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Introduction

But the evils attending the Slave Trade are of a nature very different,

and of a far greater magnitude than those which necessarily result

from the mere condition of slavery.

—William Belsham, An Essay on the African Slave Trade (1790)

In “Paradise of Negro-Slaves—A Dream,” the noted American

physician and antislavery writer Benjamin Rush (leading member of the

Pennsylvania Abolition Society yet owner of a slave) imagines an ideal place

for the African dead. Far removed from the fallen world, the “paradise” of

this dream vision unsurprisingly occasions the opportunity to recount the

horrors of slavery, but it accomplishes another goal as well.1 The dream vi-

sion is as much the story of Rush’s place in the Anglo-American antislavery

movements that were gaining support in this era as it is the story of the

abuse of Africans themselves. Indeed, these political movements were in

large part self-reflexive.

In Rush’s paradise African slaves piously await their glorification in

heaven. They tell him their sad and sentimental tales and show Christian

forbearance toward their former masters. All the slaves were “‘once dragged

by the men of your colour from their native country, and consigned by them

to labour—punishment—and death.”2 Their stories of heartless transactions

crystallize the barbarity of slave trading as an illicit form of exchange. But

then “a little white man” enters the dream; in one hand he carries “a sub-

scription paper and a petition” and in the other “a small pamphlet on the

unlawfulness of the African slave-trade.” “While I was employed in con-

templating this venerable figure—suddenly I beheld the whole assembly

running to meet him—the air resounded with the clapping of hands—and I
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awoke from my dream, by the noise of a general acclamation of—ANTHONY

BENEZET!”3

The sketch serves to illustrate, among other things, the transatlantic scope

of antislavery writing. Rush claims that his dream was inspired by the Eng-

lish abolitionist Thomas Clarkson, whose Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of

the Human Species (1786) was perhaps the single most influential antislavery

work in the years preceding the formation of the English Society for Ef-

fecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1787. Clarkson’s footnotes, for

their part, acknowledge that he had read Benezet’s seminal antislavery writ-

ings. (In addition to Clarkson, Benezet influenced a wide array of anti-

slavery writers across the Atlantic world, including Olaudah Equiano, the

Abbé Raynal, Granville Sharp, and John Wesley.) Rush’s self-insertion into

this transatlantic milieu supports his antislavery credentials, and his invoca-

tion of Benezet shifts the focus of sympathy.

This book covers the historical period between the rise of antislavery move-

ments in the 1770s in Britain and America, and the abolition of the slave

trade there in 1807–08. I intend to analyze late eighteenth-century litera-

ture against the slave trade in part as an expression of the changing com-

mercial culture in the Atlantic world. It is not a formal history of antislavery

but a study of its literary and cultural importance, for antislavery writing en-

gaged in the ongoing meditation on the relations among trade, culture, and

civilized manners. Its branding the African slave trade as “barbaric” com-

merce made other forms of commerce seem civilized and legitimate.

Many modern historical studies of early antislavery politics have ac-

counted in unique ways for the incompatibility between chattel slavery and

the rise of liberal capitalism. Originating in Eric Williams’s highly controver-

sial Capitalism and Slavery (1944), this perspective generally has challenged

the older, more idealized historical image of antislavery reform. Williams, a

West Indian scholar heavily influenced by Marxist thinking, questioned the

motives of antislavery reform and argued that the eighteenth-century At-

lantic slave trade provided the economic foundation for the later triumph of

English commercial and industrial capitalism. When the protective tariffs

and commercial regulations, which had protected the West Indian slave

and sugar economies for more than a century, eventually became obsolete,

bourgeois “reformers” assailed the outmoded imperial system as a way of

promoting their own capitalist interests. “The rise and fall of mercantilism is

the rise and fall of slavery.”4
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Modern antislavery scholarship has undermined the historical accuracy of

the Williams thesis, but it also has left in place its essential premise. “Few

historians today discount the possibility of some connection between cap-

italism and antislavery.”5 In the last three decades, the historiography of

eighteenth-century antislavery movements has articulated, in varying ways,

the ideological dissonance between liberal capitalism and chattel slavery.

David Brion Davis, for example, argued that early antislavery writing lent

legitimacy to the emergence of an industrial capitalist order in Great Britain

that was concerned with balancing freedom with labor discipline: “Aboli-

tionists could contemplate a revolutionary change in status precisely be-

cause they were not considering the upward mobility of workers, but rather

the rise of distant Negroes to the level of humanity. . . . British antislavery

provided a bridge between preindustrial and industrial values; by combining

the ideal of emancipation with an insistence on duty and subordination, it

helped smooth the way to the future.”6 While Davis has refined and clarified

the argument that antislavery represented a form of bourgeois cultural he-

gemony,7 others have revised his understanding of the historical and ide-

ological role of capitalism in facilitating the growth of antislavery move-

ments.8 Yet they maintain the fundamental assumption about the historical

importance of liberalism. As the historian Ira Berlin recently has put it, “The

destruction of slavery and its corporate ethos—as a means of organizing so-

ciety as well as a means of extracting labor—was a central event in the rise of

capitalism and the triumph of liberalism, certainly in the West and in other

parts of the world as well.”9

My study of literary antislavery is about what gets lost in the story of the

triumph of liberalism. Whereas the liberal argument assumes that sentiment

was merely symptomatic of commercial and industrial capitalism, I empha-

size the mutually constitutive relation of sentiment and capitalism. I argue

that the “free” trade advocated by antislavery reform was different from the

laissez-faire ideologies of modern liberal capitalism.10 Consider, for example,

the “Remarks on the Slave Trade,” which appeared in 1789 in the Philadel-

phia publisher Mathew Carey’s periodical American Museum. “Where is the

human being,” the author asks, “that can picture to himself this scene of

woe, without at the same time execrating a trade which spreads misery and

desolation wherever it appears? Where is the man of real benevolence, who

will not join heart and hand, in opposing this barbarous, this iniquitous

traffic?”11 Such language demonstrates that the discourse of feeling included

the subject of commerce itself. Put another way: for the slave trade to be
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considered “barbarous,” commerce itself had to be understood as a moral

and cultural form of exchange.

Sentiment saturates this era’s literature against slave trading. English

Quakers petitioning Parliament in the 1780s to abolish the trade referred to

it as “unrighteous traffick.”12 Across the Atlantic, African American minis-

ters celebrating the abolition of the trade in 1807 similarly referred to the

“abominable traffic” and “the unnatural monster.”13 Between the 1760s

and 1810s British and American reformers engaged in the same rhetorical

tactics, calling the African slave trade an “inhuman Commerce”; a “base

and inhuman Trade”; “this inhuman commerce”; “a complete system of

Robbery and Murder”; an “unrighteous bloody commerce” and “iniquitous

business;” “that unhappy and disgraceful branch of commerce”; “the cruel

and barbarous Slave Trade”; “this iniquitous traffick” and “this infamous

traffick”; a nefarious commerce” and “vile commerce”; an “iniquitous com-

merce” conducted by “men-stealers, though far worse than high-way rob-

bers”; “this abominable trade”; “A TRADE, conceived in iniquity, carried on

in the most base and barbarous manner, productive of the worst effects, and

big with the most horrid and dangerous consequences.”14

Even this small sample suggests that the debate about the slave trade itself

was much more than a political strategy to deflect contemporary anxieties

about the immediate emancipation of African slaves. Instead, the language

cited above clearly challenged the compatibility of commercial society—

slave-trading society—with enlightened civilization.15

Such a relation was represented through the historical discourse of man-

ners.16 This term, as J. G. A. Pocock pointed out long ago, was central to the

rise of “commercial humanism” in early modern European societies and

emphasized the civilizing effects of the trade, exchange, and consumption of

commercial goods:17

This keyword [manners or moeurs] denoted a complex of shared practices

and values, which secured the individual as social being and furnished the

society surrounding him with an indefinitely complex and flexible texture;

more powerfully even than laws, manners rendered civil society capable of

absorbing and controlling human action and belief. . . . Commercial society,

characterized by the incessant exchange of goods and services, moral and

material, between its members, was that in which “manners” and “polite-

ness” could reign undisturbed, and philosophy was perceived as the socia-

ble conversation which Enlightenment sought to make it.18
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Emphasis on manners helps to unlock the ideological complexity with

which antislavery writing characterizes trade as either “civilized” or “bar-

baric.”19 The category of manners allows us to think about the rise of com-

mercial capitalism outside of the tired binary between “republicanism” and

“liberalism” that once dominated eighteenth-century American studies.20

Yet during the eighteenth century the category was itself highly fluid and

chronically contested. “Manners” were intimately connected with such dis-

cursive formations as politeness, sociability, wit, humor, sentimental feel-

ing, enlightened Christianity, and trade.21 The historian Lawrence Klein has

noted the pressure in British culture to distinguish between “true” and

“false” manners. Philosophers like Anthony Ashley Cooper, the Third Earl

of Shaftesbury, imbued politeness—which derived from the French politesse,

or the superficial art of pleasing—with moral and sentimental feeling to

distinguish it from false appearances, linguistic duplicity, and seduction.22

Moreover, the very association of enlightened manners with commercial so-

phistication was itself highly unstable. According to the historical theory

prevalent in the eighteenth century, each society naturally progressed from

nomadic/hunting to agriculture to commerce, and eventually fell into cul-

tural decline. Within this schema, commerce initially socialized human be-

havior by refining the passions.23 Thus in an early number of The Tatler Rich-

ard Steele describes the “man of conversation” who “acts with great ease

and dispatch among men of business. All which he performs with so much

success that, with as much discretion in life as any man ever had, he neither

is, nor appears, cunning.”24 However, this formula for civilized society was

neither static nor foolproof. Consider a piece on trade that was reprinted in

an American periodical in 1803:

Trade is a fluctuating thing; it passed from Tyre to Alexandria, from Alexan-

dria to Venice, from Venice to Antwerp, from Antwerp to Amsterdam and

London—the English rivaling the Dutch, as the French are now rivaling

both. All nations almost are wisely applying themselves to trade; and it be-

hooves those who are in possession of it to take care that they do not lose it.

It is a plant of tender growth, and requires sun, and soil, and fine seasons to

make it thrive and flourish; it will not grow like the palm tree, which, with

the weight and pressure, rises the more. Liberty is a friend to that, as that is

to liberty: but nothing will support and promote it more than virtue, and

what virtue teacheth—sobriety, industry, frugality, modesty, honesty, punc-

tuality, humanity, charity, the love of country, and the fear of God.25
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The passage grapples with the elusive issue of whether trade civilizes or de-

bases society. Lady Commerce is mobile, capacious, and capricious; she is si-

multaneously the subject and object of refinement distinguishing civilized

from barbaric peoples. Yet she also engenders the “weight and pressure” of

avaricious passions. Commerce, the source of forms of cultural refinement,

has the destructive ability to produce barbaric behavior in otherwise polite

society.

The subject of the African slave trade marked off the boundaries between

civilized and savage, or free and enslaving, forms of trade. It thereby legiti-

mated multiple and diverse forms of commercial capitalism, specifically by

deploying the discourses of enlightened, or “Christian,” manners. To con-

demn the slave trade was to uphold the precarious state of civilized commer-

cial identity. As one writer for the American Magazine put it in 1787, “It was

not till Christianity influenced the manners of men, and introduced a spirit

of mildness and justice in our dealings with others, that slavery received its

first check. Civilization, or rather the reflection of Christianity upon the hu-

man mind, shewed slavery in its true colors, and taught us to pay a proper

respect to our species.”26 Literary antislavery utilized with great effective-

ness cultural fears of aristocratic vice and degeneracy, which pervaded Brit-

ish-American societies for much of the eighteenth century.27

It is not my purpose here to unmask the “false” consciousness or self-serv-

ing ideologies of abolitionist reform.28 My study aims rather at interrogating

the meaning of “liberalism.” This involves a direct challenge to the C. B.

Macpherson cultural model of “possessive individualism.” As T. H. Breen

has argued, we should resist pinning “the excesses of modern industrial cap-

italism on early modern Lockeans” and thereby projecting a “rapacious, ma-

terialistic, self-absorbed individualism back onto [this eighteenth-century]

world.”29 In this same vein, the political scientist Thomas Horne maintains

that “bourgeois virtue” in eighteenth-century America “was not based on

an individual psychology, it did not justify unlimited accumulation, and it

did not deny (and in fact asserted) that social responsibilities accompanied

rights.”30 A similar reconsideration has revisited the foundational writers

and treatises of liberalism. Case in point: Locke and Adam Smith. “Just as

Locke’s enterprise is misunderstood,” writes James T. Kloppenberg, “when

his liberalism serves as the midwife of possessive individualism, so Smith’s

purpose is distorted when the market mechanism he envisioned as a means

to a moral end is presented as itself the goal of political economy.”31

* * *
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This book interprets the categories of “literature” and “American” expan-

sively. I analyze the development of literary antislavery in the historical

terms in which Anglo-American eighteenth-century writers and readers un-

derstood the category of “literature”—that is, as the “world of letters.” This

includes antislavery sermons, orations, political tracts, petitions, public and

private epistles, autobiographies, and of course belletristic genres such as

fiction, poetry, and drama.

I place early American antislavery writing in a transatlantic context, while

recent scholarship on early antislavery literature tends to focus on Britain.

The excellent work of Srinivas Avaramuden, Laura Brown, Markman Ellis,

Suvir Kaul, Charlotte Sussman, Helen Thomas, and Roxann Wheeler does

recognize the transatlantic reach of eighteenth-century antislavery, but

these studies generally emphasize the cultural relations and exchanges be-

tween metropolitan London and the West Indies.32 The circulation of anti-

slavery ideology and language during the period between the 1750s and

1810s certainly includes British North America as well. Since the 1980s, so-

cial historians like Breen, Jack P. Greene, and J. R. Pole have emphasized the

importance of colonial “British” America as well as the enduring relevance

of British culture in the post-Revolutionary United States.33 Literary critics

and historians have begun to read colonial and early national American cul-

ture in comparative, transatlantic, and even multilingual contexts.34

Postcolonial studies add another dimension to the transatlantic scope and

method of this book. Homi K. Bhabha, Stuart Hall, and others emphasize

the importance of such concepts as hybridity, exchange, and mimicry in or-

der to conceptualize the fundamental connections between imperial and co-

lonial discourses. In the words of Edward Said, “Once we accept the actual

configuration of literary experiences overlapping with one another and in-

terdependent, despite national boundaries and coercively legislated national

autonomies, history and geography are transfigured in new maps, in new

and far less stable entities, in new types of connections.”35 Such a trans-

figuration questions the distinction between metropolitan and colonial—or

British and British-American—cultures. While the political emergence of

the United States out of colonial America during the 1780s certainly was dif-

ferent from twentieth-century colonial political movements, postcolonial

theory goes far in describing the position of the United States between the

1770s and 1810s. Indeed, as Peter Hulme has argued, some critics have un-

dervalued the critical importance of postcoloniality for the post-Revolution-

ary United States.36 Political independence did not translate immediately
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into cultural independence: both Britain and the United States continued to

participate in the slave trade; both exploited West African societies, and their

respective—and connected—antislavery movements opposed such exploita-

tion in largely the same cultural terms.

Writing about the slave trade took place throughout the British Empire,

the colonies of British America, the Caribbean, and West Africa. British and

American antislavery reformers corresponded widely. Both ideas and people

crossed and recrossed the Atlantic. The famous Somerset decision, for exam-

ple, whereby Lord Mansfield reluctantly ruled in 1772 on the incompatibil-

ity between slavery and English law, sparked the antislavery correspon-

dence between Anthony Benezet and Granville Sharp (who actually argued

the case). Later editions of Benezet’s Some Historical Account of Guinea, first

published in 1771, included part of Sharp’s Representation of the Injustice and

Dangerous Tendency of Tolerating Slavery in its appended material. Both men,

moreover, were similarly influenced by the Abbé Raynal’s Philosophical and

Political History of the Settlements and Trade of the Europeans in the East and West

Indies (1770). The antislavery sections in the Scottish philosopher John

Millar’s The Origins of the Distinctions of Ranks (1781, 3rd ed.) showed an

awareness of Benezet’s writings, as did the exchange over slavery between

Benjamin Rush and Richard Nisbet in Philadelphia. Benezet’s work also in-

fluenced the antislavery poetry that the young Robert Southey and Samuel

Taylor Coleridge wrote as they became friends at Oxford.

British and American Quakers had been corresponding throughout much

of the eighteenth century over the troubling issue of slavery.37 Benezet’s stu-

dent, William Dillwyn, traveled to England where he met Thomas Clarkson

and other English activists. Similarly, the Huntingdonian Methodists in Eng-

land patronized Phillis Wheatley during her short visit, and later sent the Af-

rican American immigrant John Marrant to preach the gospel in Nova Sco-

tia. James Swan emigrated to New England and wrote against slavery from

the colonial periphery but with a British audience primarily in mind. The

Virginian Arthur Lee’s antislavery tract responded to the 1764 edition of

Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments. Antislavery autobiographies by fig-

ures like Olaudah Equiano and Venture Smith epitomize Black Atlantic

writing and the hybrid identities that such diasporic movement produced.

And if the representation of Ibo life in The Interesting Narrative of Olaudah

Equiano significantly served as proof of African humanity, it derived largely

from the English translation (from the French) of Michel Adanson’s A Voyage

to Senegal, the Isle of Goree and the River Gambia (1759), a text that early, influ-
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ential Quakers like Anthony Benezet and John Woolman cited in their own

antislavery writings.38

In addition to religious groups, the antislavery movement included new

constituencies not immediately identifiable by religion, in Britain and

America alike. It gave rise to works by poets like Anna Barbauld, Hannah

More, and William Cowper. Olaudah Equiano, who framed his work as a

plea for Parliament to abolish the African slave trade, also wrote within this

political-commercial context. An obviously political—and politicized—

genre, eighteenth-century antislavery writing reveals variations upon a

commercial aesthetic that shaped such writing according to the categories of

trade and manners, civilization and savagery.

These categories challenge the meaning of “race” in this period. Recent

works by Nicholas Hudson and Roxann Wheeler emphasize the relative in-

stability of this term during the eighteenth century, particularly its flexible

relation to the cultural categories of civilization and barbarity.39 The lan-

guage of antislavery supports this view of the contested and protean nature

of racial ideology. My argument throughout emphasizes how the slave trade

collapsed the opposition between civilized and savage—or European and

African—societies. I seek to avoid historical presentism and reject the belief

that racism historically produced African slavery in the western hemisphere.

In her famous challenge to Winthrop D. Jordan’s White Over Black (1968),

Barbara Fields wrote: “To assume, by intention or default, that race is a phe-

nomenon outside history is to take up a position within the terrain of racial-

ist ideology and to become its unknowing—and therefore uncontesting—

victim.”40

Much of the scholarly discussion of race in the eighteenth century un-

derstandably recognizes the influence of natural philosophy’s determina-

tion of the very terms of humanity. Philosophical debates about the mean-

ing of race and humanity divided chiefly between “monogenism” and

“polygenism.” The former clung to biblical authority and posited the singu-

lar creation of mankind found in Genesis; the latter was perhaps more self-

consciously “enlightened” and “scientific” in breaking from such authority

and theorizing different and unequal human species. Involving a wide array

of such notable European, British, and American thinkers as David Hume,

Thomas Jefferson, the Abbé Gregoire, Lord Kames, Immanuel Kant, and

Samuel Stanhope Smith, these arguments over racial difference did not

neatly align with proslavery and antislavery positions.41
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Although my own discussion takes account of this philosophical debate,

I envision the culture of antislavery in more expansive terms. Late eigh-

teenth-century antislavery literature was by its nature “popular” so far as it

aimed to reach and persuade the wider metropolitan and colonial reading

publics. Hence discussions of race entered the less erudite and more popular

discourses (such as those disseminated by periodicals) that dealt with sub-

jects like commerce, feeling, manners, and the many other enlightened topoi

of bourgeois culture.42

The subject of Chapter 1, the “commercial jeremiad,” itself registers the

legacy of Protestant ideology and rhetoric upon the commercial arguments

against slave trading. I compare the language of earlier and religiously

driven antislavery writing—particularly among Quakers—with later writ-

ings that appeal more to the cultural ramifications of commerce, marking

the movement from theology to ethics, specifically commercial ethics. Over

time antislavery culture preoccupied itself less with sin and more with man-

ners, and “Christian” behavior came to signify the values of benevolence,

feeling, and refinement.

Chapter 2 begins by questioning traditional critical paradigms that present

Anglo-American antislavery poetry as either cheap sentimentalism or con-

descending racism—or sometimes both. By first establishing the ideological

elasticity of “race” in this era, it shifts the terms for critical analysis to cul-

tural categories of “civilization” and “barbarity.” The problem of identifica-

tion is paramount in this poetic genre that asks readers to see themselves as

suffering African families torn asunder by the slave trade, or to consider

their own relations with the slave traders they tacitly support. These confus-

ing and problematic identifications go a long way in explaining, for exam-

ple, the poetic convention of the African speaker. The paradox of Christian

and civilized yet cruel and barbaric does not lend itself neatly to Christian-

African identification and brings a deep anxiety to antislavery poetry, an

anxiety that is often resolved by the sentimental motif of the African slave’s

suicide. This chapter explores the relations between British and American

poets like William Cowper and Phillis Wheatley as well as Anna Barbauld

and Philip Freneau.

Chapter 3 continues the argument about the inadequacy of racial catego-

ries by turning to the antislavery literature written during the American

wars with Algiers and Tripoli between 1785 and 1815. Compounding Amer-

ican captivity among Moslems, the British impressment of American mari-
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ners and British seizure of American shipping brought confusion to the ra-

cial dichotomies in American literatures of captivity and slavery. American

propaganda held the British to be as “barbaric” as the Moslem world—in-

deed it culturally merged the two. The question of the place of British cul-

ture in America underlies much of the Barbary slavery and captivity litera-

tures of this period. No better instance of it than the transatlantic literary

figure Susanna Rowson, whose drama Slaves in Algiers (1794) is the subject

of the main discussion, as are Royall Tyler’s The Algerine Captive (1797) and

Washington Irving’s Salmagundi papers (1807–8).

Chapter 4 examines the early autobiographical literature of what Paul

Gilroy has called the “Black Atlantic.” Its focus is primarily upon the oral

autobiographies of John Marrant and Venture Smith that were written

down by white editors. I situate these works rhetorically within eighteenth-

century discourses about “liberty” and “rights.” Both Marrant and Smith

pushed at the semantic boundaries of individual rights—boundaries that

were in this historical period unsteady enough to be easily and even safely

redrawn.

The cultural limit for black participation in discourses of liberty and rights

is the focus of Chapter 5. I discuss the public exchanges that took place in

print during Philadelphia’s yellow fever epidemic of 1793–94 between pub-

lisher Mathew Carey and African American leaders Richard Allen and Absa-

lom Jones. They responded vigorously to Carey’s claims that the city’s blacks

had intentionally driven up wages for carting the sick and burying the dead

during this social and medical crisis. This historical episode reveals the ex-

tent to which white and black writers were struggling over such crucial ideas

as labor, equity, value, the market, and republican community. The role of

sentiment, its relation to capitalism, and the formation of racial and cultural

boundaries forged by this relation all come to a head in this final chapter.
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C H A P T E R 1

The Commercial Jeremiad

But we, in an enlightened age, have greatly surpassed, in brutality

and injustice, the most ignorant and barbarous ages: and while we

are pretending to the finest feelings of humanity, are exercising un-

precedented cruelty.

—William Fox, An Address to the People of Great Britain, on the Propriety of

Abstaining from West India Sugar and Rum (1792)

I know of no method of getting money, not even that of robbing for

it upon the highway, which has so direct a tendency to efface the

moral sense, to rob the heart of every gentle and humane disposi-

tion, and to harden it, like steel, against all impressions of sensibility.

—John Newton, Thoughts Upon the Slave Trade (1788)

Why did eighteenth-century antislavery writers associate the

slave trade specifically with “ignorance and barbarity”? How did such an as-

sociation affect literary representations of the slave trade? I propose to an-

swer these two questions by directly connecting them—by reading anti-

slavery aesthetics, in other words, in the context of eighteenth-century

ideologies of trade, manners, and civilization. Anglo-American antislavery

writings of this period represent African slaves as the subject of both senti-

mental and commercial identification. Consider, for example, the initial ver-

sion of Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence, which calls the slave trade an

“execrable commerce” foisted upon colonial Americans: “This piratical war-

fare, the opprobrium of INFIDEL powers, is the warfare of the CHRISTIAN

king of Great Britain.” If the language here was inflated for political gain,

Jefferson had made much the same argument two years earlier in A Sum-

mary View of the Rights of British America (1774). In it he claimed that Ameri-

cans in effect were enslaved to two kinds of “goods” circulating in the Brit-

ish imperial economy:
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An act of parliament had been passed imposing duties on teas, to be paid in

America, against which act the Americans had protested as inauthoritative.

The East India company, who till that time had never sent a pound of tea to

America on their own account, step forth on that occasion the assertors of

parliamentary right, and send hither many ship loads of that obnoxious

commodity.

But previous to the enfranchisement of the slaves we have, it is necessary to

exclude all further importations from Africa: yet our repeated attempts to

effect this by prohibitions, and by imposing duties which might amount to a

prohibition, have been hitherto defeated by his majesty’s negative: Thus

preferring the immediate advantages of a few African corsairs to the lasting

interests of the American states, and to the rights of human nature, deeply

wounded by this infamous practice.1

Although Jefferson’s attitudes toward African Americans have been the

subject of ongoing critical and historical controversy, in this instance he sig-

nificantly represents them as toxic commodities. Indeed, both British tea

and African slaves are goods, of sorts, that lay at the center of the present

imperial-colonial crisis. Both do harm to colonial American consumers. Yet

each has a distinctive relation to imperial regulation. To free the tea trade

means disentangling it from mercantilist regulation, but to free the African

slave trade means imposing such regulation (in the form of “duties”) as to

eradicate it. This slippage suggests the complexity of the meaning of “free”

trade in this era—a complexity informing my evaluation of the political lit-

erature against slave trading in Britain and America that was produced be-

tween the 1770s and 1810s.2 Certainly, the language Jefferson uses to char-

acterize the slave trade suggests a much broader range of cultural meanings

for commerce than merely the accounting of profit and loss. It resembles, for

example, that of his friend James Madison in the Federalist #42. While advo-

cating the right of the newly conceived federal government to regulate for-

eign commerce, Madison condemns “a traffic which has so long and so

loudly upbraided the barbarism of modern policy.”3 Jefferson’s condemna-

tion is similarly premised on the understanding of trade commensurate with

the “candid world” to which the Declaration appeals.

I call this cultural narrative against slave trading the “commercial jere-

miad.”4 It arose in context of the long-standing use by antislavery writers

of Protestant discourses about human sin, Christian morality, and divine

judgment. The commercial jeremiad represents the gradual process of secu-
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larization of these Protestant discourses in antislavery writing—the use of

traditional languages and rhetorical conventions in formulating modern

commercial ideologies. During the eighteenth century the meaning of

“Christian” morality in antislavery writing increasingly accorded with mod-

ern values of enlightened behavior, which were themselves imbricated in

larger questions about the nature of trade, manners, and consumption.5 As

T. H. Breen has argued, in Revolutionary America,

[i]ncreasing opportunities to consume triggered intense print controversies

about the character and limits of luxury, the moral implications of credit,

the role of personal choice in a liberal society, and the relevance of tradi-

tional status hierarchies in a commercial world that encouraged people

to fashion protean public identities. Heated debates on these issues repre-

sented an initial effort by large numbers of Americans throughout the colo-

nies to gain intellectual control over the marketplace, to make sense of their

new experiences, and to bring ideology into line with a commercial system

that they found inviting as well as intimidating.6

The slave trade equally highlighted cultural questions about the nature of

consumption, credit, and social stability.7 Put in Breen’s terms, it comprised

part of “the semiotics of everyday life” whereby Anglo-Americans “commu-

nicated perceptions of status and politics to other people through items of

everyday material culture, through a symbolic universe of commonplace

‘things’.”8 Here the metaphor for late eighteenth-century antislavery writ-

ing is that of an important and densely layered discursive arena in which

Anglo-Americans simultaneously lamented the plight of captive Africans

and confronted nagging commercial and cultural dilemmas. How did one

distinguish between moral and illicit forms of prosperity? What were the so-

cial consequences of commercial capitalism—cultural refinement or licen-

tious corruption?

Christian Commerce

The answers to such questions turn on the changing meaning of “free” trade

in this era. Eighteenth-century antislavery writing registers this discursive

change. I will focus on a couple of prominent examples of early antislavery

writing as a way of showing the polemical movement from biblical precept

to enlightened manners. Largely the work of early Quaker humanitarians,

this writing cites such scriptural passages as Exodus 21.16 aggressively (“He
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who kidnaps a man and sells him, or if he is found in his hand, shall surely

be put to death”), and holds up biblical law as the standard by which con-

temporary readers were to measure their sins. For example, in 1693 the

Quaker reformer George Keith, who emigrated to Pennsylvania and was

later disowned by Quakers there for his unconventional piety, argued that

the slave trade “is contrary to the Principles and Practice of the Christian

Quakers to buy Prize or stollen Goods . . . and therefore it is our Duty to come

forth in a testimony against stollen Slaves, it being accounted a far greater

Crime under Moses’s Law than the stealing of Goods.”9 Notwithstanding the

disturbing association of Africans with stolen “goods,” Keith understands

the slave trade as the violation of divine law, the sinful transgression that

surely incurs “God’s Judgments upon them.” Early influential Quaker writ-

ings in British America, like John Hepburn’s The American Defense of the Chris-

tian Golden Rule (1715) or Ralph Sandiford’s A Brief Examination of the Practice

of the Times (1729), make much the same argument. Though certainly not

devoid of feeling, these writings place that virtue almost exclusively in the

context of biblical precept. Hepburn, for example, insists that “[t]he parting

the Husband from the Wife, and the Wife from the Husband; and the Chil-

dren from them both, to make up their Masters Gains, they force them thus

to break the seventh Command, and commit Adultery with other strangers,

or other mens Wives or Husbands.”10

Such premises similarly inform the most famous antislavery debate in Pu-

ritan New England, that between Samuel Sewall and John Saffin. The trans-

atlantic context for this debate was the Royal African Company’s loss in

1698 of its monopoly of the slave trade, which immediately increased the

number of African slaves imported into British American ports such as Bos-

ton. An eminent jurist in the Bay colony, Sewall penned The Selling of Joseph

(1700) in response to this development, returning to the biblical scene of

slave trading in Genesis 37, where Joseph’s brothers sell him to the Ish-

maelites for twenty pieces of silver. Like his Quaker counterparts, Sewall

cited scriptural evidence for African humanity (in Acts 17.26 and Psalms

115.16) and for the illegality of slave trading (Exodus 21.16). He also sig-

nificantly assailed the trade so as to link immoral consumption to apocalyp-

tic retribution, an argument that again likened Africans to dirty goods: “If

Arabian Gold be imported in any quantities, most are afraid to meddle with

it, though they might have it at easy rates; lest if it should have been wrong-

fully taken from the Owners, it should kindle a fire to the Consumption of

their whole Estate.”11 The slave merchant John Saffin’s rebuttal, however,
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just as rigorously invoked those parts of Genesis and Leviticus establishing

precedents for Hebrew slavery, and criticized Sewall’s implied denial of a di-

vinely organized social hierarchy that slavery helped to maintain.12 A few

years later, the debate culminated with the publication in London of another

antislavery essay in John Dunton’s Athenian Oracle. Sewall later had part of it

reprinted in New England. Calling the slave trade a “disgrace to Christian-

ity,” it questioned New English civilization in terms of religious principle:

“For I am very persuaded, that if a fair and honest Trade and Commerce had

been carry’d on amongst [the Africans], and no violence had been done to

their Persons; Christianity must have gotten as great footing by this time

amongst them, as it has amongst the poor Infidels of New England.”13

The trope of infidelity begins to suggest the cultural (and not merely theo-

logical) meaning of “Christian” identity. Certainly, late eighteenth-century

antislavery writing continued to invoke biblical evidence for moral leverage.

Specific passages from Exodus, Matthew, Acts, and Paul’s epistles facilitated

the antislavery moral critique and, to a lesser extent, the argument for Afri-

can humanity. During the Revolution and its aftermath, American antislav-

ery writing often used Protestant rhetorical conventions to make slavery

part of the problem of national sin.14 Samuel Hopkins, for example, pri-

vately complained in 1787 to the Quaker Moses Brown that the Constitu-

tional provision extending the slave trade for twenty years endangered the

survival of the nation, and cited the typological precedent of Israel’s punish-

ment in Joshua 7: “I fear that is an Achan, which will bring a curse, so that

we cannot prosper.”15 Warner Mifflin’s antislavery address to Congress simi-

larly concluded “that this extensive and rising republic may be exalted by

righteousness, and not overturned by pride, oppression, and forgetfulness of

the rightful Ruler and Dread of Nations.”16 Nearing the end of the era in

which the trade was constitutionally protected, the ex-Caribbean planter

Thomas Branagan warned: “It is equally as easy to judge, of the approaching

downfall of a nation; when degeneracy of manners; a contempt for God and

his worship; accumulated debauchery; seduction and oppression not only

prevail, but become fashionable. . . . [that] God cannot, without the greatest

partiality, suffer the sinful nations of modern times to escape with impunity

will not admit of a doubt.”17

The phrase “degeneracy of manners” suggest the ideological changes that

were gradually displacing biblical precept with cultural norms of Enlighten-

ment. These were in large part founded upon widespread cultural beliefs

that trade socialized humanity. In George Bickham’s The Universal Penman,
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for example, the entry for “Commerce,” with an engraving of a group of

British merchants gathered around a bill of lading, is glossed in prose and

verse celebrating a “well regulated Commerce” dispersing British goods “in

all the Markets of the World” (see Figure 1). The poem reads:

Then, pregnant Commerce! Art y’ source of Peace,

Parent of Arts, and Parent of Increase;

By thy diffusive Stores all Nations smile,

Thou art to every Clime a Second Nile.

The poem imaginatively brings Africa “home” to Britain through the trope

of a “Second Nile.” The visual representations in the background of import-

ing and exporting goods reinforce the ideal of the commercial unification of

the civilized world (“all Nations”), while imperialist overtones resound in

the prose summary’s depiction of British commerce as “so many Squadrons

of Floating Shops.”

Late eighteenth-century antislavery writing utilized this sort of model

of civilized trade chiefly by manipulating traditional Protestant languages

against slavery. Biblical rhetoric was newly absorbed and re-deployed to

make modern arguments against the slave trade. For example, Branagan

teased out the cultural implications of the apocalyptic argument: “But why

do I say barbarism? What Oriental nation, what Savage people ever encour-

aged and supported such a cruel commerce in human flesh or kept so many

of their fellow men in ignoble bondage as the Americans as well as the other

refined nations of Christendom now support and keep?”18 During the Revo-

lutionary era the American pulpit recast the jeremiad against slave trading

in terms of cultural degeneracy. As the title of the Baptist minister Elhanan

Winchester’s The Reigning Abominations, Especially the Slave Trade suggests, the

catalogue of contemporary vices the author attributed to colonial Virginians

in 1774 actually culminated with the slave trade. This antislavery sermon is

so interesting not only because it was later printed in London, probably to

bolster the newly formed English Society for Effecting the Abolition of the

Slave Trade (henceforth English Abolition Society) while Winchester was

living there, but also because, in both its colonial American and British pub-

lications, it puts scripture in the service of promoting cultural enlighten-

ment. Winchester cited Paul, Solomon, and the apocalyptic gospels as evi-

dence against “a most infamous commerce” that deadened benevolence:

“Avarice tends to harden the heart, to render the mind callous to the feel-

ings of humanity, indisposes the soul to every virtue, and renders it an easy
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Figure 1. “Commerce.” From George Bickham, The Universal Penman (London, 1741).
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prey to every vice.”19 Several years earlier, the minister Samuel Cooke simi-

larly warned his audience (“When God ariseth, and when he visiteth, what

shall we answer!”20), but he also notably situated the specter of divine ven-

geance within the context of a particularly cultural form of declension. As

“patrons of liberty, [we] have dishonoured the christian name,—and de-

graded human nature, nearly to the level with the beasts that perish.”21

The antislavery rhetoric of Christianity was founded upon the opposition

between civilization and savagery. But the African slave trade directly chal-

lenged these categories by suggesting that Europeans and Americans in-

volved in the trade were effectively made “beasts.” By the 1770s and 1780s,

Quaker opponents to the trade, for example, were referring to it “as the

scene of violence and barbarities, perpetrated in order to procure [Africans],

by men professing the Christian religion.”22 Indeed, the comparison be-

tween early and late eighteenth-century Quaker antislavery writing demon-

strates the overall movement from biblical precept to ethical imperative.23

Compare Hepburn’s American Defense of the Christian Golden Rule (1715) with

William Dillwyn’s Brief Considerations on Slavery (1773):

Now the buying and selling of the Bodies and Souls of Men, was and is the

Merchandize of the Babylonish Merchants spoken of in the Revelations. . . .

For how will ye answer when ye are brought before Gods Tribunal, and

there appear naked and bear [sic] before the Son of Man, if ye have lived

and died in Opposition to his Everlasting Gospel?24

The practice of ages cannot sanctify error; but the progress of reformation

has, in all, been gradual. . . . Having thus briefly considered the slave trade

as contradictory to the divine and social law, it is needless to urge the im-

propriety of any, and especially a free people, being in anywise concerned

in it.25

The earlier emphasis upon biblical law gives way to the contemporary stan-

dards of enlightened civilization. The change reveals a new kind of historical

self-consciousness. Whereas Hepburn’s comment on the “Babylonish Mer-

chants” affirms the relevance of scriptural authority, the second passage in-

verts this model by carefully distinguishing the barbaric past from the en-

lightened present. Here slave trading violates the ideological equivalence of

biblical injunction and enlightened mores, the convergence of letter and

spirit captured by the phrase “the divine and social law.”26

The correlation between commercial and enlightened society was, how-
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ever, highly problematic in this era. Antislavery writing reveals the extent

to which late eighteenth-century Anglo-Americans uncertainly considered

the long-term effects of commercial development upon civilized society.

Montesquieu had argued in The Spirit of the Laws (1748) that “Commerce

cures destructive prejudices, and it is an almost general rule that every-

where there are gentle mores, there is commerce and that everywhere there

is commerce, there are gentle mores,”27 but he also cited examples of the

morally debilitating effects of advanced forms of capitalism.28 Influenced

by Montesquieu, the Scottish Enlightenment generally upheld a four-stage

theory of progressive history, which believed that “barbarism was not a

stage that had been left behind, but was a state that could be imminent and

recurrent.”29 In these kinds of writings, throughout much of the eighteenth

century, the social and historical volatility of trade figuratively expressed it-

self in the feminization of commerce. Consider, for example, a well-known

passage from Cato’s Letters, written in the aftermath of the infamous South

Sea Bubble episode, where John Trenchard summarizes the effects of

“Dame Commerce”:

Nothing is more certain, than that trade cannot be forced; she is a coy and

humorous dame, who must be won by flattery and allurements, and always

flies force and power: she is not confined to nations, sects, or climates, but

travels and wanders about the earth, till she fixes her residence where she

finds the best welcome and kindest reception; her contexture is so nice and

delicate that she cannot breathe in a tyrannical air; will and pleasure are

so opposite to her nature that but touch her with the sword, and she dies.

But if you give her gentle and kind entertainment, she is a grateful and

beneficent mistress: she will turn deserts into fruitful fields, villages into

great cities, cottages into palaces, beggars into princes.30

Terry Mulcaire has argued that the passage is evidence of “the quasi-magical

value-making power of Credit” that appeals directly to the “radically unsta-

ble creative power of the aesthetic imagination”: “Credit’s symbolic femi-

ninity represents this instability not merely as a frightening volatility but

also a potentially infinite resource. . . . Credit’s power is an artifact of polite

civilization.”31 The volatility of such power requires regulation—regulation

of trade as well as of the passions of the aesthetic imagination stimulating

that trade. For, as Cato attests, the “delicate” cultural refinement spawned by

commercial exchange may actually go too far. The distinction between re-
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finement and seduction may blur as this “beneficent mistress” produces lux-

uriant decadence associated with “palaces” and “princes.”

In this context, the literature against African slave trading tries to demar-

cate the boundary between virtuous and vicious commerce. Perhaps the

most single influential authority opposing the slave trade during the era be-

fore widespread antislavery political organization was the British political

economist Malachy Postlethwayt, who actually had served in the Royal Af-

rican Company before turning against the slave trade and the mercantilist

apparatus supporting it.32 The “leading contemporary theorist in the years of

imperial expansion”33 directly influenced such antislavery writers as An-

thony Benezet, James Dana, James Swan, and Arthur Lee, among others.

His Universal Dictionary of Trade and Commerce (1767) provided not only statis-

tical evidence against slave trading, but also a rich source of commercial lan-

guage. Indeed, the monstrous tome’s epigraph from John Gay’s “To His Na-

tive Country” frames commercial nationalism in just these terms:

O Britain, chosen Port of Trade,

May Luxury ne’er thy Sons invade;

Whenever neighboring States contend,

Tis thine to be the general Friend.

What is’t who rules in other Lands?

On Trade alone thy Glory stands.

That Benefit is unconfin’d,

Diffusing Good among Mankind;

That first gave Lustre to thy Reigns,

And scatter’s Plenty o’er thy Plains:

’Tis that alone thy Wealth supplies,

And draws all Europe’s envious Eyes.

Be commerce then thy sole Design:

Keep that, and all the World is thine.34

As a rhetorical key to the Universal Dictionary, Gay’s poem points to the many

aspects of commerce: economic, cultural, national, and transnational. The

poetic tension between Britain’s “Glory” and the benefits it commercially

diffuses throughout the world almost occludes the more fundamental one

over the nature of trade itself. As in Cato’s Letters, commerce produces forms

of cultural refinement that potentially become enervating “Luxury.”

For Postlethwayt, the African slave trade helps to resolve this tension by
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serving as the negative model of commerce, one which, by implication, le-

gitimates other, more enlightened forms of trade. The Universal Dictionary’s

entry for “Africa” does acknowledge the “great advantage” of slave-trade

profits for the British Empire, but it also goes on to call it an “inhuman com-

merce” endangering Britain’s self-image as a civilized nation. The slave trade

inspires the “wars and hostilities among the negro princes and chiefs” who

compete to gain captives for sale. This “spirit of butchery” contrasts with the

program Postlethwayt proposes of “a fair, friendly, humane, and civilized

commerce with the Africans.” Framed as a series of rhetorical questions,

however, the Universal Dictionary’s plan to civilize Africa (“by extending

traffic into their country in the largest degree it will be admitted of”) reveals

in this format more uncertainty than it openly admits. Since these queries

reappeared, sometimes verbatim, in the antislavery writings of Anthony

Benezet, James Swan, and many others, it in worth citing the text in its en-

tirety:

1. Whether so extensive and populous a country as Africa is, will not

admit of a far more extensive and profitable trade to Great-Britain

than it yet ever has done?

2. Whether the people of this country, notwithstanding their colour, are

not capable of being civilized, as well as those of many other have

been; and whether the primitive inhabitants of all countries, so far as

we have been able to trace them, were not once as savage and

inhumanized as the negroes of Africa; and whether the ancient Brit-

ons themselves of our country were not once upon a level with the

Africans?

3. Whether, therefore, there is not a probability that those people might,

in time, by proper management exercised by the Europeans, become

as wise, as industrious, as ingenious and as humane as the people of

any other country?

4. Whether their rational faculties are not, in the general, equal to those

of any other of the human species; and whether they are not, from

experience, as capable of mechanical and manufactural arts and

trades, as even the bulk of the Europeans?

5. Whether it would not be more to the interest of all the European na-

tions concerned in the trade to Africa, rather to endeavor to cultivate

a friendly, humane and civilized commerce with those people, into

the very center of their extended country, than to content themselves
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only with skimming a trifling portion of trade upon the sea-coast of

Africa?

6. Whether the greatest hindrance and obstruction to the Europeans

cultivating a humane and Christian-like commerce with those popu-

lous countries, has not wholly proceeded from the unjust, inhumane,

and unchristian-like traffic called the SLAVE TRADE, which is carried

on by the Europeans?

7. Whether this trade, and this only, was not the primary cause, and still

continues to be the chief cause, of those eternal and incessant broils,

quarrels and animosities, which subsist between the negro princes

and chiefs; and consequently, of those eternal wars which subsist

among them, and which they are induced to carry on, in order to

make prisoners of one another for the sake of the slave trade?

8. Whether, if trade was carried on with them for a series of years, as it

has been with other countries that have not been less barbarous, and

the Europeans gave no encouragement whatever to the slave trade,

those cruel wars among the Blacks would not cease, and a fair and

honourable commerce in time take place throughout the whole

country?

9. Whether the example of the Dutch in the East-Indies, who have civi-

lized innumerable of the natives, and brought them to the European

way of cloathing, etc. does not give reasonable hopes that these sug-

gestions are not visionary, but founded on experience, as well as on

humane and Christian-like principles?

10. Whether commerce in general has not proved the great means of

gradually civilizing all nations, even the most savage and brutal; and

why not the Africans?

11. Whether the territories of those European nations that are interested

in the colonies and plantations in America, are not populous enough,

or may not be rendered so, by proper encouragement given to inter-

marriages amongst them, and to the breed of foundling infants, to

supply their respective colonies with labourers, in place of negro

slaves?

12. Whether the British dominions in general have not at present an ex-

tent of territory sufficient to increase and multiply their inhabitants;

and whether it is not their own fault that they do not increase them

sufficiently to supply their colonies and plantations, with whites in-

stead of blacks?35
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Postlethwayt obviously writes about the conversion of “Africa” within the

ideological categories of “Christian” and “heathen” nations. But these cate-

gories are not only religious terms but commercial ones as well. The context

for our common humanity is commercial exchange. Even more important,

the “Christian-like and humane Commerce” he would bring to this presum-

ably uncivilized world implicates as well those Britons and other Europeans

who have debased themselves by participating in barbaric trade. To “free”

the African trade is to regulate it—and to thereby liberate everyone involved.

The Seduction of Africa

The cultural value antislavery activists placed on trade is evident as well in

their opponents’ response. Because West Indian planters were most often

the target of antislavery outrage, they often defended themselves by trying

to shift the terms of debate and emphasize the profitability of the sugar, cof-

fee, and indigo trades. During the 1770s, as British and American antislav-

ery politics became more visible, the debate in Philadelphia between the

Philadelphia physician Benjamin Rush and the newly emigrated West In-

dian planter Richard Nisbet demonstrated this clash over commerce itself. In

responding to Rush’s An Address to the Inhabitants of the British Settlements in

America upon Slave-Keeping (1773), Nisbet warned his fellow Philadelphians

of the danger of “losing her commerce”: “The inhabitants of this city will

please to recollect, that the West-Indies form a considerable branch of their

commerce, and that they ought therefore to listen to every thing that can be

said in favour of its inhabitants.”36 Yet antislavery shadows the proslavery

apologia. Naturally aware of the antislavery stand, Nisbet at first feigns igno-

rance by claiming, “I am little acquainted with the method of carrying on

the slave trade and, therefore, shall say little on the subject,” but then goes

on to say that all African slaves “are bought in the fair course of trade, and

that the Europeans have seldom, or never, an opportunity of carrying them

off by stealth, though they were inclinable. It is, likewise, certain, that these

creatures, by being sold to the Europeans, are often saved from the most

cruel deaths, or wretched slavery to their fellow barbarians.”37 The appeal to

moral value tries to parry Rush’s critique on his own terms.

