the historical record and to imprint on several generations a version of the past that, by implication, discredits in general all those who struggle for social reform.

The two editors of Prophets of Protest, Timothy Patrick McCarthy and John Stauffer, greatly help to redress the balance by emphasizing in their introduction how Northern free blacks who became involved in the abolitionist movement utilized “a range of institutions and media—including African American churches, annual freedom celebrations, political pamphlets, and serial newspapers—to assert their opposition to slavery . . .” And we now know (thanks to the essays by Robert Forbes, Julie Winch, and Manisha Sinha) that they did so in far greater numbers than we were previously aware, even though a number of black scholars—including Martin Delany, William Wells Brown, Carter Woodson, and Dorothy Porter—had tried to tell us long ago that the abolitionist movement from its very inception relied heavily on the activities of the black community itself.

Until the publication of Prophets of Protest, historians have continued to de-emphasize both pre–Civil War black activism and the early-twentieth-century black historians who tried to call attention to it. The dominant older narrative mostly credited privileged white men for creating and carrying forth the struggle to win freedom for black slaves. That narrative has been losing credibility for some time now, thanks to the work of a number of feminist and black historians (and even some white male ones). To name only a few: Benjamin Quarles (Black Abolitionists), Shirley Yee (Black Women Abolitionists), Jean Fagan Yellin (The Abolitionist Sisterhood), Julie Roy Jeffrey (The Great Silent Army of Abolitionism), and Patrick Rael (Black Identity and Protest in the Antebellum North).

Thanks to those previous books and to this volume, we now know that the older narrative is in need of sharp revision, one that would for the first time give proper due to the significant, and perhaps paramount, contributions of women and African Americans who (as the editors put it) represented “every class, color, circumstance, and creed” in the country.

If I can be allowed a personal note, it’s deeply satisfying to me, as the editor of The Antislavery Vanguard way back in 1965, to witness, after some forty years of additional scholarship and changing social values, the field of antislavery studies taking, with Prophets of Protest, yet another giant leap forward in expanding our understanding of this central experience in our national history. Prophets of Protest has, successfully I believe, recentered the abolitionist movement as an interracial struggle.

The new findings and interpretations presented here, revealing so many little-known truths, will, of course, run up against the entrenched determination of those who favor (and profit from) the status quo to maintain the hegemonic narrative that long excluded or minimized the voices and contributions to abolitionism made by an interracial rank and file. But so rich is the material in Prophets of Protest, and so well reasoned its arguments, that I believe it will overcome the resistance to its message. The great achievement of this volume is that we are finally able to hear many more of the voices, and to appreciate far more profoundly the significance of their contributions to the ongoing struggle for a decent society.
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