Such a move only testifies to the cultural potency of antislavery. For the

condemnation of slave trading emphasized the equivalent danger to both

Europeans and Africans. If the basic premise of this argument came princi-

pally from Montesquieu,38 it was now cast through the common rhetoric of
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cultural crisis. An early antislavery tract by the pseudonymous “J. Phil-

more,” for example, entitled Two Dialogues on the Man Trade (1760), argued

that West Indian slavery accounted for “that general Depravation of Man-

ners, which so much prevails in the Colonies, in Proportion as they have

more or less enriched themselves, at the Expense of the Blood and Bones of

the Negroes.”39 One of the seminal texts of this era, the English clergyman

James Ramsay’s Essay on the Treatment and Conversion of the African Slaves

(1784), also complained of slavery’s “ill effect on the manners of the peo-

ple.”40 Later, in the early 1800s, as Parliament was poised to abolish the

trade, the famous English abolitionist William Wilberforce concluded that

slavery “never did nor ever will prevail long in any country, without pro-

ducing a most pernicious effect, both on its morals, habits, and manners.”41

This argument rhetorically depends upon the sentimentalization of com-

mercial exchange. Many scholars have viewed sentimentalism in antislav-

ery writing with suspicion, as though it either hid economic self-interests or

drew attention to British and American capacities for enlightened feeling

in and of itself.42 But sentiment played a crucial rhetorical role in configur-

ing the enlightened commercial capitalism that the African slave trade en-

dangered. Antislavery depended upon the syncretic language of the moral

market.

Take the New Jersey Quaker David Cooper’s antislavery sermon, A Mite

Cast into the Treasury (1772). Two of the key biblical passages it considers

come from Proverbs 22.22–23 (“Rob not the poor because he is poor: nei-

ther oppress the afflicted in the gate”) and Micah 6.11 (“Shall I count them

pure with the wicked balances, and with the bag of deceitful weights?”). The

texts are well chosen in that they facilitate the precise meditation on the re-

lation between the economies of exchange and feeling. The one from Micah

is particularly useful because it recounts how the ancient Israelites were de-

luded by their own greed into thinking that divine offerings (the “treasures

of wickedness”) would stay God’s wrath. The sermon certainly makes the

common antislavery argument that abolishing the slave trade will be, like

the weights of a clock, “the moving cause” behind the end of chattel slavery.

Yet the sudden turn from one enlightened trope of balance to another—“the

wicked balance, and bag of deceitful weights” used to rationalize slavery—

recasts morality in economic terms: “My friend, thy reasoning proceeds

from the bag of deceitful weights; the true balance discovers justice to be

quite another thing than thou seems to think it, here is no respecter of

persons. Justice to thy negroe weighs as heavy as justice to thyself, a small
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loss in thy interest out in the scale against the freedom of an innocent fel-

low-creature, weighs but as a feather against mount Atlas.”43

The typological reduction of slavery to avarice was a staple of antislavery

literature. Rather than simply rehearsing the biblical injunction to keep

trade out of sacred areas, however, Cooper recasts avarice as a means to dis-

tinguish between acceptable and illicit forms of commercial exchange. The

trope of weights and measures figures commerce ethically and ethics com-

mercially—that is, moralizing and money changing are equivalent activities.

The trope of balance suggests the importance of preventing what one

sermon in the 1790s called “the slavery of vicious passions.”44 As the histo-

rian John Brewer has argued, “the formation of a public cultural sphere” in

eighteenth-century England theoretically was endangered by “two forces

that undercut its impartiality, namely pecuniary gain—acquisitiveness—and

sexual passion.” Cultural critics feared “the seductiveness and energy of a

commercially vibrant, protean and fertile culture suffused with lust and

greed.”45 In this context, antislavery writers unsurprisingly placed great im-

portance upon the regulation of both international trade and individual fac-

ulties. Both unregulated trade and passions led to what one English emi-

grant to Massachusetts, James Swan, called the “inhuman Commerce”

conducted by “Men-wolves” prowling the West African coast.46 Such bestial

imagery was common and figuratively conveyed the problem of cultural

debasement. “Engrossed by one fatal passion,” the Philadelphian William

Belsham asked in 1790, while Congress was rejecting a Quaker antislavery

petition, “the rage of accumulating wealth, how canst thou sympathize with

the emotions excited by the various relations of social and domestick life?”47

The argument for the “enslavement” of both Anglo-Americans and Afri-

cans produced rhetorical strategies wedding irony to the gothic. This was es-

pecially true of writers who offered eyewitness accounts of the slave trade

such as Alexander Falconbridge, who had served as ship’s surgeon aboard

an English slave trader. His account of the “scramble” for African slaves de-

picts the depravity encompassing both subject and object of commercial ex-

change:

As soon as the hour agreed on arrived, the doors of the yard were suddenly

thrown open, and in rushed a considerable number of purchasers, with all

the ferocity of brutes. Some instantly seized such of the negroes as they

could conveniently lay hold of with their hands. Others, being prepared

with several hankerchiefs tied together, encircled with these as many as
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they were able. . . . It is scarcely possible to describe the confusion of which

this mode of selling is productive. . . . The poor astonished negroes were

so much terrified by the proceedings, that several of them, through fear,

climbed over the court yard, and ran wild about the town; but were soon

hunted down and retaken.48

Not unlike Swan’s imagery, Falconbridge’s depiction makes much of the

fact that supposedly civilized Europeans now demonstrate the “ferocity of

brutes.” The slave market would appear to problematize the fundamental

opposition between “civilization” and “savagery” upon which proslavery

writers like Nisbet or Richard Long, for example, defended the removal of

Africans themselves.

This antislavery narrative focused particularly upon the trading areas

along the West African coast. As David S. Shields has noted, “Great Britain

assured itself of the righteousness of its imperial mission by the myth of the

translatio imperii and the humanist belief that trade engendered the ‘arts of

peace.’”49 But accounts of the destructiveness Europeans wrought on these

areas went right to the heart of the problem of barbaric traffic. The British

antislavery politician William Wilberforce claimed, for example, that “it has

been the sad fate of Africa that when she did enter into an intercourse with

polished nations, it was an intercourse of such a nature, as, instead of polish-

ing and improving, has tended not merely to retard her natural progress, but

to deprave and darken, and, if such a new term might be used where unhap-

pily the novelty of the occurrence compels us to resort to one, to barbarize

her wretched inhabitants.”50 This “extraordinary phenomenon” was espe-

cially troubling because it violated the principle that trade propelled human

“progress from ignorance and barbarism, to the knowledge and comforts of

a state of social refinement.”51 The African slave trade undermined the geo-

graphical categories of progressive history.

The motif of the violation of Africa has important literary ramifications. It

suggests the resemblance between antislavery literature and the seduction

novel, or that between the discourses of trade and sexuality. During the late

eighteenth century the cultural discourses of seduction, which emphasized

the dangers of false appearances, unregulated desire, and uncultivated inno-

cence, circulated throughout political and belletristic literatures. This is criti-

cally significant because studies of the early novel recently have recognized

the public and political importance of its private and domestic space.52 Simi-

larly, the novelistic representation of the African slave trade turns on the
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narrative of seduction wherein the European slave trader assumes the char-

acter of the rake whose “arts” equally dissemble African consumers and Eu-

ropean competitors.53 The slave trader symbolizes the disruption of civilized

sociability. Consider, for example, the portrait John Atkins provided in the

1730s of the dissembling slave trader: “The Lye did me most Service, and for

which I had the Merchant’s Dispensation, was informing my good Friend

that at Cobelahon they had taken a great number of Captives. . . . [T]his I did

with an air of diffidence, to make the greater Impression, and at the same

time dashee’d his Negro Friends to go on board and back it.” If the story fails,

as Atkins shrewdly notes, “your Reputation is secured by the diffidence of

your Report, and you must resolve with him now upon a Price in your

Slaves, not to outbid one another; but at the same time make as strong a

Resolution not to observe it.”54

The object of commercial libertinism was the seduced African. Thomas

Clarkson described the dynamics of commercial seduction as a process

where Europeans “endeavoured, by a peaceable deportment, by presents,

and by every appearance of munificence, to seduce the attachment and con-

fidence of the Africans. These schemes had the desired effect. The gaudy

trappings of European art not only caught their attention but excited their

curiosity: they dazzled their eyes and bewitched their senses.”55 Today we

view the image of violated innocence suspiciously, for it depends, after all,

on an earlier form of what the historian George Fredrickson has called the

nineteenth century’s “romantic racialism.”56 Yet the cultural potency of

Edenic Africa was powerful enough to elicit African Americans’ strategic

uses of it. Celebrating the abolition of the slave trade, for example, the New

York minister Peter Williams emphasized “the innocent and amiable man-

ners” of West Africans seduced by European invaders: “Ardent in their af-

fections, their minds were susceptible of the warmest emotions of love,

friendship, and gratitude.”57 European “pirates” dissemble “the most amica-

ble pretensions . . . and all the bewitching and alluring wiles of the seducer

were practiced.” Such “wiles” depended upon the luxury goods that Euro-

peans offered for slaves. Hence the “abominable commerce” doubly cor-

rupts the “heroine” by “flattering” her vanity, then creating in her “the

same avaricious disposition which they themselves possessed.”58 The West

African’s seduction, like that of Richardson’s Clarissa or Rowson’s Charlotte

Temple, exposes the danger of latent forms of desire.59

Eighteenth-century antislavery writers thus imagine Africans as seduced

consumers. Their narratives of seduction did not only recount the licentious
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desires of miscreant sea captains but metaphorized Africa as a “ravished”

woman. Even this highly sentimental trope, however, reflected back upon

the virtuous sexuality of Anglo-American women. Commercial seduction in

some instances became a way of talking about female virtue. Thus Charles

Crawford, who was the son of a wealthy Antiguan planter and went to Phil-

adelphia after an unsuccessful education in England, wrote against slavery,

specifically addressing his female readership:

I would appeal particularly to the sensibility and the virtue of my female

readers, many of whom know the beauty, the cleanliness, the healthiness,

the peace, the liberty, the dignity, the sanctity of charity, and how preferable

it is to the misery, the filth, the unwholesomeness, the servitude, the de-

basement, the brutality of incontinence. It is impossible but they must feel

exquisitely for the condition of any of their sex where their persons can be

violated with impunity.60

If this appeal suggests the access women readers and writers had to anti-

slavery culture, it also further demonstrates the rhetorical and cultural

power of the trope of seduction, which often worked according to the logic

of analogy and translation. In this case, the prose translates the dangers of

seduction from African to Anglo-American women, thereby both monitor-

ing and reaffirming the state of female manners. In this economy of virtue,

however, there is a kind of mercantilist trade-off: the African women’s loss,

or “debasement,” is another’s gain.

African Goods

Eighteenth-century antislavery literature registers the dialogue between the

languages of cultural manners and biblical authority. If this narrative repre-

sents Africans as seduced consumers, it also makes them out to be “stolen

goods”—the kind of commodity that poisons civilized society. This conclu-

sion is part of the “consumer revolution” of the eighteenth century, which

transformed cultural standards of taste and produced new habits of con-

sumption. The commercialization of British-American societies placed new

pressure on the semantic distinction between “luxuries” and “necessities”

and eventually redrew the boundaries between illicit and civilizing kinds of

commodities.61 During the Revolutionary era, as T. H. Breen has argued, co-

lonial Americans created a new “semiotic order” of consumer goods as the

symbolic medium to resist British authority.62 While Revolutionary politics
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certainly shaped the subjects of consumption and enslavement, transatlantic

ideologies about the relations among commerce, consumption, and cultural

health lent discursive power to these subjects.63

Both British and American antislavery writers branded the slave trade as a

form of cultural degeneration derived from the consumption of illicit goods.

The West Indian export economy—the sugar, rum, tobacco, and indigo that

flooded into colonial and metropolitan ports—became their main target.

“And why is this cruelty practiced?” asked an antislavery writer in Mathew

Carey’s American Museum. The answer: “That we may have sugar in sweet-

ened tea, that debilitates us—Rum to make punch, to intoxicate us—And

indigo to dye our cloths.”64 The corruption of habits of consumption ex-

tended as well to West African societies. The antislavery tracts noted that the

increase in European demand for slaves further stimulated the sales of luxu-

ries and weapons to African leaders who, seduced by their power, engaged

in wars for captives in order to meet this demand.65 “That soul and body de-

stroying liquor, rum” (in the words of minister Levi Hart) functions as both

the corrupt medium of exchange as well as the trope for a form of trade

based on the intoxication of one’s senses.66 The New Divinity minister Sam-

uel Hopkins argued that “the inhabitants of the towns near the sea, are

taught to exert all the art and power they have to entrap and decoy one an-

other, that they may make slaves of them, and sell them to us for rum, by

which they intoxicate themselves, and become more brutish and savage

than otherwise they could be, so that there are but few instances of sobri-

ety, honesty, or even humanity, and they who live the furthest from these

places, are the least vicious, and much more civil and humane.”67

This argument focused explicitly on the problem of cultural over-refine-

ment that created new forms of enslavement. The French Catholic anti-

slavery writer, the Abbé Gregoire, who corresponded from France with Jef-

ferson over the problem of slavery, declared: “For three centuries Europe,

which calls itself Christian and civilized, has tortured without pity and with-

out remorse, the peoples of Africa whom Europe calls savages and barbari-

ans. In order to obtain indigo, sugar, and coffee, Europe has brought them

debauchery, desolation, and disregard of all natural sentiments.”68 This kind

of hyperbolic language sometimes swelled to the point of cultural melo-

drama that staked the fate of “civilized” society on both its commercial rela-

tions and habits of consumption. The leading British antislavery politician

William Fox, for example, called for English consumption of imports “un-

polluted with blood.” As members of Parliament dragged their heels in the
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1790s on legislation abolishing the slave trade, Fox stated that proslavery in-

terests could force slave sugar “to our lips, steeped in the blood of our fellow

creatures; but they cannot compel us to accept the loathsome portion.”69

The cultural context of consumption is important because it shifts the

critical terms for understanding the representation of African humanity.

The antislavery argument about consumption effectively recast the African

slave as an imported—and dangerous—commodity. This rhetorical process

occurred in context of the eighteenth-century Atlantic world’s “triangular

trade” which included the exchange of African slaves, New England rum,

and West Indian sugar. Antislavery writing focused on the pathological na-

ture of this commercial economy and yet became entangled in its represen-

tations of Africans as commodities for exchange.

West Indian planters, for example, were accused of buying “stolen goods.”

Certainly, this effect arose from the antislavery project of defining virtuous

commerce and consumption—defining, in other words, what it meant to be

a “civilized” consumer. This crucial issue turned on the question of who was

responsible for buying stolen goods. One American strategy, apparent in Jef-

ferson’s Declaration of Independence or Benjamin Franklin’s “A Conversation

on Slavery” (1770), was to foist responsibility upon the British. More often,

Anglo-American writing addresses the morality of consumption in terms of

the categories of civilization and barbarity that transcended national terms.

This lent new meaning to caveat emptor. The Scottish philosopher James

Beattie, for example, argued emphatically that “though ignorant and barba-

rous nations, like those of Guinea, should sell their prisoners, it will not fol-

low, that we have a right to buy them.”70 In “Notes on the Slave Trade,”

Benezet similarly mocked West Indian planters’ pretended innocence when

they claimed that their slaves were war captives and destined for bondage

anyway: “Indeed, you say, ‘I pay honestly for my goods; and I am not con-

cerned to know where they are come by.’ Nay but you are: You are deeply

concerned, to know that they are not stolen: Otherwise you are partaker

with the thief. . . . You know that they are procured by a deliberate se-

ries of more complicated villainy . . . than was ever practiced either by

Mahometans or Pagans.”71

Hence the antislavery figure of Africans as dangerous goods.72 Even

though these writers wanted to avoid formulating the antislavery debate on

the ideological premises of their opponents, the primacy of the slave trade

and the commercial logic underpinning it led almost inevitably into the con-

sideration of Africans as a certain kind of transported commodities. This is
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apparent, for example, in Thomas Paine’s antislavery essay for the Pennsylva-

nia Journal and the Weekly Advertiser. Declaring the “wickedness” of a trade in

“an unnatural commodity,” Paine’s persona of the Lockean logician actually

put him in the position of arguing about people as goods: “as the true owner

has a right to reclaim his goods that were stolen, and sold; so the slave, who

is proper owner of his freedom, has a right to reclaim it, however often

sold.”73 Notwithstanding his plea for human rights, Paine’s reduction of hu-

manity to property, captured in the ethos of owning and buying one an-

other, ends up fighting proslavery on its own terms. The argument unravels

along the seams of the uncertain relation between property and humanity,

where the African has a natural right to “his freedom”—something that par-

adoxically can be purchased and yet is an “unnatural commodity.”

Antislavery claims for African humanity thus were undermined by its cru-

cial arguments about commerce and civilization. In Volume 5 of The Philo-

sophical and Political History of the Settlements and Trade of the Europeans in the

East and West Indies, the Abbé Raynal denounces European corruption of Af-

rican societies:

Slaves are to the commerce of the Europeans in Africa, what gold is in the

commerce we carry on in the New World. The heads of Negroes represent

the specie of the state of Guinea. Every day this specie is carried off, and

nothing is left them but articles of consumption. . . . Thus the trade for

blacks would long since have been entirely lost, if the inhabitants of the

coasts had not imparted their luxury to the people of the inland countries,

from whence they now draw the greatest part of the slaves that are put into

our hands. Thus the trade of the Europeans, by gradual advances, hath al-

most exhausted the only vendible commodities of this nation.74

The passage is representative of the antislavery rhetoric lamenting “vend-

ible commodities” and “articles of consumption” while failing ultimately to

recuperate African humanity. Africans are part of a luxury economy that

finally depletes local populations and corrupts both the interior and coastal

areas. The ironic edge that Raynal provides tends to become so coldly ana-

lytical that it all but loses the moral and sentimental appeal to the gross re-

duction of humans to commodities. This kind of analysis actually goes on at

length as Raynal scrupulously surveys increases in slave prices, the costs

subsequently passed on to West Indian consumers, and the inevitability of

the trade’s future decline.

The representational duality of Africans as consumers and commodities
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appears across a wide array of genres and forms during this era. Antislavery

became a prominent theme in the periodicals that appealed to middlebrow

readers of the late eighteenth century. In popular periodicals, antislavery ex-

pressed many of the same themes—and same problems—as it did in more

learned orations and essays, although the former often employed the enter-

taining medium of satire or even burlesque. Consider a satirical anecdote

that appeared in Mathew Carey’s American Museum—one that was appar-

ently so useful that Lydia Maria Child later recycled it in her Anti-Slavery Cat-

echism (1839).

A Negro fellow being strongly suspected to have stolen goods in his pos-

session, was taken before a certain justice of peace in Philadelphia, and

charged with the offense. The fellow was so hardened as to acknowledge

the fact, and, to add to his crime, had the audacity to make the following

speech: “massa justice, me know me got dem tings from Tom dere—and me

tinke Tom teal dem too—but what den, massa? Dey be only a picaninny

cork-screw and a picaninny knife—one cost sixpence and tudda a shilling—

and me pay Tom for dem honestly, massa.”

“A very pretty story truly—you knew they were stolen, and yet allege in

excuse, you paid honestly for them—I’ll teach you better law than that,

sirrah! Don’t you know, Cesar, the receiver is as bad as the thief? You must

be severely whipt, you black rascal you!”

“Very well, massa—If de black rascal be wipt for buying tolen goods, me

hope de white rascal be wipt too for same ting, when me catch him, as well

as Cesar.” “To be sure,” rejoined his worship. “Well den,” says Cesar, “here

be Tom’s massa—hold him fast, constable, he buy Tom as I buy de picaninny

knife and de picaninny cork-screw. He know very well poor Tom be tolen

from his old fadder and mudder; de knife and the cork-screw have neder.”

Whether it was that his worship, as well as Tom’s master, were smote in

the same instant with the justice or the severity of Cesar’s application, we

know not: but after a few minutes pause, Cesar was dismissed, and the ac-

tion discharged.75

From the beginning, the comical sketch raises serious syntactic difficulties

with the phrase “to have stolen goods.” This forecasts the anecdote’s the-

matic turn in reassigning guilt from Cesar to Tom’s master. As a comic medi-

tation on the ethics of consumption, its political message is structured upon

the typical antislavery opposition between positive law and natural “jus-

tice”—at once a satiric personification in the constable and a more serious
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abstraction underlying the whole piece. Cesar’s voice itself only heightens

the satiric irony of the debunking proslavery claims to property rights. The

sketch argues for racial equivalence: both Cesar and Tom’s master are guilty

of the same thing; both are human. Yet Cesar’s voice just as readily under-

mines that equivalence. The dialogue in Cesar’s voice between “picaninny”

black dialect (“massa” and “dem tings”) and conventional English (“as well

as Cesar” and “Hold him fast, constable”) expresses the uneasiness with

which the sketch allows African Americans moral authority.

“Not Quite One to a Ton”

In the liberal interpretation, early antislavery writing and ideology oppose

slavery on the grounds that it hampers free trade. Yet by “freeing” trade,

antislavery did not argue for the unfettered market of laissez-faire capitalism

but rather was calling for its regulation in order to make it more enlight-

ened. “Liberty of commerce,” Montesquieu argued, “is not a faculty granted

to traders to do what they want; this would instead be the servitude of com-

merce.”76 The complexity of relations between antislavery culture and the

emergence of liberalism in this era are apparent as well in the formulations

of individual identity and of individual rights that came out of this writing.

One of the major features of early antislavery discourse is the regulation of

the rights to privacy. Early on, antislavery writers recognized the politics of

privacy, and deliberately exposed private scenes of cruelty and abuse on

slave ships and West Indian plantations as a way of penetrating these zones

of horror. In The Treatment and Conversion of the African Slaves, for example,

James Ramsay argued,

And our constitution has such an excessive bias to personal liberty, that in

contradiction to the maxims of every well ordered state, it cannot, or will

not, meddle with private behaviour. . . . Hence the true secret of police, after

having secured the lives, liberties, and properties of the citizens, is to turn

the conduct and industry of individuals to public profit, considering the

state as one whole, and leaving private persons, each to his own particular

happiness in public prosperity, checking every appearance of a wayward

disposition, that may make the man injurious to his neighbour, or unprofit-

able to his country77

The antislavery ethos of individual conscience places the very idea of auton-

omy in highly communal contexts. This is true for William Bell Crafton’s
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summary of the report on the African slave trade that went to Parliament in

the early 1790s. “Let no one say, ‘my situation of privacy and obscurity pre-

cludes all possibility of serving the cause’—for the greatest numbers consist

of units, and the most mighty exertions of states and empires are but aggre-

gates of individual ability.” Jettisoning the distinction between voting and

nonvoting citizens, Crafton skirted the problem of political disfranchisement

altogether. The appeal was to private individuals and the “public mind” si-

multaneously. That is, “individual” identity was regulated by its aggregate

context.78

The antislavery discourse of regulation entailed the denunciation of “ava-

rice” as the logic of maximizing profit. Perhaps the most vivid expression of

the rejection of liberal rationality and utility was the print of the Liverpool

slave vessel Brookes, which Thomas Clarkson had published in 1789.79 Soon

afterwards, the Philadelphia publisher Mathew Carey reproduced it in his

magazine, the American Museum, along with an extract commenting on the

picture written by the Plymouth chapter of the English antislavery society

(see Figure 2). The reprinted image of the overcrowded slave ship testifies

not only to the transatlantic traffic of antislavery discourses, but also to their

specific repugnance for the logic of rational acquisitiveness. Its depiction of

roughly 300 African bodies crammed into the lower deck of the Brookes—

each figure generic, faceless, depersonalized, and metonymically significant

within the context of rational utility—indicts the brutal logic of the capitalist

market that is devoid of sentiment. As the British antislavery minister John

Newton lamented, “With our ships the great object is, to be full.”80

The American Museum’s preface to the British print appeals to a particular

kind of feeling that arises from this economic logic of self-interest. Written

presumably by Carey himself, it denounces “the barbarity of the slave

trade”:

Here is presented to our view, one of the most horrid spectacles—a number

of human creatures, packed, side by side, almost like herrings in a barrel,

and reduced nearly to the state of being buried alive. . . . Where is the hu-

man being, that can picture to himself this scene of woe, without at the

same time execrating a trade, which presents misery and desolation wher-

ever it appears? Where is the man of real benevolence, who will not join

heart and hand, in opposing this barbarous, this iniquitous traffic?81

Antislavery sentiment in this case arises from the tense identification be-

tween “the man of real benevolence” and the generic African slave, the
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complex process of intimacy and distance that was crucial to contemporary

understandings of sympathy. The print’s mathematical reduction of people

to repeated configurations of space (the “sardine” effect) preserves this ten-

sion while highlighting the “horrid spectacle” of rational acquisitiveness.

That is, the antislavery appeal depends on a reduction of people to space

similar to that of the slave-trading plan for transport. The print’s heading

reads: “Plan of an African Ship’s lower Deck, with Negroes, in the propor-

tion of not quite one to a ton.” The British context for this was Dolben’s Act

(1788),82 which regulated slave-trading cargo, as the extract from the Plym-

outh antislavery society states, by the proportion of “five slaves for three

tons.” So this context raises the question of whether the Brookes was repre-

sentative of the typical slave ship. The Plymouth chapter’s commentary re-

sponds by claiming that “no ship, if her intended cargo can be procured,

ever carries a less number than one to a ton, and the usual practice has been,

to carry nearly double that number.” (On one particular voyage the Brookes

actually transported 609 slaves.) Antislavery sentimentalism, then, both de-

nounces and requires the rational calculations of market capitalism.83

Antislavery also targeted the slave trade’s speculative nature, likening it to

gambling. Eighteenth-century cultural critics often stigmatized the practices

of “gaming” and “speculation” as illicit activities (see Figure 3).84 Indeed,

gaming served as a trope for all of the precarious, speculative, and passion-

ate qualities of illicit—as opposed to virtuous—forms of commercial cap-

italism. For example, in eighteenth-century Britain both lotteries and insur-

ance companies were at the very least considered suspect forms of capitalism

that were tainted with the vice of speculation. This, in turn, posed the di-

lemma of how to regulate such capitalist ventures. As one historian of eigh-

teenth-century British society has put it, “How was it possible to draw a line

which would outlaw morally dubious forms of insurance without penalizing

respectable companies and threatening the legitimate interests of trade and

property?”85

Antislavery tracts made the most of the negative cultural meanings of

“gaming” in order to condemn the slave trade as wild and uncontrollable

speculation in the capitalist market. By employing this trope it drew the

line between speculative and legitimate—or irrational and prudent—forms

of trade. (One British politician during Parliamentary debates claimed that

“The African is, or at least was, a speculative trade,”86 and the Abbé Raynal

warned French merchants to “prefer an honest to a more lucrative specula-

tion.”87) Clarkson pursued the rhetorical potential of the commercial trope
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Figure 3. “Gaming.” From The Universal Penman (London, 1741).
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by puncturing the economic logic of slave trading: “It is evident first, that if a

person were to become the proprietor of all the tickets in the wheel, the bal-

ance would be greatly against him. So also, were he to be proprietor of all

the ships in the slave trade, he would experience a considerable loss, as his

disbursements would be then greater than his returns. . . . Why do people

engage in the games of chance?”88

In American writings, the correlation of slave trading with gambling re-

called the legislation passed by the Continental Congress during the 1770s.89

In the early 1790s, for example, the Delaware Quaker Warner Mifflin wrote

an address to the U.S. House of Representatives in which he denounced

the Constitution’s support of an “inhuman traffic” that would surely bring

down divine vengeance upon republican hypocrites. Contrasting the na-

tion’s present cowardice with its Revolutionary courage, Mifflin noted that

the Continental Congress had banned the slave trade. In making his case he

shrewdly juxtaposed two parts of the legislative record in the 1770s:

2nd Article. “We will neither import nor purchase any slaves imported af-

ter the first day of December next, after which time we will wholly discon-

tinue the Slave Trade, and will neither be concerned in it ourselves, nor will

we hire our vessels, nor sell our commodities or manufactures to those who

are concerned in it.”

8th Article. “And will discountenance and discourage every species of ex-

travagance and dissipation, especially all horse racing, and all kinds of gam-

ing, cock-fighting, exhibitions of shews, plays, and other expensive diver-

sions and entertainments.”90

The strategic alignment of these two articles defines enlightened commerce

by contrasting it with its toxic foil. In this sequence, the two prohibitions as-

sail essentially the same thing. Both the African slave trade and vices such as

gaming are equivalent forms of “dissipation.” Reading the present moment

of Constitutional foundations through the history of the 1770s casts doubt

upon the national future. The only way to preserve it is to regulate the pas-

sions stimulating barbaric behavior.

The “Hidden Treasures” of Africa

The antislavery project of establishing “free” trade with Africa proposed new

forms of imperial control. By “civilizing” Africans, antislavery advocates re-

imagined Africans as consumers of European goods other than the rum and

The Commercial Jeremiad 39



firearms that presumably had corrupted these societies for centuries. Mary

Louise Pratt has noted that the formation of the English Abolition Society

occurred at virtually the same time as that of the English Association for Pro-

moting the Discovery of the Interior Parts of Africa. The latter meant to re-

place the slave trade with supposedly new and enlightened economic rela-

tions. Such a program, as she argues, would transform Africa from a source

of commodities to a fully developed commercial market. Capitalist ide-

ology’s “mystique of reciprocity”—its ideal of “equilibrium through ex-

change”—legitimated a more profound control over African societies than

the slave trade had ever effected.91 More than the rationale for commercial

exploitation, the mystique of reciprocity provided the terms of cultural ex-

change through which eighteenth-century antislavery writing recuperated

the “civilized” quality of British and American societies. The antislavery

supporters dreamed of new kinds of raw materials within Africa. While Afri-

cans would receive the presumably civilizing effects of enlightened trade, so

too would Britons and Americans who had divorced themselves from bar-

baric traffic.

Much of this argument derived from the influential writings by Malachy

Postlethwayt and Anthony Benezet. One theme common to both was the

financial and cultural profit of establishing “free” trade with Africa. The

New Haven minister James Dana, for example, cited Postlethwayt at great

length in his “The African Slave Trade” (1791), arguing that “No country is

richer in gold and silver. . . . The fruitful rich lands, every where to be found

upon the coasts and within the country . . . would produce all the richest ar-

ticles of the East and West-India commerce.”92 When celebrating the aboli-

tion of the slave trade, the orthodox minister Jedidiah Morse’s oration con-

cluded by asking an African American audience, “Pardon our accumulated

and dreadful guilt, and enable us to repay to Africa that heavy debt which

we have incurred by the wrongs we have done to her. May our vessels now

sail under thy protection, to bear thither, with a guiltless commerce, the

blessings of peace and civilization, and the glad tidings of the Gospel of the

Son.”93 The fantasy of “guiltless commerce” imagined a profound involve-

ment in African societies. James Swan invoked Postlethwayt’s ideas when

he called for “a friendly and humane Commerce with these people” that ex-

tended “into the very center of their extended country” rather “than . . .

skimming a trifling portion of Trade upon the Coast of Africa.” Swan envi-

sions the potential for “a great and profitable Commerce” that entailed the

“need to travel into the Heart of Africa.”94 For Swan and many like him, the
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conversion from barbaric to civilized trade re-maps Africa both economically

and epistemologically—that is, trade now penetrates the coastal areas in-

ward, enacting another, more subtle, form of seduction.95

This vision looked to the improvement of African manners. By the time

antislavery movements gained momentum in the 1770s, the very notion

of African civilization was highly ambiguous and politically volatile. Both

proslavery and antislavery writers were able to draw on a fairly substan-

tial archive of European accounts of West Africa, since many narratives

appeared in such multivolume anthologies as Churchill’s Collections (1704,

1744–46) and Astley’s Collections (1745–47). These accounts by slave traders,

sea captains, factors, physicians, naturalists, and other eyewitnesses to the

West African societies provided abundant details about trade, manners, agri-

culture, family life, social organization, and tribal politics.96 Antislavery writ-

ing selectively culled from these sources evidence of African social and fam-

ily life. No better example of this exists than the beginning of Equiano’s

Interesting Narrative (1789), much of which was taken the from Anthony

Benezet’s Some Historical Account of Guinea (1771). Roxann Wheeler is right to

point out that the ambivalence of antislavery’s defenders of African “civili-

zation” helps to complicate the supposed opposition between proslavery

and antislavery ideologies.97 Notwithstanding its refutation of African sav-

agery, antislavery writing allowed for European improvements in African

culture through free and enlightened trade. As Postlethwayt rhetorically

asked, “Whether Commerce in general has not proved the great means of

civilizing all nations, even the most savage and brutal; and why not the Afri-

cans?” In this newly imagined free exchange of raw materials for commercial

goods, Africa would receive the most precious commodity of all—the ability

of trade to improve manners.

The self-interest this argument served reveals a particularly antislavery

form of commercial speculation. Consider, for example, Joseph Priestley’s

expectation regarding British exports to West Africa: “In a country of that

vast extent, if we favoured the civilization of it, as by our intercourse we

might do, instead of contributing to keep it in that state of savage barbar-

ity in which it is at present, the inhabitants, having already a fondness for

many of our commodities, would soon arrive at a state in which they would

want more of them.”98 Similarly, Thomas Clarkson argued that “free” trade

“would soften and polish their manners, and would bring them to a state of

refinement. . . . This civilization would be productive of the most beneficial

effects to ourselves, for in proportion as we civilize a people, we increase their
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wants; and we should create therefore, from this circumstance alone, an-

other source of additional consumption of our manufactures.”99 Comments of

this sort were numerous, and if their appeal to financial profits is transpar-

ent to us today, the language of trade and manners (“savage barbarity,”

“polish,” “civilization,” and so forth) went a long way in justifying such

obvious exploitation of raw materials and potential markets. Antislavery

naturalized the arbitrary distinction between “healthy” and “diseased” con-

sumer goods, replacing the African slave with presumably legitimate kinds

of raw materials in Africa. It thereby converted former African commodities

into new African consumers who, now, were supposedly free from the wiles

of commercial seduction.

Eighteenth-century antislavery writing refers to two kinds of enslavement:

the persecution of Africans and the cultural depravity of Anglo-Americans.

Both peoples are enslaved to the same kind of commercial relations; each

finds itself in a kind of “bondage.” Antislavery writing made such an evalua-

tion in an era when liberal capitalism was just emerging. It sentimentalized

commerce for its own political purposes by dichotomizing civilized and bar-

baric kinds of trade. It thereby legitimated the larger field of commercial cap-

italism, especially the imperial activity of “free” trade with sub-Saharan Af-

rica. This narrative of commerce thus regulated commerce culturally and, in

a literary context, engendered notable rhetorical conventions and tensions

that affected a wide variety of antislavery genres. Thematically, the cultural

issues embedded in antislavery writing include the nature of cultural au-

thority (founded upon biblical precept yet giving way to enlightened Chris-

tianity); the nature of Africans (as seduced consumer, poisonous consumer

goods, and then, again, as civilized consumers); and the nature of commer-

cial language (when “trade” becomes “gaming”).

While various literary figures took up the subject of the African slave

trade for purposes of addressing the moral state of the nation, they did so

through the discourses of commerce, manners, and enlightenment, which

circulated widely and vigorously throughout the Atlantic world. The com-

mercial jeremiad is an important part of Anglo-American literary history. Its

major thematic and rhetorical features—the sentimental persona, prophetic

and apocalyptic overtones, the ideal connection between trade and enlight-

ened manners, its fear of luxury and decadent consumption, and the simul-

taneous commodification and feminization of African society—significantly

shaped literary representations of the African slave trade.
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C H A P T E R 2

The Poetics of Antislavery

Oh AFRICA, thou loud proclaimer of the rapacity, the treachery, the

cruelty of civilized man!

—Samuel Miller, A Discourse Delivered April 12, 1797, at the Request of and

Before the New-York Society for Promoting the Manumission of Slaves

Inhuman ye! who ply the human trade,

And to the West a captive people lead;

Who brother, sister, father, mother, friend,

In one unnat’ral hapless ruin blend.

Barbarians! steel’d to ev’ry sense of woe,

Shame of the happy source from whence ye flow:

The time may come, when, scorning savage sway,

Afric may triumph, and ev’n you obey!

—Jamaica, a Poem (1777)

Contemplating the future of America while he was serving

as foreign minister to Portugal in the 1790s, the Connecticut Wit David

Humphreys wrote A Poem on Industry. It generally called for the expansion of

both domestic manufactures and the navy, which were resonant subjects as

the United States became embroiled in political conflicts with Great Britain.

One of the real crises that Humphreys faced, however, was American partic-

ipation in the African slave trade. The moment the poem turns to this sub-

ject, it begins to display some of the major features of antislavery poetics that

I take up in this chapter:

AH! ye who love the human race divine,

And fondly wish to cherish all who pine;

In milk of human kindness bless the free,

Which soon shall help to set the bondman free;
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For soon shall int’rest man’s fierce wrath assuage,

And heav’n restrain the remnant of his rage.

NOT long shall human flesh be bought and sold,

The Charities of life exchang’d for gold!

For soon shall Commerce, better understood,

Teach happier barter for the mutual good.1

In a rather high-handed manner, the passage mobilizes the language of

commercial exchange. Such language is premised on the moral and senti-

mental understanding of commerce as a cultural as well as economic trans-

action, and it rejects the idea of trafficking in “human flesh.” The cultural

problem is connected to a metaphysical one. When Americans, Humphreys

suggests, decide to engage exclusively in enlightened forms of “barter”—the

kind of trade that reconciles “int’rest” with “mutual good”—they will avoid

the “rage” of divine vengeance. By renouncing the slave trade, the United

States enters the “golden chain” of commercial nations, a cultural ideal

upon which both American and British antislavery poetry was founded.2

Humphreys’ image of commercial civilization, however, relies upon the

contrasting one of African savagery. While other Anglo-American anti-

slavery poets such as William Roscoe idealized the affective simplicity of Af-

rican manners, Humphreys contrasts American culture with what he else-

where calls the “savage indolence” of “Afric’s Sable Sons.” The poem might

affirm African humanity by condemning the slave trade, but it also partly

withdraws that affirmation by re-establishing the hierarchy that slave trad-

ing itself unsettles. Hence its ambiguity: “WHAT tho’ eternal darkness

shades the race, / Tho’ grosser features vilify the face / . . . . Are they not

made to ruminate the sky? / Or must they perish like the beasts that die?”3

To our ears, this language sounds patronizingly racist. But rather than sim-

ply condemn the poem in those terms, let us pause over its understanding of

race. For one thing, the poem spends a lot more time contemplating the cul-

tural enslavement of Americans than it does the physical enslavement of Af-

ricans. For another, the “eternal darkness” shading the African race might

just as readily reflect the cultural terms of Christianity and Enlightenment as

the physical conditions of skin color and appearance.

These mitigating factors are important because much recent work on anti-

slavery literature emphasizes the genre’s “racial” bias. Such an argument

usually turns on the critique of antislavery sentimentalism as either an aes-

thetic deformity or the rhetorical means by which Anglo-Americans talk

about themselves rather than about suffering African slaves.4 More recent
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accounts certainly are more attuned to the complexities of eighteenth-cen-

tury sentimental culture, but they still emphasize the presumably racial and

political limitations of this discourse. Markman Ellis has argued that in early

British novels about slavery, “Sentimentalist writers found it difficult to

cross certain limits in their portrayal of the victims of social and economic

change without endangering the entire system of values by which their

world was ordered, and this they were disinclined to do.”5 Sentimental

antislavery poetry, Julie Ellison maintains, generally did its best to maintain

racial hierarchies: “The literary history of eighteenth-century masculine pa-

thos was demonstrably inseparable from the racial imagination of a colonial

and imperial culture. . . . Racial, ethnic and national differences became ef-

ficient vehicles for translating sensibility into narratives of inequality. The

ideological malleability of sentiment as a relationship available to conserva-

tives, liberals, and radicals of the right and the left, relies on the ubiquity of

race.”6

Here I want to recast the argument emphasizing the problem of racial

equality in antislavery writing. Rather than focus upon the African’s failure

sufficiently to “rise,” I turn to the Anglo-American’s ability to “fall.” Anti-

slavery poetry consistently thematized this problem of cultural declension

caused by the African slave trade. Consequently, it considered the rather

troubling equivalence between “civilized” and “savage” societies. This motif

has important ramifications for how we think about race in this genre. One

recent critic has argued that “the debate about the slave-trade was con-

ducted within the parameters of a larger discourse about race.”7 But just the

opposite was true. The subject of racial difference was framed by the more

flexible categories of savagery, civilization, commerce, and manners. Spe-

cifically, in antislavery poetry, the figure of the savage European slave trader

confounded racial distinctions between Europeans and Africans. As one

English minister declared in 1792, the slave trader “may call himself a Chris-

tian; or a disciple of Him that went about doing good; but the amiable character

is profaned by his traffic in man: for it becomes none but a savage, or a

votary of Moloch.”8 In other words, the slave trader is the third term of anti-

slavery poetry. He both supplements and undermines the opposition be-

tween Europeans and Africans. The story that eighteenth-century antislav-

ery poetry tells is of the collapse and reconstitution of the cultural distance

between Christians and Africans. The genre’s major literary conventions—

the savage slave trader, the pastoral representation of Edenic Africa, the “dy-

ing” African speaker, the pathos of the slave’s suicide—are the poetic means

of accomplishing these dual imperatives.
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Noah’s Color

During the period in which English and American antislavery movements

were gaining momentum, “race” traditionally signified the concept of a

group, nation or people, and it suggested, rather loosely, the overlapping re-

lations among family, lineage, and locale in determining identity.9 Consider,

for example, the early antislavery piece, “The Speech of Moses Bon Saam”

(1735), which recounts the sentiments of an escaped slave during a rebel-

lion in Jamaica in the 1730s. Lamenting the practice of perpetual bondage,

he asks, “But did they also buy his Race? Must the Children’s Children of this

Wretch’s Children be begotten, and transmitted to Slavery, because that single

Wretch himself was unsuccessful in a Battle, and had been put to Sale in-

stead of Slaughter?”10 The possibility that race designates either one’s fam-

ily or one’s African heritage—or perhaps the uncertain combination of the

two—suggests the kind of semantic instability characterizing the term.11

During the latter part of the eighteenth century, the concept of race grad-

ually came to signify differences in physical appearance.12 In this transitional

period, writers were still able to challenge proslavery assertions about Afri-

can inferiority, though, as Roxann Wheeler has argued, these debates often

produced ambiguous, overlapping arguments.13 Challenges to racial ideol-

ogy abound in antislavery writing. In Letters on Slavery (1789), William Dick-

son, the former secretary to the governor of Barbados, proclaimed: “I call

colour (the principal difference in the varieties of men) a very equivocal

mark of superiority. . . . The white man reasons thus, The negro’s colour is

different than mine, ergo I am naturally superior to the Negro. Might not the

copper-coloured man, or an olive-coloured man, or a tawney man, or a black

man thus demonstrate the natural superiority of men of his own colour, to all

others?”14 In post-Revolutionary Connecticut, the minister Jonathan Ed-

wards, Jr., similarly argued that “Their colour is indeed different than ours.

But does this give us the right to enslave them? The nations from Germany

to Guinea have complexions of every shade from the fairest white, to a jetty

black: and if a black complexion subject a nation or an individual to slavery;

where shall slavery begin? Or where shall it end?”15

Thomas Clarkson’s Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species

(1786) attacked the biblical justification for racial inferiority. Clarkson went

right to the heart of the proslavery argument by attacking the racial exegesis

of Genesis 9, which recounted Noah’s curse upon the Hammites, the pre-

sumed ancestors of all Africans. Mocking the smug assurance with which his

adversaries maintained the “whiteness” of Old Testament patriarchs, Clark-
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son theorized “that the complexion of Noah and his sons, from whom the

rest of the world were descended, was the same as that, which is peculiar to

the country, which was the seat of their habitation. This, by such a mode of

decision, will be found a dark olive; a beautiful colour, and a just medium

between white and black.” Europeans should “be cautious how they deride

those of the opposite complexion, as there is great reason to presume, that

the purest white is as far removed from the primitive colour as the deepest black.”16

This argument, taken to its extreme, questioned the semiotics of race in gen-

eral. Clarkson’s contemporary James Ramsay, for example, did just this,

claiming “that these signs [of skin color] are mere arbitrary impressions, that

neither give nor take away animal or rational powers.”17

During the period between the 1760s and 1790s, the categories of culture

and Christianity still carried enough ideological weight for antislavery writ-

ing to contest effectively the emergent modern understandings of racial dif-

ference. As Paul Gilroy put it, “Notions of the primitive and the civilized

which had been integral to pre-modern understanding of ‘ethnic’ differ-

ences became fundamental cognitive and aesthetic markers in the processes

which generated a constellation of subject positions in which Englishness,

Christianity, and other ethnic and racialised attributes would finally give

way to the dislocating dazzle of ‘whiteness.’”18 Gilroy’s commentary is par-

ticularly compelling in light of the contested nature of such terms as

“Englishness,” “Christianity,” and “manners” during this era. English cul-

ture in this period tried to dichotomize the cultural meanings of “politeness”

and “barbarity” in order to distinguish “between modernity and the past,

between England and the Continent, and between the ‘western’ and the

‘non-western.’”19 But, as a barbaric activity, the slave trade undermined this

project, while destabilizing the semantics of cultural key words directly asso-

ciated with racial identity.

The contingency of race upon the category of culture facilitated com-

plex identifications—or misidentifications—of Anglo-Americans and Afri-

can slaves.20 As Karen Halttunen has argued, the dynamics of most forms of

sentimental identification in the wake of Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sen-

timents (1759) simultaneously required intimacy and distance from sympa-

thetic observers. “Although spectatorial sympathy claimed to demolish so-

cial distance, it actually rested on social distance—a distance reinforced, in

sentimental art, by the interposition of written text, stage, or canvas be-

tween the virtuous spectator and the (imaginary) suffering victim.”21 The

antislavery strategy of role reversal heightened the emotional effects of po-

litical writing while ultimately preserving that cultural distance. But in order
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to pursue the logic of the humanitarian argument, it called upon readers to

“see” themselves as African slaves. The Dissenting minister Joseph Priestley,

for example, urged readers to imagine Africans “who have the same feelings

with ourselves” and to consider their suffering “as we should do, if any [of

us] were violently seized, conveyed away from all our friends, and confined

to hard labour all our lives in Africa.”22 Similarly, the Connecticut minister

Levi Hart projected his audience onto the shores of West Africa, where,

“from you a race of abject slaves will, probably, be propagated down for

hundreds of years!”23

This rhetorical strategy took on another form as well. Acting on the gen-

eral assumption (theorized so influentially by Montesquieu) that slavery

corrupted everyone involved, antislavery writers often collapsed the distinc-

tion between “civilized” and “savage” cultures. This argument significantly

jeopardized the belief in historical progress. Noah Webster, for one, associ-

ated the despotism of slavery with a process “that in its operation . . . not

only checks the progress of civilization, but actually converts the civilized

man into a savage; at least so far as respects the humane affections of the

heart.”24 Similarly, the English minister John Newton argued that those re-

peatedly exposed to the slave trade “are liable to imbibe a spirit of ferocious-

ness, and savage insensibility, of which human nature, depraved as it is, is

not, ordinarily, capable.”25 In this spirit, the Pennsylvanian William Belsham

mocked the United States Congress for its refusal to hear petitions against

the slave trade, “which is itself the most flagrant of all abuses which the an-

nals of the world exhibit, would disgrace the understandings, and detract

from the dignity even of a Convention of Hottentots.”26 Yet such irony ac-

tually cuts both ways. Satire depends upon the “savage” presence of the Af-

rican, creating tonal ambiguities; while the slave trade makes us savage, we

are more civilized than heathens. Antislavery writing inscribes these dual

identities, enforcing the identification with poor Africans and with barbaric,

heartless traders. Asking readers to imagine themselves as Africans, it re-

proaches them for having become “savage” themselves. The poetics of anti-

slavery is about exploiting and containing these enforced identifications

across cultural borders.

Savage Trade

Early antislavery poetry represents the slave trade as a cultural crisis in en-

lightened civilization. Like narrative forms of antislavery, the poetry de-

nouncing the African slave trade was premised on a modern understanding
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of Christian behavior. As a poem written for Harvard’s commencement in

1792, “The Nature and Progress of Liberty,” lamented, “Blush, Despots,

blush! Who fir’d by sordid ore, / Like pirates, plunder AFRIC’s swarming

shore, / To western worlds the shackled slave trepan, / And basely traffic in

‘the souls of man!’”27 In the attempt to resuscitate Christian civilization,

antislavery poetry consistently sets the slave trade outside the parameters

of civilized trade and the slave trader himself outside civilized society. In

Thomas Morris’s Quashy, or the Coal-Black Maid (1797), for example, the

speaker exhorts:

Say what the gains thro’ all these dangers sought:

Why, from black princes men are cheaply bought;

And those for cruelty and av’rice known,

Joy to find hearts as savage as their own?

O Liverpool, O Bristol, brave not fame;

Bid your youth feel, and hide their fathers’ shame;

Extend their commerce; trade where’er they can;

But never more presume to deal in man.28

These lines make use of the thematic conventions of what I have called the

commercial jeremiad, particularly the intentional confusion of the catego-

ries of civilization and savagery. In this case, Morris does just that. Obvi-

ously, he indicts the major commercial of centers of British slave trading,

but he also more subtly suggests the cultural equivalence between African

princes and English merchants who “deal in man.”

The poetic expression of this unfortunate misalliance often takes the form

of bestial tropes conveying the theme of dehumanization. This poetry con-

founds the Christian/savage dichotomies. This certainly is the case for Brit-

ish West Indian Bryan Edwards, whose antislavery sentiments were at best

ambiguous.29 In “Ode on Seeing a Negro Funeral,” for example, Edwards

prophesies to his fellow Jamaicans that their inhumanity will lead inevitably

to slave rebellions. Only planter compassion can avert the “avenging rod” of

“Africk’s god”:

Soon, Christian, thou, in wild dismay,

Of Africk’s ruthless rage the prey,

Shalt roam th’affrighted wood:

Transform’d to tygers, fierce and fell,

Thy race shall prowl with savage yell,

And glut their rage for blood!30
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This image suggests not only providential violence but (as in Alexander

Falconbridge’s depiction of the West Indian slave market) a particular kind of

cultural crisis. Notably, the poem imagines the transformation from men

into beasts, but its awkward syntax confuses the subject of this transforma-

tion. The lines would seem to depict the slave rebellion as newly trans-

formed African “tygers” hunting English “prey.” Yet, following the colon,

the singular “Thy race” could refer to the “thou”—the Christian addressee—

preceding it. Is there any difference, in other words, between those who

“roam” and the ones who “prowl”—between English and African beasts?

Such equivalence is a major argument in British women poets writing

against slavery in this era. Either ignored or undervalued by traditional

accounts of British literary history, poets like Ann Yearsley, Anna Letitia

Barbauld, and Hannah More were politically quite influential at this time.31

The recent critical recovery of their importance, however, generally has fo-

cused on the sexual politics of equating the position of British women with

that of African slaves.32 But the cultural significance of women’s antislavery

writing extends beyond sexual politics per se.

Known as “Lactilla,” the famous milk-woman of Bristol, Ann Yearsley

and her family were on the brink of starvation (as contemporary lore had it)

when sympathetic patrons rescued them.33 Bristol was one of the leading

slave-trading centers in the world, and Yearsley would have witnessed the

same abundance of material signs—ships, advertisements for runaways, and

captains’ slaves—that inspired, for example, Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s anti-

slavery writings.34 Deeply invested in both Christian piety and cultural re-

form, Yearsley put them both to use to manipulate the many meanings of

“enslavement” at the beginning of her well-known A Poem on the Inhumanity

of the Slave Trade (1788):

Bristol, thine heart hath throbb’d to glory.—Slaves

E’en Christian slaves, have shook their chains, and gaz’d

With wonder and amazement on thee. Hence

Ye grov’ling souls, who think the term I give,

Of Christian slave, a paradox! to you

I do not turn, but leave you to conception

Narrow; with that be blest, nor dare to stretch

Your shackled souls along the course of Freedom.35

Yearsley plays off spiritual and physical forms of slavery in order to tweak

her local audience’s epistemological limitations, which in effect constitute
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another important form of cultural enslavement to debased custom. In this

way, she turns her back on “thou slave of avarice” (p. 4) and focuses instead

on “more enlightened beings.” Yet such a distribution of readers has left a

troubling third term in its wake: the “Christian slave,” who is figured ambig-

uously in two guises: as the spiritually innocent slave, and the spiritually de-

praved (or “shackled”) Christian of the antislavery imagination.

The poem then goes on to connect the potentially unregenerate reader

with the corrupted slave trader in order to explode all of the false pretenses

of Christian civilization. Structurally, the poem combines the antislavery

convention of the broken African (or, in this case Indian) family with ab-

stract philosophical meditations on the nature of commerce, culture, and

civilization. The story of the captive Luco, who is separated from his family

and his amour Incilanda, services these meditations. Yearsley’s main target is

the Bristol slave trader, the “crafty merchant” whose face lights up in “hor-

rid joy” as “he grasps / The wish’d-for gold, purchase of human blood!”

(p. 6). She exposes the hypocrisy of the slave merchant who hides behind

the rationale of making a living for his own children by pointing to the scene

of “human woe, / Tho’ drest in savage guise!” (p. 3). Asking the slave trader

to imagine his own children stolen by foreigners, Yearsley advances the

poem’s chief indictment: “Curse on the toils spread by a Christian hand /

To rob the Indian of his freedom! Curse / On him who from a bending par-

ent steals / His dear support of age, his darling child” (p. 5). Enforced iden-

tification thus ultimately facilitates the poem’s grander theme of “social

love” that ideally liberates Bristol society from the “fetters” of “avarice”

(pp. 28–9).

Yet this imaginative reconstruction of trade founders on the representa-

tion of Lady Commerce:

Advance, ye Christians, and oppose my strain:

Who dares condemn it? Prove from laws divine,

From deep philosophy, or social love,

That ye derive your privilege. I scorn

The cry of Av’rice, or the trade that drains

A Fellow-creature’s blood: bid Commerce plead

Her publick good, her nation’s many wants,

Her sons thrown idly on the beach, forbade

To seize the image of their God and sell it:—

I’ll hear her voice, and Virtue’s hundred tongues
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Shall sound against her. Hath our public good

Fell rapine for its basis? Must our wants

Find their supply in murder? Shall the sons

Of Commerce shiv’ring stand, if not employ’d,

Worse than the midnight robber? (pp. 25–6)

Structured as a rhetorical question, the passage addresses the very nature of

commerce with some uncertainty. This is stylistically expressed in the poetic

enjambment disrupting the rhythm of the speaker’s voice. The task for the

speaker is to distinguish between commerce and “Av’rice.” Yet what of Lady

Commerce’s sons, thrown idly upon the west coast of Africa and forbidden

to barter for human souls? She would seem to be culpable. So to address her

possible duplicity, the speaker invokes the “hundred tongues” of virtue. If

this collective voice overwhelms the slave-trade apologists, the passage nev-

ertheless raises questions that resist easy solutions. What, for example, is

economic “necessity” as opposed to “luxury”? How does one define the

“publick good”?

One way of addressing these dilemmas was to recast them in an imperial

context of cultural relations between metropole and colonies. As the histo-

rian Seymour Drescher has argued, British society traditionally deflected the

problem of slavery as a flawed institution that lay safely “beyond the line” of

metropolitan society.36 Antislavery poetics shorten this distance. A notable

example of this is Anna Letitia Barbauld’s “Epistle to William Wilberforce,

Esq. On the Rejection of the Bill for abolishing the Slave Trade” (1791).37

Written in the wake of a major political defeat for the abolitionists in the

early 1790s, the poem directly connects metropolitan and colonial manners

rather than contrast them, recasting the West Indies from Britain’s foil into

its cultural metonym. The poem is structured as a comparative analysis of

dual societies connected by egregious forms of commerce, and it argues that

the corruption of Parliamentary politics—particularly the proslavery and

sugar interests—finds both its parallel and cause in the corruption of the

West Indies.

The poem initially considers Wilberforce’s failed effort to end the slave

trade. Skeptical as it is about the prospects for English abolitionism, it still

emphasizes Wilberforce’s moral stature, which highlights the proslavery

lobby’s “flimsy sophistry” and “artful gloss.”38 Especially infuriated about

the “jests unseemly” and “horrid mirth” that occurred during Parliamentary

debates over the slave trade bill, Barbauld begins to make the connection
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between metropolitan and colonial corruption by suggesting that the crisis

in national politics is a crisis in national culture. With Yearsley, Barbauld la-

ments Britain’s “shrinking soul” (l.10). Hence the bill’s defeat means much

more than political failure, for Barbauld warns: “Forbear!—thy virtues but

provoke our doom, / And swell th’account of vengeance yet to come”

(ll.41–2). After condemning Parliament, the poem shifts scenes and trans-

atlantically extends the contexts for cultural declension.

Such a connection is forged primarily through the discourses of disease.

(Thus writers about Philadelphia’s yellow fever epidemics during the 1790s

represented the slave trade as a physical and cultural pathology.) In the

“Epistle to Wilberforce” Barbauld engages in a similar strategy. In crucial

passages the poem simultaneously critiques both West Indian culture and

the “nabobs of the East India Company.”39 Both are plagued by “voluptuous

ease” that endangers the health of metropolitan culture.40 This in itself, as

many recently have noted, associates disease with effeminacy:41

Nor less from the gay East, on essenc’d wings,

Breathing unnam’d perfumes, Contagion springs;

The soft luxurious plague alike pervades

The marble palaces, and rural shades. . .

The manners melt—One undistinguished blaze

O’erwhelms the sober pomp of elder days;

Corruption follows with gigantic stride,

And scarce vouchsafes his shameless front to hide:

The spreading leprosy taints ev’ry part,

Infects each limb, and sickens at the heart.

Simplicity! most dear of rural maids,

Weeping resigns her violated shades:

Stern Independence from his glebe retires,

And anxious Freedom eyes her drooping fires;

By foreign wealth are British morals chang’d,

And Afric’s sons, and India’s, smile aveng’d. (ll.86–9, 94–105)

This kind of characterization of West Indian corruption of planters was typi-

cal of the antislavery perspective from London. In The West Indies (1809), for

example, James Montgomery similarly debunked the “dull Creole” as the

embodiment of aristocratic effeminacy: “Voluptuous minions fan him to re-

pose / Prone on the noonday couch he lolls in vain.”42 Barbauld recasts the

critique as a disease that, by implication, infects Britain through the medium

The Poetics of Antislavery 53



of commerce: the “foreign wealth” that “melts” manners and morals alike.

The feminization of such a pathology, however, is further complicated by

the equally potent image of feminized “Simplicity,” the return to pastoral

origins about which the poem fantasizes. Moreover, these gendered images

actually describe the difference between the benevolent affections and the

unregulated passions—the boundary that, after all, the commercial jeremiad

meant to police.

The “Epistle to Wilberforce” generally neglects the plight of African slaves.

It is addressed to a famous British political activist, scorns its complacent

British audience, and extends its purview into the West Indies chiefly as a

way of considering what is wrong with British culture in the 1790s. I have

argued that the problem of commodification—the association of Africans

with transported goods—is endemic to antislavery literature. But did colo-

nial poets, who lived more intimately with the realities of slavery, share

Barbauld’s metropolitan vision—did they similarly displace chattel with cul-

tural forms of enslavement?

Philip Freneau’s status as the first American poet to write extensively

about the West Indies makes him a viable candidate for exploring this ques-

tion. Since much of Freneau’s antislavery work postdates American inde-

pendence, the context shifts from a colonial to a national category. But I

want to consider Freneau in the larger context of the cultural discourses

about the slave trade circulating throughout the late eighteenth-century At-

lantic world. His numerous poems on the West Indies derived from his per-

sonal experiences there, beginning in the 1770s, when (much to the damage

of his reputation later on) he escaped the American Revolutionary war to

the island of Santa Cruz (now St. Croix). There he lived for two years and

learned to be a mariner, a vocation he later took up seriously during several

periods of his life in the 1780s and early 1800s. This body of poetry covers

standard Freneauvian themes: the mutability of existence in “Lines Written

at Port Royal”; the sublime forces of nature in “The Hurrricane”; the tension

between his appreciation for West Indian beauty and his repugnance for

despotic power, which shapes, for example, “The Beauties of Santa Cruz.”

First published in 1791 as “The Island Field Negro,” Freneau’s most fa-

mous antislavery poem was later retitled “To Sir Toby, a Sugar Planter in the

Interior Parts of Jamaica, Near the City of San Jago de le Vega, 1784.”43 Like

Barbauld’s “Epistle to Wilberforce,” it focuses upon the West Indies as the

site of bodily violence and cultural corruption. The initial image of the

slave’s branding, for example, not only suggests his new identity, or name,

but connects such brutality to the debased habits of consumption engen-

54 Barbaric Traffic



dered by the West Indian export economy: “But kindled RUM too often

burns as blue; / In which some fiend, whom nature must detest, / Steeps

Toby’s brand, and marks poor Cudjoe’s breast” (p. 192). Freneau does not

include a scene from the United States (as did Barbauld for England, in

depicting Parliament) with which to measure and compare West Indian cor-

ruption. In fact, Freneau’s poem goes out of its way to localize African slav-

ery in the West Indies. Its subtitle takes the reader into the “interior of Ja-

maica,” and its footnotes clarifying Jamaican customs, manners, and places

—slave staples, maroons, Jamaican legal codes—strengthen the point. One

should note that Freneau was not the only American antislavery writer

to foist the problem onto the West Indies as a way of deflecting American

guilt. The Connecticut Federalist Timothy Dwight, for example, in Part II of

Greenfield Hill (1794), emphasized the relative mildness and humanity of

Connecticut slavery. Ignoring the situation at home, Freneau voices republi-

can hostility against the aristocratic trappings of the British empire, focusing

his scorn exclusively on West Indian “despots” associated with “nature’s

plagues.”44

Yet the poet’s consideration of the plantation’s larger commercial connec-

tions makes this localizing strategy untenable. Trade expands the scope and

meaning of slavery. Whereas most antislavery writing during this era was

structured upon the logical sequence of placing the slave trade before slav-

ery—the idea being that abolishing the one would end the other—Freneau

reverses this structure. The poem’s dissection of the brutality of the repre-

sentative plantation segues into its consideration of the commercial Atlantic.

As the speaker indicts the planter’s illicit wealth (“Angola’s natives scourged

by ruffian hands, / And toil’s hard product shipp’d to foreign lands”), the

poem significantly turns from slavery to the slave trade:

Here Stygian paintings light and shade renew,

Pictures of hell, that Virgil’s pencil drew:

Here, surly Charons make their annual trip,

And ghosts arrive in every Guinea ship,

To find what BEASTS these western isles afford,

Plutonian scourges, and despotic lords:— (p. 193)

As Freneau’s footnote makes clear, these lines are his version of the Virgilian

underworld found in Book 6 of The Aeneid. Yet his use of the classical gothic,

the myth of the underworld, actually deflects the kind of direct responsibil-

ity for Americans in the slave trade which Barbauld, by comparison, readily

admits. The U.S. Constitution extended the life of the slave trade for at least
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another twenty years. In light of this blemish on American character vis-à-vis

Britain, the poem abstracts the Middle Passage, romanticizing it as an arche-

typal journey into hell, as opposed to the actual journey across very real

trade routes on ships chartered in real cities like Bristol, Liverpool, and New-

port, Rhode Island.

African Manners

The land of “BEASTS” in which Freneau’s Africans find themselves suggests

the cultural debasement produced by slave trading. In order to highlight and

manage this problem, antislavery often resorted to the contrast between

such debasement and the relative simplicity of African social and domestic

manners. The affect of poetic scenes of African home life served primarily to

condemn cultural over-refinement—the kind of refinement which marked

the continuum between commercial sophistication and savage avarice. This

became something of a rhetorical formula. It invoked a particular version of

the “noble savage” that had extensive antecedents in eighteenth-century

sentimental writing, including the work of such figures as Chateaubriand

and Rousseau. Like the noble (American) Indian that these writers romanti-

cized, the image of the noble African often blended child-like innocence and

aristocratic bearing, and the poets focused on domestic and romantic plots to

highlight those affections through which “native” peoples staked the claim

to full humanity. The literary genealogy for such eighteenth-century figures

as The Royal African or Sarah Wentworth Morton’s “The African Chief,” of

course includes Shakespeare’s Othello and Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko, both of

which make pathos and tragedy contingent upon the hero’s royal status.45

Notwithstanding the continued presence of the royal African in anti-

slavery imaginative writing, during the 1770s and 1780s the desire to con-

demn the cultural decadence associated with slave trading generally democ-

ratized scenes of African social and domestic life. If poems like Thomas

Branagan’s Avenia (1805), for example, continued to romanticize royal and

aristocratic Africans, a good deal of antislavery poetry emphasized the affec-

tive simplicity of African social and domestic relations as a foil for the dec-

adence traditionally associated with aristocratic society. The cultural poetics

of antislavery idealized everyday life in West African societies disrupted by

barbaric trade—even the royal or aristocratic family is made to be affectively

“representative” of the kind of African manners that highlight the destruc-

tive capacities of barbaric traffic. Prominent examples of this kind of poetic
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ethnography are found in William Roscoe’s The Wrongs of Africa (1787), John

Singleton’s A General Description of the West Indian Islands (1767), and Hannah

More’s poem “Slavery” (1788), which was alternatively entitled “The Slave

Trade.”

One of the central figures in Liverpool’s artistic circles, Roscoe not only

founded the city’s Athenaeum but also was involved in banking and politics,

and later, as a Member of Parliament, opposed the slave trade.46 Contrasted

with his rather tempered A General View of the African Slave Trade (1788),

which promotes abolition “under proper cautions” that protect West Indian

planters,47 The Wrongs of Africa takes a more confrontational approach to the

slave trade. Its preface begins by reconsidering the very meaning of “free”

trade and its relation to British manners. “The spirit of trade,” it states, “may

degrade the national character, and endanger our sacrificing the principles

of justice and the feelings of humanity to the acquirement of wealth. It be-

comes us therefore to guard against the introduction of those base and sor-

did maxims which represent everything as fair that is lucrative.”48 This re-

jection of market-driven ethics is consistent with the poem’s argument that

the “traffic in the human species” arises “from the noisy haunts/Of Mercan-

tile confusion, where thy voice [of “Humanity”] / Is heard not; from the

meretricious glare / Of crowded theatres. . . .” (p. 9). Later on, this critique

becomes a full-blown commercial allegory about “the dread spirit of com-

mercial gain” (p. 23) where Roscoe, like Yearsley and Barbauld, tries to un-

mask “unrelenting avarice” that would pawn itself off as “soft compassion”

(p. 23). As in Barbauld’s poem, the slave trade is figured pathologically:

And like the fever’s rage,

Sought but precarious victims for their prey:

But soon the epidemic madness swell’d

To pestilential fury, and involv’d

Surrounding nations in one general doom. (p. 18)

The trope of disease poetically culminates in the “wild contagion” with

which the slave master infects the “fainting wretch” (p. 24). But it is an ex-

pansive figure that includes all “nations” “involv’d” in the trade, either as

agents or victims, which are implicated in the “one general doom.”

The reverse of doom is an idealized African social life uniting civilized

manners to sentimental affections.49 In Roscoe, African manners possess

the depth of sentimental feeling that emphasizes the artifice of cultural re-

finement. The poem tactfully deploys the image of Edenic innocence in Af-
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rica—an image available through many European travel narratives written

early in the eighteenth century—that composes a prelapsarian place cor-

rupted by “European avarice” (p. 13). Forestalling the slave owners’ views

of African indolence, Roscoe’s Africans are “Strangers alike to luxury and

toil, / They with assiduous labour never woo’d / A coy and stubborn soil”

(p. 13). By situating African manners in the cultural position somewhere

between aristocratic and bourgeois norms, the poem offers negative praise—

Africans “are” in terms of what they “are not.” In this way, the poem can

both idealize and subordinate their “unperverted taste.”50

Perhaps Roscoe was familiar with John Singleton’s A General Description of

the West Indian Islands (1767), a work that puts Africans in a similarly inde-

terminate cultural position. This reveals the problem for Anglo-American

writers of equating Africans with “civilization.” A member of Lewis Hallam’s

theatrical group, which toured the West Indies in the 1760s, Singleton com-

posed a blank-verse poem which, if not an antislavery work per se, still con-

tains extended passages on the severity of West Indian planters and the bar-

barity of the slave trade.51 At one important moment in Book II, the speaker

fantasizes about the history of a particular slave he sees abused by the plan-

tation overseer:

By treach’rous scheme of some sea brute entrap’d,

When the steel-hearted sordid mariner

Shap’d out his wat’ry course for traffic vile,

Commuting wares for baneful dust of gold;

Or, what is worse, made spoil of human flesh.

Accursed method of procuring wealth!

By loading free-born limbs with servile chains,

And bart’ring for the image of his God.

Deal Christians thus, yet keep that sacred name?

Or does the diff’rence of complexion give

To man a property in man?—O! no:

Soft Nature shrinks at the detested thought,

A thought which savages alone can form.52

In this context, the simplicity of African manners would appear to contrast

with the slave-trading society of “Christians” who have become “savages.”

Condemnation of the excesses of commercial society is implicit, for exam-

ple, in the poet’s detailed and sentimental descriptions of the funeral rites of

West Indian slave societies. Alternatively, however, the poem satirizes the
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“crafty slave,” whose peddling of false nostrums “Draws the credulous, un-

thinking crowd, / To venerate his art, and fill his purse” (II, 337–8).

The poem’s many oscillations are never quite resolved. If it finds any

normative position for Africans at all, this occurs in Book II where the

Ebon king—the father of the imagined slave mentioned above—becomes

religiously consoled to his misfortune. He had entrusted his child to his

European guests, who sold him into slavery “for a little trash” (l.57). Their

purpose of “vile commercial gain” comes with the pretense of enlightened

civilization—of European “culture” itself—that is the seductive allure for

the “untutor’d slave”: “Hoping ‘ere yet he reached th’approaching grave, /

To see the youth return, with science stor’d, / And such accomplishments as

Britain’s sons / Had oft display’d before the Ebon king” (II ll. 67–70). If the

poem exposes the frailty of affective innocence, it ultimately accepts that as

the normative quality of African life. That is, the royal African must come to

understand the trappings of European commercial society, and fall back

upon his own moral and religious virtue. Hence his “calm deportment puts

to shame / The boasted reason of the polish’d world” (III ll.499–500). This

ensures his place in “bliss eternal.”

Because of its more rigorous antislavery position, Roscoe’s poem more

emphatically proclaims civilized African manners. But this only raises ques-

tions about the very nature of manners themselves. Unlike, say, James

Thomson’s portrayal of Africans in The Seasons, Roscoe’s poem actually ac-

counts for African politeness:

Nor yet unknown to more refin’d delights,

Nor to the soft and social feelings lost,

Was the swart African: whenever man

Erects his dwelling, whether on the bleak

And frozen cliffs of Zembla’s northern coasts,

Or in meridian regions—Love attends

And shares his habitation; in his train

Come fond affections, come endearing joys,

And confidence, and tenderness, and truth,

For not to polish’d life alone confin’d

Are these primaeval blessings: rather there

Destroyed, or injured. . . . (p. 14)

By following the conventional strategy of sentimentalizing the African fam-

ily, the poem seems to erase difference in the name of universal humanity. If

this strategy winds up dramatizing yet another version of patriarchal feeling,
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it also raises the question of what “refin’d delights” really are, for Africa

would appear to reduce civilized manners themselves to “fond affections.”

What, then, is the right cultural relation between “primaeval blessings” and

“polish’d life”?”

Much the same formula arises in Hannah More’s “Slavery, a Poem,”

which she wrote under the auspices of the English Abolition Committee to

influence Parliamentary opinion. Literary bluestocking, evangelical moral-

ist, and conservative social critic, More inhabited social and literary circles

that included such figures as Samuel Johnson and Lady Montagu, corre-

sponded eagerly with other antislavery poets such as William Cowper, wrote

poems (like this one) specifically to help the newly formed English Abolition

Society, and even campaigned with eminent abolitionists like Wilberforce.

Commentators on More’s poem typically focus on her attitudes toward race

and class, and find her falling short on both counts.53 I want to emphasize

instead that More’s poem represents the “savage” slave trader in ways that

press at the borders of racial and cultural categories. As the embodiment of

unregulated passions, the slave trader disrupts traditional cultural assump-

tions about the superiority of Euro-Americans. The slave trader is the third

term—the undesired supplement—that the poem employs yet must con-

tain.

“Slavery” (alternatively titled “The Slave Trade”) dismantles and then re-

constructs the cultural distance between Britons and Africans. It thus unsur-

prisingly makes the immediate case for African humanity: “Revere affec-

tions mingled with our frame, /In every nature, every clime the same.”54 Yet

the language with which More humanizes Africans simultaneously makes

her poem’s cultural commentary problematic.55 Her representative Africans

are true to “keen affections,” “active patriot fires,” and “rude energy” (ll.

69, 71). Such language is not simply racialized, for it appears as well in her

characterization of the European slave trader. Even more forcefully than

Roscoe, she assails the slave trade by dismantling the distinction between

civilized Europeans and savage Africans:

Barbarians, hold! th’opprobrious commerce spare

Respect his sacred image which they bear.

Tho’ dark and savage, ignorant and blind,

They claim the common privilege of kind;

Let Malice strip them of each other plea,

They still are men, and men shou’d still be free. (ll. 135–140)
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These lines begin to suggest the unsettling possibility for cultural equiv-

alence, a theme that later reaches an indignant crescendo: “And thou,

WHITE SAVAGE! Whether lust of gold, / Or lust of conquest rule thee un-

control’d!” (ll. 211–121) More thus pushes to its logical end the grudging ac-

knowledgment by earlier poets like Singleton, who were forced to admit the

depravity of slave-trading “white savages” in the West Indies. More here

strategically juxtaposes English “Barbarians” with the “dark and savage” Af-

rican whose humanity is nevertheless affirmed. This implicitly raises the

question that looms over and against much of this early antislavery poetry:

What is (or is there?) the essential difference between these two cultures?56

This question is left unresolved for much of the poem. Yet More appears

anxious about the equivalence her poem’s assault on the slave trade sug-

gests. Like Roscoe, she resurrects the distinction between “civilized” and

“savage”—or British and African—cultures and exploits the ambiguous po-

tential of the very meaning of “culture” and “refinement.” Her poem at

once abandons and recovers these concepts by imbuing them with Christian

and sentimental meaning. Like Roscoe, More distinguishes Christian virtue

from cultural refinement, a thematic move which, even as it condemns all

those involved in the slave trade, implies the superiority of British manners:

Tho’ wit may boast a livelier dread of shame,

A loftier sense of wrong refinement claim;

Tho’ polish’d manners may fresh wants invent,

And nice distinctions nicer souls torment;

Though these on finer spirits heavier fall,

Yet natural evils are the same to all. (ll. 151–156)

The passage crucially debunks “wrong refinement” and “polish’d manners”

only to suggest their enduring relevance to the meaning of civilized culture.

By divesting African humanity of these qualities and reducing it to forms of

suffering from “natural evils,” More seems to place it within the context of

Christian feeling: “The nerve, howe’er untutor’d, can sustain / A sharp un-

utterable sense of pain” (ll. 159–160). Yet neither the passage nor the poem

can abandon completely the categories of wit and refinement that are asso-

ciated with “fresh wants,” or new forms of consumption. Put another way,

only the more refined sensibilities of British readers bring suffering Africans

into visibility. The poem thematizes slavery by placing the category of race in

the context of the larger and more fluid category of culture, and by mobiliz-

ing culture to reframe the relations among trade, refinement, and sympathy.
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Cowper, Wheatley, and White Slavery

Antislavery poetry engages in the project of cultural and commercial reform.

It turns on a number of resonant questions about the exact relation between

trade and civilization.57 Who are more “savage,” these poems ask, both righ-

teously and anxiously, heathen savages or savage Christians? What is the re-

lation between cultural refinement, consumption, and the benevolent affec-

tions? The poetic emphasis upon the brutality of the European slave trader

generated these questions, thereby precluding the opposition between

“self” and “other” in colonialist criticism.58 The questions themselves also

extend the issue of slave trading beyond that of national identity, since

the poetic and cultural figure of commercial savagery circulates throughout

British-American antislavery writing.59 Put another way, eighteenth-cen-

tury Britons and Americans contemplated the perils of slave trading for na-

tional virtue within transnational ideologies deliberating the proper rela-

tions among commerce, wealth, and civilization.

The subject of barbaric traffic produces the poetic dynamic of the speaker’s

identification with—and withdrawal from—uncivilized yet suffering Afri-

cans. One good example of the poetic tensions and shifting cultural subject

positions this creates may be found in William Cowper’s poem “Charity.” As

the author of The Task and “The Negro’s Complaint,” Cowper would seem to

hold secure antislavery credentials, though his private writings belie an un-

derlying indifference to antislavery politics.60 Regardless of his devotion to

antislavery politics, however, “Charity” does express the difficulty of main-

taining the sanctity of a British identity easily distinguishable from the “sav-

agery” of Africans. Cowper referred to the poem as a critique of “the diaboli-

cal traffic” of “Man-merchandize.”61 This is why early passages emphasize

the ideal of enlightened commercial exchange:

God, working ever on a social plan,

By various ties attaches man to man:

He made at first, though free and unconfin’d,

One man the common father of the kind,

That ev’ry tribe, though plac’d as he sees best,

Where seas or desarts part them from the rest,

Diff’ring in language, manners, or in face,

Might feel themselves allied to all the race.
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Later, Cowper amplifies the themes of progressive history and international

coherence that fall within the domain of civilized trade:

Again—the band of commerce was design’d

T’associate all the branches of mankind,

And if a boundless plenty be the robe,

Trade is the golden girdle of the globe:

Wise to promote whatever end he means,

God opens fruitful nature’s various scenes,

Each climate needs what other climes produce,

And offers something to the gen’ral use.62

By universalizing the “race” of mankind—the staple of antislavery argu-

ments—through the “social plan” that itself is predicated upon the “genial

intercourse” of enlightened trade, the poem first offers the ideal of commer-

cial sociability corrupted by the slave trade. As though the implications of

such an argument about the loss of civilization were too radical, Cowper re-

turns to the importance of cultural difference. There are distinctive “tribes”

and “branches of mankind” in a world where enlightened trade ideally

serves as the “golden girdle of the globe.” The imperial subtext that other

readers have recognized becomes all but transparent when the poem argues

for the civilizing capacity of trade to refine Africa’s “unsocial climates” and

“wasted regions.” It is “an herald of God’s love, to pagan lands.”

The speaker’s tenuous cultural authority contributes significantly to the

poem’s unsteady articulations of the meanings of racial and cultural “differ-

ence.” His ability, moreover, to maintain a smug cultural tone depends upon

the representation of African manners. Like Roscoe and More, Cowper hu-

manizes the African slave by domesticating African manners: “The tender

ties of father, husband, friend, / All bonds of nature in that moment end”

(p. 284). Yet the object of the antislavery sentimental economy just as read-

ily exhibits (as in More) the unregulated passions—those passions that typi-

cally describe the slave trader as well. One wronged African is “The sable

warrior, frantic with regret / Of her he loves, and never can forget” (p. 284).

Removed from domestic affections during the Middle Passage, the African

slave “Puts off his gen’rous nature, and to suit / His manners with his fate,

puts on the brute” (p. 285). There is a suggestion of a rough equivalence be-

tween the brutality of the slave trader and the African slave, the debasement

of British manners in those who “gage and span” or speculate in slaves and
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then imprison them. The equivalence between subject and object of the

slave economy is again apparent in the bestial imagery characterizing them

both. Cowper likens, for example, the African’s natural love of freedom to a

horse’s; the slave trader is called a wolf. Both are debased, dehumanized.

The poem invokes the evangelical need for conversion as a way of manag-

ing this troubling equivalence. Such a move rhetorically shifts the context

for the very meanings of “liberty” and “slavery.” British identity is recovered

through Cowper’s version of the voice of the converted African:

Oh ’tis a godlike privilege to save,

And he that scorns it is himself a slave.—

Inform his mind, one flash of heav’nly day

Would heal his heart and melt his chains away;

“Beauty for ashes” is a gift indeed,

And slaves, by truth enlarg’d, are doubly freed:

Then would he say, submissive at thy feet,

While gratitude and love made service sweet,

My dear deliv’rer out of hopeless night,

Whose bounty bought me but to give me light,

I was a bondman on my native plain,

Sin forg’d, and ignorance made fast, the chain;

Thy lips have shed instruction as the dew,

Taught me what path to shun, and what pursue;

Farewell my former joys! I sigh no more

For Africa’s once lov’d, benighted shore;

Serving a benefactor I am free,

At my best home if not exil’d from thee. (p. 287)

By moving mellifluously from cultural to bodily to spiritual slavery, the

poem recovers the hierarchy between true Christians and “submissive” Af-

ricans for whom “service” is now “sweet.”63 Yet readers focusing on this he-

gemonic move tend to miss the importance of both the African’s and the

British reader’s conversion to true Christianity. The spiritual freedom of one

implies the cultural freedom of the other. If the passage’s opening lines sug-

gest the complexity of “slavery” through the ambiguous referents “he” and

“his,” it ultimately works out the poem’s imaginative emancipation of both

Africans and Britons by staging the concurrent passage from darkness to

light.

Cowper’s persona of the pious African cannot help but recall Phillis
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Wheatley’s well-known poetic account of slavery and freedom in “On Being

Brought from Africa to America.” Published in Poems on Various Subjects Reli-

gious and Moral (1773), the poem actually predates “Charity,” but it also

exemplifies the alternative ideological direction that such a persona could

take. Recognizing the subversive potential of her work, critics now read

Wheatley in the context of what Henry Louis Gates, Jr. has called Enlighten-

ment debates about “the nature of the Negro.”64 They emphasize, for exam-

ple, “the complex process of black Americanization” that her poetry publicly

performs.65 Yet Wheatley’s most famous poem unfolds in unexpected ways

when read together with the transatlantic antislavery discourses of trade

and consumption. Like Wheatley herself, these discourses criss-crossed the

Atlantic world.66

“On Being Brought from Africa to America” subtly interrupts the hierar-

chical project in antislavery writing that one finds in the work of Cowper

and More. It does so by exposing the fragility of Anglo-American “civiliza-

tion.” The poet begins as follows:

’Twas mercy brought me from my Pagan land,

Taught my benighted soul to understand

That there’s a God, that there’s a Saviour too:

Once I redemption neither sought nor knew.

Like Cowper’s converted African, Wheatley would at first appear to offer the

conventional argument that spiritual emancipation more than compensates

for physical enslavement. (This is certainly the argument of the African-

American Jupiter Hammon’s poetic address to Wheatley, which reads “Thou

has left the heathen shore, / Thro’ mercy of the Lord, / Among the heathen

live no more, / Come magnify thy God.”)67 Certainly, the poem’s opening is

in keeping with the staple antislavery theme, extending from early critics of

colonial American slave owners who failed to Christianize their slaves (Mor-

gan Godwyn), to eighteenth-century New Divinity ministers who attacked

the hypocrisy of West Indian planters in much the same terms (Samuel

Hopkins). In these opening lines Wheatley’s voice mimics the kind of Afri-

can piety that, for example, in “Charity” makes “service sweet.” It also un-

cannily prefigures the very language Cowper’s African persona uses to de-

scribe his own journey: “I sigh no more / For Africa’s once lov’d, benighted

shore.”

Mimicry becomes all the more important in light of the second quatrain’s

reconfiguration of the Christian geography of civilization. These next four

The Poetics of Antislavery 65



lines press upon the meanings of and contexts for Anglo-American com-

merce and consumption, thereby revising the entire diasporic situation of

the poem.

Some view our sable race with scornful eye,

“Their colour is a diabolic die.”

Remember, Christians, Negros black as Cain,

May be refin’d, and join th’angelic train.

James Levernier points out that Wheatley’s poem rhetorically manipulates

key words to expose the economics of the proslavery argument. With an eye

towards West Indians, Wheatley effectively puns on “Cain” / sugar cane

and “diabolic die” / indigo dye.68 Such wordplay recalls the widespread pro-

slavery biblical citations: Genesis 4, which sanctions the curse of Cain’s

“blackness,” and God’s curse of perpetual bondage upon the Hammites in

Genesis 9.

But such wordplay becomes even more startling in light of the antislavery

critique of the depravity of West Indian (and, according to Barbauld, British)

habits of exchange and consumption. The play upon “Cain,” then, sug-

gests the cultural enslavement to consuming West Indian “blood sugar.”

Wheatley’s strategic use of “refinement” addresses the relation between the

corrupt commodity and its manufactured derivative: the poem bitterly, al-

beit subtly, contrasts the claims of Christian “refinement” with the slave

economy’s distillation of rum. Such a contrast further suggests that cultural

refinement ideologically connects commerce and Christianity. As in “To Sir

Toby,” the product of refinement or distillation—the “demon rum”—em-

phasizes the passions endemic to slavery. By association, then, Wheatley’s

poem debunks the very notion of western cultural refinement through the

transatlantic economic context the poem unfolds. This, moreover, under-

mines the spiritual geography juxtaposing the realms of savagery and civili-

zation upon which the speaker’s diasporic journey is premised. By simulta-

neously punning on biblical texts and creating the double entendre between

distillation and cultural refinement, Wheatley finally debunks the cultural

myth of blackness. She exposes the limitations of the trope of “civilization”

by highlighting the point where commercial refinement actually degener-

ates into barbarity. “On Being Brought from Africa to America” is thus the

first instance in Black Atlantic literature of the self-conscious meditation on

the relations between African and Anglo-American enslavement. It is finally

a poem about Anglo-American enslavement.
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“Negroish Accents”

The comparison of Cowper and Wheatley begins to suggest the varying uses

of the African persona in antislavery poetry. I want to explore further the

poetic convention of the African speaker in the context of established rhe-

torical patterns of identification in antislavery writing. This writing enacts

dual kinds of identification simultaneously. For purposes of eliciting sympa-

thy, it asks readers to see themselves as African slaves “stolen” from home;69

for purposes of cultural chastisement, it forces the identification between

readers and European slave traders. The complexity of such identifications

and misidentifications, however, derives from the crisis in cultural—that is,

civilized and Christian—rather than in racial identity. The African speaker

here speaks in multiple voices that alternatively fix and transgress the cul-

tural boundary between “savage” and “civilized” peoples. The dialogue

among these voices reveals some uncertainty over this boundary.

What did it mean for British and American antislavery poets to imagina-

tively assume the voice of the African slave? The “whiteness” studies prolif-

erating in the field of American studies address this question by focusing

upon transgression—what Eric Lott, for example, has called the “symbolic

crossings of racial boundaries.”70 This argument, however, is more suitable

for historical periods in which race was a pseudo-scientific category.71 In

early antislavery poetry the figure of the African is drawn from within the

fluid historical context where race and culture coexisted, however uncom-

fortably. The genre sentimentalizes Africans and redeems them for Christian

civilization. After accomplishing this goal, antislavery poems often erase the

African presence by employing the pathos of the slave speaker’s suicide.

A good deal of antislavery writing disrupted the silence of slavery by lend-

ing the persecuted African a public voice. To do this meant to imaginatively

“become” the African, to assume his, or her, identity. This poetic act foun-

dered upon prevailing fears of linguistic and cultural contamination. The or-

thodox New England minister Jedidiah Morse, for example, complained

that “The children, by being brought up, and constantly associating with the

negroes, too often imbibe their low ideas, and vitiated manners and morals;

and contract a negroish kind of accent and dialect, which they often carry

with them through life.”72 Across the Atlantic, the Scottish philosopher

James Beattie similarly claimed “that the children of our slaves could not

learn to speak well, because they associated from infancy with people . . .

among whom a barbarous dialect had long prevailed.”73

To resolve this problem antislavery writing often anglicized the African
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voice. The English antislavery cleric James Ramsay’s retelling of the famous

legend of Quashi, the noble African slave who refuses to be whipped by the

master with whom he has been a life-long companion, performs this sort of

rhetorical ventriloquy. Like Roscoe and More, Ramsay emphasizes Quashi’s

“elevation of sentiment” to denounce the brutality of the West Indian slave

system. But he does so by removing language two or three steps away from

the vernacular directness of slave dialect. Ramsay frames the tale by an-

nouncing, “As I had my information from a friend of the master’s, in the

master’s presence, who acknowledges it to be genuine, the truth of it is in-

disputable. The only liberty I have taken with it, has been to give words to

the sentiment that inspired it.”74 Such a maneuver implies the dissonance

between the refinement of African feeling and the capacity of African-

American language to convey it. Hence at the tale’s sentimental climax

Quashi paradoxically gains and loses his voice: “Master, I was bred up with

you from a child; I was your play-mate when a boy; I have loved you as my-

self; your interest has been my study; I am innocent of the cause of your sus-

picion; had I been guilty, my attachment to you might have pleaded for me.

Yet you have condemned me to punishment, of which I must ever have

borne the disgraceful marks; thus only can I avoid them.”75

And then he dies. Yet even in death—and perhaps because of it—the sen-

timental tale raises important questions about the relations among sympa-

thy, language, and cultural refinement. One wonders immediately, for ex-

ample, why the slave’s “grandeur of mind,” which, after all, surpasses the

arts of “polished society,” would need Ramsay’s polished voice in the first

place. Such “authentic” language would seem to be inadequate to the task

of capturing slave feeling.

Ramsay’s awkward position begins to describe the problem of the African

speaker in antislavery poetry. Looking to the African slave for true and un-

mediated feelings, these poets nevertheless refine them through the angli-

cized voice. This is not so much a racist withdrawal as it is part of the process

of defining cultural refinement itself. Indeed, the initial separation of senti-

ment from refinement, and their recoupling in newly creative ways, goes far

in describing the poetics of antislavery. The aversion to slave dialect, more-

over, is not simply a matter of poetic decorum. Though not known as an

antislavery poet per se, William Shenstone shows the kind of poetic maneu-

vers that the assumption of the African voice necessitated. As the headnote

to his “Elegy XX” states, the speaker “compares his humble fortune with the

distress of others; and his subjection to DELIA, with the miserable servitude
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of an African slave.”76 The distraught speaker at once utilizes and satirizes

the poem’s premise about the nature of enslavement. On the one hand, it

authenticates the identity of sincerity he wishes to cultivate. His feeling for

Delia is part of a larger sentimental scheme eschewing luxurious “pomp”

and “costly art” for the virtue of “simple friendship.” On the other, the

speaker, claiming that enslavement to Delia’s beauty is “even bliss to bear,”

suddenly wakes up to the hyperbole of his own metaphor. The poet’s inter-

rogation of his own premise leads to its consideration of the African slave

voice:

See the poor native quit the Lybian shores,

Ah! not in love’s delightful fetters bound!

No radiant smile his dying peace restores,

Nor love, nor fame, nor friendship heals his wound.

Let vacant bards display their boasted woes,

Shall I the mockery of grief display?

No, let the muse his piercing pangs disclose,

Who bleeds and weeps his sum of life away!

On the wild beach in mournful guise he stood,

Ere the shrill boatswain gave his hated sign;

He dropt a tear unseen into the flood;

He stole one secret moment, to repine.

Yet the muse listen’d to the plaints he made;

Such moving plaints as nature could inspire;

To me the muse his tender plea convey’d,

But smooth’d, and suited to the founding lyre.

“Why am I ravish’d from my native strand?

What savage race protects this impious gain?

Shall foreign plagues infest this teeming land,

And more than sea-born monsters plough the main?77

The poem’s short discourse on chattel slavery depends upon its assumption

of the African’s point of view. While realizing the gulf that exists between

the imagined slave and himself, the speaker nevertheless is unable, or un-

willing, to cross it. By smoothing over the slave’s language, the speaker

appropriates him sympathetically, thereby resolving the contradictions un-

derlying the poet’s negative view about the decadence of commercial civili-
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zation. In this way, the poem both claims and abandons identification with

the African slave. Smoothing over that voice inoculates writer and reader

alike from both the “savage race” of slave traders and the savage wilds of Af-

rica (which, we later learn, are filled with such dangers as “dire locusts” and

“prowling wolves”). Indeed, the refined African voice recognizes the bar-

barity of over-refinement: “What fate reserv’d me for this christian race? / O

race more polish’d, more sever than they?”

This poetry manipulates the African persona in order to navigate themati-

cally between alternative forms of savagery. Such a tenuous relation with

the African voice often expresses itself dialogically. In this way, the African

voice becomes the site of cultural debate about the nature of Anglo-Ameri-

can commercial society. Hannah More’s “The Sorrows of Yamba” demon-

strates the power and limitations of this dialogic voice. The poem was proba-

bly intended for a young audience, and it employs the convention of the

slave’s lament, which verges on suicide. It employs African dialect to pro-

duce “authentic” emotion; the rhetorical refinement of that voice tempo-

rarily erases primitive differences marked by dialect in order to highlight the

theme of barbarity in the Anglo-American slave trade. Stolen from “Afric’s

golden coast,” the speaker finds herself a slave in St. Lucia, pining away for

the family she left behind.78 In light of the didactic spirit of virtually all of

More’s writing, the poem emphasizes the barbarity of slavery only to subor-

dinate liberty and slavery, as in Cowper’s “Charity,” to Christian metaphys-

ics. In despair, the speaker encounters the “English missionary good,” and

eventually comes to learn that “t’was the Christian’s lot, / Much to suffer

here below.”79

Yet this thematic transformation is notably incomplete. In working

through the sentimental story of the slave’s separation, sale, transport, and

bondage, the speaker’s voice oscillates between dialect and refinement, reg-

istering her fluid cultural positions that sometimes change line-by-line:

Whity man he came from far,

Sailing o’er the briny flood;

Who, with help of British Tar,

Buys up human flesh and blood. (p. 2)

As the poem progresses, however, it tends to anglicize the African voice as a

way of specifically highlighting the slave trade based on a “love of filthy

gold”:
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Naked on the platform lying,

Now we cross the tumbling wave;

Shrieking, sickening, fainting, dying!

Deed of shame for Britons brave!

At the savage Captain’s beck,

Now, like brutes, they make use prance;

Smack the cat about the deck

And in scorn they bid us dance. (p. 3)

Having shifted cultural authority to the suffering African, More returns to

the normative relation between British and African cultures by again pro-

nouncing slave dialect (“Massa hard,” “Which poor me no understood”).

This voice again changes during the speaker’s climactic realization about

the ever present “slavery” of sin. Disavowing thoughts of vengeance, her

conversion to Christianity enfolds her voice back into the evangelical one

assuming the moral and cultural high ground: “Cease, ye British sons of

murder! / Cease from forging Afric’s chain; / Mock your Saviour’s name no

further, / Cease your savage lust of gain.”80

The refined slave voice marks the limitations of antislavery dialogics.

Whatever understanding More shows of African cultures—indeed it is pre-

cious little—the African speaker’s conversion forecloses it altogether.81 The

general obtuseness, moreover, that antislavery poetry demonstrates to cul-

tural differences makes the genre’s most meaningful dialogue not between

African dialect and English language, but between competing definitions of

the meaning of “slavery” itself. One finds this in William Cowper’s “The Ne-

gro’s Complaint” (1788), a poem that was commissioned by the English Ab-

olition Society, and sung as a popular ballad in the streets of London. It had

an American audience as well, for it was reprinted widely in early national

magazines during the 1780s and 1790s.82

“The Negro’s Complaint” makes an important shift in the poetic situation:

instead of a British or American speaker lamenting African enslavement, it

offers an African speaker denouncing British enslavement. The poem is

premised on the slave trade’s violation of universal humanity: “Skins may

differ, but affection / Dwells in white and black the same.”83 The opening

metaphors (“stranger’s treasures,” “paltry gold”), along with the speaker’s

complaint, “Minds are never to be sold” (l. 8), offer conventional protests

against the slave trade. Yet the poem gradually shifts the very meaning of

slavery from chattel to cultural and spiritual bondage. To accomplish this
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translation, it sentimentalizes not just familial but commercial and labor re-

lations. Like Farmer James’s image of slave labor in Crevecoeur’s Letters from

an American Farmer (1782), where slaves water southern crops with their

own tears, it sentimentalizes the sugar cane’s cultivation: “Sighs must fan it,

tears must water, / Sweat of ours must dress the soil” (ll. 19–20). The poem

then connects this image to depraved forms of consumption that, as in

Barbauld, collapse the difference between metropolitan and West Indian

manners: “Think how many backs have smarted / For the sweets your cane

affords” (ll. 23–24).

By using the African speaker to translate chattel slavery into cultural

and spiritual forms of enslavement, the poem concludes with the apocalyp-

tic imagery that characterizes the commercial jeremiad. Imagining the “wild

tornadoes” and “whirlwinds” that might beset the British commercial em-

pire, the speaker associates divine wrath with the failure of British civiliza-

tion:

Slaves of gold, whose sordid dealings

Tarnish all your boasted pow’rs,

Prove that you have human feelings,

Ere you proudly question ours. (ll. 53–56)

This completes the redefinition of slavery. The idea of “sordid” trade arises

from the dissonance between commerce and sentiment (“dealings” and

“feelings”), one that both empowers and distorts the African’s voice.

The thematic confusion in these poems over the nature of Anglo-Ameri-

can civilization goes a long way in explaining the striking motif of the Afri-

can speaker’s suicide. This motif extends at least as far back as the English

dramatist Thomas Southerne’s dramatic version of Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko,

whose tragic hero dies by his own hand. This poetic convention fulfilled the

evangelical project of much antislavery writing by juxtaposing secular and

spiritual modes of “freedom.” As the slave speaker in Samuel Jackson Pratt’s

Humanity; or the Rights of Nature puts it, “‘Ah! give me death, / Give the last

blow and stop the hated breath, / To arm this hand were holy innocence, / I

call on suicide as self-defence.”84 Even more significant was the poetic use of

the slave suicide to resolve troubling questions that the genre raised about

the quality of civilization. Such issues—the suggestion that slave traders

were more savage than the Africans they enslaved; the designation of An-

glo-Americans for both the slave traders and Africans themselves; the posi-

tion of “Africa” within the spectrum of “civilized” and “savage” manners—

all serve as contexts for the ultimate erasure of the African voice engaging in
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cultural critique. The convention of African suicide helps to manage cultural

fears of degeneration, removing the African who unsteadily has assumed

the moral high ground.85

The slave dies, in other words, because he has to. Theodore Dwight’s

poem below, for example, which appeared in 1789 in the American Mu-

seum,86 exemplifies the poetic pattern of sorrow, moral outrage, and suicidal

despair. The poem’s headnote called it “an attempt to represent the anguish

of a mother, whose son and daughter were taken from her by a ship’s crew

belonging to a country where the God of justice and mercy is owned and

worshipped.”

“Help! Oh, help! thou God of Christians!

Save a mother from despair!

Cruel white-men steal my children!

God of Christians hear my prayer!

From my arms by force they’re rended

Sailors drag them to the sea;

Yonder ship at anchor riding,

Swift will carry them away.

There my son lies, stripp’d and bleeding;

Fast, with thongs, his hands are bound.

See, the tyrants, how they scourge him;

See his sides a reeking wound!

See his little sister by him;

Quaking, trembling, how she lies!

Drops of blood her face besprinkle;

Tears of anguish fill her eyes. . . .”

“Christians, who’s the God you worship?

Is he cruel, fierce, or good?

Does he take delight in mercy?

Or in spilling human blood?

Ah, my poor distracted Mother!

Hear her scream upon the shore.”—

Down the savage Captain struck her,

Lifeless on the vessel’s floor.

Up his sails he quickly hoisted,

To the ocean bent his way;

Headlong plung’d the raving mother,

From a high rock, in the sea.87

The Poetics of Antislavery 73



The pathos of the African family’s destruction thematically exceeds the ar-

gument that the slave trade is simply brutal. Rather, it poetically disrupts the

readers’ common distinction between civilized “Christians” and savage Afri-

cans. In a series of eyewitness accounts, first the mother’s, and then her

daughter’s, the scene defines the savagery of slave trading and also suggest

an alternative—and “African”—norm for humanity. The poem, and many

others like it during this era, then erases that voice of African authority, ei-

ther through sale or suicide, once it has served its purpose.88

The prototype for the genre is of course Thomas Day’s The Dying Negro

(1773). Co-authored by Day and his roommate at Middle Temple, John

Bicknell,89 the poem was very popular in its day. Equiano cites it from mem-

ory in his Interesting Narrative, and it was reprinted widely in American mag-

azines. As its Advertisement states, the poem was founded on a real incident

about an African slave: “preferring death to another voyage to America

[where he would not only return to plantation slavery but be separated

from his beloved in England], he took an opportunity of shooting him-

self.”90 The preface also makes clear the poem’s thematic concerns about the

inhumanity of the slave trade and the corruption of modern British man-

ners. This context helps to explain the poetic trope of the dying Negro.

The poem is dedicated to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and the preface rounds

up the usual suspects of the antislavery imagination. “How should I rejoice

to see a cause like this rescued from my weak pen . . . to see that insolence,

that successful avarice confounded, which, under the mark of commerce,

has already ravaged the two extremities of the globe!” (p. v). The authors

ponder the problem “of the refinement of modern manners” (p. iii): “But if

our boasted improvements, and frivolous politeness, be well acquired by the

loss of manly firmness and independence, if in order to feel as men it be nec-

essary to adopt the manners of women, let us at least be consistent, nor min-

gle the exercise of barbarism with the weakness of civilization” (p. vii).

Throughout, the preface unsuccessfully negotiates the opposition between

republican austerity and modern over-refinement. Rousseau thus strategi-

cally serves Day as a model for the former virtue, which further enables him

to deplore modern British corruption. Yet even this central complaint re-

veals some indecision about the very term “cultural” with which the poem

is dealing. Day finds himself only able to define culture negatively. While the

preface resists with equal vehemence extreme forms of courtly refinement

and primitive barbarity (recognizing, for example, that the ancient Greeks

were guilty of slavery), it fails to offer a precise norm for modern Britain that
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lies somewhere between them. Instead, the language tends to oscillate be-

tween denunciation of the primitive past (“savage and gloomy liberty”) and

the decadent present (the “swift infection” of “commerce and prosperity”).

What’s an enlightened reader to do?

That norm the poem finds only in the African speaker—and that is why

he must die. Published the same year as Wheatley’s Poems on Various Subjects,

Religious and Moral, The Dying Negro impersonates the Black Atlantic spiritual

autobiographer who simultaneously laments physical bondage and cele-

brates Christian emancipation. In Day’s poem, the slave speaker recounts

both of these journeys, which articulate (as in the work of More and Ros-

coe) the theme of African civilization. Borrowing from source materials

that were reprinted in eighteenth-century England—travel narratives like

Michel Adanson’s Voyage to Senegal, the Isle of Goree and River Gambia (1759),

and John Barbot’s Description of the Coasts of North and South Guinea (1732)—

Day represents a similar duality of innocence and barbarity in Africa.91

By mediating between these extremes, The Dying Negro thematizes the

proper balance of cultural refinement for its British readers. The speaker’s la-

ment, for example, about the irony of himself, a Gambian hunter who now

has become the hunted—“To human brutes more fell, more cruel far than

they” (p. 8)—highlights the common trope of British savagery. Yet the “lib-

erty” he once enjoyed in Africa was extremely primitive. Given these

equally untenable alternatives, the poem turns to the African’s conversion

to Christianity to find the norm for civilized manners. In his opening speech

the speaker marks the cultural distance between the poetic present and his

African past:

Arm’d with thy sad last gift—the pow’r to die,

Thy shafts, stern fortune, now I can defy;

Thy dreadful mercy points at length the shore,

Where all is peace, and men are slaves no more;

This weapon, ev’n in chains, the brave can wield,

And vanquish’d quit triumphantly the field.

Beneath such wrongs let pallid Christians live,

Such they perpetrate, and may forgive. (p. 1)

The process of grafting Christian refinement onto African simplicity occurs

through the poem’s deft handling of the romance plot. Rhetorically, it makes

the speaker’s beloved the poem’s immediate audience. Her tears provide the

proper model for the extensive audience in Britain (or America, for that
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matter).92 But the sentimental power of British womanhood is little more

than a vehicle for the cultural equilibrium the poem urgently wants to dra-

matize.

In the spirit of Rousseau, the poem’s image of Africa represents the superi-

ority of primitive virtue. “Descended from yon radiant orb, they claim /

Sublimer courage, and fiercer flame. / Nature has there, unchill’d by art,

imprest / Her awful majesty on ev’ry breast” (p. 16). Yet the poet, through

the African speaker, ultimately appears to seek a harmony of primitive pas-

sions and refined affections. As the speaker admits,

Then my lov’d country, parents, friends forgot;

Heav’n I absolved, nor murmur’d at my lot

Thy sacred smiles could ev’ry pang remove,

And liberty became less dear than love. . . .

Not such the mortals burning Africa breeds,

Mother of virtues and heroic deeds! (pp. 15–16)

After the African speaker assumes such moral and cultural superiority, the

poem realizes the antislavery logic of environmentalism, and the slave

speaker dies because of that realization.

The Dying Negro was written in the immediate aftermath of the landmark

Somerset case in England in 1772, in which Lord Mansfield ruled, albeit re-

luctantly, that slavery was incompatible with the principles of British liberty.

The Mansfield decision did not end British slavery overnight, but it did es-

tablish judicial precedent against the transport of slaves out of Britain, and it

significantly raised the prospect of the expansion of Britain’s free black pop-

ulation. The Dying Negro symbolically responds to that political context by

embodying the voice of principle in the African slave (who, like Somerset,

resists returning to abject slavery in the West Indies), and then erasing him

from the British social landscape. Hence the poem does not so much em-

brace African manners as re-contextualize them into an uncertain norm for

contemporary British readers to contemplate.93 Embodying the “sublimer

courage” that is leavened by love’s “soft emotions,” the slave metaphorizes

the form of enlightened masculinity calibrated carefully to find the right

measure of both “liberty” and “love.” Once that norm is established in the

African, the poem removes him safely to the confines of heaven. He is con-

verted from passive slave to active Christian warrior bent on his own eman-

cipating self-destruction. As in Cowper (and as opposed to Wheatley),

heaven becomes the final destination of the African diaspora.
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Persons and Property

The alternative, poetic means for managing the cultural hierarchies dis-

rupted by the savage slave trader was to turn Africans back into property.

This poetic trope in antislavery writing reveals unexpected similarities be-

tween antislavery and proslavery sensibilities. This was nearly a literary con-

vention of early antislavery prose, and antislavery poetry likewise oscillates

between the representations of Africans as seduced consumers and poison-

ous goods. The English poet Frances Seymour’s “The Story of Inkle and

Yarico” (1726), based on the tale of a ship-wrecked Englishman who betrays

his Indian savior (see Richard Ligon’s A True and Exact History of the Island of

Barbados of 1657 and Addison and Steele’s Spectator #11), emphasizes this

theme of commercial seduction. “Negro Virgin” is susceptible to Inkle’s “al-

luring grace” as he promises her “softest silks” back in Europe, “While she

on his enticing accents hung, / That smoothly fell from his persuasive

tongue.”94

In other poems, however, the African consumer just as easily becomes the

unnatural commodity itself, as in “Charity”’s depiction of the Middle Pas-

sage: “For merchants rich in cargoes of despair, / Who drive a loathsome

traffic, gage and span, / And buy the muscles and the bones of man?”95 An-

other of Cowper’s antislavery poems, “Pity for the Poor Africans,” similarly

imagines slaves as stolen goods. Written from the perspective of the false

Christian who feigns pity for the poor Africans, the poem satirizes the con-

suming addiction to West Indian luxuries (“For how should we do without

Sugar and Rum?”96). It then recounts the tale of a schoolboy named Tom—

the allegorical figure for England—who is tempted to rob the apple orchard

of a “good Neighbor.” By reducing slavery to the slave trade and deploying

the trope of theft to condemn that trade, the poem finds the right kind of

conceit with which to assail the particular arguments offered by Britain’s

proslavery advocates. It exposes, for example, the hollowness of the mer-

cantilist rationale for the African slave trade, to the effect that if Tom ab-

stains from theft, others will profit at his (or rather Britain’s) loss. The

apple’s symbolic power, moreover, invests “bad” commerce with biblical sig-

nificance, equating the trade with the sinful Fall. But the argument works

poetically only by equating, in turn, slaves themselves with stolen goods.

They are “plunder”—forbidden fruit—a metaphor suggesting the very loss

of its status as metaphor.

These discourses of seduction, consumption, and human commodities co-
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alesce in Roscoe’s The Wrongs of Africa at the very moment of the Africans’

“fall” from innocence:

Thou to their dazzled sight disclosest wide

Thy magazine of wonders, cull’d with care,

From all the splendid trifles that adorn

Thine own luxurious region; mimic gems

That emulate the true; fictitious gold

To various uses fashion’d, pointing out

Wants which before they knew not; mirrors bright,

Reflecting to their quick and curious eye

Their sable features: Shells, and beads and rings,

And all fantastic folly’s gingling bells,

That catch’d the unpractis’d ear and thence convey

Their unsuspected poison to the mind. (p. 13)

Roscoe’s image of commercial exchange brilliantly captures the complexity

of reflections connecting consumers and goods. In his imagination, the “poi-

son” of luxuries seduces innocent Africans and, in a post-Lockean context,

corrupts their senses. Emphasizing the artificiality of the appeal of goods

(“fictitious gold,” goods that “emulate the true”), Roscoe links sensual con-

sumption to the diseased imagination. The passage proceeds inward, starting

from the consumer’s “dazzled sight” and moving into his poisoned “mind.”

The mirror, moreover, symbolizes the capacity for discovering self-identity

in the goods one consumes. Hence it symbolically transforms Africans from

deluded consumers into goods themselves—or the “magazine of wonders.”

This process involves the poem’s historical readers as well. (Think, for exam-

ple, how easily the passage in isolation might offer a commercial critique of

1780s London or Philadelphia, instead of the Gold Coast.) In an extension of

this scene, the “mirror” of antislavery reflects upon Anglo-American man-

ners, unsettling its readers’ distance from the scene, forcing them to see

themselves in context of the slipperiness of civilized identity.

Barlow and the Limits of Sympathy

I have argued that the poetics of antislavery—the thematic emphasis upon

Anglo-American barbarity, the disruption of the African family, the use

of the African speaker, and the poetic “resolution” of cultural problems

through the sentimental trope of African suicide—arose chiefly from the

78 Barbaric Traffic



cultural dislocations produced by the slave trade. Early antislavery poetry

represents one artistic and generic response to the cultural crisis in eigh-

teenth-century enlightened identity based on the complex relations be-

tween commerce and manners. Such a crisis often was expressed as the fail-

ure of Christian civilization. (This, after all, is the main thrust of the African

speaker’s suicidal lament).

The language of antislavery contains cultural tensions worth exploring.

Rather than see the cultural project of antislavery as a kind of consensual

program meant to fulfill the codes of Enlightenment, we might see it as a site

in which contested claims to cultural authority took place. In an illustrative

example, in Revolutionary America the ministry contributed to the political

cause, and yet the political sermons that justified the Revolution ironically

promoted the secularization of cultural authority. As Robert Ferguson has

argued, these political sermons, which tethered “Enlightenment concep-

tions of law to a religious frame of reference,” contributed as well to the pro-

cess whereby the ministry lost “the proprietary hold over a national cove-

nant.”97

Evangelical versions of antislavery writing certainly resisted such a trend.

Antislavery ministers like Samuel Hopkins and James Dana selectively

culled from scriptural texts to argue, especially in light of evidence for He-

brew slavery in Exodus and Leviticus, that the covenant of grace precluded

the Old Testament practice of chattel slavery. Claiming that slavery violated

the precepts of Christian charity found, for example, in Acts 17.26, Matthew

7.12, and other key passages, antislavery ministers applied biblical herme-

neutics to the contemporary problem of slavery. Just as readily, however,

the antislavery pulpit could drop its appeal to enlightened sensibilities and

employ the apocalyptic potential of the jeremiad. The Baptist minister

Elhanan Winchester, for example, shamed his audience by declaring,

“Blush, O ye christians, to think that ye are the supporters of a [savage]

commerce.” “Alas,” he concluded, “I would choose to be in the situation of

the slaves, rather than in that of their masters; for if there is a just God, he

will punish those who sin against his authority; and who is able to endure

his displeasure?”98

The evangelical project of shoring up religious authority helps to explain

the secular version of antislavery polemic that Joel Barlow offers in his well-

known epic poem about the progress of both America and mankind, The

Columbiad (1807). Published at the time where England and the United

States each were abolishing the slave trade, Barlow’s poem not only casti-
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gates Americans for continuing to enslave Africans but also significantly in-

tervenes in the subject of antislavery writing itself. The Columbiad debunks

the religious tenor of antislavery such that epic/antislavery poetry becomes

the site of a particular contest over the terms of cultural authority. The poem

accomplishes this by interrogating the sentimental languages that evangeli-

cal antislavery used to wed social reform and religious piety and indeed the

very nature of Enlightenment—it points out the potentially “enslaving” ca-

pacities of antislavery discourse.

Barlow’s poem derives from an earlier version of his epic of American

progress, The Vision of Columbus (1787). That poem’s dedication to the King

of France and its generally uncritical belief in divine providence reveal the

more conservative sensibility Barlow displayed early in his career. His expo-

sure to the radical ideas of the French Revolution changed his political

beliefs, however, and eventually alienated him from the Yale-bred Federal-

ists with whom he had collaborated earlier. Both The Vision of Columbus and

The Columbiad are poems that celebrate the moral and material progress of

America, though the latter significantly takes a broader perspective and situ-

ates such progress within the larger context of the entire western hemi-

sphere. It thus dramatizes the encounter between Hesper—the Angel of the

West—and the historical Columbus, who despairs his life’s failure while in

prison. Even though the poem went through numerous American editions,

as well as French and British ones, it was critically panned in both the

United States and Britain.

Rather than try to recover the aesthetic merits that critics might have

missed, I focus on Barlow’s critical revision of the rhetoric and ideology of

antislavery culture. The increasingly secular worldview that Barlow em-

braced serves to empower The Columbiad’s full-scale assault upon the regres-

sive forces of superstition, aristocratic privilege, monarchical traditions, and

the corruption of the Catholic Church.99 Indeed, this is main object of the

poet’s understanding of enslavement. In Book 4, for example, he unsur-

prisingly situates the Protestant Reformation in light of the Enlightenment

history that devolves upon the leadership of republican America: “From

slavery’s chains to free the captive mind, / Brave adverse crowns, control

the pontiff’s sway / And bring benighted nations into day.”100 The poem’s

thematic emphasis upon political and cultural enslavement actually sub-

sumes its critique of the chattel enslavement of Africans because, as Barlow

would have it, the latter merely derives from the former; it is the function-

ary.101

80 Barbaric Traffic



The Argument prefacing Book 8 of The Columbiad suggests as much. In-

deed, this book takes up the problem of slavery in the United States and is

perhaps the most significant addition to the earlier Vision of Columbus. The

Argument summarizes the process whereby Americans themselves have be-

come enslaved: “Freedom succeeding to Despotism in the moral world, like

Order succeeding to Chaos in the physical world.” Slavery thus imagina-

tively impedes the precarious trajectory of progressive history, the enlight-

ened path of which America is both measure and propulsion. “Hesper, re-

curring to his object of showing Columbus the importance of his discoveries,

reverses the order of time, and exhibits the continent again in its savage

state” (p. 680). Book 8 thus begins by charting the extent of such regres-

sion and celebrating the end of the Revolutionary war: “Hail holy Peace,

from thy sublime abode / Mid circling saints that grace the throne of God”

(ll. 1–2). The fallen Titan Atlas, however, the “Great brother guardian of

old Afric’s clime,” intrudes upon the self-righteousness of early republican

America by directly pleading the case of the enslaved: “But thy proud sons, a

strange ungenerous race, / Enslave my tribes, and each fair world disgrace”

(ll. 211–212). Atlas only echoes the dire warning that Barlow himself, now

speaking in his own voice, offers about the precarious nature of republican

liberty: “Think not, my friends, the patriot’s task is done, / Or Freedom’s safe

because the battle’s won” (ll. 79–80).

The poem’s suggestion that chattel slavery is a symptom of “the fell

Demon of despotic power” (l. 158) thus places the burden on the American

reader for a particular kind of “conversion.” Barlow writes in Book 8 with

complete familiarity with the conventions of the commercial jeremiad. Atlas

ventriloquizes the apocalyptic cant of antislavery:

Nor shall these pangs atone the nation’s crime;

Far heavier vengeance, in the march of time,

Attends them still; if they dare debase

And hold inthrall’d the millions of my race;

A vengeance that shall shake the world’s deep frame,

That heaven abhors and hell might shrink to name. (ll. 261–66)

In this case Atlas is certainly not a satirical figure, but his exhortation begins

to emerge as the metacritical subject of the poem. For the ensuing descrip-

tion of the eruption of the earth’s bowels in a “wallowing womb of subterra-

nean war” (l. 276) is an exercise in evangelical excess. “Two oceans dasht in

one! That climbs and roars, / And seeks in vain the exterminated shores” (ll.
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287–88). By depicting “a ruin’d world” Barlow mimics the literary conven-

tions of evangelical antislavery, implicitly offering the alternative between

prophetic dread and rational analysis.

The parody becomes more forceful as Barlow addresses the nature and fu-

ture of liberty in America (as opposed to merely American liberty). In the

following passage from Book 8—which I quote at such length because of its

importance—Barlow defamiliarizes the literary and ideological conventions

of antislavery:

Fathers and friends, I know the boding fears

Of angry genii and of rending spheres

Assail not souls like yours; whom science bright

Thro shadowy nature leads with surer light;

For whom she strips the heavens of love and hate,

Strikes from Jove’s hand the brandisht bolt of fate,

Gives each effect its own indubious cause,

Divides her moral from her physic laws,

Shows where the virtues find their nurturing food,

And men their motives to be just and good.

You scorn the Titan’s threat; nor shall I strain

The powers of pathos in a task so vain

As Afric’s wrongs to sing; for what avails

To harp for you these known familiar tales;

To tongue mute misery, and re-rack the soul

With crimes oft copied from the bloody scroll

Where slavery pens her woes? Tho tis but there

We learn the weight that mortal life can bear.

The tale might startle still the accustom’d ear

Still shake the nerve that pumps the pearly tear,

Melt every heart and thro the nation gain

Full many a voice to break the barbarous chain.

But why to sympathy for guidance fly,

(Her aids uncertain and of scant supply)

When your own self-excited sense affords

A guide more sure, and every sense accords?

Where strong self-interest join’d with duty lies,

Where doing right demands no sacrifice,

Where profit, pleasure, life-expanding fame

League their allurements to support the claim,
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Tis safest there the impleaded cause to trust;

Men well instructed will always be just. (309–40)

Book 8 brilliantly establishes the cultural politics of sentimental antislavery.

The above passage rather presumptuously simply assumes the enlightened

reader’s innate capacity of human rationality, which is expressed structur-

ally in its overall movement from “boding fears” to “just” “self-interest.”

Just as evangelicals appropriated the language of political liberty to promote

the cause of pious reformation, Barlow reassigns the religious language of

“souls” to signify the “light” of reason. Dispelling the irrationality of anxi-

eties about the impending doom of divine displeasure, Barlow goes on to

link evangelical religion to the “powers of pathos.” He is equally aware of

slave “misery” and the sentimental conventions, or “known familiar tales,”

which shake the nerves, pump one’s tears, and melt every heart, thereby

enslaving the sensibilities of readers. Writing at the conclusion of a thirty-

year period that witnessed the political and literary assault upon the slave

trade, Barlow rejects both slavery and the sentimental rhetorical conven-

tions of antislavery—“that bloody scroll/Where Slavery pens her woes.”

Barlow’s warning about antislavery’s potential for excessive sentimentalism

is somewhat ironic in light of his own poem’s use of feeling to argue against

slavery. More importantly, it suggests the issues that literary antislavery

raised about the relations among sympathy, imaginative writing, and the

aesthetic imagination. The era, after all, was characterized by intensive polit-

ical agitation in both Britain and America against the slave trade, as well as

by the historical development of what we now identify as romantic aesthetic

and cultural ideologies that were themselves the partial outgrowth of senti-

mental culture. The major epistemological questions facing antislavery im-

aginative writers and political activists at the time involved the ability of

antislavery representations to reconcile “truth” and “imagination.” The lit-

erary politics of antislavery writers necessitated the claim to truth, because

so much proslavery writing criticized their imaginative excesses. So activists

like Thomas Clarkson countered, “Some people may suppose, from the mel-

ancholy account that has been given in the preceding chapter, that we have

been absolutely dealing in romance: that the scene is rather a dreary picture

of the imagination than a representation of fact.”102

The aversion to “romance” raised particular questions about the epis-

temological reliability of poetry. In his summary of the London Abolition

Committee’s evidence offered to Parliament against the slave trade, William
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Bell Crafton concluded that some readers simply relished “the perusal of pa-

thetic poetry” for all “its tales of human woe.”103 Citing the fame of poets

like Cowper and Day, Crafton lamented that prosaic, factual accounts like

his did not wield the same rhetorical power as antislavery verse: “Yet the

evidence delivered before the House of Commons, containing a true and

faithful account of the miseries and wickedness attendant upon the traffic

of their fellow creatures, unembellished by the flourishes of rhetoric, un-

decorated with the splendid habiliments of poetry, is almost in vain recom-

mended to their notice.” This kind of complaint—and it certainly was not

exceptional—aimed to distinguish between “true” and “false” sympathy, or

the appeal to the “mind” as opposed to the “nerves.” The result, in Crafton’s

case, is a version of the aesthetic imagination in which sympathy is mascu-

line: true sympathy resists the “effeminacy of manners” or “extreme DELI-

CACY.”104 His objection might appear at first to be curiously self-defeating.

Why, after all, lament the sentimental means by which antislavery was gain-

ing popularity? Yet the complaint is consistent with the antislavery motif of

regulation, which controls both the aesthetic imagination and commerce.

The antislavery position on the imagination was in fact highly ambiguous.

Lurking within Crafton’s argument is the irrepressible sense of the impor-

tance of the imaginative faculties and discourses to spread the antislavery

Word. Antislavery poets themselves recognized how, especially by the time

the slave trade was abolished, sentimental conventions had themselves be-

come so formulaic as to rob them of affective power for readers. In 1810 the

British poet James Montgomery, for example, noted that there was no “sub-

ject so various and excursive, yet so familiar and exhausted, as the African

slave trade,—a subject which had become antiquated, by frequent, minute,

and disgusting exposure; . . . which public feeling has been wearied into

insensibility, by the agony of interest which the question excited, during

twenty-three years of almost incessant discussion.”105 Such a realization is

premised upon the epistemological ambiguity of “truth” and “imagination,”

the mutually animating relation of these abstract terms that Crafton, for ex-

ample, is unable to recognize fully. If not the historical, then the political

truth—or reality—of antislavery depends upon the power of sentimental

discourse to mobilize the passions of readers.

Moreover, the prose literature of antislavery politics was itself highly sen-

sationalist. It made use of what Crafton (or Clarkson) identify as poetic and

imaginative discourses that might obscure the factual realities of the African

slave trade. Antislavery politicians, ministers, and humanitarian reformers

from Anthony Benezet onward apparently recognized the rhetorical neces-
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sity of imaginative writing to further political needs. As one minister put it

in 1774, “Now transport yourselves in imagination to Africa, and see two

armies assembled to battle. . . . Oh, the dying groans! The cries of the

wounded! The shrieks of the women and children who have lost their

friends in battle, and are now being seized and sold!—But the scene is too

shocking to describe to this assembly—let imagination conceive of the rest if

possible!”106 This observation blurs even the generic distinction between

antislavery prose and poetry. Well-known antislavery pamphlets, such as

Benjamin Rush’s An Address to the Inhabitants of the British Settlements in Amer-

ica, upon Slave-Keeping (1773), made use of statistical data, eyewitness ac-

counts, biblical citation and exegesis, moral abstraction, testimony from ab-

olitionist authorities, the philosophy of Montesquieu and others, and

economic theory. But at crucial moments they also embraced the rhetoric of

sensational melodrama:

Think of the bloody wars which are fomented by it, among the African na-

tions. . . . Think of the many thousands who perish by sickness, melancholy

and suicide, in their voyages to America. Pursue the poor devoted victims to

one of the West India islands, and see them exposed there to public sale.

Hear their cries, and see their looks of tenderness at each other upon being

separated.—Mothers torn from their daughters, and brothers from broth-

ers, without the liberty of a parting embrace. . . . But let us pursue them into

a sugar field and behold a scene still more affecting than this—See! The

poor wretches with what reluctance they take their instruments into their

hands. . . . But, let us return from this scene, and see the various modes of

arbitrary punishments inflicted upon them by their masters. Behold one

covered with stripes, into which melted wax is poured—another tied down

to a block or a stake—a third suspended in the air by the thumbs—a fourth

obliged to set or stand upon red hot iron—a fifth,—I cannot relate it.107

Asking readers to identify with the plight of Africans, Rush and many like

him resorted to titillating scenes of violence and violation that appealed di-

rectly to heightened imaginations. In Rush (and the passage cited above it)

the representation of African suffering ends (“I cannot relate it,” “if pos-

sible”) where the imagination exclusively begins. Left to their own sym-

pathies, readers complete the gothic horror that imaginative identification

creates. The next chapter turns to a different kind of enslavement where

Americans were subjected to North Africans. The dynamics of both imagina-

tive identification and cultural representation would change altogether.
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C H A P T E R 3

American Slaves in

North Africa

E notes are enemies—Savage, Briton, and Algier

Who plunder our shipping, or scalp on the frontier.

—“Political Alphabet; or Touch of the Times,” Boston Gazette and Weekly

Republican Magazine (1794)

The literature of Barbary captivity expanded significantly be-

tween the 1780s and 1810s, when hundreds of American mariners were im-

prisoned during the naval wars the United States fought with Algiers and

Tripoli.1 As Americans complained about the “enslavement” of its citizens,

they simultaneously called attention to the moral inconsistency between re-

publican principles and the participation of their country in slavery and the

slave trade.2 “Barbary captivity,” as Paul Baepler recently has put it, “served

as a mirror with which to critique the integrity of democracy in the new re-

public, just as it was used to question the practice of slave holding in a newly

freed nation.”3 Needless to say, antislavery writing exploited the irony of

Americans enslaved to Africans to the point where it virtually became a rhe-

torical convention. During the Constitutional debates of 1787–88, for exam-

ple, one anonymous writer for a New England newspaper complained, “We

reprobate the conduct of the Algerines; their conduct truly is highly repre-

hensible—they enslave the Americans—the Americans enslave the Afri-

cans; which is worst [sic]? Six of one and half a dozen of the other.”4

This kind of equivalence thickens the complexity of cross-cultural identi-

fications in antislavery works. During this era, these writers urged American

audiences to “see” themselves as North African slave-holders or as African

slaves. While ministers like Samuel Hopkins drew upon typological lan-

guage to condemn slave-holders as “Egyptian taskmasters,”5 satirists like

Benjamin Franklin, writing in one of his final pieces under the persona of

“Sidi Mehemet Ibrahim,” humorously identified American proslavery sup-
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porters with Islamic despotism. Antislavery writing enforced as well the

sympathetic identification between enslaved Africans in America and en-

slaved Americans in Africa. In the early 1790s, for example, one petitioner

to the U.S. Congress lamented that far too many Americans “should be so

enslaved by illiberal prejudice, as to treat with contempt a like solicitude for

another class of men [Africans] still more grievously oppressed. . . . I feel the

calls of humanity as strong towards an African in America, as to an Ameri-

can in Algiers, both being my brethren; especially as I am informed the

Algerine treats his slave with more humanity.”6

The complexity of identification and misidentification is significant, espe-

cially in light of the recent critical tendency to emphasize Barbary captivity

genre’s racial and cultural oppositions.7 The historian Joanne Melish sum-

marizes the relation between American and African slavery: “This potential

mutability of whites into slaves/people of color in Africa offered as great a

symbolic challenge to the American social order as the actual mutability of

blacks into freemen/whites at home; both could be read symptomatically to

evaluate the potential political, social, and perhaps biological consequences

of democracy and emancipation.” The Barbary captivity genre tested “the

durability of republican whiteness” and ultimately naturalized “the stability

of whiteness and blackness in the face of [U.S.] enslavement.”8 This is con-

sistent with the argument that these works of captivity and enslavement

“were polemically structured around raced and gendered distinctions be-

tween liberty and slavery, morality and licentiousness—the dualistic rheto-

ric feeding omnivorously on the discourse as it had been sketched in the cul-

tural imaginary.”9 Hence canonical literary works such as Royall Tyler’s The

Algerine Captive (1797) fantasize about “a race uniquely American”: “The

metaphor of Algerian captivity provided a chance at resolving the conflicts

of American society through the invention of a composite threat [of “Indian,

African American, savage slave master, British, and French”] that would

both chastise and unify the nation through the dichotomous metaphors of

race: dark and pure, corrupt and chosen.”10

What is an “American” race? In these accounts, it becomes a form of

whiteness that ultimately racializes the new American nation. I would ar-

gue, however, that the literature of American enslavement produces more

pointed meditations on the nature of American culture than on race per se.

My argument rests on the third term of the equation, so to speak, which

seems to have got lost in discussions of the politics of American antislavery

literature during the 1790s: Great Britain. During this era, after all, the
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United States was embroiled in political and maritime conflict with both

Britain and Algiers—indeed, many Americans blamed their Mediterranean

woes on British diplomatic intrigue. The popular resistance to British bar-

barity against Americans further suggests the cultural focus of American

antislavery literature. Notwithstanding the rhetoric of political propaganda,

this popular trope during the 1790s problematizes the correlation of civiliza-

tion with whiteness or even with Christianity. It raises crucial questions

about the nature of cultural refinement in civilized societies, questions that

underlie American literature about enslavement in North Africa.

As Raymond Williams has argued, for much of the eighteenth century the

categories of “civilization” and “culture” were interchangeable, but their

meanings eventually diverged. Part of the reason for this, Williams claims,

“was the attack on ‘civilization’ as superficial; an ‘artificial’ as distinct from a

‘natural’ state; a cultivation of external properties—politeness and luxury—

as against more human needs and impulses.”11 This certainly was not an ex-

clusively American historical development. The historian John Brewer has

argued that the commercialization of British culture in this period produced

ongoing debates over the nature of aesthetics, refinement, and gendered

identity. In an early number of the Spectator, for example, Richard Steele pro-

claimed that “the most polite Age is in danger of being the most vicious.”12

Much later in the eighteenth century, Americans faced the dual adversaries

of Britain and Algiers, which forced their confrontation with the ambiguities

of civilization.

In this chapter I intend to unsettle the critical paradigm for Barbary cap-

tivity literature that racially juxtaposes Americans and North Africans, by

placing this literature in the generally overlooked historical context of Brit-

ain’s role in these maritime and naval conflicts. Between the 1780s and

1810s American writings about North African captivity consistently blamed

Britain not only for preying on American commerce but urging Muslim na-

tions in the Mediterranean to do so as well. Contemporary commentators

generally vilify these political enemies, and further make the argument that

each represents the cultural extremes of barbarity and over-refinement—

extremes which actually resided along an ideological continuum. Like the

African slave trade, the American one led to condemnation of barbaric prac-

tices in civilized states. Hence I will examine the Barbary political crisis in

the context of debates about the generally unpopular Jay’s Treaty between

the United States and Britain, and through the important literary works

about Barbary captivity by Susanna Rowson, Royall Tyler, and Washington
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Irving. Each in unique ways dramatizes the problem of American enslave-

ment in context of America’s transatlantic relations; each meditates on the

nature of Anglo-American cultural ties; each articulates the problem of slav-

ery with an eye towards the equivalent savagery of Muslims and Britons.

Intimate Relations

During the post-Revolutionary era the United States became involved in po-

litical conflicts with Great Britain and the North African states of Algiers and

Tripoli, which stood at the frontier of the Ottoman Empire. After the Revo-

lution the American carrying trade no longer enjoyed the protection of the

British navy in the Mediterranean. The states of Algiers, Morocco, Tripoli,

and Tunis had been seizing European vessels and ransoming hostages for

hundreds of years; the first crisis for the United States occurred in 1785,

when an Algerian xebec captured the Boston schooner, Maria. Over the next

decade Algiers seized more than a dozen American vessels and captured

about 150 American mariners, who languished in prison for over a decade

largely because of diplomatic confusion and lack of national funds to pay

their ransom. Eventually, in 1795, the United States signed a treaty with Al-

giers, and the following year American captives were released. Several years

later, after the Jeffersonian administration refused to pay tribute to the

Tripolitan pasha, the Americans got embroiled in another maritime conflict

with Tripoli, which declared war on the United States in 1801. With the cap-

ture of the American frigate Philadelphia in 1804, over three hundred Amer-

ican mariners were held captive until the war ended in an American victory

the following year.13

During the early 1790s, American foreign relations with Algiers were di-

rectly related to those with Great Britain. Both were strained to the point of

war. The Jay Treaty of 1794–95 avoided war with Britain, but it by no means

addressed all of the major issues angering the United States at that time.

These included Britain’s unwillingness to evacuate the northwest posts and

thereby open up the Native American trade; its seizure of “contraband” on

American ships headed for France; its impressment of American mariners

into the British navy during its wars with France; and its commercial restric-

tions on American trade to British ports, especially in the West Indies. The

power of the British navy tilted the terms of the treaty. It delayed evacuation

of the posts, put severe limits on the American West Indian trade, and con-

tained no guarantees whatsoever of American neutral rights.14 When the
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treaty was finally made public in the summer of 1795, it met with wide-

spread, even violent, opposition, and the Federalists were accused of sac-

rificing the nation’s interests and its reputation. But Washington’s support

lent the treaty credibility; it passed in Congress because it simply was the

best the United States could do.

The treaty exacerbated anti-British popular opinion and highlighted im-

portant cultural issues about the relations between the two nations. In an

era in which domestic and foreign relations were inextricably bound, both

Federalists and Republicans fought vehemently over both the terms and fu-

ture implications of the treaty. According to two of the most influential his-

torians of the late eighteenth century, the conflict with Britain posed “a

deep crisis of spirit” for Americans. Those who opposed the treaty believed

“the manners and morals of the Republic needed protection—protection

against British money, British consumer goods, and British ideas: that was

what [James] Madison really meant by ‘commerce.’”15 As one critic asked at

this time, “To stand in this intimate political relation with the old, corrupt,

and almost expiring government of Great Britain—that government which

stands foremost in the wars of Europe . . . accords not with the spirit and

principles of the free constitution and government of the United States, or

with the genius, temper, and feelings of the republican citizens of Amer-

ica.”16

The debate over the nature of Anglo-American cultural relations often ex-

pressed itself through the figure of the national—or transnational—body.

This trope went right to the issue of national health. Federalists imagined

the national body as still figuratively connected to Britain. Assessing the

terms of the treaty, for example, one South Carolinian supporter wrote:

“But it was observed, on the other side, that these restrictions [i.e., import

duties on British goods] would probably widen the breach between us and

Britain instead of closing it; would irritate rather than heal the wound.”17

Republican opponents objected not only to the regulations imposed on

American trade in the British West Indies but also to the free circulation of

British goods and citizens within the body of the United States itself.18 Anti-

treaty rhetoric alienated Britain by figuring it as a foreign—and toxic—sub-

stance to the national body. As one letter to the Boston Gazette and Weekly Re-

publican Journal put it, “We ought with the lancet to have extracted all the

British from our COUNTRY, to appease the manes of the patriotic who have

died for this Country’s liberties.”19

Thus the treaty’s explicit call for a “true and sincere friendship” between
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the two nations elicited rather polarized responses from Americans. In his

famous speech before Congress, the New England Federalist Fisher Ames

sardonically contemplated the Republican fantasy of England “sinking into

the sea”: “[W]here there are now men and wealth and laws and liberty,

there was no more than a sand bank for sea monsters to fatten on; [there

would be instead] a space for the storms of the ocean to mingle in con-

flict.”20 Republicans countered the argument emphasizing British stability

by recasting it as a nation whose very commercial prosperity had made it

corrupt. “Had we robbed Great Britain?,” Atticus asked. “Had we kept pos-

session of a part of her territory, that was to have been surrendered by posi-

tive stipulation. . . . Had we impressed her seamen, contrary to every rule of

justice, and obligation of humanity?”21 As another opponent argued in the

Newport Mercury, the treaty tried “with unwearied pains to bind with ada-

mantine chains the Commerce of this Country to the arbitrary power and

control of GREAT-BRITAIN.” The writer urged readers to remember the

“atrocities” committed against the United States, and to “behold every brut-

ish action, that disgrace the dignity and humanity of man—exercised by a

merciless crew upon the defenseless Inhabitants, and enormities and barbar-

ities too shocking to be mentioned . . . Can you wish yourself connected

with such a power?”22

The treaty’s antagonists naturally invoked Revolutionary memories to

inflame Anglophobic feelings. Political propaganda aside, the strategy raised

important cultural issues about Anglo-American relations. Even the most

pedestrian literary productions reveal these. For example, the anonymously

published “A Poem on Jay’s Treaty” (1795) lampooned the treaty and

vilified Jay by contriving a political typology connecting the 1770s and

1790s:

Ye Patriots true, that’s brave and bold,

That stood the “times that try’d the soul”;

That guarded well the public weal,

Once more to you we now appeal—

Is’t Britain’s pow’r—or is it gold?

Are we conquer’d? or are we sold?

Must we submit, or war, the fate?

Or caught like fish, with gold for bait?23

The allusion to the opening of Thomas Paine’s The Crisis (1776) contex-

tualizes the present moment. As the passage goes on, however, the fantasy
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of a second Revolutionary rage militaire rhetorically collapses into a series of

nervous questions. The juxtaposition of “pow’r” with “gold” leaves open

the question of whether America is “conquer’d” (from without) or “sold”

(from within). Who is the real enemy, the speaker wonders, Britain or

American society itself?24

All the more galling was the popular belief that Britain had worked be-

hind the scenes to encourage Algiers to sabotage American trade. One writer

claimed, for example, that “the intrigues of the British cabinet” conspired to

establish a truce between Portugal and Algiers, which subsequently exposed

American ships to the latter’s “piratical rapacity.”25 As the Virginia jurist St.

George Tucker argued, the agreement “does not stipulate that Great Britain

(instead of exciting the Algerines to annoy our commerce, and enslave our

citizens, as we have too much reason to believe she has done) should use

her good offices with them in favor of the United States.”26 In his Short

Account of Algiers (1794), the Philadelphia printer Mathew Carey, an Irish

immigrant known for his anti-British feeling, similarly argued that Britain

“adopted the miserable expedient of turning loose the Algerines, [so] that

these execrable ruffians might plunder our property, and plunge our fellow-citi-

zens into slavery.”27

This accusation did not merely catalogue British politics but lampooned

British culture. Specifically, it likened Britain to Algiers, since both were

guilty of waging “piratical warfare” against innocent Americans. The preface

to the novel Humanity in Algiers: or, the Story of Azem (1801) declared that “A

vile, piratical set of unprincipled robbers is the softest name we can give

them.”28 Carey claimed that both the British and Algerians “plundered”

shipwrecked crews on their respective coasts and “treated [them] with the

utmost savageness.”29 The war with Tripoli produced much the same rheto-

ric. William Ray’s patriotic poem, “To the Memory of Commodore Preble,”

began by scourging Britain and Tripoli as equivalent menaces to American

liberty:

While war, fierce monster, stained with guiltless blood,

Roars, threats, and rages round the infuriate flood,

While hostile Britons murdering fleets employ

To infest our harbors and our ships destroy,

Impress our tars in their inglorious cause,

In base defiance of all nation’s laws;

When each bold veteran, in his country’s name,

Is called to save her freedom and her fame;
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When few whose bravery and whose nautic skill

Can duly execute her sovereign will;

What sighs of sorrow waft from shore to shore,

With these sad tidings—“Preble is no more!”

Erst when mad Tripoli, in prowess vain,

With her rapacious corsairs blocked the main;

Poured round our ships in predatory swarms,

With purple banners and audacious arms—

Our neutral cargoes plundered on the waves,

And made our free-born citizens her slaves.30

The parallel crimes of impressment and enslavement produce the argument

equating “hostile Britons” with “mad Tripoli.” Neither nation respects en-

lightened trade. Such equivalence, moreover, rhetorically conflates Christian

and Muslim nations. For the poem’s accusation that Britain’s “murdering

fleets” destroy American ships more fittingly describes the Tripolitans during

its war with the United States, while its claim that Tripoli violates “neutral

cargoes” better describes British naval policy.31

The poet’s language certainly resembles what Kenneth Silverman has

called “Whig sentimentalism,” which during the Revolutionary era sen-

sationalized the British ravishing of American innocence.32 By the 1790s,

however, the literary conventions of antislavery reshaped the particular lan-

guage and imagery of this political propaganda. One kind of antislavery dis-

course, in other words, significantly affected another. Likening the British to

North African infidels—and both to “savage” slave traders preying upon

West Africa—the literature of Barbary captivity unsettled the cultural bor-

ders between Europeans and North Africans and between Christians and

Muslims. Consider, for example, St. George Tucker’s denunciation of the Jay

Treaty:

Of all the injuries to which mankind are exposed, those committed on the

high seas are most easily perpetrated, and most difficult to be prevented or

punished. The conduct of privateersmen differs in nothing from that of pi-

rates, except in circumstances of obtaining a previous license to exercise

their nefarious practices. That of the commanders of ships of war but too often

partakes [more] of the insolence of the bashaw than that courtesy of a sol-

dier of honor.33

The main rhetorical components of antislavery literature about the African

slave trade are all here: the universal context for morality, the epithet of
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“nefarious” commerce, the correlation of such commerce with piracy, the

bogus kind of refinement that language falsely draws between such piracy

and privateering. Tucker’s language recalls Thomas Clarkson’s argument in

An Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (1786), that the pi-

racy of the ancients marks the point from which the progress of “civiliza-

tion” may be charted.34 As a commercial trope, piracy enables the cultural

critique of both Christian and Muslim slave traders, and helps to produce

the damning equation of a British officer and the Algerine bashaw.

The ideological association of barbarity and over-refinement helped to

create the rhetorical British Muslim. This is not an instance of cultural

hybridity, as cultural theorists today conceive of that category, but rather a

figure in the service of the cultural project of writing nationalist satire. The

trope, in other words, emphasized not creative syncresis but ironic resem-

blance—specifically, how and why a presumably civilized nation like Britain

had been reduced to Muslim barbarity. If this did not let the United States off

the hook for trading in slaves, it still located the greater villain across the At-

lantic. As Carey bitingly put it, “For this practice of buying and selling slaves,

we are not entitled to charge the Algerines with any exclusive degree of bar-

barity. The Christians of Europe and America carry on this commerce a hun-

dred times more effectively than the Algerines. It has received a recent sanc-

tion from the immaculate Divan of Britain.”35

The satiric potential of such a conflation led to imaginative debunking of

Britons. Like this era’s antislavery writings about the abuse of Africans, this

subgenre too deliberately jeopardized the sanctity of Christian identity. One

newspaper in 1795 published a “Letter from an English Slave-driver at Al-

giers to his Friend in England” that employs the common antislavery strate-

gies of inversion and exaggeration:

By the Blessing of God, I have now got into a very good birth [sic]. I have

the command of twenty slaves, some Spanish, some English, and some

American. I get my victuals, and equal to one shilling a day besides, and all

for driving the slaves to the field, and keeping them to work when they are

there. To be sure, it went hard with me at first to whip my country folks; but

custom, as the saying is, is second nature. . . . People may say this or that

about the infidels; but sure am I they do not deserve to be extirpated any

more than the English themselves. For one white slave that we have here

the English have ten black ones in the West Indies, and they use their slaves

much more cruelly than we do ours.36
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Identifiable literary conventions of antislavery—the association of slave-

holding with avarice, the commodification of humanity, the emphasis upon

religious hypocrisy—satirize the fictional British narrator. Not only does the

passage uncouple race and slavery, since American, African, Spanish, and

British slaves are mentioned, but it also detaches “Englishness” from “civili-

zation.”

One purpose of this and other narratives of British savagery was to dis-

tract attention from the obvious national embarrassment over American in-

volvement in the African slave trade. The strategy included not only political

speeches and public documents but belletristic writing as well. Thus the

anonymously authored poem, The American in Algiers; or the Patriot of Seventy-

Six in Captivity (1797), called for relief of American citizens who were en-

slaved in North Africa. Rather than ignore the issue, the poem directly con-

trasts American slavery abroad with African slavery in America. Divided

into two cantos, it employs two speakers: an American war veteran once en-

slaved in Algiers, and an African now enslaved in America. If this points to

the ethical paradox of a slave-holding republic, its opening canto skirts this

issue, emphasizing instead the equivalence between British and Algerines:

“vile scourges of the human race,” “hoard of pirates,” “unfeeling butch-

ers”37

In the second canto, however, the African speaker turns around the argu-

ment about the barbarity of Christian manners to highlight this same prob-

lem in the United States. Reminiscent of the persona of the sympathetic Af-

rican employed in so much Anglo-American antislavery poetry, this speaker

asks the “gentle reader” to compare “that piratic coast” of Algiers with Co-

lumbia’s “widespread empire throng’d with slaves” (p. 21). Yet the poem

then works to manage this ethical inconsistency and recover the ethical high

ground. To do so it commercializes the issue of slavery. Not unlike Philip

Freneau’s “To Sir Toby,” this one elides national culpability by invoking

Jefferson’s argument in the original draft of the Declaration of Independence

blaming the British empire for foisting vicious commerce upon America:

To call forth all the vices of the cane,

Confusion’s fire, and friendship’s mortal bane;

To introduce luxurious rules of art,

To sink the genius and enslave the heart

To make mankind in vicious habits bold,

By bart’ring virtue for the love of gold. (pp. 21–22).
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Patriotic as it is, The American in Algiers ultimately establishes the transatlan-

tic theme of slave trading, a rhetorical and political move that both comple-

ments and competes with its national indictment of the slaveholding repub-

lic. Moreover, by at once locating, and then displacing, American culpability,

the poem implicitly queries the proper relations the United States should

maintain with Britain.

The American condemnation of British aristocracy exploited the ideologi-

cal proximity between refinement and barbarity. No better example of this

appears in this literature than William Ray’s Horrors of Slavery (1808), a cap-

tivity narrative in poetry and prose, combining the discourses of sentiment,

seduction, and reform, written by an American mariner aboard the Philadel-

phia when it ran aground off the coast of Tripoli in 1803. The narrative

directly responded to Dr. Jonathan Cowdery’s American Captives in Tripoli

(1806), an account of the relative ease which Cowdery, a privileged gentle-

man, enjoyed in Tripoli. Long before he experiences “despicable bondage”

of “Turkish servitude,” Ray emphasizes the mistreatment he and other com-

mon “tars” undergo in the U.S. navy. Indeed, Horrors of Slavery unfolds the

theme of captivity in ways that make it a proto-Jacksonian polemic against

the antidemocratic—and highly British—privilege of class. Whereas autobi-

ographies like The Journal of the Travels and Sufferings of Daniel Saunders (1802)

or James Cathcart’s The Captives, Eleven Years in Algiers (1899) likened North

African and British forms of enslavement,38 Ray expands upon this analogy

to philosophize more vigilantly about the barbaric nature of all aristocratic

traditions. At the outset, he declares

that petty despotism is not confined alone to Barbary’s execrated and pirati-

cal shores; but that base and oppressive treatment may be experienced from

officers of the American, as well as the British and other navies; that our

countrymen, as well as those of other nations, when invested with the robe

and cockade of authority, can act the insolent tyrant, inflict tortures for

petty offenses . . . and with a contemptible pride and brutal ferocity, that

would disgrace the character of a savage despot, stamp an indelible stigma

on the nature of an American officer.39

Ray’s denunciation of social hierarchy draws on the Federalist symbol of the

“cockade of authority”—a move that cannot fail to recall the image William

Dunlap employed in his highly controversial drama Andre (1798), about

Washington’s decision to execute a British spy. Throughout, Ray savages

American social pretensions by associating them specifically with British
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and Algerian vices. This kind of antidemocratic behavior is both effeminate

and brutal. The “cruel, vain, and magisterial coxcomb of an officer,” for ex-

ample, wields “the authority of a West-Indian slave-driver, and inhumanity

of a Tripolitan or Algerine.”40 Like the English slave driver satirized above,

who loses his civilized “Englishness,” Ray’s American officers engage in

“emulous imitation” that sacrifices their “Americanness.”

The larger antislavery themes of seduction inform the presentation in Hor-

rors of Slavery of a particularly democratic form of sympathy. Certainly, the

denunciations of the Jay Treaty also provide a context for this, for they rep-

resented Jay himself as alternatively the victim and agent of British seduc-

tion. In order to dramatize the abuse of innocent American workingmen,

Ray emphasizes their vulnerability (à la Clara Wieland to Carwin) to double-

tongued, haughty officers of the U.S. navy. Likening the process of Ameri-

can recruitment to British impressment, Ray offers a sociological exposé of

post-Revolutionary urban America. Just as antislavery writers like William

Roscoe were sensitive to the seductive power of new consumer goods upon

African sensibilities, Ray sympathizes with newly arrived rubes to the Amer-

ican city who are undoubtedly out of their league. The recruiting officer-as-

rake is “armed with a whinyard of enormous length and huge dimensions”;

he wears “a large harness buckle, polished and glittering like the shield of

Achilles; on his snow powdered-sconce [is] a cap; on the front of which a

large brass plate, with the American spread eagle, like the Helmet of Hector,

dazzling all the eyes with the effulgence of its beams.”41 Like the Africans of

the Anglo-American antislavery imagination, these poor white men are in-

toxicated by the power of consumer goods.

Criticism of cultural refinement begs the question of whether there was a

viable alternative for Americans to follow. The impossibility of adequately

theorizing “civilized” commercial society in the face of slavery led some crit-

ics of the Algerian crisis to doubt the foundations of progressive history.

Thus James Wilson Stevens, in his Historical and Geographical Account of Al-

giers, called both North African and European forms of slavery “incontest-

able evidence of the remains of barbarism in those nations who sanction so

diabolical a principle.”42 Stevens contemplated a future where

the more general diffusion of science will teach them the true principles of

justice and humanity. But the grand science of universal benevolence must

be reserved for future ages; for though many modern nations imagine

themselves to be eminently enlightened, yet they are in fact just beginning
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to emerge from the intermediate state between barbarity and true re-

finement.

For the practice of slavery we are not to reprobate the Algerines alone; for

the divan of Great Britain are equally reprehensible, and have more emi-

nently distinguished themselves in this nefarious commerce. From them we

have adopted the execrable practice, and the United States, emphatically

called the land of liberty, swarm with those semi-barbarians who enthrall

their fellow creatures without the least remorse. With what countenance

then can we reproach a set of barbarians, who have only retorted our own

acts upon ourselves in making reprisals upon our citizens?43

Britain plays the role of cultural foil—that is, Stevens blames Britain for the

“nefarious practice” of U.S. slave trading. By employing a particular kind of

ironic language (“the divan of Great Britain”), the passage collapses the

boundary between civilized and savage nations, a move that is compounded

by the uncertain distinction between the “barbarians” trading in American

slaves and the “semi-barbarians” trading in African ones. Whereas William

Ray understands aristocracy to be essentially brutal, Stevens views the Euro-

American world as poised precariously between “barbarity and true re-

finement.” However, he is able only to define the problem rather than artic-

ulate the solution. For the passage (and the entire work) fails to specify the

nature of “true refinement.” What does it mean to be “eminently enlight-

ened”? Can the United States continue to engage in commercial and cul-

tural forms of exchange with Britain and maintain its cultural integrity?

How does one judge the proper balance of Anglo-American “trade”?

Reuniting the British-American Family

Susanna Rowson’s play Slaves in Algiers; or a Struggle for Freedom engages such

questions through a plot involving a British-American family. First per-

formed on June 30, 1794, at the Chestnut Street Theater in Philadelphia,

Rowson’s play appeared during the time when the United States was en-

gaged in diplomatic negotiations with both Britain and Algiers. Indeed, the

play’s appearance coincided with the beginning of John Jay’s diplomatic

mission to Britain—making it seem that political theater and American dip-

lomatic politics are performing parallel missions. While U.S. envoy John Jay

was negotiating perhaps the best terms that his country could expect from

Britain, the British immigrant playwright Susanna Rowson was imagining
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newly restored cultural relations between the two nations. Put another way,

Rowson’s play spins its own version of Alexander Hamilton’s optimistic vi-

sion of the “unfolding mutual advantages” between the United States and

Great Britain.44

Slaves in Algiers rehabilitates Anglo-American relations through the dra-

matic lens of the transatlantic domain. Traditional readings of the play high-

light its nationalist sentiments as well as Rowson’s role in the development

of early American drama.45 Revisionist readings emphasize more subversive

meanings, which produce a feminist critique of domestic relations in the

early American republic. Cathy N. Davidson, for example, calls the play “a

historical drama crossed with a not completely satiric feminist tract,” while

another critic claims it is “an important text of feminist political ideology in

American drama.”46 Both critical approaches remain within nationalist pa-

rameters.47 They both lose sight of the transatlantic historical and biographi-

cal contexts for the play, ones that suggest a far more complex dramatic

meditation on American identity.

Rowson’s early life itself resembles that of the uprooted protagonist (such

as Moll Flanders, Roderick Random, Charlotte Temple) of the eighteenth-

century novel. Born in 1762 in Portsmouth, England, Rowson never knew

her mother, who died shortly after the birth. At age five, she went to live in

Nantasket, Massachusetts, with her father, William Haswell, a British naval

officer who had resettled and remarried there. Life was generally pleasant

for the family until the American Revolution disrupted its world. Haswell’s

neutrality eventually became untenable in patriotic Massachusetts, and in

1775 he and his family were removed from their home and placed under ar-

rest. Three years later, in 1778, they finally were able to leave America for

London, where poverty forced the teenage girl into the role of provider,

which she fulfilled by teaching, songwriting, and acting. In 1786 she made

an unfortunate marriage to the hardware merchant and hack actor (and

perpetual drunk) William Rowson. The couple obtained acting jobs in pro-

vincial town companies outside London and eventually in Edinburgh, but

their financial position was uncertain enough to make them receptive to

Thomas Wignell’s offer in 1793 to join his New American Company in Phila-

delphia. They spent two years there before moving to Boston, where Row-

son eventually abandoned the theater and returned to writing and the edu-

cation of girls.

Rowson’s biography informs not only the transatlantic plot but also the

new cultural identity imagined in Slaves in Algiers. Notwithstanding the
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play’s patriotic cant, it ultimately dramatizes an Anglo-American identity

made possible by reunification of the Constant family. Some critics tend to

read Slaves in Algiers for “the overt comparison it makes between marriage

and slavery and between patriarchal power and the power of a ruling des-

pot.”48 That is, the political context of Algerian slavery comments on the na-

ture of domestic, or conjugal, relations. I want to consider instead how the

domestic context of the Constant family—“constant in every sense”—pro-

vides audiences in the 1790s with political and cultural solutions to Anglo-

American relations.

The historical scope of Slaves in Algiers covers a good part of the Revolu-

tionary period. Between 1780 and 1794—“fourteen years of deep afflic-

tion”49—the Anglo-American family has fallen apart. The play’s most impor-

tant familial plot, focusing on the Constant family, actually prefigures the lit-

erary conventions of historical romances of the American Revolution that

appeared in the 1820s. James Fenimore Cooper’s The Spy (1822) and Cath-

arine Maria Sedgwick’s The Linwoods (1835), for example, contain romance

plots that confound patriotic and loyalist allegiances. In Slaves in Algiers, the

romance plot between an American woman and a British officer symbolizes

not only national divisions produced by the Revolution but international

ones as well. Rebecca and her husband Constant represent the cultural bond

between British and American citizens.

Act I stages the captivities of three important female characters. Each cap-

tivity is related to the divided Constant family. Each, moreover, might be

said to reflect the American audience’s own captivity to nationalist ideol-

ogy—until the play’s final scene liberates them from it. Who are these fe-

male captives? The play’s maternal heroine, Rebecca Constant, is held cap-

tive by the Jewish moneylender Ben Hassan, who wants to marry her;

Fetnah, Hassan’s daughter and Rebecca’s protégé, is one of the wives of the

Dey, Muley Moloc; and Olivia suffers as the favorite of the Dey, who eventu-

ally agrees to free her father if she will marry him. Much of the plot revolves

around the planned escape of the American captives in Algiers, most nota-

bly Henry (who is in love with Olivia) and Frederick (who is in love with

virtually everyone else). Eventually, Rebecca is able to secure the release of

her son Augustus, and in the final scene learns that Olivia and her impris-

oned father, Constant, are Rebecca’s own long-lost husband and daughter,

from whom she and her son were tragically separated during the Revolu-

tionary war. The slave rebellion is successful, and the Anglo-American fam-

ily reunites to return to America.
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The family trope for Anglo-American relations was not unique to either

Rowson or the early American stage. In 1795, for example, the Massachu-

setts minister Isaac Story published two sermons that aimed to raise money

for American captives. Taking his text from Exodus 2.11, Story rehashed the

history of Jewish enslavement (the shopworn parallel for that of republican

Americans), and focused in particular on the discovery of the infant Moses

by Egyptians. The tale of a mother forced to abandon her child in order to

save him, and of the surrogate who cares for him, forges the sentimental ap-

peal to Americans for their enslaved brethren abroad.50 Yet this story of two

mothers confuses the terms for the affective nation. While the eventual

reunification of the son with his Jewish mother allegorizes (or typologizes)

the American Israel, Moses, standing in for George Washington, enjoyed the

benevolence of both mothers. The sermon asks implicitly, what is the

“American” family?

The complexity of the Anglo-American family is the theme that Slaves in

Algiers fully pursues. Who is part of the true American family? This is the

central context for the play’s dramatization of a series of false, or hopelessly

corrupt, familial relations. It also shapes the play’s representation of captiv-

ity: Rebecca’s potentially mercenary marriage to Hassan, Olivia’s decision to

prostitute herself to Muley as his “wife,” and the role Zoriana must play as

the despot’s dutiful daughter. If these captivities highlight patriarchal foibles,

they also introduce the important thematic tension between affective and

bloodline relations. This tension is at the heart of the issue of the true family,

and it dominates the drama from its very beginning. In the opening scene,

Fetnah tells Selima how important her surrogate mother, Rebecca Constant,

is to her. “It was she who nourished in my mind the love of liberty and

taught me woman was never formed to be the abject slave of man” (p. 60).

Most readers recognize Fetnah as the most complex, ambiguous character,

chiefly because her English, Jewish, and Muslim identities resist racial over-

simplification. Her declaration of loyalty to Rebecca introduces the play’s

gendered concerns, but it also inaugurates the revision of the figure of the

British Muslim, which circulated widely during the early 1790s as the

United States became embroiled in maritime conflicts with both Britain and

Algiers. In this case, the symbolic American mother—Rebecca—morally re-

deems the British daughter, who is not quite British. As in Story’s sermon,

the play intermingles the roles of natural and surrogate families, which in

both cases converge upon the figure of the feeling mother. In Rowson’s play,

the “natural” family consists of the American mother who reunites with her
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British husband and daughter; the newly constructed family excludes the

Jewish father, Ben Hassan, but includes his British-Jewish daughter whom

Rebecca embraces.

Leonard Tennenhouse has argued that in post-Revolutionary United

States popular British seduction novels—including Rowson’s Charlotte, a Tale

of Truth (1791)—helped to maintain a cultural form of “Englishness” for

politically independent Americans. Abridged American reprintings of such

novels as Pamela (1740) and Clarissa (1748) displaced the importance of the

heroine’s sexual purity with her ability to construct a home based on “the

rules of good conduct.” This shift proposed the genre’s fundamental ques-

tion of cultural identity: “Are you Anglo-American because you are born of

an English family, or are you Anglo-American because you live your life ac-

cording to an English model?”51 The issue was particularly volatile during

the political crisis with Britain over commercial policy in the middle 1790s.

Slaves in Algiers turns the cultural metaphor of Englishness into literal fact by

maintaining the bloodline of the English father. But the play does not reduce

enlightened morality to English genealogy; its familial plot forges a political

and cultural solution by claiming “constant” affections for the true family.

By reuniting the Constant family, it relocates the future of Anglo-American

culture in America, for, as Henry says in Act II, the family will return to its

“native land.” Proponents of the Jay Treaty could not have hoped for a more

appealing resolution.

The ongoing meditation upon the family and American identity in Slaves

in Algiers leads to numerous pairings and doublings of the main characters.

Act I immediately presents the affective contrast between Fetnah and her fa-

ther Ben Hassan. The stereotype of the Jewish moneylender was actually a

common trope in Barbary captivity literature. It appears in fictional works

such as Tyler’s The Algerine Captive and James Ellison’s The American Captive

(1812) and in Jonathan Cowdery’s autobiography, American Captives in Tri-

poli (1806). Hassan’s status as a comic ethnic stereotype, however, tends to

obscure the importance of his British background, especially for audiences

in the 1790s. His Jewish/British traits equally explain his “avarice, treach-

ery, and cruelty” (p. 92). Hassan is, after all, the play’s chief slave trader, and

he embodies the blend of commercial sophistication and barbaric inhuman-

ity for which Americans faulted the British. Able to manipulate documents

(Rebecca’s bills of exchange), Hassan testifies to the association of artifice

and paper credit at this time. (Think of The Memoirs of Stephen Burroughs

[1798] and Brown’s Arthur Mervyn [1798–1800].) His avarice, moreover,
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feminizes him. In Act III he appears on stage in drag, and Sebastian mistakes

him for his would-be lover. “Consider the delicacy of my nerves” (p. 86),

Hassan complains, trying to maintain his sexual disguise that is really no dis-

guise at all. Whereas William Ray would later cast the coxcomb’s brutality as

the logical end of effeminacy, Rowson symbolically feminizes brutal avarice.

Yet the play goes on to redeem and reclaim British manhood, recasting

it, however, within the thematic context of a new kind of American iden-

tity. This makes Hassan Constant’s double, for the two men are, in effect,

Rebecca’s “true” and “false” British husbands. The play initially exploits the

comic potential of the British Muslim, and then finds a cultural alternative

in the enlightened British American. So, as the plot abandons burlesque

comedy (contrived plot devices, sexual impersonations, and the confusion

of identities), the former British officer, Constant, becomes the mouthpiece

for American republicanism in the final scene. One of the few good lines he

gets is the lecture he gives the Dey on the virtues of enlightened authority:

“Open your prison doors. Give freedom to your people. Sink the name of

the subject in the endearing epithet of fellow citizen. Then you will be loved

and reverenced; then will you find, in promoting the happiness of others,

you will have secured your own” (p. 93). Rowson—the childhood victim of

Revolutionary violence—does not so much democratize as sentimentalize

political authority. Indeed, the restoration of Constant’s “ruined constitu-

tion” (both bodily and political) could be read as the symbolic embodiment

of post-Revolutionary cultural norms of authority.52

The play’s sentimentalization of political authority is commensurate with

its reconsideration of the nature of citizenship. The dramatist does not

merely show subjects turned into citizens—a thematic move that would be

firmly within the fold of Revolutionary patriotism—but explores the wider

meanings of citizenship. Act III stages a series of cultural and political con-

versions in Algiers, which raise the question of the proper field of attention

for republican citizens. How far do their moral and political duties extend?

One of the ways that the play suggests the limitations of national iden-

tification is by repossessing the very language of Whig patriotism. When

Rebecca, for example, calls Olivia “a daughter of Columbia and a Christian”

(p. 91), the play implies the collateral necessity of national identity and hu-

manitarian benevolence. Rebecca, the moral center of the play, declares, “I

am an American; but while I only claim kinship with the afflicted, it is of lit-

tle consequence where I first drew my breath” (p. 90). Such hedging lightly

unsettles the patriotic cant based on the fundamental distinction between
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citizens and noncitizens, and it provides an important counterpoint to the

mini-American Revolution against tyranny staged in the climactic scenes in

Act III. Critics miss the complexity, for example, with which the play inter-

rogates patriotic masculinity and at the end weds patriotism to Christian be-

nevolence. Consider the final sequence: Frederick preaches Christian mercy

in place of vengeance; Rebecca declares that “By the Christian law, no man

should be a slave” (p. 92); Constant offers his solution for enlightened order;

and the “freedom” Olivia proclaims symbolically fuses the American eagle

with “the dove and the olive branch” (p. 93).53

This humanitarian form of nationalism is contingent in Act III on a flexi-

ble model of racial identification. Notwithstanding the caricatures of Muley

and Hassan, race is a motile term largely synonymous with culture. The fate

of each character depends upon his or her ability to embrace the enlightened

form of Christianity that is the thematic focus of the play. This has the effect

of confusing racial designations. The Dramatis Personae, for example, lists

Fetnah as a “Moriscan,” but, curiously enough, she later declares to Freder-

ick, “Lord, I’m not a Moriscan. I hate ’em all. There is nothing I wish so

much as to get away from them” (p. 73). What, then, is a “Moriscan”? A re-

ligious follower of the Koran’s teachings? Or a regional designation (in an

era generally observing the connection between physical and moral envi-

ronments)? Fetnah’s capacity for Christian humanity is unambiguous; she is

doubled with Olivia and Zoriana, the Dey’s daughter, who also declares, “I

am a Christian in my heart” (p. 67). The play suggests that “Moriscan” and

“Christian” identities are less a function of genealogy than of sensibility. Put

another way, all racial and national identifications become the function of

feeling—the only category, it would appear, that the play naturalizes. When

the Dey finally asks Fetnah to stay in Algiers to morally uplift him, Slaves in

Algiers suggests the potential for Muslim despots to undergo this kind of con-

version: “I fear from following the steps of my ancestors, I have greatly

erred. Teach me, then, you who so well know how to practice what is right,

how to amend my faults” (p. 93). The roles of masters and slaves are thus re-

versed.

The distinction, then, between civilized and barbaric identities is firm but

flexible, allowing for both moral and cultural regeneration. As a conse-

quence of this thematic preoccupation, the language of Christian identity

saturates the play. Recall that Henry is a “young Christian” who loves “this

Christian maid”; to Ben Hassan, Frederick is “that wild young Christian”

(p. 64) who has just ransomed himself from slavery; Zoriana wishes “to be a
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Christian” and later exemplifies “Christian duty”; Rebecca is “the beautiful

Christian” (p. 74); Frederick romantically seeks a “good-hearted Christian”

(p. 76) and, in turn, is a “charming young Christian” (p. 77) to Fetnah; the

Algerian Dey labels his enemies “Christian dogs” (p. 92); the Dey demands

only that Olivia renounce her faith; the play ends with the possibility of re-

generation for Hassan and the Muley.54

Why, then is Fetnah excluded from the reconstituted Anglo-American

family? This question might very well raise the issue of Rowson’s view of

race,55 but I contend that Fetnah’s de facto exclusion is consistent with the

play’s final rejection of romantic conventions, particularly their direct asso-

ciation with the dangerous faculty of the passions.56 Indeed, Rowson’s han-

dling in Act III of the numerous romantic subplots thickens the thematic of

antislavery—specifically, they dramatize the enslavement to the passions.

Muley’s uncontrollable desires, for example, epitomize the problem of self-

regulation, which, to lesser degrees, plagues Ben Hassan, Frederick, Sebas-

tian, and even Fetnah herself. Although many scenes treat the unregulated

passions comically, the problem significantly crosses racial, cultural, and

gendered borders. The danger of the lack of regulation is, after all, a com-

mon theme in this era’s antislavery literature. Rowson’s unwillingness to

find Fetnah a (white) romantic lover stems as much from antislavery politics

of the 1790s as it does from either feminist concerns (for female indepen-

dence) or racial bias (against intermarriage). Fetnah’s fate is commensurate,

moreover, with the sketchy and sometimes discarded love plots of Slaves in

Algiers. The relationship between Henry and Olivia, for example, is notably

muted; Zoriana and Sebastian virtually drop out of sight; and Fetnah re-

nounces romantic passion in the name of a more altruistic—and balanced—

ideal of benevolent love. No one is left on stage who is a slave to the pas-

sions.

This ideal of balanced regulation extends as well to commercial relations.

The play’s many movements—from false to true husband, from captivity to

restoration, and from the unregulated passions to regulated affections—is

commensurate with its displacement of the slave trade with enlightened

commerce. Slaves in Algiers regulates many forms of “commercial” exchange,

and, like the literature about African slave trading, the play puts commercial

capitalism under sentimental revision. Here the author resorts to cultural

stereotypes. The Jew Ben Hassan becomes the symbolic locus of the play’s

commercial commentary, particularly the bills of exchange he secretly holds

that keep Rebecca Constant his slave. “She does not know I got her pocket-
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book, with bills of exchange in it. She thinks I keep her in my house out of

charity as if she was in her own country. . . . Yesh, here is the letter: ransom

for Rebecca Constant and six other Christian slaves. Vell, I vill make her

write for more. She is my slave; I must get all I can by her” (p. 64). Hassan’s

mastery of Rebecca stems from his manipulation of paper credit (a standard

“republican” vice in the Pocockian sense), which amplifies the corruption of

slave trading.

The question is whether the play offers an alternative model of virtuous

commerce. Slaves in Algiers sentimentalizes capitalism, at least on the level of

language, by manipulating the language of debts, credits, and exchange.

This occurs, first, during the early conversation between Hassan and

Rebecca, where all of the verbal irony arises from the rhetorical conflations

of humanity and property. Hassan inquires about Rebecca’s “ransom”; she

guarantees her ability to “repay” him for her value as a slave; “I have kept

you in my own house at my own expense,” he tells her, noting secretly “for

which I have been more than doubly paid” (p. 63). But as she wishes to “re-

turn [his] kindness,” this language begins to suggest instead sentimental

forms of exchange. The contrived plot device of Hassan’s lost notes, now

in Rebecca’s possession, converts slave capitalism into virtuous commerce,

since Rebecca plans to redeem the American slaves. “My child will soon be

free,” she exclaims, declaring her “gratitude for this unexpected blessing”

(p. 84). In an ironic inversion of the economic logic of the slave trade, the

mother unwittingly aims to buy back her daughter, whom she calls “a Chris-

tian maid” (p. 89). Rebecca thus brings together the play’s sentimental and

capitalist economies.

The tension between the two finally gives way to the value Rowson places

on sentimental forms of exchange. In the climactic scene, where Olivia sells

herself to Muley, she effectively removes the register for her own value from

the context of slave capitalism. She offers herself to the Algerian in order

to purchase the freedom of Christian slaves, a decision whose significance

Muley altogether misses because, being a “heathen,” he responds only to

sexual appetite. Ironically, his passion also makes Olivia invaluable to him.

“Woman,” he tells Rebecca, “the wealth of Golconda could not pay her ran-

som” (p. 90). The deal Muley and Olivia tentatively strike represents the ex-

change of sexual passion and selfless benevolence; yet, in light of Olivia’s

plan to take her own life,57 this nullifies the force of passion, bringing the

play from its initial denunciation of inhumanity to its fantasy of a purely

sentimental economy of credit and debt. By offering herself as collateral,
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Olivia puts virtually everyone in the debt of gratitude to her—at least until

the slave rebellion succeeds and the plot finally is resolved.

Rowson was not alone to deplore American Anglophobia of the early

1790s. One of the key diplomatic players in the release of the American cap-

tives, David Humphreys, also wrote poetry that reformulated the transat-

lantic context for American patriotism. As one of the Connecticut Wits,

Humphreys served as minister to Portugal in the mid-1790s, and his efforts

in securing the release of the American prisoners earned him such regard

that Royall Tyler dedicated The Algerine Captive to him. Sent to Europe in the

1780s as secretary to a commission negotiating commercial treaties, Hum-

phreys took an aggressive position on naval and commercial issues. Yet his

most accomplished work during this period, A Poem on the Happiness of Amer-

ica, refrains from equating Britain with Algiers, and instead urges the United

States to emulate British naval strength.58 William Dowling has argued that

Humphreys’ vision of America is premised on the ricorso of civic human-

ism—the recovery of the pastoral and communal ideal.59 This overestimates

the republican sensibility of a poet whose enthusiasm for both commerce

and manufacturing belie his fascination with modern registers for national

greatness.

Humphreys views the Algerian conflict as a commercial crisis. After re-

counting the story of the American Revolution, his poem turns to America’s

potential position in the world of free and enlightened commerce. Like

Rowson, Humphreys at once nationalizes and universalizes the Algerian

conflict, representing it as part of a larger one between “enlightened” and

“barb’rous” forces. Consider the stanzas which Mathew Carey reprinted as

one of the appended materials to his Short Account of Algiers (1794):

O ye great pow’rs, who passports basely crave,

From Afric’s lords to sail the midland wave—

Great fall’n pow’rs, whose gems and golden bribes

Buy paltry passports from these savage tribes . . .

Would God, would nature, would their conqu’ring swords,

Without your meanness, make them ocean’s lords?

What! Do ye fear? nor dare their pow’r provoke,

Would not that bubble burst beneath your stroke?

And shall the weak remains of barb’rous rage,

Insulting, triumph o’er the enlighten’d age?

Do ye not feel confusion, horror, shame,
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To bear a hateful, tributary name?

Will ye not aid to wipe the foul disgrace,

And break the fetters from the human race?60

The passage significantly echoes Carey’s complaint that the Algerian pirates

have jeopardized free trade and enlightened commerce for Americans.

Moreover, Carey uses the passage as a marketing device—it appears not

only in the Short Account’s appendix but also in an advertising section of

Carey’s recent publications. In other words, Humphreys’ poetic summary of

free trade itself becomes marketable.

Like Slaves in Algiers, Humphreys’ poem symbolically reunifies the Anglo-

American family. If this is in keeping with the Wits’ well-known Federalist

sympathies, it also recasts the poem’s earlier nationalism as a transatlantic

commercial-cultural alliance:

In freedom’s voice pour all thy bolder charms,

Till reason supercede the force of arms . . .

Albion! Columbia! soon forget the past!

In friendly intercourse your int’rests blend!

From common sires your gallant sons descend;

From free-born sires in toils of empire brave—

’Tis yours to heal the mutual wounds ye gave;

Let those be friends whom kindred blood allies,

With language, laws’, religion’s holiest ties!

Yes, mighty Albion! Scorning low intrigues,

With young Columbia form commercial leagues:

So shall mankind, through endless years, admire

More potent realms than Carthage leagu’d with Tyre.61

The call for economic reconciliation (the purpose, after all, of Humphreys’

residence in England) is premised on trade as both economic and cultural

exchange. Like the conclusion of Rowson’s play, the passage imagines the

Anglo-American family in terms of the “holiest ties” of “kindred blood.”

Historical precedent legitimates historical progress. American “happiness”

historically comes full circle to reconnect with its British origins, recalling

the imperial alliance between Carthage and Tyre. The poem, in other words,

“forgets the past” by remembering it. Whereas Humphreys skirts the associ-

ation of Britain with imperial Rome, Rowson brings it up through the figure

of Rebecca’s son “Augustus” (August Caesar). As the emasculated republi-
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can (“Oh, how I wish I was a man!” [p. 84]), Augustus recovers his man-

hood only upon finding his long-lost British father.

“Lord Deliver Me from Such Politeness”

Slaves in Algiers thus repairs Anglo-American ties by linking commerce with

familial feeling. Rowson certainly employs nationalist sentiment, but invests

it with transatlantic meanings. The play confronts the argument that U.S.

commercial relations with Britain would eventually corrupt the young

country—an argument that accompanied the antislavery critique of the

commercial barbarity of civilized societies. Indeed, this apparent paradox,

whereby cultural refinement eventually produced its own forms of barbar-

ity, lay at the heart of the cultural condemnation of the African slave trade.

The paradox provides, moreover, a point of thematic convergence between

the literatures of African and American slavery. The literary and cultural

ramifications of such an argument appear in such well-known works as

Royall Tyler’s The Algerine Captive and Washington Irving’s Salmagundi Papers

(1807–8). Both Tyler and Irving play upon the multiple levels of enslave-

ment by weighing the relations between bodily and cultural enslavement.

Their works thematize the latter by equating the brutality of aristocratic and

primitive cultures.

Tyler’s critics generally view The Algerine Captive’s Anglophobic features as

symptomatic of his attempts to stimulate a fledgling national culture and lit-

erature.62 The novel is framed by a prefatory complaint about cultural con-

tamination. Tyler’s fictional persona, Updike Underhill, laments New Eng-

land’s taste for British literature, including the exoticism of Mediterranean

travel writing as well as the gothic novel, so that “the New England reader is

insensibly taught to admire the levity, and often the vices of the parent

country. While the fancy is enchanted, the heart is corrupted.”63 Yet such

rhetoric not only comes from an often unreliable narrator, but also tends to

obscure the larger dimensions of the novel itself. The Algerine Captive is, after

all, an antislavery novel ranging across the Atlantic: Updike travels the Afri-

can slave’s diaspora just about in reverse. Read in the larger context of late

eighteenth-century antislavery writings, The Algerine Captive similarly ob-

sesses on the cultural ramifications of commercial exchange. This issue pro-

vides some thematic consistency throughout a fast-paced, rather chaotic

work blending the forms of comic picaresque, captivity narrative, ethnogra-

phy, and international travel.
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Part One’s picaresque movement exposes not only the false pretenses but

also the violence of American claims to cultural refinement. Starting by de-

flating in scene after scene Updike’s aristocratic pretensions, it goes on to

show the fallacy and even the brutality of Anglophilic gentility. This particu-

lar characterization is apparent, for example, in the scene where Updike

finds himself challenged to a duel. Having abandoned teaching in rural New

England, Updike embarks on a worldly career in medicine, in which he can

simultaneously act out the role of gentlemanly man of letters. When he in-

advertently insults one of the town’s ladies by writing her an overblown

ode, filled with “all the high sounding epithets of the immortal Grecian

bard” (p. 66), he is forced into the duel. Out of his depth, Updike consults

a colleague and finally realizes the severity of the cultural refinement to

which he has aspired all along:

“You have been bred in yankee land,” replied my fellow student. “Men of

honor are above the common rules of propriety and common sense. This

letter, which is a challenge, bating some little inaccuracies of grammar and

spelling, in substance, I assure you, would not disgrace a man of the highest

honor; and, if Mr. Jasper T— acts as much the man of honor on the wharf as

he has on paper, he will preserve the same style of good breeding and po-

liteness there also. While, with one hand, he, with a deadly lunge, passes

his sword through your lungs, he will take his hat off, with the other, and

bow gracefully to your corpse.”

“Lord deliver me from such politeness,” exclaimed I. “It seems to me, by

your account of things, that the principal difference between a man of

honor and a vulgar murderer is that the latter will kill you in a rage, while

the former will write you complaisant letters, and smile in your face, and

bow gracefully, while he cuts your throat.” (p. 69)

Notwithstanding its comic excesses, the exchange rather cynically com-

ments on the necessity for cultural performance in post-Revolutionary

America.64 Updike begins to realize that these new “circles of polished life”

(p. 65) are not all that he imagined they would be. Indeed, the very distinc-

tion between civilization and barbarity appears to collapse. The superficial

cant, gesture, and intonation of polite culture are nothing but style and ap-

pearances. At these moments, The Algerine Captive does not express so much

specific American fears of British culture as longstanding Anglo-American

anxieties about forms of politeness devoid of sentimental feeling. These ex-

tend at least as far back as the Shaftesburyan project of investing courtly
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forms of politesse, or the art of pleasing, with genuine feeling.65 The problem

of savage refinement, moreover, could take a variety of national and cul-

tural directions. In William Ray, it becomes the means to criticize aristo-

cratic, or “un-American,” barbarity; in Rowson, the “vastly pretty” palace

imprisoning Fetnah highlights the ironies of patriarchal rule; in Tyler, it

deflates American claims to cultural purity.

Yet The Algerine Captive does not simply debunk British manners in order

to safeguard American culture.66 Perhaps revealing the same ambivalence

that runs through Hugh Henry Brackenridge’s Modern Chivalry (1792–1815),

Tyler unveils the equivalent brutality of democratic and aristocratic cultures.

To this end, the novel stylistically oscillates between them. For every jibe at

Updike’s silly pretensions, the novel debunks the backcountry rubes antago-

nizing him. Very rarely do figures like Benjamin Franklin (a man “simple in

his manners and style” [p. 91]) strike the proper balance between the two

extremes. Updike’s subsequent flight to the “liberal, enlightened people”

(p. 94) of the South reveals yet another society where gentility is marked by

violence, most notably during the scenes where the parson beats the slave.

Finally, Updike flees to England as the last refuge of cultural refinement, but

there he finds London’s abject squalor.

The thematic conflation of barbarity and refinement culminates in the Af-

rican slave trade in Part One. As a ship’s surgeon on board the ironically

named Sympathy, Updike soon witnesses the horrors of slavery, denouncing

it in the language of the time: “this infamous, cruel commerce,” “this exe-

crable traffic,” “this inhuman transaction,” a trade based on “wanton bar-

barity” and “the Christian thirst for gold” (pp. 108–112). Here the novelist

begins to trace dual thematic trajectories about the nature of “slavery.” If the

language metaphorizes chattel slavery by emphasizing its cultural ramificat-

ions, it also literalizes Updike’s cultural enslavement by foreshadowing his

future condition.

The novel, then, is not nearly as disjointed as most readers claim: Part

Two’s ethnography of savage refinement echoes and amplifies its earlier the-

matic focus.67 The cultural categories that Tyler brings to bear do not make

Algiers merely a “disturbing reflection” for the United States.68 Rather, his

focus on Islamic despotism raises the problem of how to interpret “culture”

itself. British writings about the Islamic world, like William Guthrie’s A New

System of Modern Geography (reprinted by Carey and consulted by Tyler), em-

phasized the tumultuous nature of despotic forms of government. But The

Algerine Captive addresses its cultural ramifications. During Updike’s enslave-
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ment, the novel consistently emphasizes the apparent paradox that cultural

refinement breeds its own forms of barbarity and violence. “The higher his

rank in society, the further is man removed from nature. Grandeur draws a

circle round the great and often excludes them from the finer feelings of the

heart” (p. 126). In contrast, the wretched slaves, who come from various

nations, nevertheless are knitted together in “fraternal affection” speaking

“the universal language of benevolence” (p. 126).

The cultural dimensions of slavery contribute as well to the novel’s disso-

ciation of race and slavery—and, indeed, to its interrogation of the reliability

of visual, aesthetic signs of race. Updike’s own status as the “white slave” of

course is part of this movement. But even his earlier observations about the

African slave trade unsettle his preconceptions about racial differences. Dur-

ing one scene, when the Sympathy stops at a Portuguese factory on the

Guinea coast, Updike encounters the fluidity of racial boundaries:

The day after our arrival at Cacongo, several Portuguese and Negro mer-

chants, hardly distinguishable however by their manners, employments, or

complexions, came to confer with the captain about the purchase of our

cargo of slaves. . . . To hear these men converse upon the purchase of hu-

man beings with the same indifference, and nearly in the same language, as

if they were contracting for so many head of cattle or swine shocked me ex-

ceedingly. (p. 108)

Notwithstanding his well-known lapses in reliability, Updike is made to con-

front the ambiguity of racial difference. Indeed, the difference in “manners”

and “complexions” is “hardly distinguishable.” European and African slave

traders look alike because they are alike—their mutual participation in the

slave trade reduces them all to “this scene of barbarity.” Race, culture, and

commerce: these categories are woven into one another.

The Algerian captivity further interrogates the racial distinction between

Europeans and Algerians. It is worthwhile noting that the problem of the

unreliability of appearances was certainly a widespread motif in early Bar-

bary captivity literature. Contemporary narratives like The Journal and Suf-

fering of Daniel Saunders (1794) and A Journal, of the Captivity and Sufferings

of John Foss (1798) contain episodes in which their protagonists struggle

unsuccessfully to distinguish between Christians and Muslims. In Peter

Markoe’s The Algerine Spy in Pennsylvania (1787), the protagonist Mehemet

exclaims at the end of Letter XI, “When I survey my person in a mirror, I re-

joice for two reasons: first that I resemble a Christian, and secondly, that I
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am not observed by an Algerine. I have so much the air of a Christian slave

on his first landing at Algiers, that if Fatima were to see me in this dress, I

should risk the loss of her affection.”69 Accounts by William Ray and James

Cathcart take this problem one step further by interrogating Christian iden-

tity; they tell of Neapolitan slaves, for example, cheating their fellow Chris-

tians in blackmarket trading.

Updike similarly tries to interpret the visual signs of racial difference and

to maintain the traditional ethical distinctions between Muslims and Chris-

tians. Both endeavors periodically fail and leave ambiguous results in their

aftermath. Perhaps the most profound probe in this regard is the altercation

between Updike and a renegado, or Christian apostate to Islam. Updike’s ini-

tial impression of him suggests the unreliability of visual markers of dif-

ference:

As I was drooping under my daily task, I saw a young man habited in the

Turkish dress whose clear skin and florid cheek convinced me he was not a

native of the country. Yet his mild air and manners betrayed nothing of

the ferocity of the renegado. The style of his turban pronounced him a

Mahometan; but the look of pity he casts towards the Christian slaves was

entirely inconsistent with the pious hauteur of the Mussulman. (p. 133)

What, then, does it mean to be “native”? Is it a matter of birth or belief? The

subsequent scene, where Updike prepares to see the Mollah, manages to

further question the reliability of the visual and aesthetic marks of racial dif-

ference:

I was then anointed in all parts, which had been exposed to the sun with a

preparation of gum called the balm of Mecca. This application excited a very

uneasy sensation. . . . In twenty-four hours, the sun-browned cuticle peeled

off and left my face, hands, legs, and neck as fair as a child’s of six months

old. This balm the Algerine ladies procure at a great expense and use it as a

cosmetic to heighten their beauty. (p. 137)

First white, then brown, then white again: Updike’s appearance is uncannily

and significantly protean. It prepares him to meet the Mollah, who, we

learn, originally comes from Antioch and was a member of the Greek Ortho-

dox Church. This European-Muslim priest oversees both native Muslims

and European converts like the renegado. The mutations in Updike’s skin

thus suggest not only the instability of such racial designations, but also the
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flexibility of cultural identities subject to conversion. One does not have to

be born but can become a Muslim.

The instability of cultural boundaries—and hierarchies—becomes even

more pronounced during the subsequent debate between Updike and the

Mollah. Here the novel expresses contemporary concerns among antislav-

ery writers about the state of “civilized” and “Christian” identity. The am-

bivalence with which Tyler handles the scene—Updike never really gains

the moral high ground—is consistent with the entire novel’s thematic treat-

ment of slavery. As a former participant in the slave trade, Updike is never

going to win the moral argument with the Mollah, who in effect becomes

the voice speaking against Christian hypocrites. He gets most of the good

lines: “We leave it to the Christians of the West Indies, and Christians of

your southern plantations, to baptize the unfortunate African into your

faith, and then use your brother Christians as brutes of the desert” (p. 142).

His status, moreover, as a convert to Islam challenges the cultural categories

that Updike holds sacred. Embodying both the humanitarian principles of

the European Enlightenment and Islamic theology, the Mollah is a hybrid

figure, defined not by what he is but what he thinks.

The dismantling of this cultural opposition occurs on the level of language

as well. As David Porter has argued, “Commerce emerges as the universal

language of the mercantile age, with its promises of reciprocal advantages

for trading partners, smoothing over the potential for conflict in much the

same way that the schemes for a lingua franca tirelessly promoted by seven-

teenth-century language projectors were to have defused religious discord

in Europe.”70 At first Updike is obtuse to such a concept. Earlier in the novel,

while visiting London, he criticized the lack of racial and cultural purity

there: “A motley race in whose mongrel veins runs the blood of all nations;

speaking with pointed contempt of the fat burgomaster of Amsterdam, the

cheerful French peasant, the hardy tiller of the Swiss cantons, and the inde-

pendent farmer of America” (p. 99). This forecasts his repugnance for the

absence of linguistic purity in Algiers, which supposedly confirms their sav-

age state: “I had by this time acquired some knowledge of their language, if

language it could be called which bade defiance to modes and tenses, ap-

pearing to be the shreds and clippings of all the tongues, dead and living,

ever spoken since the creation” (p. 144). Yet he immediately admits the his-

torical and commercial context behind this linguistic hodge-podge, recog-

nizing that the “LINGUA FRANCA” of the Mediterranean arises from “the

awkward endeavors of the natives to converse with strangers from all parts
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of the world” (p. 144). Hence this pastiche language is the sign not of cul-

tural barbarity but of a Mediterranean cosmopolitanism, which itself resists

reduction to simplistic racial and cultural categories. When Updike admits,

“I the more readily acquired this jargon as it contained Latin derivatives”

(p. 144), he begins to recognize how languages, like cultures, engage in

complex processes of reciprocal exchange.

Updike’s insights, however, are ephemeral at best. Like the works by

James Wilson Stevens and Mathew Carey, this “Sketch of the History of the

Algerines” asserts American political and cultural superiority in the midst of

the political crisis in North Africa. Updike blames the Algerians “for the con-

stant violation of the laws of nations and humanity” (p. 166), and he further

upbraids the “avarice and rapacity of a people who live by plunder” (p. 167).

Yet Tyler undermines this smugness by suggesting that, as Updike admits,

western Europe might have defeated the Muslim world in the Mediterra-

nean, except that “the narrow politics of Europe seek an individual not a

common good” (p. 166). The base fact of commercial self-interest crosses

national, cultural, and racial borders. By universalizing this theme, the

novel reveals its skeptical outlook on le doux commerce:

Whoever turns the pages of history with profit will perceive that sordid pas-

sion is the impulse of action to the greatest states. Commercial states are

also actuated by avarice, a passion still more baneful in its effects. . . . Hence

it is, that while every European power is solicitous to enrich and aggrandize

itself, it can never join in any common project. . . . Hence it is that Christian

states, instead of uniting to vindicate their insulted faith, join the cross and

the crescent in unholy alliance, and form degrading treaties with piratical

powers. (p. 189)

The thematic preoccupation with “piratical” commerce supports an ironic

reading of its heavily patriotic conclusion. Because of the uneven reliability

of its narrator, it is difficult to ascertain his moral progress by the time he re-

turns to “the freest country in the universe” (p. 224). While Rowson recast

such patriotic cant in context of the reconstituted Anglo-American family,

Tyler shadows nationalist enthusiasm with the specter of the African slave

trade. The route by which Updike returns to the United States subtly maps

out the history of the slave trade—or at least major points of Euro-American

participation in it. During his final captivity on board a Tunisian vessel,

Updike wants more than anything to find a “Christian coast” (p. 222). His

final journey takes him through Port Logos, Portugal, Bristol, England, and
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the Chesapeake Bay. Extolling the virtues of America as a newly “free” man,

Updike, once enslaved, unknowingly reminds readers of the moral inconsis-

tency of lamenting the Muslim enslavement of American citizens. His story,

in Tyler’s hands, suggests the unintended—indeed unholy—similarities be-

tween the crescent and the cross.

“The Most Enlightened People under the Sun”

During the Tripolitan War, Washington Irving made use of the genre of Ori-

ental letters in his early literary career to make satirical critiques of the place

of cultural refinement in post-Revolutionary America. Published in twenty

installments over the course of 1807–8, Salmagundi, or the Whim-Whams and

Opinions of Launcelot Langstaff, Esq. And Others represents the collaboration of

Irving, his brother William, and his brother-in-law, James Kirke Paulding.

The work generally parodies the style of the Addisonian periodical essay in

order to, as William Hedges noted long ago, “demolish the pretensions of

[New York] city’s polite society.”71 Salmagundi—a “hash,” or hodge-podge,

of social and political commentary—makes complex satirical use of various

contemporaries through such figures as Launcelot Langstaff, Anthony Ever-

green, Will Wizard, and Mustapha Rub-a-Dub Keli Khan, a Tripolitan cap-

tive on parole in New York. The literary precedents for the Mustapha letters

include Lady Mary Wortley Montague’s Letters, Montesquieu’s Persian Letters,

and Oliver Goldsmith’s The Citizen of the World. The genre provides an out-

sider’s perspective filled with innocent, deadpan observations, which easily

expose the pretensions of civilized society. Indeed, its manipulation of point

of view matches its thematic concerns with the complex and uneasy rela-

tions between civilization and barbarity. In this way, Salmagundi does not

merely debunk cultural foibles but creatively antagonizes its audience’s cul-

tural assumptions.

This view of Salmagundi demands some reconsideration of Irving as a

transatlantic literary figure. In the early national period, it was Irving who in

The Sketch-Book (1819–20) attempted to broker cultural compromises be-

tween national aspirations and British tastes. Critics tend to represent Irving

as either the genteel Anglophile (the un-American writer compared, say, to

Melville), or the displaced romantic American wanderer, finding himself

“adrift in the old world.”72 Either image makes Irving the representative ex-

ample of the development of a national literature.73 Below, I want to recon-

sider Salmagundi transatlantically—that is, to think about Irving’s thematic
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concerns in light of antislavery’s preoccupation with the cultural terms of

enslavement. Salmagundi satirizes modern society by linking cosmopolitan

and provincial mentalities as well as the categories of refinement and bar-

barity.

Even its style accomplishes this end. The Mustapha letters conflate Chris-

tian and Muslim discourses as a way of blurring cultural boundaries. One

might even compare Salmagundi to one its major generic antecedents, Oliver

Goldsmith’s The Citizen of the World: in the first passage below, from Gold-

smith, the Chinese narrator, Lien Chi Altangi, compares British and Oriental

dramatic cultures; in the second passage, Irving’s persona of Mustapha ex-

poses the corruption of democratic politics.

The English are as fond of seeing plays acted as the Chinese; but there is a

vast difference in the manner of conducting them. We play our pieces in the

open air, the English theirs under cover; we act by day-light, they by the

blaze of torches. One of our plays continues eight or ten days successively;

an English piece seldom takes up above four hours in the representation.74

I was surprised to observe a bashaw, high in office, shaking a fellow by

the hand, that looked rather more ragged, than a scare-crow, and inquiring

with apparent solicitude concerning the health of his family; after which he

slipped a little folded paper into his hand and turned away. I could not help

applauding his humility in shaking the fellow’s hand, and his benevolence

in relieving his distresses. . . . My friend, however, soon undeceived me by

saying that this was an elector, and the bashaw had merely given him the

list of candidates, for whom he was to vote.75

Both samples obviously employ the foreign observer as a means for cultural

analysis and, most often, cultural critique. Yet their rhetorical styles mark-

edly differ. Goldsmith’s persona works contrapuntal tensions within an

overall rhetorical equilibrium. The semicolons are syntactic markers that

maintain clear cultural distinctions. This is a comparative analysis. Its rhe-

torical balance, moreover, suggests the theme of cultural equivalence, since

syntax literally and figuratively puts the two groups on even ground. This

enables readers to see themselves in a larger context while keeping a safe

enough distance from Oriental people and practice. Irving, however, de-

stroys such a tidy comparative format. He merges the two cultures in this in-

cident of the American “bashaw” engaged in modern-day electioneering.

Irving’s language collapses cultural boundaries, albeit humorously. Some-

American Slaves in North Africa 117



times sardonic, sometimes innocent, this writerly voice intentionally (on

Irving’s part) undermines the categorical distinctions between American

and Muslim (or “Mussulman”) cultures. It happens everywhere: New York

City’s “stupendous mosques,” “a small bashaw [dressed] in yellow and

gold,” the superior man who must, “like the idolatrous Egyptian,” worship

the “wallowing” mob, the “magi” of professional gamblers, and so forth.

The effect is to violate that distance that Goldsmith preserves, to disrupt the

immediate audience’s cultural sensibility.

One wonders what actually distinguishes barbarous from enlightened na-

tions, since, as Mustapha concludes, “in all nations, barbarous or enlight-

ened, the mass of the people, the mob, must be slaves, or they will be ty-

rants” (p. 195). Critics of the early Irving recognize his antidemocratic, if not

exactly Federalist (for he was a Burr Republican for a while) politics. Yet

Irving’s works may be read as well for their concerns for the foibles of aristo-

cratic society. Certainly, his private writings often demonstrate the desire to

repossess the very meaning of manners from the extremes of cultural over-

refinement. During his early travels in Europe between 1804 and 1806,

Irving’s journal reveals all the features one might expect from a jejune so-

journer in Europe: sublime and picturesque landscapes, the fascination with

historical relics, and the frustrations of foreign travel. But Irving’s fascina-

tion with the manifestations of culture throughout Europe is tempered by

anxieties over both the violent legacy of the French Revolution and the de-

pravity of aristocratic culture, as in this comment:

I confess my american notions of delicacy & propriety are not sufficiently

conquered for me to view this shameless exposure of their persons without

sentiments bordering on disgust. . . . As to the men they all profess much

gallantry and libertinism and often accuse themselves of being far more ex-

travagant in this respect than I am convinced they really are. The keeping of

a Mistress is considered a matter of course & of consequence, nothing ill is

thought of it. . . . When I first arrived at Bordeaux I understood hardly a

word of the language, I was of course advised immediately to apply myself

to the study. I told my advisers that I had taken a French master—“very

good, very good,” was the reply, “but you must take a French mistress also.”

An old gentleman of much respectability, to whom I was introduced gave

me similar counsel. . . . As to the advice that has been so liberally bestowed

upon me, I have been too headstrong to attend to it, and have endeavored

to keep the morals I brought with me from america as untainted as possible
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from foreign profligacy. . . . You have heard no doubt much of french polite-

ness and I’ll assure you if politeness consists in bows and scrapes and compli-

ments and professions of friendship & rapture at seeing you and proffers of

service &c &c &c they are the most polite people under the sun.—But if po-

liteness consists more in actions than words & promises, I must confess are very

deficient in it.76

Irving’s fear of contracting syphilis exceeds the boundaries of metaphor. In-

deed, the importance he invests in maintaining his American health puts

him on his guard against the Old World’s moral and bodily pathogens. In

this case, the journal’s persona comes close to Geoffrey Crayon’s skittishness

about bodily contact. The prospect of sexual pleasure segues into the danger

of barbarity of aristocratic politesse. He glosses the larger message of Salma-

gundi, and his comment also resembles Tyler’s satirical concerns. Both wish

to distinguish manners from mere politeness. The passage above accom-

plishes this by contrasting European social surfaces with the substance of

American morality.

Salmagundi argues that cosmopolitan New York has culturally over-

reached itself. Irving employs the genre’s traditional tactics of using the per-

sona of a cultural outsider to unsettle the stability of what his Mustapha

mockingly calls “‘the most enlightened people under the sun’” (p. 262). The

cultural meditations the letters provide often turn on the matter of taste. In

Salmagundi XVI (15 October 1807), for example, the satire exposes the pub-

lic dinner in honor of “great men.” As Mustapha complains to his friend

Asem, instead of building monuments to the deceased, Americans gorge

themselves in honor of the living. Why honor the dead, they figure, when

the dead can’t hear anyway? “The barbarous nations of antiquity immolated

human victims to the memory of their lamented dead, but the enlightened

Americans offer up whole hecatombs of geese and calves, and oceans of

wine in honoring the illustrious living; and the patriot has the felicity of

hearing from every quarter the vast exploits in gluttony and reveling that

have been celebrated to the glory of his name” (p. 262). In a rather Swiftian

move, reminiscent of “A Modest Proposal,” Irving figures consumption itself

as the means by which this society devours itself.

Salmagundi XVIII’s subject of female fashion locates this cultural problem

within a gender-specific arena of national manners. Like the contemporary

antislavery assault upon the tea table, the place where women of leisure

consumed West Indian “blood sugar,” Irving assumes women’s right—or
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duty—of moral and cultural stewardship.77 Accordingly, he has Mustapha

debunk this ideal—American women are simply “beautiful barbarians” and

“lovely savages” (pp. 284–285). Whereas Tyler deflates the social preten-

sions of backcountry rubes aping European manners (recall the folk dialect

of the letter challenging Updike to a duel), Irving more openly plays games

with the very category of civilization. “We have heard much of their paint-

ing themselves most hideously, and making use of bear’s-grease in great pro-

fusion; but this, I solemnly assure thee, is a misrepresentation, civilization,

no doubt, having gradually extirpated these nauseous practices” (p. 285).

Through its deadpan voice, Salmagundi interrogates the assumptions behind

historical progress, suggesting the moment where modernity bends back-

ward, so to speak, where civilization becomes savagery, and where the foun-

dations for stable cultural categories are all but lost.

The persona of Mustapha only amplifies these ambiguities. His inconsis-

tencies, his capacity for both rational analysis and cultural myopia, heighten

the satirical effects that are themselves founded on the thematic equivalence

between refinement and barbarity. Even as Mustapha decries “the shame-

less and abandoned exposure” (p. 285) of New York’s fashionable women,

he is still a dope-smoking polygamist, pining for his “three-and-twenty

wives” (p. 289), an epistolary observer whom Irving’s audience surely

would have found suspect, if not barbaric. Salmagundi thus reverses the rhe-

torical design of the American Barbary captivity narrative. Rather than stag-

ing a civilized narrator captive in a presumably savage place, it provides an

inconsistently barbaric narrator captive in a society riding the fine line be-

tween politeness and barbarity. Salmagundi works so well satirically because

it exposes the unreliability of those cultural categories upon which war and

captivity literatures were founded. It also refuses to employ the British as a

way of redeeming national manners—rather it brings the political trope of

the “Savage Briton” home to roost. American barbarians differ little from

“the barbarians of the British island” (pp. 292, 233). Asking readers to think

simultaneously within and beyond national boundaries, Salmagundi refuses

to reduce culture to politics and manners to the patriotic nation.

The literature of Barbary captivity literalizes the theme of cultural enslave-

ment that pervades antislavery writing during this era. As Brissot de

Warville argued, “slavery most infallibly debases at once, the master and the

slave.”78 The argument derived largely from Montesquieu’s emphasis upon

cultural and moral enslavement in L’Esprit des Lois (1748), arguing that the
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master “contracts with his slave all sorts of bad habits, insensibly accustoms

himself to want all moral virtues; becomes haughty, hasty, hard-hearted,

passionate, voluptuous and cruel.”79 Jefferson recapitulated the argument

in the famous (or infamous) Query XIV of Notes on the State of Virginia (1785).

Yet the actual bodily captivity that Americans endured in North Africa func-

tioned in this particular kind of antislavery literature as a cultural crisis. This

literature dwells on the excesses of British and Muslim cultures while situ-

ating America somewhere safely between them. In A Poem on the Happiness

of America (1790), David Humphreys articulated this fantasy of a “golden

mean” of cultural refinement:

No feudal ties the rising genius mar,

Compel to servile toils, or drag to war;

But, free, each youth his fav’rite course pursues,

The plough paternal, or the sylvan muse.

For here exists, once more, th’Arcadian scene,

Those simple manners, and that golden mean:

Here holds society in its middle stage,

Between too rude and too refin’d an age;

Far from that age, when not a gleam of light

The dismal darkness cheer’d of gothic night,

From brutal rudeness of that savage state—

As from refinements which o’erwhelm the great,

Those dissipations which their bliss annoy,

And blast and poison each domestic joy.80

The interplay between bodily and cultural forms of enslavement becomes

all the more important in the literature of the eighteenth-century Black

Atlantic. Rhetorically, this often involves the complexity of the register for

redemption. Remember that in Slaves in Algiers Rebecca’s possession of

Hassan’s bills of exchange places her in the awkward position of having to

redeem both these notes and her daughter Olivia’s freedom. This image

brings to mind the brutal irony of slavery, which reduces liberty and human-

ity to marketable commodities. It also places the white American slave in the

closest possible resemblance during this era to those African slaves held in

the United States and the West Indies.
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C H A P T E R 4

Liberty, Slavery, and

Black Atlantic Autobiography

Many of us are men of property, for the security of which, we have

hitherto looked to the laws of our blessed state, but should this be-

come a law, our property is jeopardized, since the same power which

can expose to sale an unfortunate fellow creature, can wrest from

him those estates, which years of honest industry have accumu-

lated.

—James Forten, Letters From a Man of Colour on a Late Bill Before the Senate

of Pennsylvania (1813)

What has not been recognized is how early and how significantly

the poor and disadvantaged participated in writing their selves. . . .

By writing themselves onto the public stage, they too were making a

public claim to newly recognized rights.

—Mechal Sobel, “The Revolution in Selves: Black and White Inner

Aliens” (1997)

In examining the literary and cultural dynamics of the com-

mercial jeremiad from a variety of sources and genres, I argued that Anglo-

American antislavery literature directly considered the relations between

commercial exchange and enlightened culture. In this chapter I maintain

that historical focus on culture, looking specifically at the autobiographical

writing of eighteenth-century black subjects—historical figures within what

Paul Gilroy influentially has called the “Black Atlantic.”1

I want to begin by considering the language of Benjamin Banneker, a free

African American living in Maryland who was well known as an able math-

ematician, astronomer, and producer of almanacs. His famous letter to Sec-

retary of State Thomas Jefferson was published in 1792, along with Jeffer-

son’s reply, and a short testimony to Banneker’s character written by the

Maryland politician James McHenry. As William L. Andrews has observed,
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the most interesting rhetorical feature of the letter is Banneker’s strategic

manipulation of persona.2 Banneker begins humbly enough: “SIR: I am

fully sensible of the greatness of that freedom which I take with you on the

present occasion, a liberty which seemed to me scarcely allowable, when I

reflected on that distinguished and dignified station in which you stand, and

the most general prejudice and prepossession, which is so prevalent in the

world against those of my complexion.”3

But then his tone changes altogether. Making good use of the language of

the Declaration of Independence (1776)—a common strategy in the antislavery

literature of this period—Banneker turns Jefferson the famous author into

Jefferson the chastened reader. This move exposes the dissonance between

American principles and practice, which at once establishes Banneker’s au-

thority and opens the way to interrogating the res (or “race”) publica.

Sir, I freely and cheerfully acknowledge that I am of the African race, and in

that color which is natural to them of the deepest dye; and it is under a

sense of the most profound gratitude to the Supreme Ruler of the Universe

that I now confess to you that I am not under that state of tyrannical thrall-

dom and inhuman captivity to which many of my brethren are doomed,

but that I have abundantly tasted of the fruition of those blessings, which

proceed from that free and unequalled liberty with which you are favored;

and which, I hope, you will willingly allow you have mercifully received

from the immediate hand of that Being from whom proceedeth every good

and perfect gift.4

Let us pause here over the ambiguity of Banneker’s language. As he pro-

claims himself to be a free man, what is the meaning of the phrase “free and

unequalled liberty”? Both Banneker and Jefferson would appear to enjoy its

“blessings.” Yet the phrase suggests the paradoxes of liberty and equality in

the republic that Jefferson helped to author, himself against slavery yet a

slave owner. If the “unequalled liberty” of the republic has no peer because

of its origins in “the Supreme Ruler of the Universe,” then the two men,

theoretically, are equal.

Banneker surely knows this is not the case. So does Jefferson. But the rhe-

torical possibility of raising such a claim is important, for it highlights the

contingent meanings of such words as “liberty” and “equality” that were

empowering for eighteenth-century black writing. My argument maintains

that the rise of liberal society was not necessarily inimical to the blacks’ lan-

guage of identity politics. In contrast, Gilroy argues that the “rational, scien-
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tific, and enlightened Euro-American thought” emerging in the eighteenth

century functioned as the ideological source of modern “terror” for Black

Atlantic writers. Indeed, the very construct of the Black Atlantic is meant to

displace the modern categories of “race” and “nation” that subtly codify

“the supposedly primitive outlook of prehistorical, cultureless, and bestial

Africans.”5 Gilroy likely would read Banneker as an example of the “politics

of fulfillment” as opposed to the “politics of transfiguration”: “The politics of

fulfillment is mostly content to play occidental rationality at its own game. It

necessitates a hermeneutic orientation that can assimilate the semiotic, ver-

bal, and textual. The politics of transfiguration strives in pursuit of the sub-

lime, struggling to repeat the unrepeatable, to present the unpresentable.”6

Similarly, Saidiya Hartman has argued that “Liberalism, in general, and

rights discourse in particular, assure entitlements and privileges as they en-

able and efface elemental forms of domination primarily because of the

atomistic portrayal of social relations, the inability to address collective in-

terests and needs, and the sanctioning of subordination and the free reign of

prejudice in the construction of the social or the private.”7

Historians tend to agree. Ira Berlin, for example, points out that “On the

one hand, [white Americans] condemned newly freed slaves as dissolute

wastrels whose unrestrained exuberance for freedom would reduce them to

the penury they deserved. On the other hand, they mocked those who

strove for respectability as feckless imposters whose ill-fitting periwigs and

pretentious oratory would elicit the ridicule they deserved.”8 Post-Revolu-

tionary New Englanders, as Joanne Pope Melish has argued, meant to con-

tain African Americans during the era of gradual emancipation. This era

generally left them in a social abyss somewhere between being “freed” and

truly “free.” New forms of social control “produced two overlapping dis-

courses that rendered free people of color categorical rather than individ-

ual: abolitionist discourse, which identified them with slaves as a class of

undifferentiated objects of compassion and charity; and master/employer

discourse, which identified them with slaves, a class of undifferentiated ob-

jects of ownership and entitlement.”9

I propose a more flexible relation between the formation of liberal culture

and the formation of black autobiographical identities. The social-historical

contexts for changes in the meanings of “liberty” and “rights” enrich the

rhetorical possibilities for creative agency of black subjects, a fact that at

once registers and unsettles the “color line.”10

This is particularly intriguing for autobiographies that were not written
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but only related by black subjects. In this chapter I focus on two of them, A

Narrative of the Lord’s Wonderful Dealings with John Marrant, a Black (1785),

and A Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Venture, a Native of Africa (1798).

Because of the power dynamics informing the collaborative production of

these early autobiographies, critics tend to view them suspiciously.11 But,

more recently, others have challenged traditional critiques of collaborative

autobiography. As Robert Desrochers, Jr. has argued, “But in assuming that

whites consciously and effectively silenced the voices of the first black narra-

tors, scholars too often limit themselves in search of a ‘true’ black voice of ir-

reconcilable and discernible difference.”12 The works of Marrant and Smith

fit the category of Anglo-American antislavery writing as well as contempo-

rary black writing like The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano,

or Gustavus Vassa, the African, Written by Himself (1789). These collaborative

autobiographies involved complex negotiations of language between black

subjects and Anglo-American editors that neither erased nor fully liberated

the rhetorical agency of black subjects.13

Distinctions of Rank and Condition

During the late eighteenth century, social and political movements in both

British America and Europe put pressure upon traditional notions of the ex-

tent of individual liberties. As Gordon Wood has argued, the American Rev-

olution helped to transform a monarchical society into a republican one,

thereby providing the social and political conditions for the subsequent de-

velopment of democratic life. Replacing monarchical systems of patronage

and deference with republican bonds of benevolence and gratitude, the Rev-

olution significantly softened traditional norms for patriarchal authority.

“Throughout the eighteenth-century Anglo-American world, traditional

authority was brought into question. Personal and social relations were not

working properly. The social hierarchy seemed less natural, less ordained by

God, and more man-made, more arbitrary. . . . Leaders lost some of their

aura of mystery and sacredness. Subordinates and inferiors felt more inde-

pendent, more free, than they had in the past.”14 Wood’s concept of a “radi-

cal” Revolution does not, however, account for the relatively unchanged

position of African Americans, Native Americans, and American women or

take seriously the historical agency of these disenfranchised groups. My ar-

gument takes up this issue of agency in the context of language and identity.

The sentimentalization of social and political authority was commensu-
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rate with important changes that took place in the United States between

the Revolution and the early antebellum period. As many important histori-

cal studies of this era have shown, this period witnessed numerous develop-

ments that we associate with modernity: the expansion of the economy,

particularly in agricultural products; the beginnings of industrial capitalism;

the increase in the population and the increasing demographic movements

into different regions; and, finally, the growth of cities, particularly commer-

cial ports along the eastern seacoast. These changes influenced public de-

bates about political economy, which included the emergent view “extolling

voluntarism, free will, and the harmony of unfettered economic agents in a

web of free markets.”15

The unsettling effects of such change inform David Brion Davis’s influen-

tial interpretation that antislavery was driven by fundamental concerns for

social stability and labor discipline. “By the eighteenth century, however,

profound social changes, particularly those connected with the rise of new

classes and new economic interests in Britain and America, created an audi-

ence hospitable to antislavery ideology.”16 Rejecting Marxist understandings

of capitalist ideology, Davis summarizes the historical complexity of anti-

slavery principles:

The antislavery movement . . . reflected the needs and values of the emerg-

ing capitalist order. . . . [It] appealed, of course, to the highest ideals of man.

Yet the very effectiveness of ideals requires a certain blindness to their social

power and social consequences. They must be taken as pure and transcen-

dent, free of ambiguous implication. Thus for abolitionists it was unthink-

able that an attack on a specific system of labor and domination might also

validate other forms of oppression and test the boundaries of legitimate re-

form. . . . Antislavery not only reflected the needs and tensions of a transi-

tional social system, but provided a new conceptual and categorical frame-

work that imposed its own “logic” on events. . . . In a more positive sense,

[abolitionists] succeeded in making a sincere humanitarianism an integral

part of class ideology, and thus of British culture.17

Notwithstanding the problematic notion of the “blindness” of abolitionism

to its own interests, the argument situates antislavery politics within larger

cultural questions about the nature of free labor and even freedom itself.

For early antislavery writers, these questions extended to the prospect of

emancipated African slaves. Put another way, antislavery priorities about so-

cial order and labor discipline define the rhetorical shape and ideological
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boundaries of black freedom. Before discussing their narratives, I want to

situate Marrant and Smith in context of these contemporary discourses of

Anglo-American antislavery. They help to focus the social project of early

black writing.

One way Anglo-American antislavery managed widespread anxieties

about free blacks was to emphasize the importance of such virtues as labor

and industry. There is no little irony in observing that the very same virtues

antislavery emphasized to establish the full humanity of Africans were used

to illustrate the intimidating prospect of free Africans in the western hemi-

sphere. Both Anthony Benezet and Thomas Clarkson, for example, insisted

upon the capacity of Africans to labor industriously, although they admitted

the climate and conditions in Africa had precluded its absolute necessity.

“Africans, by proper encouragement, can be brought into habits of labour.”18

When considering emancipation, Benezet pushed the argument to assuage

contemporary fears about “free” blacks: “If, under proper regulations, lib-

erty was proclaimed through the colonies, the Negroes, from dangerous,

grudging, half-fed slaves, might become able, willing-minded laborers.”19 In

a letter to Benezet, Granville Sharp praised plans for gradual emancipation

in the Spanish colonies, which encouraged slaves to work in order to buy

their freedom: “This is such encouragement to industry, that even the most

indolent are tempted to exert themselves.—Men who have thus worked out

their freedom are enured to the labor of the Country and are certainly the

most useful subjects that a Colony can acquire.”20

Notwithstanding, then, the connections between natural rights and Afri-

can humanity, Anglo-American antislavery strictly construed black freedom

to accord with traditional social hierarchies. This is apparent, for example, in

the Scottish philosopher John Millar’s argument against slavery in The Origin

of the Distinction of Ranks (1771). Recognizing that the spirit of Christianity

“softened the rigours” of slavery, Millar nevertheless emphasized that “it

does not seem to have been the intention of Christianity to alter the civil

rights of mankind, or to abolish those distinctions of rank which were al-

ready established. There is no precept of the gospel by which the authority

of the master is in any respect restrained or limited.” Such selective exegesis

registers the larger cultural project in this era of associating Christianity with

enlightened civilization while maintaining the legitimacy of hierarchical so-

cial structure.

The antislavery pulpit particularly manifested these concerns. Having wit-

nessed slavery for decades in the British West Indies, James Ramsay railed
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against the brutality of the planters there, but affirmed the “natural inequal-

ity, or diversity, which prevails among men that fits them for society.”21 As

he saw it, “social servitude” existed even in the “freest state.” The dissenting

minister Joseph Priestley similarly declared in an antislavery sermon, “At

the same time we justly think that every man is a great and exalted being . . .

we consider all distinctions among men as temporary, calculated for the ulti-

mate benefit of all; and consequently that it is for the interest of the lower

orders, as well as the highest, that such a subordination should exist.”22 Sim-

ilarly, across the Atlantic Jedidiah Morse instructed an audience in Boston’s

African Meeting House, celebrating in 1808 the abolition of the slave trade

that, “Distinctions of rank and condition in life are requisite to the perfec-

tion of the social state. There must be rulers and subjects, masters and ser-

vants, rich and poor. The human body is not perfect without all its members,

some of which are more honourable than others; so it is with the body poli-

tic. There is nevertheless a kind of equality among the members; all are

free.”23 Moreover, Morse shows a rhetorical self-consciousness about the dan-

gerously ambiguous discourses of “freedom”—that is, he worries that some

African Americans might make liberty “a cloak for licentiousness.”24 If slav-

ery once debilitated African American morals, freedom might do so as well.25

What kind of freedom was meant? The interpretive range of such a ques-

tion underlies the rhetorical self-consciousness that early black writings

about liberty and slavery demonstrate. Before turning to Marrant’s Narra-

tive, I want to examine two notable examples of the enabling effects this pe-

riod’s semantic elasticity helped to create in early black writing. This feature

makes the theme of liberty highly performative. In 1813, before the African

Methodist Episcopal Church in New York, George Lawrence celebrated the

anniversary of the abolition of the slave trade. After condemning the slave

trade, Lawrence turns to subject of liberty:

In all ages of the world . . . we behold mankind worshipping at the shrine of

liberty, and willingly sacrificing their all in pursuit of that fair goddess. We

behold the rational man walk undauntedly in the very jaws of death to re-

tain his liberty; he surmounts all difficulties; wades through all dangers; i.e.,

industriously climbs the rough and craggy mount, and undauntedly leaps

forth from its lofty and dangerous precipice if he but beholds the most dis-

tant gleams of liberty.26

The passage almost secularizes the Christian trope of salvation—indeed, the

phrase “distant gleams of liberty” suggests ambiguous meanings for one’s
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rise in (or above) the world. Its rhetorical power lies in its uncertainties.

What kind of salvation does Lawrence mean? How far does the desire for

liberty actually go? These same tensions and questions inform the eulogy

that the African American minister Peter Williams gave a few years later for

the famous maritime merchant Paul Cuffe. Like Venture Smith, Cuffe was a

commercial success story in his day, a model for the self-made entrepreneur.

As Williams noted, this “son of a poor African” succeeded “by his own inde-

fatigable exertions” in “the pursuits of commerce.”27 Cuffe is “one who,

from a state of poverty, ignorance, and obscurity, through a host of dif-

ficulties, and with an unsullied conscience, by the native energy of his mind,

has elevated himself to wealth, to influence, to respectability, and hon-

our.”28 The eulogy does not merely defend commercial behavior in light of

aristocratic traditions of gentlemanly honor; it praises the kind of commer-

cial ventures that afford an “unsullied conscience” and that, by implication,

demarcate the boundaries of black entrepreneurial individualism. Cuffe,

says Williams, refused to engage in the African slave trade. “O! that all

Christian traders had been actuated by a similar spirit.”29

Righteous Labor

The genre of black autobiography emerged during an era in which anti-

slavery culture interpreted the crucial concepts of liberty and slavery in gen-

erally conservative ways. The context of antislavery culture highlights the

thematic emphasis that John Marrant places upon “mastery” in the Narra-

tive. Although the evidentiary record of Marrant’s biography is thin, the Nar-

rative recounts the story of a “free” black boy who very soon in life pushed at

the boundaries of autonomy and identity. Marrant moved from New York

with his mother to Florida, and then to Georgia, before he was sent at age

eleven to live with his sister in Charleston. There he was meant to learn a re-

spectable trade and make a life for himself. Smitten at the age of fourteen by

the preaching of the famous minister George Whitefield, a prominent figure

in much of early Black Atlantic writing, Marrant was converted to evangeli-

cal Methodism. He then wandered in the wilderness, evangelizing among

the Cherokee, before returning to Charleston sometime in the early 1770s.

Supposedly impressed into the British navy during the Revolutionary War,

Marrant eventually ended up in London, where he embraced the Calvinistic

Methodism of the Huntingdonian Connexion. (The Countess of Huntington

was Whitefield’s correspondent as well as Phillis Wheatley’s literary patron.)

Black Atlantic Autobiography 129



Later, Marrant was ordained a Methodist minister at the Huntingdonian

chapel in Bath. Soon thereafter, the Huntingdonians sent him on an evan-

gelical mission to Nova Scotia, where, as Marrant’s Journal shows, he suf-

fered from ill health, sectarian hostility from Wesleyan Methodists, and

poor funding.30 Marrant made his way to Boston where he preached to

Prince Hall’s African Masonic Lodge. He soon returned to London and died

in 1790.

The Narrative was first published in 1785 as a Methodist spiritual autobi-

ography, and, as its numerous reprintings attest, was a literary success. In-

deed, the collaborative work that arises from the relation between Marrant

and English minister William Aldridge represents him as a version of the ar-

chetypal Christian in The Pilgrim’s Progress, who must lose his unconverted

family in order to find himself. As Aldridge asks in the Preface, “Were the

power, grace, and providence of God ever more eminently displayed, than

in the conversion, success, and deliverances of John Marrant?”31 The Narra-

tive employs the conventions of this brand of Protestant conversion: the

saint’s emotional upheaval and debilitating guilt, the operative power of

Whitefield’s stentorian voice, the contrite sinner’s physical illness, his spiri-

tual itinerancy in the wilderness, and the typological identifications that

include Paul, Daniel, the ancient Israelites, and Luke’s account of the Prodi-

gal Son.

No wonder, then, that critics emphasize the Narrative’s religious structure

of “rebirth and resurrection.”32 Recent readings of Marrant recognize the so-

cial and political importance that Methodist-evangelical cultures lend to this

structure. Nancy Ruttenberg has argued that “The revolutionary self of the

Whitefieldian convert was distinguished first and foremost by the aggressive

uncontainability of his or her speech, underwritten by the reconceptual-

ization of the self as a pure conduit for the expression of God’s will.”33 Not-

withstanding the Narrative’s religious contexts and implications, its capacity

to thematize multiple meanings of liberty both depends upon and far out-

strips its evangelical design. Marrant rebels against social and political au-

thority long before he meets Whitefield or undergoes conversion. The Nar-

rative explores what it means to be free in eighteenth-century British

America by emphasizing Marrant’s social dependence in a milieu where the

brutality of chattel slavery and indentured servitude often resembled one

another.34

Structurally, the theme of self-mastery emerges through a crucial series of

youthful rebellions meant to show the dynamics of personal independence.
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The issue turns on the deeper one about control over one’s labor. In its his-

torical context, the Narrative actually reveals a high degree of self-conscious-

ness about the necessity of property to independent identity. This is why

Marrant’s ensuing musical career means much more (or something in addi-

tion to) the spiritual autobiographical convention of first portraying the

saint’s descent into iniquity.35 Music serves as the trope for both black voice

and black labor.

[A]s I was walking one day, I passed by a school, and heard music and danc-

ing, which took my fancy very much, and I felt a strong inclination to learn

the music. I went home, and informed my sister, that I had rather learn to

play upon music than go to a trade. She told me she could do nothing in it,

until she had acquainted my mother with my desire. [My mother] per-

suaded me much against it, but her persuasions were fruitless. Disobedience

to God or man, being one of the first fruits of sin, grew out from me in early

buds. Finding I was set upon it, and resolved to learn nothing else, she

agreed to it, and went with me to speak to the man, and to settle upon the

best terms with him she could. He insisted upon twenty pounds currency,

which was paid, and I was engaged to stay with him eighteen months, and

my mother to find me everything during that time. (p. 112)

In this scene, Marrant’s resistance to the dependence of indentured servi-

tude is commensurate with his resistance to parental authority. Indeed, his

mother becomes one of Marrant’s autobiographical foils, since she suffers

from both spiritual malaise and economic ineptitude. The allusion, then, to

Proverbs 10:16 (“The labour of the righteous tendeth to life; the fruit of the

wicked to sin”) maps out the path to salvation for autobiographical subject,

editor, and implied Methodist reader. More obliquely, it suggests the worldly

means to independence.

This is all the more significant in light of the changing social and religious

contexts that inform the language of Marrant’s Narrative. Joyce Appleby has

argued that the disruptions to traditional “community-oriented societies” in

mid-eighteenth-century colonial America made young men especially hy-

persensitive to the state of dependence: “To be dependent in a society of

interdependence was quite a different thing from being dependent or fear-

ing dependence in a society in which institutions no longer integrated peo-

ple’s lives into a satisfying social order.”36 If these changing social conditions

begin to suggest the Narrative’s self-consciousness about personal indepen-

dence, there were also important changes taking place at this time in British-
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American Methodism that further explain the rhetoric used in the Narrative

to express such uncertainty and desire. Historians recently have emphasized

how the commercial and consumption revolutions of the eighteenth cen-

tury significantly transformed evangelical religion in general and Method-

ism in particular. A number of factors—the expansion of evangelical print

culture, greater activity in the transatlantic book trade, the increase of ad-

vertising within religious reading materials, the revolutionary changes in

habits of consumption of commercial goods—both commercialized and pop-

ularized evangelical religion.37 Religious hymnals, psalters, sermons, theo-

logical tracts, and spiritual narratives increasingly became popular consumer

commodities. This process had, in turn, the political effect of producing in

evangelical discourse the “intertwining of evangelical piety and lower-class

claims to equal social consideration.”38

The Narrative registers this conflation of religious piety and social aspira-

tion through its diverse meanings of “liberty.” Consider, for example, the

Marrant/Aldridge account of the young sinner’s waywardness:

In the evenings after the scholars were dismissed, I used to resort to the bot-

tom of our garden, where it was customary for some musicians to assemble

to blow the French-horn. Here my improvement was so rapid, that in a

twelve-month’s time I became master both of the violin and of the French-

horn, and was much respected by the Gentlemen and Ladies whose chil-

dren attended the school, as also by my master. This opened to me a large

door of vanity and vice, for I was invited to all the balls and assemblies that

were held in the town, and met me with the general applause of the inhab-

itants. I was a stranger to want, being supplied with as much money as I had

any occasion for. (p. 112)

The passage creates two seemingly opposite trajectories of the protagonist’s

economic emancipation and spiritual enslavement by emphasizing the dis-

sonance between private and public conditions. If the text shows that Mar-

rant is not yet the “new” man of Pauline conversion, it just as effectively, if

more obliquely, dramatizes how a young African American is able to rescue

his “labour” from indentured servitude to obtain virtual freedom. Now he

has both money and public acclaim.

While the Narrative dramatizes the sinner’s descent into iniquity, it also

dramatizes the would-be apprentice’s mastery of the labor market. The liter-

ary performance of collaborative autobiography lies in the relation of these

two stories. Early on in the Narrative, Marrant struggles with various “mas-
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ters” over the terms and value of his labor. These encounters have the effect

of gradually destabilizing traditional master-apprentice arrangements. Mu-

sic becomes the source of his newfound value and the medium of contested

exchange. Marrant notes that he had become so valuable that “The time I

had engaged to serve my master being expired, he persuaded me to stay

with him, and offered me any thing, or any money, not to leave him. His

intreaties proving ineffectual, I quitted his service, and visited my mother in

the country; with her I staid two months, living without God or hope in the

world, fishing and hunting on the sabbath-day” (p. 112). His second mas-

ter—a carpenter—fares no better. “Accordingly I went, but every evening I

was sent for to play on music, somewhere or another; and I often continued

out very late, sometimes all night, so as to render me incapable of attending

my master’s business the next day, yet in this manner I served him a year

and four months, and was much approved of by him” (pp. 112–113). Rhe-

torically, these muted declarations of independence rely on careful syntactic

arrangement—the first sentence closes with the reminder of sinfulness, the

second brackets the suggestion of rebellion with Marrant’s feigned respect

for hierarchical subordination.

The dual trajectories of the Narrative coalesce during Marrant’s religious

conversion. His spiritual awakening by George Whitefield occurs at the very

moment where he again faces the prospect of enslavement to indentured

servitude. As he casually notes, his second master “wrote a letter to my

mother to come and have me bound, and whilst my mother was weighing

the matter in her own mind, the gracious purposes of God, respecting a per-

ishing sinner, were now to be disclosed” (p. 113). The young man’s encoun-

ter with the “crazy man” Whitefield—the vocal medium of black salvation

and the vocal model of black expression—occurs while Marrant balances

precariously between the social conditions of liberty and dependence. His

conversion prevents dual forms of enslavement.

The Narrative’s submerged theme of economic autonomy provides an im-

portant point of comparison with The Interesting Narrative of Olaudah Equiano,

or Gustavus Vassa, the African, Written by Himself (1789). Whereas Marrant

structures this theme within the framework of spiritual regeneration, the In-

teresting Narrative juxtaposes the virtue of Equiano’s commercial identity

with the barbarity of the African slave trade. Analysts of the Interesting Nar-

rative have recently emphasized the important relations it maintains be-

tween Equiano’s self-representation and the ideologies of modern liberal

capitalism.39 From its very outset, however, the autobiography suggests an-
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other kind of context for reading its major economic themes. It is addressed

to the British Parliament as a “genuine Narrative” whose “chief design . . .

is to excite in your august assemblies a sense of compassion for the miser-

ies which the Slave-Trade has entailed on my unfortunate countrymen.”40

Many of his contemporaries viewed Equiano as a key player in abolitionist

politics and recognized the role the Interesting Narrative played in bringing

about Parliament’s 1791 vote on the African slave trade41 (the unsuccessful

one that inspired Anna Barbauld’s poem to William Wilberforce). The argu-

ment against slave trading in the Interesting Narrative establishes the ideologi-

cal context for Equiano’s commercial identity.

This is all the more intriguing in light of the fact that Equiano himself

traded in slaves in order to free himself. Indeed, the rhetorical design of the

Interesting Narrative turns on the crucial ambiguity of the very meaning of

free trade itself—as both an economic and cultural activity. Equiano’s narra-

tive ingenuity attenuates his culpability in the slave trade; he is able to place

himself against its larger evils. The language of the commercial jeremiad

served him well. By manipulating, or even exchanging, the moral categories

of trade in antislavery discourses, Equiano can, in turn, exchange the narra-

tive image of himself as agent for victim of barbaric commerce.

The strategy works less by logical consistency than by emotive appeal and

narrative indirection. From the moment that the young protagonist endures

the Middle Passage,42 the Interesting Narrative speaks a familiar, antislavery

language. Consider, for example, that before he even crosses the Atlantic,

Equiano reiterates the common antislavery argument for the relative mild-

ness of African slavery compared to the kind perpetrated by Europeans

(p. 38). Struck unconscious by the “horrors” of this barbaric traffic, he re-

covers:

I asked [the African traders] if we were not to be eaten by those white men

with horrible looks, red faces, and loose hair. They told me I was not; and

one of the crew brought me a small portion of spiritous liquor in a wine

glass; but, being afraid of him, I would not take it out of his hand. One of the

blacks therefore took it from him and gave it to me, and I took a little down

my palate, which, instead of reviving me, as they thought it would, threw

me into the greatest consternation at the strange feeling it produced, having

never tasted any such liquor before. (p. 39)

Scenes like this create irony arising from the juxtaposition of perspectives

between experienced autobiographer and naïve protagonist. But the irony
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here unfolds on many levels, as Equiano rhetorically makes use of the sym-

bolic potential of the slave trade. Its association here with spirits—and the

passions of which they are simultaneously cause and effect—connects com-

merce to modes of cultural taste that are themselves premised on the juxta-

position of civilization and savagery.

The Interesting Narrative’s presentation of the Middle Passage continues to

deploy the period’s most resonant imagery of and arguments against slave

trading: the slave’s lament for the loss of home, the figure of savage Euro-

pean traders, “the loathsomeness of the stench” on board the slave ship, the

association of “improvident avarice” with “pestilential” trade, and, finally,

the contemplation of suicide, which, in turn, pressures the very categories of

freedom and slavery. The chapter culminates powerfully with a description

of the West Indian slave market that cannot help but recall the account of

the “scramble” that Alexander Falconbridge offered in An Account of the Slave

Trade on the Coast of Africa (1788). Equiano’s is worth quoting at length:

On a signal given, (as the beat of a drum) the buyers rush at once into the

yard where the slaves are confined, and make choice of that parcel they like

best. The noise and clamour with which this is attended, and the eagerness

visible in the countenance of the buyers, serve not a little to increase the ap-

prehensions of the terrified Africans, who may well be supposed to consider

them as the ministers of that destruction to which they think themselves

devoted. In this manner, without scruple, are relations and friends sepa-

rated, most of them never to see each other again. . . . O, ye nominal Chris-

tians! Might not an African ask you, learned you this from your God, who

says unto you, Do unto all men as you would men should do unto you? Is it

not enough that we are torn from our country and friends to toil for your

luxury and avarice? (p. 43)

In this frequently cited passage, the rising pitch of prophecy works largely

through ventriloquy. That is, Equiano recycles what is, by 1789, an almost

archetypal scene of savage trade. The passage does not merely contrast bibli-

cal precept (the allusion to Matthew 7.12) with human vice as a way of ex-

posing false Christianity. Rather, it goes to the heart of what it means to be a

Christian—the status, after all, of the African autobiographer who is now

examining the terms through which one conducts commercial relations.

The category of enlightened manners underlies the entire passage, enabling

the conflation of race, civilization, and culture and putting the very idea of

“civilized” culture into interrogation. Hence he finally dubs the slave trade
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“a new refinement in cruelty” (p. 43), a phrase that recalls Phillis Wheat-

ley’s submerged theme of “On Being Brought from Africa to America.”

This shrewdly frames the sequence of Equiano’s commercial transactions

that structure so much of the Interesting Narrative. As virtually all readers rec-

ognize, these scenes depict the market-oriented protagonist as both the cap-

italist agent of his own liberation, who must turn himself from property into

humanity, and the racial victim of swindling trade, who suffers from what is

in effect the savage brutality of British West Indian merchants. Equiano re-

calls the birth of his commercial identity innocuously enough: “After I had

been sailing for some time with this captain, at length I endeavored to try

my luck and commence merchant” (p. 86). If such language faintly suggests

the impersonal nature of the capitalist market, Equiano immediately under-

mines it by entering that market, as he notes, with both “small capital” and

“trust” in God. He consistently balances in these crucial scenes the lan-

guages of the market and sentimental morality in ways that both resemble

and are distinct from Marrant’s. “In the midst of these thoughts I therefore

looked up with prayers anxiously to God for my liberty; and at the same

time I used every honest means, and endeavored all that was possible on my

part to obtain it. In process of time I became master of a few pounds, and in a

fair way of making more, which my friendly captain knew well” (p. 89).

For a good part of the Interesting Narrative, sentiment and commerce work

symbiotically, to the point where these categories mutually enhance one an-

other. This has potent narrative effects. The “ill usage” he receives from “Eu-

ropeans” creates sympathy for the protagonist and, in turn, embellishes

Equiano’s own claims to civilized identity. “Indeed I was more than once

obliged to look up to God on high, as I had advised the poor fishermen some

time before” (p. 86). In this scene Equiano and a fellow slave lose their

“ventures” to savage white traders: “They still therefore swore, and desired

us to be gone, and even took sticks to beat us; while we, seeing they meant

what they said, went off in the greatest confusion and despair. Thus, in the

very minute of gaining more by three times than I ever did in my life before,

was I deprived of every farthing I was worth” (p. 87). Speculative loss in

commerce produces sympathy.

This is all the more ironic because abolitionists railed against the “barbaric

traffic” as precisely this kind of speculative commerce arising from unregu-

lated passions. Equiano is able to reverse this formula autobiographically by

displacing such passions with the sympathy produced from the very loss
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of speculative profits. These scenes of commercial exchange become even

more complex when Equiano acknowledges his involvement in slave trad-

ing. The protagonist presents himself as simultaneously the agent and victim

of uncivilized commercial practices—and employs a particular language to

distance his moral accountability.

I used frequently to have different cargoes of new negroes in my care for

sale; and it was almost a constant practice with our clerks, and other whites,

to commit violent depredations on the chastity of the female slaves; and

these I was, though with reluctance, obliged to submit to at all times, being

unable to help them. When we have had some of the slaves on board my

master’s vessels to carry them to other islands, or to America, I have known

our mates to commit these acts most shamefully, to the disgrace, not of

Christians only, but of men. I have even known them to gratify their brutal

passion with females not ten years old; and these abominations some of

them practised to such scandalous excess, that one of our captains dis-

charged the mate and others on that account. (p. 77)

In recalling such moments, the author hedges on the otherwise dominant

theme of the importance of individual agency. Whereas Marrant locates

himself simultaneously as subject and object, according to social and spiri-

tual registers of agency, Equiano makes strategic retreats from commercial

self-assertion in order to attenuate his guilt in slave trading. Key phrases

(“with reluctance, obliged to submit to . . . being unable”) suggest he is more

victim than agent in barbaric traffic and thereby align him with antislavery

readers as common spectators to the scene of suffering.

Put another way, the scene glosses the traffic in slaves through the cul-

tural narrative against slave trading. If this is a deft, even duplicitous, move

on Equiano’s part, it is made possible largely through the trope of commer-

cial and sexual violation. Both slave trade and rape itself express unregu-

lated desire, specifically the lack of rational control over one’s passions, a

common theme in antislavery writings. Premised on the civilized balance of

the faculties, the scene implicitly aligns not merely Equiano the autobiogra-

pher but also the autobiographical protagonist with those readers—those

“men”—against savage white traders. As in the antislavery poetry I dis-

cussed earlier (Day’s Dying Negro, for example, which Equiano quotes), the

Interesting Narrative represents humanity somewhere between the categories

of culture and race.
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Captivity and Conversion

The commercial energies in these spiritual autobiographies raise further is-

sues about genre. Like Equiano’s, Marrant’s Narrative interweaves commer-

cial and spiritual narratives with the particular effect of creating layered

meanings of the trope of captivity. In Marrant’s case this is particularly re-

vealing, since most critics read the Narrative in light of the literary tradition

of Indian captivity. Indeed, its most memorable moments recount his jour-

ney into the South Carolinian wilderness and his captivity among the Cher-

okee there. Conventional readings of Indian captivity in the Narrative de-

pend upon the traditional view of the genre’s moral and racial geography

juxtaposing civilized society with savage wilderness. The minister Aldridge,

for example, offers such a reading when he describes Marrant’s crucial pas-

sage “between the wilderness and the cultivated country” (p. 111) as the

key to understanding the protagonist’s spiritual journey as well as physical

one. But Marrant’s itinerancy, supposedly propelled by irrepressible spiri-

tual hunger, might also be read in social terms. For itinerancy was feared in

this era as the path to “social erosion”: it “not only eroded the deferential

boundaries which subordinated ‘private persons’ to their magistrates and lay

persons to their ministers; it also challenged the distinctions of parenthood,

gender and race which eighteenth-century thinkers conceived of establish-

ing a natural hierarchy of authority and status.”43

The tension between wandering God-seeker and resourceful individual

sustains the enabling ambiguities of the Narrative. The very status of the pro-

tagonist is sometimes left in doubt. At the moment, for example, when

Marrant distances himself from the first Native American he encounters in

the wilderness, he notes: “Having heard me praising God before I came to

him, he enquired who I was talking to? I told him I was talking to my Lord

Jesus; he seemed surprized, and asked me where he was? For he did not see

him there. I told him he could not be seen with bodily eyes” (p. 116). Is this

the testament to the protagonist’s expanding spiritual vision, or merely his

way of manipulating his captor—of turning him into his business partner?

For this is just what the two become. Together, they kill deer, dry their skins,

and after securing their wares, live by their wits in the wilderness:

We collected a number of large bushes, and placed them nearly in a circular

form, which uniting at the extremity, afforded us both a verdant covering,

and a sufficient shelter from night dews. What moss we could gather was
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strewed upon the ground, and this composed our bed. A fire was kindled in

the front of our temporary lodging-room, and fed with fresh fuel all night,

as we slept and watched by turns; and this was our defense from the dread-

ful animals, whose shining eyes and tremendous roar we often saw and

heard during the night. (p. 117)

The association of the wilderness with self-realization involves some linguis-

tic ingenuity. Put another way, the Narrative’s earlier theme of social insub-

ordination expresses itself through the theme of linguistic mastery later on.

As Sandra M. Gustafson has shown, the representation of Marrant’s “captiv-

ity” contains culturally syncretic forms of eloquence.44 The two crucial pas-

sages recounting Marrant’s mastery of the Cherokee language also reflect

back upon the earlier scenes, where he challenged the hierarchical structure

of indentured servitude. They suggest, moreover, what inspired the literary

production of the Narrative itself. On the verge of being tortured by his Cher-

okee captors, Marrant experiences the first of two miracles: “I prayed in

English a considerable time, and about the middle of my prayer, the Lord

impressed a strong desire upon my mind to turn into their language, and

pray in their tongue. I did so, and with remarkable liberty, which wonder-

fully affected the people” (p. 118). Later, while on the verge of starvation

and again threatened with death, Marrant miraculously heals the king’s

daughter and converts both king and people to the Word:

[T]he Lord appeared most lovely and glorious; the king himself was awak-

ened, and the others set at liberty. A great change took place among the

people; the king’s house became God’s house; the soldiers were ordered

away, and the poor condemned prisoner had perfect liberty, and was

treated like a prince. Now the Lord made all my enemies to become my

great friends. I remained nine weeks in the king’s palace, praising God all

day and night: I was never out but three days all the time. I had assumed

the habit of the country, and was dressed much like the king, and nothing

was too good for me. The king would take off his golden ornaments, his

chain and bracelets, like a child, if I objected to them, and lay them aside.

Here I learned to speak their tongue in the highest stile. (p. 120)

Cast in the language of divine deliverance, these two scenes reveal the

power of language for both protagonist and autobiographer alike. The typo-

logical identification with Daniel held captive in Nebuchadnezzar’s court

suggests as much the resourceful individualist as it does the persecuted mar-
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tyr. As the ingenious individual, Marrant likens himself to a king and the

Cherokee king to a child. Like the earlier conflicts over the terms of inden-

tured servitude, this one ends in another successful negotiation of masters.

The rhetorical complexity of The Narrative of the Lord’s Wonderful Dealings

with John Marrant thus arises from the fact of collaboration in a historical

moment in which the languages of “liberty” and “slavery” had density—

and mutability. The ongoing negotiation between editor and subject both

shapes and is shaped by the slipperiness of language. By playing upon the

ambiguities of “liberty,” the oral autobiographer Marrant fulfills both the

expectations of evangelical Methodism overseeing the Narrative’s publica-

tion and the anti-authoritarian themes residing just below the narrative sur-

face. This makes for potent ambiguities in language, such as the moment

when Marrant becomes known as “the free Carpenter” (p. 123).

In a larger historical context, then, spiritual narratives such as Marrant’s

are part of a black literary and political tradition that crystallized during the

American Revolutionary era. During the 1770s, African American slaves

and free persons petitioned state legislatures, particularly in Massachusetts,

for the freedom of enslaved blacks. As many have noted, these petitions

usually turned on the argument pointing out the hypocrisy of a slave-hold-

ing republic. Thus African American Caesar Sarter testified that:

As this is a time of great anxiety and distress among you . . . permit a poor,

though freeborn African, who, in his youth, was trepanned into Slavery, and

who has born the galling yoke of bondage for more than twenty years;

though at last, by the blessing of God, has shaken it off, to tell you, and that

from experience, that as Slavery is the greatest, and consequently most to be

dreaded, of all temporal calamities: So its opposite, Liberty, is the greatest

temporal good with which you can be blest!45

Revolutionary-era black declamations of slavery such as Sarter’s (or those by

Felix, Belinda, and many others) put great pressure on republican language

and principles. In light of its more expansive contexts and purposes, which

include the transatlantic reach of evangelical Methodism, Marrant’s story

both deepens and broadens the rhetorical texture of this kind of Revolution-

ary black language. It speaks to the demands of evangelical religion while it

subtly resists those very demands through language.

The scene of collaborative exchange broadens the context for the politics

of literacy in early black autobiography. Henry Louis Gates has argued influ-

entially for the central importance of the “trope of the talking book” as the
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chief means to contradict the Enlightenment belief in the impossibility of lit-

erary originality for blacks.46 David Hume’s “Of National Characters” is the

most egregious example of this belief in savaging the poetry of the free Ja-

maican Francis Williams. “I am apt to suspect that the negroes and in gen-

eral all other species of men (for there are four or five different kinds) to be

naturally inferior to the whites. . . . In Jamaica, indeed, they talk of one

negroe as a man of parts and learning; but it is likely he is admired for slen-

der accomplishments, like a parrot who speaks a few words plainly.”47 If, as

Gates argues, Marrant is the first black autobiographer to turn himself into

an active interpreter of texts, this process involves oral performance as well.

The Narrative, in other words, self-reflexively comments on its own oral and

literary production. Marrant’s manipulation of the “Indian tongue” (p. 117)

“in the highest stile” (p. 120)—his miraculous mastery of a foreign lan-

guage—signals his active role in the collaborative process of autobiography.

The black subject creatively encounters Cherokee captors, English editor,

and Anglo-American audiences alike. The originality of the language that

those like Marrant “parrot” to such great effect lies in creative imitation, a

process that involves oral and written communication and that functions ac-

cording to the shared understanding—and misunderstanding—of the mean-

ings of language.

Venture Capitalist

Before turning to Venture Smith’s Narrative, I want to revisit Equiano’s, for it

begins to suggest the problem in early black autobiography of disentangling

the categories of property and humanity. Both Marrant and Equiano are

quite effective in avoiding the pitfall of equating the two as they parry argu-

ments about African inferiority. There are moments in the Interesting Narra-

tive, however, when Equiano succumbs to the polemical temptation of fight-

ing proslavery thought on its own terms. An example:

I have sometimes heard it asserted that a negro cannot earn his master the

first cost; but nothing can be further from the truth. I suppose nine tenths of

the mechanics throughout the West Indies are negro slaves; and I well

know the coopers among them earn two dollars a day. . . . I have known

many slaves whose masters would not take a thousand pounds current for

them. But surely this assertion refutes itself; for, if it be true, why do the

planters and merchants pay such a high price for slaves? And, above all,
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why do those who make this assertion exclaim the most loudly against the

abolition of the slave trade? So much are men blinded, and to such incon-

sistent arguments are they driven by mistaken interest! (p. 77)

Coming as it does immediately before the scene (cited above) of Equiano

trading in slaves, this one further confounds the stable meaning of human

value in the Interesting Narrative. To assail the “mistaken interest” of racial

bias, Equiano argues for the productive capacity of African labor, so much so

that the passage reduces African humanity to what African slaves can pro-

duce in the capitalist market. This engenders a terrible irony: the value of hu-

manity becomes indistinct from capital, or property, in this case figured as

the exemplary slave worth more than a thousand pounds.

This problem in early black autobiography raises issues about the liberal

ideology and its influence on the late eighteenth-century slave narrative,

specifically on liberalism’s ability to reduce humanity to capital or property.

As Eric Cheyfitz has put it, “In the West, property, in that tangled space

where the physical and metaphysical mix, is the very mark of identity, of

that which is identical to itself: what we typically call a ‘self’ or an ‘individ-

ual,’ indicating the absolute boundaries that are predicated on this entity.”48

The most influential philosophical context for property as the source of in-

dividual identity was of course John Locke’s Second Treatise on Government

(1688). When the Connecticut minister Samuel Sherwood, for example, la-

mented the loss of English liberty during the Revolutionary crisis, he de-

clared, “Property is prior to all human laws, constitutions and charters. God

hath given the earth to the children of men. Our fathers acquired property in this

land, and were rightfully possessed of it, previous to their obtaining a royal

charter.”49

This ideological contiguity posed serious problems for antislavery reform,

since, as Winthrop Jordan has noted, property rights actually weakened its

moral leverage: “The absence of any clear disjunction between what are

now called ‘human’ and ‘property’ rights formed a massive roadblock across

the route to the abolition of slavery.”50 This partly explains the painful con-

tortions that antislavery writers underwent to disentangle the two. For ex-

ample, Anthony Benezet cited George Wallis’s System of the Principles of the

Laws of Scotland (1761) to argue that “Men and their liberty are not in Com-

mercio, they are not saleable or purchaseable.”51 But such a distinction often

foundered on traditional assumptions about private property rights. When

the evangelical minister David Rice gave his antislavery pitch before the

Kentucky Constitutional Convention in 1792, he declared: “To call our fel-
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low-men, who have not forfeited, nor voluntarily resigned their liberty, our

property, is a gross absurdity, a contradiction to common sense, and an in-

dignity to human nature.” In the very next breath, however, he expressed

the core belief that property legitimized humanity (much in the same way

Thomas Paine had done twenty nearly years before): “On the one hand, we

see a man deprived of all property, and all capacity to possess property, of his

own free agency . . . on the other, a man [a slave owner] deprived of eighty

or a hundred pounds. Shall we hesitate a moment to determine, who is the

greatest sufferer, and who is treated with greatest injustice?”52

The rhetorical mix of liberty, property, and humanity both empowers and

undermines early Black Atlantic writing. Certainly, the prevalence of post-

Lockean ideas in this writing helped to combat cultural stereotypes about

the supposed lassitude and ease of Africans themselves. Ironically, this im-

age, derived from the antislavery motif of the Edenic nature of West African

societies (in Benezet, John Wesley, and others), meant to amplify the crimes

of the African slave trade. The stereotype of African ease became especially

toxic in proslavery apologia. When, in the 1770s, the former West Indian

planter Richard Nisbet responded to Benjamin Rush’s An Address to the Inhab-

itants of the British Settlements in North America, upon Slave-Keeping, he sardoni-

cally complained that Rush merely wanted to end West Indian slavery so

that “that Africans might indulge their natural laziness in their own coun-

try.”53 Hence the defense of African “industry” became particularly neces-

sary in Black Atlantic autobiography, even in those texts (like Equiano’s)

that deploy the Edenic trope of African innocence.

The dialogue, then, between Black Atlantic and Anglo-American anti-

slavery writers was fundamentally about the very meaning of the virtue of

black industry, an issue that contained within it serious social implications.

As my epigraph from James Forten suggests, however, the defense of black

virtue could stumble rhetorically upon the tangle of humanity and property.

A free African American, Forten was a hero from the Revolutionary war, a

well-known and prosperous businessman in Philadelphia, and an outspo-

ken advocate of black American rights. Letters From a Man of Color (1813) as-

sails the law before the Pennsylvania senate forbidding further black emi-

gration into the state, which in effect would ensure the enslavement and

deportation of miscreant black Pennsylvanians. To combat it, Forten culti-

vates the persona of the industrious American and ends up complaining that

the law deprives African Americans of their humanity by taking away their

property.

Daniel Coker, the minister of Baltimore’s African Methodist Episcopal
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Church, also encountered the stumbling block of equating humanity with

property. Writing in the tradition of the antislavery dialogue, popularized

in such works as Thomas Tryon’s Friendly Advice to the Gentlemen-Planters of

the East and West Indies (1684) and Samuel Hopkins’s A Dialogue on Slavery

(1776), Coker stages a conversation between a true Christian and an ambiv-

alent southern slave owner. At a crucial moment, the former responds to the

slave owner’s complaint that taking away his slaves “would be equally un-

just with dispossessing me of my horses, cattle or any other species of prop-

erty”: “Many years ago, men being deprived of their natural rights to free-

dom, and made slaves, were by law converted into property. . . . But the

question is concerning the liberty of a man. The man himself claims it as his

own property. He pleads, (and I think in truth) that it was originally his

own; that he has never forfeited, nor alienated it; and therefore, by the com-

mon laws of justice and humanity, it is still his own.”54

The notion of “propertied humanity” actually premises much of the im-

portant criticism about eighteenth-century black autobiography. As I sug-

gested earlier, Houston Baker, Jr. notes that Equiano realizes and exploits

the paradox whereby only acquiring property will transform him from chat-

tel slave to free man. Similarly, discussions of Venture Smith focus on his

mastery of the bourgeois success story.55 So would he. Yet Smith’s Narrative

runs headlong into the central ideological problem of the reduction of hu-

manity to property.

Born sometime in the late 1720s in the West African region of Gangara,

Broteer Furro (Smith’s original name) was the son of the local monarch. At

about the age of eight, Furro was captured by slave traders and taken to

Rhode Island, and thereafter spent most of his life in Long Island and eastern

Connecticut until he died in 1805. A more openly secular account than

Marrant’s Narrative or Equiano’s Interesting Narrative, Smith’s also arose from

the collaboration between black subject and white editor. Smith’s was Elisha

Niles, a Connecticut schoolteacher and antislavery advocate, who published

it over a six-week period in a local newspaper, The New London Bee. Repub-

lished in 1835 and 1897, Smith’s text was accompanied by “Traditions of

Venture” that provide legendary (and perhaps sensationalized) accounts of

his physical strength and capacity for work. Even the first edition’s preface,

written by Niles, models its African subject as a paragon of bourgeois virtue:

The subject of the following pages, had he received only a common educa-

tion, might have been a man of high respectability and usefulness; and had
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his education been suited to his genius, he might have been an ornament

and an honor to human nature. It may, perhaps, not be unpleasing to see

the efforts of a great mind wholly uncultivated, enfeebled, and depressed by

slavery, and struggling under every disadvantage—The reader may see here

a Franklin and a Washington in a state of nature, or rather in a state of slav-

ery. . . .

This narrative exhibits a pattern of honesty, prudence and industry, to

people of his own colour; and perhaps some white people would not find

themselves degraded by imitating such an example.56

Premised on the didactic function of autobiography, the preface signals

the tricky status of exemplary black selfhood. Eighteenth-century Anglo-

Americans were somewhat familiar with the aristocratic figure of the “noble

African” like the fictional Oroonoko and his real counterparts, William

Ansah Sessarakoo and Job Ben Solomon. But Smith, like Marrant and

Equiano, occupies a socially more humble place from which to claim auto-

biographical representativeness, one that placed greater value on the virtues

of labor and industry and that was perhaps more accessible to contemporary

bourgeois readers. Rather than simply read Niles’s hedging (“might,” “per-

haps”) as latent racism, I think it suggests a more profound problem within

the collaborative scene of writing: that of drawing “racial” boundaries for

bourgeois ideology. In other words, Niles is struggling with the trope of the

black Ben Franklin. Do the values of “respectability and usefulness,” his

Preface asks, erase the differences between Smith and his largely white au-

dience? Does Smith live in a state of nature—or slavery? Does the epithet

“native” for him suggest a state of nature associated with Africa? Or are

Smith’s “native ingenuity and good sense” representative of all Americans?

(p. 369).

Notwithstanding its status as a collaborative project, the Narrative clearly

presents what James Olney has called the autobiographical genre’s “meta-

phor of self.”57 Its version of this “order-produced and order-producing”

trope fulfills the virtue of bourgeois industry while avoiding (though press-

ing) the extreme limits of individual acquisitiveness. The Narrative’s ambigu-

ous achievement is its transformation of Smith from object to subject in a

capitalist slave economy, a transformation that ultimately returns him to the

status of property, which he must, in turn, autobiographically engage.

Like Marrant’s Narrative, Smith’s is self-conscious about the role of lan-

guage to this process. As Orlando Patterson has argued, the “social death”
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enacted by chattel slavery occurs first in naming: “The slave’s former name

died with his former self.”58 Smith’s Narrative accordingly invests great the-

matic significance in the crucial moment when Broteer becomes Venture. “I

was bought on board [the slave trading vessel] by one Robertson Mumford,

steward of the said vessel, for four gallons of rum, and a piece of calico, and

called VENTURE, on account of his having purchased me with his own pri-

vate venture. Thus I came by my name” (p. 374). At this moment, then, the

African “Broteer” becomes “Venture”—the object of a venturesome act of

capitalist slave economy. This loss of name endangers the very nature of his

identity. That is, Smith needs to reassert his full humanity by specifically re-

constructing himself from within the operative categories of the slave econ-

omy. To enact the movement from object to subject, Smith collaboratively

creates with Niles a persona cut from exemplary middle-class values.59 But

he does, like Marrant, autobiographically claim an individuated identity

from the anonymity of slavery. Early on, Smith establishes the persona of

the self-interested venturesome capitalist in this competitive social arena.

Betrayed by an indentured servant named Heddy during their planned es-

cape, he immediately shows the self-preservation necessary to survive: “I

then thought it might afford some chance for my freedom, or at least a palli-

ation for my running away, to return Heddy immediately to his master, and

inform him that I was induced to go away by Heddy’s address” (p. 377).

This ingenuity extends to the realms of language and representation. Like

Marrant’s mastery of the “Indian tongue,” the protagonist Smith’s manipu-

lation of persona signals the self-consciousness with which the black autobi-

ographer recognizes the forms of power that control chattel slavery and

black writing alike. Indeed, the persona of his Narrative is premised on this

realization: “This [money] I took out of the earth and tendered to my mas-

ter, having previously engaged a free negro man to take his security for it, as

I was property of my master, and could not safely take his obligation my-

self. . . . By cultivating this land with greatest diligence and economy, at

times when my master did not require my labor, in two years I laid up ten

pounds” (p. 380). While Smith tills his and others’ land, makes wise invest-

ments, lends money at interest, and bargains his time and labor wisely, he

successfully negotiates the hard, prosaic realities of the slave economy. The

Narrative, like Marrant’s, makes labor the foundation of freedom. In Lockean

terms, Smith dramatizes making property his own by mixing his labor with

the land. The claim that free labor signifies personal liberty means, for

Smith, his ability to maintain an autonomous will. After his new master
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Stanton puts him in shackles, he notes, “I continued to wear the chain

peaceably for two or three days, when my master asked me with contemp-

tuous hard names whether I had not better be freed from my chains and go

to work. I answered him, No” (p. 378).

Rhetorical irony is important to the Narrative’s larger autobiographical de-

sign. Throughout this chapter I have been making an argument about black

language—spoken rather than written—that derives from the Bakhtinian

concepts of dialogism and heteroglossia, which emphasize the multivalent

play of the single utterance (of “liberty”) within a particular social moment.

This makes the language of these related life stories creatively hybrid, as

they suggest the delicate play of authorial control and editorial manage-

ment. As Bakhtin further distinguishes forms of linguistic dialogism, they

comes chiefly in two forms: one “intentional,” in which one discourse un-

masks the other, and one “organic,” in which two cultural discourses unin-

tentionally and unconsciously collide, mix, fuse, and ultimately enable the

historical evolution of language.60 In this light, Smith’s Narrative ably man-

ages competing religious and economic meanings of the language of re-

demption. “What was wanting in redeeming myself, my master agreed to

wait on me for, until I could procure it for him. I still continued to work for

Col. Smith” (p. 380). While modeling industrious black identity, the process

of redemption tends to reduce that identity to monetary value:

Being encouraged by the success which I had met in redeeming myself, I

again solicited my master for a further chance of completing it. The chance

for which I solicited him was that of going out to work the ensuing winter.

He agreed to this on condition that I would give him one quarter of my

earnings. . . . I returned to my master and gave him what I received of my

six months’ labor. This left only thirteen pounds eighteen shillings to make

up the full sum of my redemption. My master liberated me, saying that I

might pay what was behind if I could ever make it convenient, otherwise it

would be well. The amount of money which I had paid my master towards

redeeming my time, was seventy-one pounds two shillings. The reason of

my master for asking such an unreasonable price, was, he said, to secure

himself in case I should ever come to want. (pp. 380–381)

In light of an earlier scene in the Narrative, Smith’s language here actually

reveals satiric intentions. In the earlier scene, the young Smith justifies his

defiance of his master’s son by claiming that he is merely obeying his mas-

ter’s instructions. When the son becomes violently irate, Smith wryly sum-
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marizes the American slave’s predicament by invoking Matthew 6.24: “This

was to serve two masters” (p. 376). By alluding to Christ’s injunction to dis-

tinguish between spiritual and secular authority, Smith is able to call atten-

tion to the moral bankruptcy of slaveholding Christianity—a staple of the

slave narrative apparent in later famous slave narratives by Frederick

Douglass, Harriet Jacobs, and others. Being a more openly secular account

than Marrant’s, Smith’s Narrative simultaneously demystifies religious hy-

pocrisy and sanctifies (through the religious connotations of “redemption”)

its protagonist’s economic drive for freedom.

From the very moment that Smith calls attention to his transformation

within the setting of the slave economy, the Narrative introduces the dif-

ficulty of separating property from humanity. This directly involves the

value Smith places on the productive self. The historian Shane White has

described the achievement of slaves such as Venture Smith who labored for

their emancipation: “Success in such negotiations [of slaves with their mas-

ters] and an early release from slavery were partly the result of luck, but

the process also favored the most industrious, tenacious, and skilled of the

slaves.”61 This kind of assessment of black virtue should call our attention to

the epistemological slippage accompanying self-emancipation. The necessity

to demonstrate individuality in market culture actually translates into the

need to possess property. Yet for a slave to own property that can free him is

to become reduced to property in a post-Lockean culture. Succumbing to

this epistemological trap, Smith makes even the most potentially intimate of

familial relations a matter of profits and losses. Consider the account of his

son’s death:

Solomon, my eldest son, being then in his seventeenth year, and all my

hope and dependence for help, I hired him out to one Charles Church,

of Rhode-Island, for one year, on consideration of his giving him twelve

pounds and an opportunity of acquiring some learning. In the course of the

year, Church fitted out a vessel for a whaling voyage, and being in want of

hands to man her, he induced my son to go, with the promise of giving him,

on his return, a pair of silver buckles, besides his wages. As soon as I heard

of his going to sea, I immediately set out to go and prevent it if possible—

But on my arrival at Church’s, to my great grief, I could only see the vessel

my son was in almost out of sight going to sea. My son died of the scurvy in

this voyage, and Church has never yet paid me the least of his wages. In my

son, besides the loss of his life, I lost equal to seventy-five pounds. (p. 382)
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Strangely, despite its use of the antislavery trope of commercial seduction,

the account of Solomon’s demise is empty of sentimental appeal. Read,

moreover, in light of the antislavery motif of the separated family, the pas-

sage surprisingly avoids the sentimental rhetoric that one would expect.

Whatever sadness Smith feels arises chiefly from his material loss. Solo-

mon’s value is “equal to” the amount paid to “redeem” him; accordingly,

sentimental family relations are buried in the subordinate clause beginning

with “besides.” Thus Solomon is virtually reduced to the value he possessed

as a slave. Similarly, Smith abruptly interrupts his lament about his daughter

Hannah’s “lingering and painful” death with financial concerns—“The phy-

sician’s bills for attending her during her illness amounted to forty pounds”

(p. 383)—and then immediately returns to his ensuing business transac-

tions.

The reduction of family relations to the status of things might be seen as a

reincarnation, of sorts, of the U.S. Constitutional settlement of 1787–88. As

virtually everyone recognizes, the Constitution institutionalizes the para-

doxical ontological condition where slaves (or “such persons”) stand simul-

taneously as human beings and chattel property. The most infamous theo-

retical formulation of this condition occurs in the Federalist #54, where

James Madison rationalizes the Constitution’s Three-Fifths Compromise,

which made each slave account for three-fifths of a human being for pur-

poses of taxation and representation. Madison argues here for “the mixt

character of persons and property.” In this context, then, Smith similarly re-

duces familial relations to the prosaic realities of the slave economy—they

are, in effect, both persons and property. As he tries to convert himself from

property into humanity—and out of the Madisonian paradox in the Federal-

ist—he nonetheless encounters the inextricably ideological connection be-

tween property and humanity. He never fully narrates his life out of it. If

antislavery writers like Benezet and Clarkson were able to use Scottish the-

ory to argue against the commodification of human liberty, the black sub-

jects of collaborative autobiography never enjoyed such abstract distance.

Smith and others like him were forced to conduct antislavery polemics

within—and through—the medium of personal identity.

To turn this dilemma into metacritical commentary about collaborative

autobiography is the most striking achievement of Smith’s Narrative. Rather

than ultimately reject “his own success as a cultural identification,” as Rob-

ert Ferguson has argued,62 Smith exploits his cultural role by commenting

on the performative potential that his status as “property” affords. Indeed,
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he invests what Gilroy calls “the politics of fulfillment” with its own per-

formative dimensions. When he threatens his master, William Hooker, for

example, Smith knows that by binding him Hooker would lower his market

value: “‘If you will go by no other measures, I will tie you down in my

sleigh.’ I replied to him, that if he carried me in that manner, no person

would purchase me, for it would be thought he had a murderer for sale. Af-

ter this he tried no more, and said he would not have me as a gift” (p. 379).

Recognizing the uncertain distinction between humanity and property,

Smith masters the symbolic economy of slave trading. At crucial moments

he takes control of his body as a symbolic commodity and deploys its cul-

tural function. At one point, for example, he schemes with a white man,

Hempsted Miner, to appear “discontented” during negotiations in order to

lower his market value and thereby retaliate against his master Stanton.

“[A]nd that in return he would give me a good chance to gain my freedom

when I came to live with him. I did as he requested me. Not long after,

Hempsted Miner purchased me of my master for fifty-six pounds lawful. He

took the chain and padlocks from off me immediately after” (p. 379). This

anecdote lends irony to Smith’s lament that Stanton wished to sell him only

“to convert me into cash, and speculate with me as with other commodities”

(p. 379). For this is just what Smith does in the Narrative—he exploits the

speculative potential of his slave body. To convert himself from object to

subject, the black autobiographer, like the black venture capitalist working

his way to freedom, must master the ideological resources made available to

him. Like the slave body, the slave narrative performs itself publicly within

the context of such an exchange.

In 1957 the famous African-American novelist Richard Wright published

White Man, Listen!, a book of essays dedicated to the Caribbean politician, ac-

tivist, and historian of the African slave trade, Eric Williams. In the essay

“The Literature of the Negro in the United States,” Wright assessed the dif-

ference between Phillis Wheatley and her literary successors. The distinction

goes right to the heart of what Wright thought true black writing should be:

Again, let me recall to you the concept I mentioned before. Phyllis [sic]

Wheatley was at one with her culture. What a far cry this is from the Negro

Seabees who staged a sit-down strike a few years ago on the Pacific Coast

when the war against Japan was at its hardest! What makes for this dif-

ference in loyalty? Are these three excerpts [by Dumas, Pushkin, and
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Wheatley] I’ve read to you the writing of Negroes? No, not by present-day

American standards. Then, what is a Negro? What is Negro writing?63

Wright’s questions are critically resonant even today. The assumption that

true black writing has a certain racial self-consciousness and political agency

that Wheatley’s (and Pushkin’s) presumably lacked is important today be-

cause it registers contemporary critical assumptions about the literature of

the eighteenth-century Black Atlantic writing. Over the last two decades

critics have come to question the extent of cultural assimilation that Wright

assumes in this writing. Yet the field is still shaped by the ongoing question

of the degree to which writers like Wheatley, Equiano, John Marrant, and

Venture Smith consent to dominant cultural and ideological norms.64

In this chapter I have interrogated the cultural and literary history of the

early Black Atlantic by engaging in what William Andrews has called “cre-

ative hearing.” From such reading of these early collaborative autobiogra-

phies I theorize a position for early black thought and writing that is simulta-

neously inside and outside Anglo-American culture. Such a reading further

addresses the crucial issue of black agency—or even of black radicalism—

that, for example, divides historians over the full meaning and conse-

quences of the American Revolution. The work of Marrant and Smith al-

lows us to articulate spaces for dissent without overstating the case for their

autonomy.
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C H A P T E R 5

Yellow Fever and the

Black Market

To explain the fever we need no boatloads of refugees, ragged and

wracked with killing fevers, bringing death to our shores. We have

bred the affliction within our breasts. Each solitary heart contains all

the world’s tribes, and its precarious dance echoes the drum’s thun-

der. We are our ancestors and our children, neighbors and strangers

to ourselves. Fever descends when the waters that connect us are

clogged with filth. When our seas are garbage.

—John Edgar Wideman, “Fever” (1989)

Previous chapters have focused in various ways on the com-

mercial and cultural pathology of the slave trade. Slave trading figured, in

other words, as a particular kind of disease that undermined social health.

Now, inverting the theme, this chapter examines the literature of disease as

cultural criticism that takes up much the same issues the abolitionists dis-

cussed. The writings arising from Philadelphia’s yellow fever epidemic in

1793 (and several epidemics thereafter) fundamentally concerned them-

selves with the economics of citizenship during moments of social crisis. Our

focus therefore shifts from enslaved to free African Americans and from in-

ternational commerce to the domestic labor market.

Eighteenth-century discourses drew a direct association between trade

and disease. For example, during the infamous South Sea Bubble, in which

thousands of English stockholders were ruined by the company’s reckless

speculation, an early number of Cato’s Letters (1720) likened its “fatal effects”

to the plague in Marseilles. “The terrible circumstances of our French neigh-

bours, under the plague in some places, expecting it in others, and dreading

it in all, is a loud warning to take all expedients and possible precautions

against such a formidable calamity. We have already had, and still have, a

contagion of another sort, more universal, and less merciful than that at
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Marseilles.”1 Antislavery poetry employed similar rhetorical strategies, re-

ferring to slave trading as “the breath of Pestilence,” “pestilence’s silent

tread,” “unseen contagion,” a “foul plague,” “pestilential fury,” or a “soft

luxurious plague.”2 This rhetoric of commercial pathology often figured the

slave trade as yellow fever. In the Introduction to The Penitential Tyrant

(1805), the ex-Antiguan planter Thomas Branagan, who was then living

in Philadelphia and writing vigorously for the antislavery movement, pro-

claimed: “When I consider the revival of the slave trade in the American re-

public in a political, theological or philosophical point of view, I must come

to this conclusion, that it is to the body politic what the yellow fever is to an

individual. Every slave ship that arrives in Charleston is to our nation what

the Grecian’s wooden horse was to Troy—the fate of St. Domingo will abun-

dantly demonstrate this hypothesis.”3

The trope blurs the boundary between metaphor and reality. Contempo-

rary medical theories, which emphasized the closely related forms of physi-

cal, moral, and psychological health, facilitated the rhetorical power of “dis-

ease.” Consider, for example, the Scottish poet James Grahame’s Africa

Delivered; or The Slave Trade Abolished (1809), a work that recounts the plague

that destroys a slave ship headed for the West Indies. The poem impugns the

“brutal traffickers” engaged in the slave trade, questions the European claim

to civilization (“Against the savage tenants of the wild / More savage men

yet were there unknown”),4 and turns its sights on the pathology of British

culture:

And is it for a system such as this,

That Britain sends devoted legions forth,

The victims not of warfare but disease!

What is the clashing steel, or cannon’s roar,

Death’s toys and baubles! what the thundering surge,

Compared to pestilence’s silent tread,

That like the angel sent through Pharaoh’s land

(O would Britannia read the lesson right)

The bondman’s dwelling passes o’er untouched!

What hecatombs of human beings die

Upon thy altar, Commerce! Ages hence

Thy bloody superstition will arouse

The horror of mankind, as now the rites

Almost incredible of Saturn’s shrine,

Yellow Fever and the Black Market 153



At which the infant died to expiate

The parent’s guilt.5

The diseased slave ship symbolizes the cultural inversion of trade as en-

lightened and sociable exchange. Both the description of the foundering

ship, and the engraving that accompanies it (see Figure 4), represent this pa-

thology as a form of inertia:

Dearth next approaches, handmaid of disease,

With slow but certain step: the measured draught

Of water is dealt out with cautious hand;

For now the sails hang wavering in the breeze;

The lambent waves rise gently to the prow;

His bulk the following sluth-hound of the deep

Rolls, gamboling, and shows his vault-like gorge;

And every signs foretells a lasting calm.

Fainting, the breeze dies gradually away,

Till not a breath is felt; the vessel lies

Moveless, as if encased in Arctic ice,

While fierce with perpendicular rays, the sun

Withers up life, and from within thirst burns unquenched.6

Instead of fostering civilized social relations, the slave trade destroys them; it

reduces commerce, in its sense as both economic and cultural exchange, to

stasis, pestilence, and death. The image of the sharks “gamboling” about the

ship raises a larger question about the relation between human nature and

the natural order, one that is expressed as well in the curious—indeed un-

natural—yoking together of extreme heat and cold.

The ability of corrupt commerce to do more than metaphorize disease—

to actually engender it—suggests the cultural stakes of the many writings

about yellow fever in Philadelphia during the 1790s.7 Before pursuing the

subject as a literary and cultural event, I want to sketch out a few basic facts

about the episode. First, the 1793 epidemic was the beginning of a series of

yellow fever epidemics that struck the city during the 1790s. If not the worst

epidemic in American history, it was nevertheless a horrific episode and a

major medical crisis, killing off about 5,000 of the city’s inhabitants, or

roughly ten percent of its total population, and causing another 15,000 to

flee the city. Not surprisingly, the epidemic brought on a widespread social
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Figure 4. Untitled photograph from Poems on the Abolition of the Slave Trade, writ-

ten by James Montgomery, James Grahame, and E. Benger (London, 1809).

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



crisis as well. From August until October, when the frosts ridded the city of

the mosquitoes that actually were transmitting the disease (a fact that sci-

ence did not discover until the work of Walter Reed at the beginning of the

twentieth century), the epidemic ruined families, paralyzed social and polit-

ical institutions, and bitterly divided the medical community over the nature

and treatment of the disease.8

The social crisis placed the city’s African Americans in a particularly dif-

ficult position that subsequently led to a series of important public ex-

changes about their behavior during the epidemic. If the requests by civic

leaders to the city’s black population to help nurse the sick and bury the

dead increased their visibility, they only highlighted the absolute hypocrisy

of asking (or begging) people to whom citizenship had been denied to act as

ideal citizens. Indeed, one piece appearing in early September in the city’s

leading commercial periodical, Dunlap’s Daily American Advertiser, claimed

that “a noble opportunity” now presented itself to the city’s African Ameri-

cans “of manifesting their gratitude” to those citizens, who had placed them

“in point of civil and religious privileges, upon a footing with themselves.”9

Such language, at best outlandish and at worst duplicitous, appears again in

the hopelessly awkward letter that the city’s famous physician Benjamin

Rush wrote to the African American minister Richard Allen as the epidemic

worsened. Embarrassed at the shortage of Anglo-American volunteers,

Rush turned to African Americans for help, reminding Allen that all the aid

he could muster would be “pleasing to the light of that God who will [re-

ward] every act of kindness done to creatures whom he calls his brethren.”10

Both newspaper and letter raise the troubling question about the status of

African Americans in post-Revolutionary America—that is, what were the

moral obligations of the politically disenfranchised to the politically empow-

ered?

The question erupted in the public exchange between the publisher

Mathew Carey and the African American leaders Absalom Jones and Rich-

ard Allen. Although Jones and Allen, along with the recently formed Free

African Society, heeded Rush’s request for volunteers, Carey’s major publi-

cation about the episode, A Short Account of the Malignant Fever Lately Prevalent

in Philadelphia (1793), unfairly accused the city’s blacks of theft, negligence,

and extortion. Understandably stung by these accusations, especially in light

of the two hundred African Americans who died from the disease, Jones and

Allen responded by writing A Narrative of the Proceedings of the Black People,

During the Late Awful Calamity in Philadelphia (1794). The pamphlet defends
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the behavior of African Americans and assails Carey for cowardice and self-

promotion.

Present-day scholars are understandably intrigued by the public war of

words. There are few apologists for the racial aspersions that Carey offers

in this “dramatic narrative of community destruction and regeneration.”11

Rather, most of the writers vehemently defend Philadelphia’s African Amer-

icans, emphasizing, for example, the “spirit of Christian love” they demon-

strated during the crisis.12 The historian Gary B. Nash has argued that Jones

and Allen saw the epidemic “as a God-sent opportunity to prove their cour-

age and worth and to show that they could drive anger and bitterness from

their hearts. Perhaps they could dissolve white racism by demonstrating that

in their capabilities, civic virtue, and Christian humanitarianism they were

not inferior, but in fact superior, to those who regarded former slaves as a

degraded, hopelessly backward people.”13 Julia Stern also admires “the dra-

matic show of fellow feeling these African Americans extend to their white

brethren”: “In their tract, [Allen and Jones] discuss the problem of African

American social invisibility, the way in which blacks are excluded from the

community’s imagination of sympathy.”14

Although focus on this episode serves to unmask previously invisible so-

cial history, it all but reduces Philadelphia’s black population in 1793 to the

values of sympathy and benevolence. It elides the historical fact that African

Americans, like Anglo-Americans, worked for real wages and regarded their

own interests. The comments only invert the ethical opposition that Carey

tried to maintain between Anglo- and African Americans without actually

interrogating the premises for the racial hierarchy itself. I too recognize that

Philadelphia’s African Americans did provide substantial help to the city of

Philadelphia. But I intend to reconsider sentimental black citizenship by

placing the cultural value of sentiment itself in context of its historical rela-

tions to emergent capitalist ideologies favoring the impersonality of market

forces. Just as the literature against the African slave trade tried to separate

virtuous from vicious commercial relations, the literature of yellow fever—

itself embedded in larger issues of commerce and West Indian slavery—tried

to distinguish between sentimental and capitalist modes of social relations

during a particular historical crisis. But the crisis reveals the period’s entan-

glement of sympathy and the market.15 The complex relations between

the two underlie the writings of Anglo- and African Americans alike, both

of which rhetorically devolved upon the uncertain meanings of “labor,”

“value,” and “interest.” The result of such an analysis of the writings of
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Carey and Jones and Allen is to bring them into a closer and perhaps unex-

pected ideological proximity.

Economic Bodies

When yellow fever struck Philadelphia in the summer of 1793, it disrupted

the commercial life of the most modern city in early America. By the 1790s,

it was certainly the wealthiest American city, and, as the commercial and

political capital of the republic, Philadelphia was the site of the new Federal

government, the home of the American Philosophical Society and the pres-

tigious College of Physicians, and, in effect, the center of the American En-

lightenment. Yet modernization in Philadelphia came at a cost, particularly

the urban blight that had developed there, the increasing polarity between

rich and poor, the expansion of credit, the increase in speculative venture

capitalism, and the unpredictable quality of the city’s free labor market.16

Moreover, its population in the 1790s was expanding rapidly, as significant

numbers of émigrés and fugitives escaping revolutions in France and Saint

Domingue migrated to Philadelphia. This influx exacerbated existing prob-

lems by further driving up the costs of property and rentals. The city’s un-

precedented demands for consumer goods and displays of luxury and ex-

travagance only highlighted the growing polarization of social classes.

Commentators on the yellow fever crisis were forced to take a hard look

at the “health” of this urban and commercial society—that is, Philadelphia

served as the model for considering recent transformations in social and eco-

nomic life. Recent historians of modern capitalism have argued that the de-

velopment of the open market in labor tends to produce anxious questions

about the nature of social relations in general: “The commercialization of so-

cial relations, especially the creation of a market in labor-power, forced a re-

thinking of social responsibility, ideological hegemony, and the nature of

human identity.”17 John Ashworth, for example, claims that such a process

describes the “paradox of freedom” facing post-Revolutionary American so-

ciety: “The spread of the market meant that a growing part of human life

was subject to the force of individual self-interest. But a society in which the

pursuit of self-interest is universal is a society that is about to collapse.”18

Even if such a statement is hyperbolic, it does capture the anxieties about

the “natural” laws of the market that arose during Philadelphia’s yellow fe-

ver epidemic. The “racial” war between Mathew Carey and Absalom Jones

and Richard Allen was about the conduct of the city’s African Americans
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during the crisis—particularly their behavior as workers who nursed the sick

and transported the dead. The conflict involved competing understandings

of the labor market during a period of social crisis. Carey foisted his fears

about market forces of supply and demand onto the city’s African American

population. The debate over African Americans and their labor was part of a

larger cultural narrative about the nature of labor in a capitalist system.

To clarify the positions of Carey and Jones and Allen, it will be useful to

examine the literatures of yellow fever that directly addressed the deeply

connected issues of cultural, psychological, and bodily health. Contempo-

rary analysts believed that the epidemic was symptomatic of commercial

“diseases” currently plaguing Philadelphia. These writings thus didactically

aimed to recuperate urban health by restoring equilibrium to mind and

body, the individual and society, and economic and social relations.19 Con-

sider, for example, one of the short histories written in response to one of

the later epidemics that struck Philadelphia in 1798:

Citizens over-reaching their capitals, the general failure of land speculation,

the depredations committed upon our commerce, together with the general

stagnation of trade in almost every department, has of late been followed by

an increased number of bankruptcies, that at least equal any period since

the revolution. Such a combination of untoward circumstances could

hardly fail of producing numberless distresses. But evils of a more serious

nature followed: The malignant scourge of mankind, the Yellow Fever,

again appeared in the city, marking its path with unprecedented horror and

devastation. . . . Philadelphia was this year again doomed to experience a

repetition of these baneful consequences, in a degree far beyond any former

period, when mediocrity of circumstances enabled citizens, by a timely

flight, to escape from a premature death.20

The “stagnation of trade” resulted from constraints on the American export-

trade during this era of European wars, and the yellow fever epidemic be-

came significantly worse as a result of this commercial decline. Intriguingly,

however, the passage also expresses anxiety about commercial excess. (After

all, “untoward” can mean either “unfavorable” or “unruly or reckless.”)

Philadelphia’s citizens dangerously overextend their credit, speculate wildly,

and exceed their means. The paradox here is that the city’s economy is at

once booming and declining, too fast and too slow, a condition that can be

resolved only through a “mediocrity of circumstances.”

This fantasy of economic balance begins to suggest how writing about dis-
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ease operates on multiple levels. The literature of yellow fever generally ex-

presses what David Brion Davis has called the problem for early Americans

of the “perishability of Revolutionary time”: “there was, inevitably, a wid-

ening chasm of time between the transcendent moment of rebirth—when

the ‘Word of Liberty’ created the nation—and the recurring rediscoveries of

America’s unredeemed sin.”21 Seeing yellow fever as the just retribution for

the national sin (of slavery), most cultural critics of the epidemic took the

opportunity to advise contemporary Philadelphians of the need to regulate

themselves in many different ways—socially, psychologically, commercially,

and so forth. The dominant motif in this literature of balance arises from this

need. This was expressed in terms of an ideal economy that avoided the ex-

tremes of languid depression and hyperactivity. For example, one poetic

representation of the city’s absence of commercial life during the epidemic

captures this desire:

The shops were shut, and business at a stand;

The Plague, ’twas thought, would desolate the land!

The People, pent as in a lonesome den,

Sell not their goods unto their countrymen;

The vessels too lay loaded by the shore,

For want of hands the num’rous goods to store.22

But if the loss of commercial activity here means a loss of civilized exchange,

other writings about yellow fever just as vigorously questioned the very

nature of commercial “civilization.” Philadelphia’s ministers, for example,

used the epidemic as the occasion to proclaim divine displeasure with mod-

ern forms of luxury and idle entertainment, such as the fare offered by the

Chestnut Street Theater or Rickett’s Circus. These, as one German divine put

it, created a “kind of dissipation” that obliterated “in [the people’s] hearts all

taste for what is serious and useful.”23 In other words, the writings about the

epidemic, like antislavery literature, engendered a narrative about the na-

ture of culture, specifically, the pitfalls of cultural refinement.

This argument emerged much earlier in eighteenth-century Britain. Dan-

iel Defoe’s historical novel about the 1665 bubonic plague in London, A

Journal of the Plague Year (1722), similarly represented the breakdown of civ-

ilized society. Its anonymous narrator, H. F., remarks that, “Tears and lamen-

tations were seen almost in every house, especially in the first part of the

visitation; for towards the latter end men’s hearts were hardened, and death

was so always before their eyes, that they did not so much concern them-

160 Barbaric Traffic



selves for the loss of their friends, expecting that themselves should be sum-

moned the next hour.”24 Defoe’s narrative of the loss of human sympathy,

exemplified by the tavern revelers who mock the city’s suffering citizens, ul-

timately gives way to the theme of civic charity. While the novel’s narrator is

no more certain than is Philadelphia’s clergy about the people’s prospects for

moral regeneration, he does manage to praise both the city government and

private citizens for their charitable acts: “Certain it is, the greater part of the

poor, or families who formerly lived by their labour, or by retail trade, lived

now on charity; and had there not been prodigious sums of money given by

charitable, well-minded Christians for the support of such, the city poor

could never have subsisted.”25

Public comments in response to Philadelphia’s bouts of epidemics simi-

larly tried to reaffirm humanitarian values, but they notably failed to make

their case. For example, the Philadelphia physician William Currie cited a

passage from John Fenno’s United States Gazette, in order to make a sentimen-

tal appeal for city funding for a new hospital:

Let us recall the case of the unfortunate man home to our own bosoms—

diseased, friendless, and disconsolate—situated in a strange country, where

he knew not the countenance of a single human being, incapable of provid-

ing for himself, and unable from illness to leave the city, willing to take ref-

uge in an infected hospital, and I am sure there is no man who is not abso-

lutely callous to the voice of misery, and dead to every thing which bears

the stamp of humanity, who will not approve of some plan being fallen on

for the comfortable accommodation of such of his suffering fellow-men.26

Like Rush’s letter to Richard Allen, Currie’s recycled comment extends the

universal scope of sympathy (“the unfortunate man,” “suffering fellow-

men”) to the crucial point where distinctions between citizens and nonciti-

zens begin to evaporate. Yet this expanding field of sympathetic attention

founders on the uncertain faith in American citizens themselves. As a trope

for the power of sympathy, the “stamp of humanity” suggests that it may be

only a representational sign.

The cultural failure of sympathy—itself a kind of disease—took on na-

tional proportions. If, as David Waldstreicher claims, early national celebra-

tions of Independence Day ritualized the ideology of sentimental citizen-

ship, the social crisis of epidemic certainly deflated it.27 For instance, the

satire “A Dialogue Between a Citizen of Philadelphia and a Jersey Farmer,”

which appeared in Philip Freneau’s National Gazette, lampooned the lack
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of sympathy that New Jersey (and the rest of the eastern United States)

showed those Philadelphians who left the city in fear. Probably written by

Freneau himself, the piece has the rube Farmer reject the suffering fugitive

Citizen: “You are a moving mass of putridity, corruption, plague, poison,

and putrefecation.”28 This rather morbid allegory of national alienation ac-

tually reverses the urban/rural moral geography of works like Crevecoeur’s

Letters from an American Farmer (1782) or Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Vir-

ginia (1785). The Citizen’s final admonition appeals to human values be-

yond those of national citizenship.

The common duties of humanity between man and man, should have as much

weight with a rational creature as the great duty of self-preservation itself; and

be equally observed. Cowards shrink from danger: the brave, when neces-

sary, meet it with fortitude: and, trust me, you will find, in at least ninety

instances out of a hundred, that cowards perish through the very effects of

their fears, while the firm escape and enjoy a comfortable length of exis-

tence.29

The denunciation places pressure on the category of citizenship itself. Senti-

mental virtue extends the field of national attention to the point where the

distinction between citizens and non-citizens begins to blur. Political identi-

fication within the United States (recalling the national motto “E Pluribus

Unum”) spills into the more far-reaching forms of humanitarianism (or the

“duties of humanity”). What are the ties that bind New Jersey farmer and

fugitive Philadelphian? Who makes up the sympathetic nation?

Climate, Contagion, and National Health

The medical rhetoric of the “Dialogue” begins to suggest the importance

of contemporary medical theories to cultural debates about the health of

the early U.S. environment. Early American medicine derived largely from

British theories, which were rooted in writings of Newton and Locke on

sensation and perceptions. Broadly speaking, eighteenth-century medical

thinking on both sides of the Atlantic generally maintained that physical,

psychological, and moral forms of health were intricately and reciprocally

related to one another. The natural environment affected mind and body

alike: physical sensations could produce psychological effects, and psycho-

logical change could produce physical bodily symptoms. The extent to

which such thinking became popularized in the late eighteenth century is
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apparent, for example, in Benjamin Rush’s “A Moral and Physical Ther-

mometer,” which appeared in numerous early American periodicals, in-

cluding The Columbian Magazine and Isaiah Thomas’s Massachusetts Magazine

(see Figure 5). With exacting, clinical precision, Rush registers the direct cor-

respondences theoretically existing among habits of consumption, state of

mind, and moral well-being. This psychological scheme, like contemporary

representations of the slave trade, associates disease with distilled spirits and

requires self-regulation of both mind and body.

The two reigning (and often haphazardly overlapping) eighteenth-cen-

tury conceptions of bodily health emphasized balance. In the earlier part of

the century, the well-established theory of the body’s humors shaped both

learned and popular views of physical and emotional health. The body’s four

humors controlled internal health and appearance (including racial appear-

ance) and were subject to changes in the environment.30 As much as

humoral theory upheld the ideal of a balanced constitution, a more modern

medical thinking that was premised on the circulation of bodily fluids even

more rigorously theorized the proper balance of arterial flow. Propounded

most influentially by the Scottish physicians William Cullen and John

Brown, the theory of “solidism” claimed, as one medical historian has put

it, “that illness represents pathological imbalances in the irritability of the

body’s tissues as manifested by the tone, the innate strength and elasticity, of

the solid fibrous components of blood vessels and nerves. . . . That is, the

body was healthy when blood and ‘nerve fluids’ could circulate freely.”31

Modeled on the larger ideal of balance, the concept of “free” circulation en-

visioned the easy flow of bodily fluids that avoided dangerous extremes.

Circulation, moreover, connects the worlds of the body and the commer-

cial economy. The foundations for such a connection derive in part from

Montesquieu’s belief that the environment—including the commercial en-

vironment and the nature and exchange of commercial goods—affects the

health of both the individual and the nation. This extended easily to a com-

mercial empire. As one analyst has observed, “Scientific advances, such as

[William] Harvey’s discovery of the circulation of blood, seemed to rein-

force, and even to suggest improvements upon these theories. An empire,

conceived of as a body, relied upon the circulation of goods but also of per-

sons for its continued existence.”32 As we have seen, popular writing about

the yellow fever epidemic urged regulation of the commercial economy;

medical writing also called for a similar kind of regulation. Indeed, economic

and physical domains did not merely parallel but metaphorized one another,

Yellow Fever and the Black Market 163



Figure 5. Benjamin Rush, “A Moral and Physical Thermometer.”
From The Columbian Magazine (Philadelphia, 1789).
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functioning as conceptual templates with which to theorize balance, circula-

tion, and the proper state of health. As Roy Porter has summarized, “Medi-

cal materialism . . . conceived the pulsating body as a through-put economy

whose efficient functioning depended upon generous input and unimpeded

outflow. But how was this need for positive stimulus to be squared with age-

old doctrines—both medical and moral—of temperance, moderation and

the golden mean? Might not energizing the system precipitate pathological

excess?”33

These questions underlie much of the writing about yellow fever during

the 1790s. The “pathological excess” of both individual behavior and aggre-

gate economy, moreover, was represented largely in terms of the nature of

the “passions.” Most commentators about the medical and social crisis re-

garded the passions as both cause and effect of the epidemic. Benjamin

Rush, for example, cited the problem of “indirect debility” as one of the dis-

ease’s principal causes: he believed that excessive fears or appetites stimu-

lated the body’s natural contagion into activity, thereby triggering the dis-

ease. One of the most influential books on the causes and treatments of

common maladies, William Buchan’s Domestic Medicine, similarly argued that

the 1793 epidemic “suffered all the varieties produced by the age, constitu-

tion, and state of atmosphere, season of the year, together with a number of

other causes; such as fear, grief, and despondency, which powerfully oper-

ated on the mind.”34 This goes far in explaining why during the crisis public

health officials in Philadelphia urged citizens to maintain a balanced mind.

Dr. Jean Deveze, a French émigré from Saint Domingue and the physician

overseeing the makeshift hospital at Bush Hill, urged: “The particular means

which regard individuals only, consist in some precautions. The most neces-

sary is to fortify the mind, and resist as much as possible the fears naturally

inspired by epidemics. This emotion of the soul disorders the mind, effaces

reason . . . which renders the body more liable to disease.”35

The bitter divisions that broke out within Philadelphia’s College of Physi-

cians reveal deep anxieties about the health of both national environment

and international commerce. The medical controversy principally involved

Benjamin Rush and William Currie, who were the leading advocates of

“climatist” and “contagionist” positions respectively. The differences be-

tween Rush and Currie concerned the causes of and remedies for yellow fe-

ver. Was the disease the result of problems in the local environment, or was

it imported to the United States and transmitted by personal contact with

afflicted victims? Rush was the chief advocate of climatist theory, and ar-
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gued that toxic “putrefecations” and “effluvia” were in effect poisoning lo-

cal Philadelphians. The infected atmosphere, he believed, originally came

from the piles of rotten coffee that that the ship Amelia, from Saint

Domingue, had dumped on Ball’s Wharf near Arch Street.36

Contagionist thinking had roots in eighteenth-century British medical

theory about the nature of plagues and epidemics. Responding to the plague

that beset the city of Marseilles in 1720, the famous English physician Rich-

ard Mead warned London’s inhabitants about the danger of commercial re-

lations with those southern and tropical climates where the disease suppos-

edly originated. “It is very remarkable,” Mead argued, “that the several

countries of Europe have always suffered more or less in this way, according

as they have a greater or lesser commerce with Africa, or with those parts of

the east that have traded there.”37 His Short Discourse on the Pestilential Conta-

gion (1720) established the contagionist position, so that commerce in effect

became the means by which nations became infected with epidemics. “The

Plague is a real poison, which, being bred in the southern parts of the world,

is carried by commerce into other countries, particularly into Turkey, where

it maintains itself by a kind of circulation from persons to goods.”38 If British

savants like Mead envisioned the danger of trading with sub-Saharan Africa,

American ones like Currie looked more immediately to the West Indies.

Influenced by the writings of Dr. John Lining, who observed the epidemic

that struck Charleston, South Carolina, in the 1740s, Currie and others

speculated that yellow fever was imported to Philadelphia via either com-

mercial goods from the West Indies, or, perhaps even more dangerously,

brought by the refugees of St. Domingue who were escaping the violent rev-

olution there.39

“Contagionists,” as one historian summarizes, “would prevent fever by

quarantining incoming vessels from sickly regions; climatists would purify

the city and society itself by sanitary measures.”40 In fact, both camps were

addressing the same cultural problem of how to maintain (or recover) the

health of the commercial city. After all, both sides urged the regulation of

commerce and consumption. In this context, the African slave trade sig-

nificantly impeded the project of cultural and commercial purification. Ben-

jamin Rush (who himself owned a slave) connects the yellow fever crisis

with the antislavery movement. In his antislavery writings from the 1770s

Rush represented the slave trade as a disease: “When we look back and esti-

mate the numbers which have been sacrificed by this Trade . . . we would

wish to forget the obligations we owe to Justice, Humanity, Religion, and to
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the British name. What War, or Pestilence ever made such Havock with the

human species?”41

Hence Rush’s later assertion that the epidemic began with a pile of rotten

coffee dumped on a wharf is all the more intriguing. Why, amidst all the city’s

heaping piles of raw sewage, vermin, floating animal carcasses, and other

putrid material, did Rush fixate upon an imported consumer good from the

slave-holding West Indies? As we have seen, antislavery culture was steeped

in larger issues about the nature of consumer goods and the ethics of con-

sumption. The questions it raised about consumption included such “lux-

ury” items as coffee, tea, and sugar.42 As the source of almost half of the

world’s coffee and sugar, Saint Domingue was often mentioned in antislav-

ery writings, and the thousands of white refugees fleeing the revolution

there, many of whom forced their African slaves to come along, certainly

brought it to the attention of Philadelphians and others in the 1790s. In this

context, the rotting coffee on the Philadelphia waterfront possessed reso-

nant symbolic meanings. Like the “blood sugar” that British antislavery po-

ets castigated, rotting coffee was associated with West Indian slavery, and in

Rush’s imagination became another kind of “poisonous” commodity infect-

ing the commercial port of Philadelphia.

Despite the hostile differences of opinion within Philadelphia’s medical

community, Rush’s view of contamination actually parallels Currie’s own.

As the leading contagionist, or importationist, Currie helped to initiate the

College of Physicians’ call for “the quarantine and purification of vessels”43

during the 1790s, a move that ought to prevent further epidemics by purify-

ing American commerce. Currie blamed the city’s otherwise lucrative West

Indian trade for the contamination of the American environment:

A few days after the middle of July several vessels from Cape Francois ar-

rived at the port of Philadelphia, crowded with passengers and goods of var-

ious descriptions; and about the same time, or a few days later, a French pri-

vate called the Sans-culotte, from Nantes but last from the West Indies, which

brought in the ship Flora of Glasgow, captured on her passage.

The disease made its appearance the beginning of August, first in the

lodging of Mr. Denny, in the neighbourhood of the wharves where two ves-

sels which had landed sickly passengers and the Sans-culotte lay.44

This position significantly resembles the antislavery position of preserving

“free” trade by regulating it. Lucrative as it might be—and proslavery writ-

ers like Richard Nisbet certainly emphasized its financial benefits—the trade
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between the United States and the West Indies, Currie believed, under-

mined “the true interest of the country.” If the United States maintained it,

“foreign commerce would shun our dangerous ports, and the vessels of our

merchants would be subjected to the inconvenience and vexation of a te-

dious and expensive quarantine in foreign ports.”45

What was the best means of securing the health of the United States?

What were the potential effects of the modern commercial environment on

the American body and mind? These questions were important because

they addressed the larger problem of purifying the American environment

in an era characterized by debates over the health of West Indian commerce

in general and the slave trade in particular. Indeed, the enduring presence of

the slave trade, which the U.S. Constitution protected for twenty years,

hampered the imaginary purification of national health. Put another way,

the yellow fever epidemic actualizes the figure of diseased commerce associ-

ated with the African slave trade, a figure that itself outstrips the bounds

of metaphor. Consider, for example, the advertisement that appeared in

Charleston, South Carolina, in 1769, for the sale of newly imported African

slaves (see Figure 6). The advertisement directly connects the slave trade

with infection and, in this way, glosses the yellow fever epidemics that dur-

ing the eighteenth century struck British American seaports like Charleston

and Philadelphia. The advertisement assures potential buyers of the health

of slave trading. These slaves, these imported goods, are in no way infected

with the case of smallpox that broke out the Countess of Sussex. By claiming

the restoration of health, however, the advertisement opens up the likeli-

hood that such outbreaks are common enough and recur often. Pushed to

the point where bodily and cultural diseases converge, it suggests, for the

antislavery imagination, that all slave traders are infected.

The Black Market

The yellow fever crisis thus sharpened the question of both the nature and

prospect of national health. The deeper question embedded in this one con-

cerned who “naturally” belonged in the nation itself—who, in other words,

maintained national health, or, alternatively, injured it. This issue underlies

Mathew Carey’s Short Account as well as the African American response by

Absalom Jones and Richard Allen, Narrative of the Proceedings. The public ex-

change about who behaved well or badly, and therefore who could make le-

gitimate claims to citizenship, focused on the ability to demonstrate public

feeling in context of the medical and social crisis. Carey’s Short Account ex-
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Figure 6. Broadside advertising the sale of slaves, Charleston, 1769.
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presses the contagionist position on the nature of disease; though troubled

by the behavior of Anglo-American citizens during the crisis, it ultimately

makes African Americans, however unintentionally, an external threat to

the body politic. Like the period’s medical literature, which alienated the

slave-holding West Indies, Carey alienates Philadelphia’s African Americans

in order to restore the viability of Anglo-American citizenship.

The Short Account represents the yellow fever epidemic as a crisis whose

significance lies on many levels: moral, cultural, political, commercial, and

even metaphysical. That contemporaries read Carey in light of the problem

of national health is apparent, for example, in a review of it that appeared in

1793 in Isaiah Thomas’s Massachusetts Magazine. It begins with the Short Ac-

count’s crucial first chapter:

The author of this sensible and well written pamphlet, begins the account

which he has published, with some prefatory observations of a moral na-

ture, and these, in a more especial manner, are highly worthy the attention

of every friend to the happiness of America; for the luxury, dissipation and

extravagance, which are treated of, as but too prevalent in Philadelphia,

have also erected the Hydra head of ruin in other States: and the once virtu-

ous New Englanders are at present no less devoted to the Goddess of Plea-

sure, than their Southern Sisters. Similar follies merit similar chastisement.

The eventual consequences need not be predicted.46

Not only does the reviewer read Carey as a meditation on national health,

but he also aligns slavery’s cultural malaise with the “luxury, dissipation,

and extravagance” besetting the northeast. The trope of the hydra, more-

over, recalls the “many-headed Hydra” that Thomas Clarkson and others

used to represent the African slave trade and all the cultural evils accompa-

nying it.47 New England and its “Southern Sisters” should be different—and

yet they are not.

The Short Account frames this cultural crisis in terms of economic condi-

tions, though Carey appears unable to decide upon the nature of the market

forces that appear to be consuming the city of Philadelphia, forces that evi-

dently have overstimulated social and individual bodies alike.48 The Short Ac-

count immediately announces the cultural stakes of yellow fever by pointing

out that other writers have portrayed “the manners of the people in an un-

favourable light.”49 Trying to uphold the benevolence of the city’s residents,

Carey describes the crisis as a deviation from mores, one in which “all the

‘mild charities of social life’ were suppressed by regard for self—as to stamp
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eternal infamy on a nation for all the atrocities perpetuated in times of civil

broils, when all the ‘angry passions’ are roused into dreadful and ferocious

activity” (p. viii).

Throughout, Carey has difficulty separating social affections from noxious

passions. The distinction is important because it underlies the one between

healthy and diseased forms of commercial capitalism. The difficulty he has

policing this thematic boundary partly derives from Carey’s early financial

struggles as an aspiring printer in Philadelphia.50 The son of an Irish baker,

Carey emigrated to America in 1784 and soon established himself as an ag-

gressive editor and publisher of newspapers and magazines such as the Penn-

sylvania Evening Herald, the Columbian Magazine, and the American Museum.

His reputation as an entrepreneurial innovator in the printing trade is justly

deserved. He outmaneuvered competitors in Philadelphia’s newspaper in-

dustry; he tried to nationalize the market for “local” magazines like the

American Museum; he successfully employed networks of factors and agents

(like Mason Locke Weems) to market his publications in cities as well as in

more remote markets; he had an eye for best sellers like Rowson’s Charlotte

Temple, which he published (the first to do so in America) in 1794; he

dropped out of the Philadelphia Company of Printers and Booksellers in

1796 to fulfill his individual ambitions; and he was the first to market the Bi-

ble in America as a commodity for popular consumption.51

But at the time of the epidemic, Carey was struggling financially; indeed,

he was deep in debt. One might even see the publication of the Short Account

(as his African American critics later did) as a commercial venture cap-

italizing upon the short-term market for the literature of disease. Carey was

certainly conscious of this, and responded soon afterwards by casting the

project in terms of the “duty that I owed the city . . . and indeed the United

States generally, to give a candid and full statement of affairs as they really

stood, without bias or partiality.”52 Later on, he claimed that he also in-

tended to encourage creditors to indulge their debtors in the plague-stricken

city. In light of Carey’s marketing strategies for the work, however, these ra-

tionales ring hollow. His characteristic business acumen served him well in

this early venture: for example, he published the first edition on 14 Novem-

ber 1793 without first securing subscription orders because of his confidence

in the work’s market appeal.53 Its “speedy sale” (p. vii) led to a second edi-

tion that appeared on 23 November; by January of 1794, the Short Account

went through two more editions, an impressive publishing venture that ex-

tended well beyond the local reading public. Yet Carey’s success with the
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Short Account did not end all of his financial struggles. His autobiography re-

veals (albeit retrospectively) the sense of relief he evidently felt by the en-

forced suspension of the city’s financial activities. “I was for the first time for

ten years, wholly free from the cares of business—had no money to bor-

row—no notes to pay—and my mind was fully occupied by the duties to

which I devoted myself.”54

This biographical background may explain Carey’s frame for the crisis.

“Before I enter on the consideration of this disorder, it may not be improper

to offer a few introductory remarks on the situation of Philadelphia previous

to its commencement, which will reflect light on some of the circumstances

mentioned in the course of the narrative” (p. 9). The “situation” puts the

epidemic in context, explains its causes, links bodily and cultural disease.

The booming economy becomes the central figure for the city’s pathological

condition:

New houses, in almost every street, built in a very neat, elegant stile,

adorned, at the same time that they enlarged the city. Its population was ex-

tending fast. House rent had risen to a most extravagant height; it was in

many cases double, and in some treble what it had been a year or two be-

fore; and, as is generally the case, when a city is thriving, it went far beyond

the real increase of trade. The number of applicants for houses, exceeding

the number of houses to be let, one bid over another; and affairs were in

such a situation, that many people, though they had a tolerable run of busi-

ness, could hardly do more than clear their rents, and were, literally, toiling

for their landlords alone. Luxury, the usual and perhaps inevitable concom-

itant of prosperity, was gaining ground in a manner very alarming to those

who considered how far the virtue, the liberty, and the happiness of a na-

tion depend on their temperance and sober manners. Men had been for

some time in the habit of regulating their expenses by prospects formed in

sanguine hours, when every probability was caught at as a certainty, not by

their actual profits, or income. The number of coaches, coachees, chairs, &c.

lately set up by men in the middle rank of life, is hardly credible. (pp. 10–

11)

While castigating commercial excess, Carey touches on various forms of reg-

ulation: moral, cultural, psychological, and commercial. Like the individual

citizen whose derangement makes him susceptible to yellow fever, Carey’s

Philadelphia has lost its reason. Just as the human body needs regulation, so

too does the economic body. To this end, the free capitalist market is sus-
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tained by unregulated passions associated now with imaginatively rampant

speculation.

But the Short Account makes such claims ambivalently. Carey seems to be

unable to imagine republican morality outside commercial capitalism. His

writing is not so much a reactionary corrective to capitalist enterprise and

free markets as it is an ongoing (Cullenian) deliberation upon the necessary

level of stimulation that the American citizen and the American economy

need. His complaint about escalating rental prices in the city is compromised

by his belief that the middling classes lacked only the necessary capital

(“actual profits, or income”) to sustain their investments in luxury items.

Hedging on the very premises of moral (that is, regulated) capitalism, Carey

cannot decide whether or not luxury is in itself poisonous to republican

health. To manage his ambivalence he resorts to the rather contrived per-

sona of an elite commentator who is above these vices. The aspiring printer

is supposedly suspicious of speculative projects—those like the Short Account

itself.

The Short Account expresses a similar ambivalent anxiety about overstimu-

lated and depressed economies. If Carey laments the excessive speculation

that was occurring on the eve of the epidemic—“But how fleeting are all hu-

man views!”(p. 13)—he becomes equally concerned for the “stagnation of

business” (p. 65) that occurs afterwards. Certainly, the economic depression

becomes prominent: “Business then became extremely dull. Mechanics and

artists were unemployed; and the streets wore the appearance of gloom

and melancholy” (p. 21). Even his earlier publication about the epidemic

strained to maintain optimism about the present state of commerce and so-

ciety: “Business is not entirely at a stand. Many stores are still open; and

even now not more than half our houses are deserted.”55 In time, however,

false hope gave way to recognizing a crisis that, as in Freneau, took on na-

tional proportions:

For these prefatory observations, I hope I shall be pardoned. . . . At first

view, it would appear that Philadelphia alone felt the scourge; but its effects

have spread in almost every direction through a great portion of the union.

Many parts of Jersey, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North and South Caro-

lina, and Georgia, exclusive of the back settlements of Pennsylvania, drew

their supplies, if not wholly, at least principally, from Philadelphia, which

was of course the mart whither they sent their produce. Cut off from this

quarter, their merchants have had to seek out other markets, which being

Yellow Fever and the Black Market 173



unprepared for such an increased demand, their supplies have been imper-

fect; and owing to the briskness of the sales, the prices have been, natu-

rally enough, very considerably enhanced. . . . Business, therefore, has lan-

guished in many parts of the union; and it is probable, that, considering the

matter merely in a commercial point of light, the shock caused by the fever,

has been felt to the southern extremity of the United States.56

The “commercial point of light” concluding the opening chapter signals the

context for the social and cultural crisis that will ensue. Yet the analysis re-

veals paradoxical conditions. On the one hand, the epidemic brings on eco-

nomic stagnation; on the other, economic inflation. The phrase “naturally

enough” is more important than it initially might appear. It suggests Carey’s

need to master the natural laws of the economy, to know them fully, to

make the “invisible hand” of the market completely visible. The problem,

however, is that the economy, like the suffering victim of yellow fever, is

diseased. Just as Currie’s afflicted patient suffers intermittent fits of “rest-

lessness” and “debility,” the afflicted economy experiences uncontrollable

spasms of excess and constriction. How long will it persist in this way? How

does one regulate it? And, if this condition occurs naturally in the economy,

what does this say about the “natural” laws of the market?

Carey turns away from this unsettling prospect toward the power of sym-

pathy. In the Short Account sentiment functions as the chief means of regulat-

ing society and economy—to bring them balance. This suggests an impor-

tant resemblance between contemporary writings about disease and those

about the slave trade. Both imbue commercial capitalism with sentimental

values in order to purify it, to restore its healthy constitution. Once again,

there are parallels between individual and economic bodies. Like Benjamin

Rush’s proposed regimen of bleeding and purging to cure victims of yellow

fever, Carey’s ideal of sentimental citizenship purges a sickly society of its

toxic agents in order to revitalize it. To accomplish this, the Short Account

turns to those financial institutions that manage credit, and it strains to find

a viable alternative to capitalist principles of self-interest. Carey praised the

Bank of North America for refusing to squeeze its debtors mercilessly during

a time of special need: “It ought to be mentioned, that on the payment of

these sums, the directors generally declined accepting interest for the use of

them.”57 The Short Account also features “Notes” at the bottom of many

pages that prominently display didactic commentaries on civic behavior. In

one of them Carey remarks: “It is with great pleasure, I embrace this oppor-
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tunity of declaring, that the very liberal conduct of the bank of the United

States, at this trying season, was the means of saving many a deserving and

industrious man from ruin. No similar institution was ever conducted on a

more favourable, and, at the same time, prudent plan” (p. 12). Likewise,

he goes on to praise the bank’s decision on 15 October 1793 to renew

discounted notes for struggling merchants and, later, its second loan of

$5,000—without interest—to fund the hospital at Bush Hill. The “extraordi-

nary liberality” of altruistic bankers contrasts with the “hardened hearts” of

unforgiving landlords, who “know no compassion, and who will have ‘the

pound of flesh—the penalty of the bond’” (p. 88).

The allusion to Shylock is consistent with Carey’s overall suspicion of the

cold logic of unregulated, laissez-faire capitalism. His emphasis on the value

of feeling within the larger structures of capitalism lends further rhetorical

complexity to the work as a whole. These competing registers of value are

particularly significant as they affect the work’s treatment of labor value. For

example, the Short Account, like so many accounts of the epidemic, idealizes

two members of the Committee, Peter Helm and the famous merchant Ste-

phen Girard, for their heroic efforts in running the makeshift hospital at

Bush Hill. “Uninfluenced by any reflexions of this kind, without any possi-

ble inducement but the purest motives of humanity, they came forward, and

offered themselves as the forlorn hope of the committee” (p. 60). Empha-

sizing the important exchange of gratitude for benevolence, Carey states, “I

trust that the gratitude of their fellow citizens will remain as long as the

memory of their beneficent conduct, which I hope will not die with the

present generation” (p. 60). Girard’s status as a shipping magnate, land spec-

ulator, financier, and one of Philadelphia’s wealthiest citizens only enhances

his civic benevolence.58 Exceeding wealth contributes to his sentimental

value instead of undercutting it, as though the selflessness of the rich and fa-

mous were particularly special because the time they provide is so poten-

tially valuable. Carey finally transfers this value from a capitalist register to a

sentimental one, claiming that, “Of these men it may be fairly said, that

their services are above all price.”59

The Short Account’s attempt to separate the value of labor from market

forces depends upon the uninterrupted supply of volunteer labor. But dur-

ing the yellow fever crisis a shortage of volunteers crucially led to the re-

cruitment of African Americans. As most readers recognize, the Short Account

dramatizes the rapid disintegration of social affections caused by “the ex-

traordinary public panic, and the great law of self-preservation, the domin-
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ion of which extends over the whole animated world” (p. 31). The panic no-

tably infects familial relations as well—indeed the family both symbolizes

and precipitates the civic crisis in Philadelphia and the nation. Carey re-

counts how mothers, fathers, and children become estranged from one an-

other, fleeing neighborhoods or even the city proper, abandoning stricken

family members to fend for themselves. This is the horror of isolation, the

essence of the social tragedy of yellow fever. Carey finds no place in the so-

cial fold for the city’s African Americans: “Many men of affluent fortunes,

who have given employment and sustenance to hundreds every day in the

year, have been abandoned to the care of a Negro, after their wives, chil-

dren, friends, clerks, and servants, had fled away, and left them to their fate”

(p. 31). The city’s blacks are there but not really there, excluded from the re-

publican dynamic of benevolence and gratitude.

Such a denial, however, repeatedly must return to the problematic issue

of supply. Not unlike Defoe’s work, the Short Account admits the rather bar-

baric treatment of the sick and the dead. Whereas Defoe emphasizes the

supposedly unnatural cruelty of women toward those who are suffering,

Carey focuses on the behavior of the lower classes, composed partly of Afri-

can Americans. Constantly wavering between gothic anecdotes about the

abuse of those who were ill and intermittent assurances that “most of them

happened in the first stage of the public panic” (p. 34), Carey shows a city in

which humanitarian behavior is all but gone. One anecdote, for example,

recounts the incident of an ill “servant girl” who “could find no person to

receive her” (p. 33). “One of the guardians of the poor provided a cart, and

took her to the alms house, into which she was refused admittance. She was

brought back, and the guardian offered five dollars to procure her a single

night’s lodging, but in vain” (p. 33). When Bush Hill’s heroic administrators

initially inspect the hospital, they see “a great human slaughter house”: “A

profligate, abandoned set of nurses and attendants (hardly any of good char-

acter could at that time be procured) rioted on the provisions and comforts,

prepared for the sick, who (unless at the hours when the doctors attended)

were left almost entirely destitute of every assistance” (p. 61).

But this emphasis upon social standing only mystifies the reality of the

capitalist labor market. “If one believes,” as one commentator about liberal-

ism has put it, “that in a free market competitive trade among individuals

serves to prevent selfish passions from becoming destructive, it follows that

man’s common social destination will take care of itself.”60 The Short Account

shows how this mechanism fails. Indeed, in Philadelphia in 1793, neither
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sympathy nor self-interest supplies the city with an adequate number of la-

borers to handle the crisis. As Carey acknowledges, “High wages were of-

fered for nurses for these poor people—but none could be procured” (p. 24).

Many critics blame the Short Account’s hostility to African Americans on

racism alone. But several facts about Carey, particularly as an editor and

publisher, complicate such an argument. Without overstating the case,

Carey was in fact an opponent of slavery and the slave trade. In comparison

with contemporary American periodicals, his American Museum (1787–1792)

included a tremendous amount of antislavery materials, including Philip

Freneau’s “The Island-Field Negro,” the complete version of James

McHenry’s letter about Benjamin Banneker, Belinda’s famous petition for

her freedom sent to the Massachusetts General Court in 1783, and a serial-

ized translation of Joseph Laval’s “The Negro Equaled by Few Europeans.”61

Even after his public dispute with Jones and Allen, he joined the Pennsylva-

nia Abolition Society in 1797. This does not completely absolve the Short Ac-

count of racial hostility, but it creates enough of an ambiguous context for

Carey himself to stop asking whether he is a racist and start asking how and

why he represents African Americans the way he does.62

The Short Account alienates African Americans by “blackening” the cap-

italist labor market. It obfuscates the failure of Anglo-American benevolence

in 1793 by attributing the unfeeling volatility of market forces to African

Americans alone:

At an early stage of the disorder, the elders of the African church met, and

offered their services to the mayor, to procure nurses for the sick, and to as-

sist in burying the dead. Their offers were accepted; and Absalom Jones and

Richard Allen undertook the former department, that of furnishing nurses,

and William Gray, the latter—the interment of the dead. The great demand

for nurses afforded an opportunity for imposition, which was eagerly seized

by some of the vilest of the blacks. They extorted two, three, four, and even

five dollars a night for such attendance, as would have been well paid by a

single dollar. Some of them were even detected in plundering the houses of

the sick. But it is wrong to cast a censure on the whole for this sort of con-

duct, as many people have done. The services of Jones, Allen, and Gray, and

others of their colour, have been very great, and demand public gratitude.

(pp. 76–77)

Carey’s rhetoric serves to cover up the failure of Anglo-American benevo-

lence. In response to Rush’s desperate plea for help, unmentioned here, it is
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the city’s African-American leadership that provides the impetus for the

plan. The passive voice of the first clause in the second sentence further re-

moves that desperation from visibility. In place of Anglo-American demand

for labor Carey places its African-American supply. But his credibility stum-

bles. That is, the reasonable price of “a single dollar” already has become

inflated, and it, too, fails to produce a sufficient supply of Anglo-American

labor. Five dollars per night fails as well.

Carey then faces the possibility that that real benevolence of African

Americans exceeds those of white citizens. The revisions he made to the

third edition (published on 30 November 1793), and before Jones and Allen

actually responded to him in print, significantly change the context for the

passage cited above. He moves to undermine the evidence for the humani-

tarian capacities of those who are not citizens, and thus revisits the issue that

informs Benjamin Rush’s letter to the city’s black leaders. In the third and

fourth editions of the Short Account, Carey frames the above passage with an

important discussion of the city’s widespread beliefs in black immunity to

yellow fever:

When the yellow fever prevailed in South Carolina, the Negroes, accord-

ing to that accurate observer, Dr. [John] Lining, were wholly free from it.

“There is something very singular in the constitution of the Negroes,” says

he, “which renders them not liable to this fever; for though many of them

were as much exposed as the nurses to this infection; yet I never knew one

instance of this fever among them, though they are equally subject with the

white people to the bilious fever.” The same idea prevailed for a consider-

able time in Philadelphia; but it was erroneous. They did not escape the dis-

order; however, the number of them that were seized with it, was not great;

and, as I am informed by an eminent doctor, “it yielded to the power of

medicine in them more easily than in the whites.” The error that prevailed

on this subject had a very salutary effect; for, at an early period of the disor-

der, hardly any white nurses could be procured; and had the negroes been

equally terrified, the sufferings of the sick, great as they actually were,

would have been exceedingly aggravated. At this period alluded to, the el-

ders of the African church met, and offered their assistance to the mayor, to

procure nurses for the sick, and aid in burying the dead. (4th ed., pp. 62–63)

Why, in this edition, did Carey expand this section and reposition this pas-

sage, moving it to its new place where it precedes the Short Account’s discus-

sion of African-American labor? The “very salutary effect” of popular mis-
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conceptions about the yellow fever benefits those Anglo-American citizens

suffering from the disease. The passage also emphasizes that blacks, like

whites, are not immune to the irrational fears accompanying the epidemic.

Should medical theory have maintained otherwise, Carey suggests, neither

black leaders nor their followers would have stepped forward benevolently

to aid the city. This spoils the image of their civic reputation. It also lets the

city’s political leaders (through their ignorance) off the hook. Finally, within

the work’s sentimental economy, the profits of the “sufferings of the sick”

more than compensate for the costs of black mortality.

Pilferers and Privateers

A Narrative of the Proceedings of the Black People (1794) includes a text that

clarifies the role African Americans played during the yellow fever epi-

demic, exonerates them of Carey’s charges, and also addresses the overall

plight of the enslaved. About sixteen pages in length, it is followed by a se-

ries of appendices. They include a reprinted letter by Jones and Allen to

Mayor Clarkson accounting for the beds they buried with the dead, which

acquits the caretakers of theft; Clarkson’s reply, which serves as a “certificate

of approbation” of the city’s blacks; “An Address to Those who Keep Slaves,

and Approve of the Practice,” which condemns slavery in largely religious

terms; “To the People of Colour,” a spiritual meditation offering “affection-

ate sympathy” to those blacks who were still legally enslaved, as well as cau-

tionary advice about the virtues of forgiveness and charity to those who

were newly free; and, finally, “A Short Address to the Friends of Him who

Hath no Helper,” which announces their “inexpressible gratitude” to those

white Americans (like Rush) who participated in the politics of antislavery.63

The pamphlet concludes with a pious lyric poem of five stanzas, probably

composed by Allen, calling for both individual and national regeneration to

avoid divine judgment.

By emphasizing spiritual values in a metaphysical context, the appended

material shrewdly covers the yellow fever narrative’s more politically vola-

tile engagement with the subjects of African American citizenship and of la-

bor value during a time of social crisis. Notwithstanding their personal re-

cord of striving for civil and political rights for the city’s disfranchised African

Americans, Richard Allen and Absalom Jones realized the advantages of

keeping on good terms with their Anglo-American patrons and friends.

Hence the Narrative operates on multiple levels, asserting full equality yet
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deflecting that claim, politicizing their present situation and deferring justice

to divine afterlife. Generally, however, the Narrative pushes, no less skillfully

than the life writings of John Marrant and Venture Smith, at the legitimate

boundaries of black liberty in early America. Understandably enraged at

Carey, whom others praised as “that indefatigable man and meritorious au-

thor,”64 Jones and Allen nevertheless sublimated their anger in order to

maintain the moral high ground upon which black citizenship ideally was

located.

The Narrative’s opening establishes that the behavior of black laborers dur-

ing the epidemic is the crux of its argument with Carey. “In consequence of

a partial representation of the conduct of the people who were employed to

nurse the sick, in the late calamitous state of the city of Philadelphia, we are

solicited, by a number of those who feel themselves injured thereby, and by

the advice of several respectable citizens, to step forward and declare facts as

they really were” (p. 3). Even if the Narrative seeks legitimacy by resorting to

Anglo-American authority, the work challenges the Short Account by insert-

ing itself in American republic of letters. Like the slave narrative, this genre

claims a place for African American writing through the value of experience.

As Jones and Allen put it, “we had it more fully and generally in our power,

to know and observe the conduct and behaviour of those that were so em-

ployed” (p. 3). By explaining themselves in this way, they suggest as well

that the value of both the Narrative and African American labor derive from

the same source:

Early in September, a solicitation appeared in the public papers, to the peo-

ple of colour to come forward and assist the distressed, perishing, and ne-

glected sick; with a kind of assurance, that people of our colour were not

liable to take the infection. Upon which we and a few others met and con-

sulted how to act on so truly alarming and melancholy an occasion. After

some conversation, we found a freedom to go forth, confiding in him who

can preserve in the midst of burning fiery furnace, sensible that it was our

duty to do all the good we could to our suffering fellow mortals. . . .

Soon after, the mortality increasing, the difficulty of getting a corpse

taken away, was such, that few were willing to do it, when offered great re-

wards. The black people were looked to. We then offered our services in the

public papers, by advertising that we would remove the dead and procure

nurses. Our services were the production of real sensibility;—we sought not

fee nor reward, until the increase of the disorder rendered our labor so ar-

duous that we were not adequate to the service we had assumed. (pp. 3–4)
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Consider the sequence. First, the civilized exchange of public letters takes

place; then African-American leaders deliberate rationally, even prudently,

on the immediate crisis and their awkward position in relation to it; finally,

the overflow of Christian “real sensibility” takes over, dictating their subse-

quent decision and course of action. This has further ramifications for how

to read their Narrative in context of the republican world of print, for, just as

the above advertisement responds to “public papers,” the Narrative responds

to the Short Account. If the process cannot help but render new social promi-

nence to Jones and Allen, the awkwardly passive construction—that Phila-

delphia blacks “were looked to”—puts them in the safe position of merely

responding to the city’s (desperate) request. Yet mention of the request itself

calls attention to the necessity of black laborers in the absence of white ones,

and thus already tweaks Carey’s nose.

In the immediate aftermath of the yellow fever epidemic, others agreed

on the “real sensibility” that Jones and Allen had demonstrated.65 In De-

cember of 1793, for example, The Massachusetts Magazine published the “Eu-

logium in Honour of Absalom Jones and Richard Allen, two of the Elders of

the African Church, who furnished Nurses to the Sick, during the late pesti-

lential Fever in Philadelphia.”

Brethren of Man and friends to human kind,

Made of that blood which flow’d in Adam’s veins!

A muse, who ever spurn’d at adulation strains;

Who rates not colour, but th’immortal mind,

With transport guides the death redeeming plume;

Nor leaves your names a victim to the tomb.

’Twas yours amid that life destructive hour,

When terror’s monarch rode in pomp of pow’r,

And swept a nation to the silent grave;

His two edged sword with fortitude to brave;

Nor did ye heed the pallid courser’s rage,

Who trampled youth in dust, and trod on age.

Brethren of Man, and friends of fairer clay!

Your godlike zeal in Death’s triumphant day

Benignant Angels saw—they lent a smile,

’Twas temper’d with the dew of sympathy divine;

And whilst they kenned your more than mortal toil,

To both, they cried, “the praise of doing well be thine.”66
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Granted, the hyperbolic language tends to romanticize the role of the city’s

African Americans during the crisis. Although the poem is unsigned, it

seems likely that it was the work of an Anglo-American writer (or writers),

since it significantly elides the entire issue of African American citizenship. It

defuses the political potential of “real sensibility”—the fact that citizenship

lies fundamentally in the affective feeling for the body politic—by recasting

sentimental virtue into a metaphysical context.

This helps to further situate the Narrative’s historical emergence. For Jones

and Allen were responding to both gratuitous praise and Carey’s aspersions.

These two polar extremes of Anglo-American writing about “blackness” set

out rhetorical and ideological boundaries for Jones and Allen. Thus their ad-

vertisement requesting the aid of black Philadelphians suggests that feeling

is indeed political—that, in other words, “real sensibility” qualifies them for

political inclusion:

As it is a time of great distress in this city, many people of the Black colour,

under a grateful remembrance of the favours received from the white in-

habitants, have agreed to assist them as far as their power for nursing of

the sick, and burial of the dead; application made for either of the above

purposes to Absalom Jones, living in South Third Street, a little below

Stamper’s alley, No. 165, or to Richard Allen, in Spruce Street between

Fourth and Fifth Streets, No. 150, who have a knowledge of the nurses, and

keep horses and carriages for taking the dead to the burial ground.

Absalom Jones

Richard Allen67

In a matter-of-fact tone, the “people of the Black colour” show gratitude in

exchange for Anglo-American benevolence, a fact that in effect inserts the

African American presence in the sentimental civic culture of the post-Rev-

olutionary United States.

The advertisement, however, challenges the social hierarchy upon which

that exchange is founded. Both Carey and Jones and Allen had to engage

the social tensions that were becoming more visible during the yellow fever

crisis. The historian Ira Berlin has argued that during the post-Revolutionary

era, African American urban societies identified differences between “re-

spectables” and “newcomers”: “The most successful black leaders, such as

Richard Allen or Prince Hall, managed to unite these diverse elements of

African-American society.”68 Whereas Carey condemned the selfishness of

poor urban whites, Jones and Allen defended the moral integrity of poor ur-
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ban blacks. The Narrative defends its constituents by contrasting their mo-

tives with the self-interest of Anglo-Americans. “We can with certainty, as-

sure the public that we have seen more humanity, more real sensibility from

the poor blacks than from the poor whites” (p. 9). This central argument

counters the one Carey made, which resorted to bogus medical theories

about the immunity of blacks to yellow fever. One anecdote puts it this way:

An elderly lady, Mrs. Malony, was given into the care of a white woman,

she died, we were called to remove the corpse, when we came, the woman

was laying so drunk that she did not know what we were doing, but we

knew that she had one of Mrs. Malony’s rings on her finger, and another in

her pocket. . . .

It is unpleasant to point out the bad and unfeeling conduct of any colour,

yet the defence we have undertaken obliges us to remark, that although

“hardly any of good character at that time could be procured,” yet only two

black women were at that time in the [Bush Hill] hospital, and they were

retained and the others discharged, when it was reduced to order and good

government. (p. 8)

By interrogating the origins of “character,” Jones and Allen play on the am-

biguities of “the bad and unfeeling conduct of any color.” For while this

phrase implies a sort of racial equivalence wherein all groups of “color” con-

tain their meaner sorts, it also suggests the very real shortcomings of Anglo-

American citizenship during the epidemic.

The Narrative further challenges Carey’s handling of racial and social cate-

gories, specifically the opposition he draws between virtuous blacks such as

Jones and Allen and the unregenerate black masses. “By naming us,” Jones

and Allen note, “[Carey] leaves these others, in the hazardous state of being

classed with those who are called the ‘vilest’” (p. 11). One of the rhetorical

means by which they undercut his lumping people into a mass is to treat

black laborers individually, to record their identities. Hence their anecdotal

list of specific acts of black heroism. The “poor colored man” Sampson,

Sarah Bass, Mary Scott, Caesar Cranchal—they not only legitimate the Nar-

rative through historical detail but also help to construct a sentimental aes-

thetic made apparent by the exchange of sympathy between private individ-

uals across racial boundaries. This occurs even over the bodies of the dead:

A woman of our colour nursed Richard Mason and son, when they died,

Richard’s widow, considering the risk the poor woman had run, and from
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observing the fears that sometimes rested on her mind, expected she would

have demanded something considerable, but upon asking what she de-

manded, her reply was half a dollar per day. Mrs. Mason, intimated it was

not sufficient for her attendance, she replied it was enough for what she

had done, and would take no more. Mrs. Mason’s feelings were such, that

she settled an annuity of six pounds a year, on her, for life. Her name is

Mary Scott. (p. 10)

As in Carey’s Short Account, the significance of these negotiations is premised

on the ideal difference between the just price regulated by humane feeling

and the inflated wage arising from the laws of supply and demand. But in

this case an African American women is the moral steward of the sentimen-

tal economy. Since Mrs. Mason is the final arbiter of wages, the labor econ-

omy of services and wages devolves upon demand instead of supply.

The Narrative is much more of a “parallel text” to the Short Account than

critics have begun to imagine.69 Like the Short Account, it has difficulty rigor-

ously theorizing value in terms of humanitarian feeling. That is, it cannot

prevent itself from becoming rhetorically and thematically entangled in the

ideologies of profit, interest, and the natural mechanisms of the capitalist

market. Both the Narrative and the Short Account, moreover, reconstruct sen-

timental benevolence in terms of the capitalist labor market. For instance, in

the story of Mary Scott, the virtue of African American feeling actually pro-

duces financial gain; she secures her own interests, in other words, by pub-

licly renouncing them. A more provocative example of the inextricable rela-

tions between sentimental and market economies occurs in the elaborate

chart Jones and Allen include that accounts for African American expendi-

tures. Whereas Carey sentimentalizes the economic circulation of credit in

plague-ridden Philadelphia, Jones and Allen sentimentalize the debts they

accrue:

We do assure the public, that all the money we have received for burying,

and for coffins which we ourselves purchased and procured, has not de-

frayed the expense of wages which we had to pay to those whom we em-

ployed to assist us. The following statement is accurately made:

CASH RECEIVED

The whole amount of Cash we received for burying

The dead, and for burying beds, is, L. 233 10 4
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CASH PAID

For coffins, for which we have received nothing L. 33 0 0

For the hire of five men, 3 of them 70 days

Each, and the other two, 63 days each, at 22�6 per day L. 378 0 0
___________

411 0 0

Debts due us, for which we expect but little L. 110 0 0

From this statement, for the truth of which we solemnly

vouch, it is evident, and we sensibly feel the operation of the

fact, that we are out of pocket, L. 177 9 8

Besides the costs of hearses, the maintenance of our families for 70 days,

(being the period of our labours) and the support of the five hired men,

during the respective times of their being employed; which expences, to-

gether with sundry gifts we occasionally made to poor families, might rea-

sonably and properly be introduced, to shew our actual situation with re-

gard to profit—but it is enough to exhibit to the public, from the above

specified items, of Cash paid, and Cash received, without taking into view the

other expences, that, by the employment we were engaged in, we lost L.

177 9 8. But, if the other expences, which we have actually paid, are added

to that sum, how much then may we not say we have suffered! We leave

the public to judge. (pp. 5–6)

The reason for the inclusion of such a meticulous account is obvious

enough. By putting the “books” on display, the writers let the numbers

speak for themselves. However, this public account is even more interesting

as a complex cultural register, one that reveals more than it intends to. The

account itself crucially frames the benevolence of blacks as a matter of finan-

cial losses. Repeatedly editorializing upon these losses—“for which we re-

ceived nothing,” “for which we expect but little”—Jones and Allen prove

their benevolence only by quantifying it. Their resentment for expenditures

for which they will not be compensated is barely repressible. As the argu-

ment concludes, they note that, “From this statement, for the truth of which

we solemnly vouch, it is evident, and we sensibly feel the operation of the

fact, that we are out of pocket” (p. 6). What is the relation between sen-

timental claims to citizenship and being “out of pocket?” Like Equiano’s

losses at the hands of savage West Indian traders, the financial losses accrued
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by Jones and Allen secure their status as both the subject and object of be-

nevolence.

The ideological contiguity between sentiment and self-interest character-

izes as well their exoneration of African Americans. According to Phillip

Lapsansky, “Carey’s charges of extortion and theft were most damaging, and

Jones and Allen noted it was whites who drove up the prices, outbidding

each other for the services of black nurses—the same simple forces of supply

and demand that Carey noted had driven Philadelphia rents steadily up-

ward, though he never described landlords as ‘the vilest.’”70 But this misses

the key problem that, during a time of social crisis, the cultural legitimacy of

the capitalist market gave Jones and Allen only a toehold on the moral high

ground. They faced the crucial narrative challenge of acknowledging but not

embracing the market’s control of wages, and of, illogically, investing white

Philadelphians with control of that market. To this end they deflect Carey’s

charges of exploitation by again emphasizing the demand side of the labor

market. Recall, for instance, that they argue: “At first we made no charge,

but left it to those we served in removing their dead, to give what they

thought fit—we set no price until the reward was fixed by those we had

served. After paying the people we had to assist us, our compensation was

much less than many will believe” (p. 5). Later on, they revisit this argu-

ment by recounting the city’s curious attempt to get them to intervene in

market forces themselves:

[Mayor Clarkson] . . . sent for us, and requested we would use our influ-

ence, to lessen the wages of the nurses, but on informing him the cause, i.e.,

that of the people over-bidding one another, it was concluded unnecessary

to attempt any thing on that head; therefore it was left to the people con-

cerned. That there were some few black people guilty of plundering the dis-

tressed, we acknowledge; but in that they only are pointed out, and made

mention of, we esteem partial and injurious; we know as many whites who

were guilty of it; but this is looked over, while the blacks are held up to cen-

sure—Is it a greater crime for a black to pilfer, than for a white to privateer?

We wish not to offend; but when an unprovoked attempt is made to

make us blacker than we are, it becomes less necessary to be over cautious

on that account; therefore we shall take the liberty to tell of the conduct of

some of the whites. (pp. 7–8)

The passage alleviates the burden of controlling the market forces that

inflate wages in time of desperate need. It rather implausibly places African
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Americans outside the mechanisms of supply and demand. The language,

however, slips for a moment, and belies the passage’s improbabilities. The

subject “the people,” for example, suggests the more realistic scenario that

prices and wages arise from the complex and ongoing negotiations between

both parties contracting business. Debunking Carey’s association of black-

ness with the uncontrollable laws of the market, Jones and Allen simul-

taneously offer the brilliant insight to the cultural functions of language,

which can alternatively attenuate or exacerbate the assignment of guilt.

They point out the equivalence between “pilfering” and “privateering,” and

observe how in this case language serves to attenuate Anglo-American guilt

while excluding African Americans from the arena of citizenship.

The equivalence between pilferers and privateers only further blurs the

other boundaries separating these two groups. This is the Narrative’s major

flaw. While demonstrating the unmatched benevolence of African Ameri-

cans, it also tries to establish the equivalence between Anglo- and African

Americans, an equivalence that is problematically predicated on economic

self-interest. The Narrative, in other words, makes the predictable argument

about human similarities, but chiefly by emphasizing capitalist desire. Some

parts of the Narrative catalogue instances of black benevolence to obtain po-

litical leverage. In a sense, those sections sabotage their purpose by instead

revealing how and Anglo- and African Americans are equally imperfect—

overstimulated, so to speak, with passionate desires.

Sometimes the dual registers appear almost simultaneously: “When the

people of color had the sickness and died, we were imposed upon, and told it

was not with the prevailing sickness, until it became too notorious to be de-

nied, then we were told some few died but not many. Thus were our ser-

vices extorted at the peril of our lives. Yet you accuse us of extorting a little money

from you” (p. 13). Premised on the politics of the color line (us/you), the

complaint gains ethical weight from the imperilment of black labor. Yet the

Narrative equally wants to show that such base motivations may be one way

of thinking about the common humanity of black and white groups:

It was natural for people in low circumstances to accept a voluntary, boun-

teous reward; especially under the loathsomeness of many of the sick,

when nature shuddered at the thought of infection, and the task assigned

was aggravated by lunacy, and being left much alone with them. Had Mr.

Carey been solicited to such an undertaking, for hire, Query, “what would

he have demanded?” (p. 7)

Yellow Fever and the Black Market 187



The discomfort Jones and Allen feel toward inflated wages results in their

recourse to “reward,” which cannot fail to recall Carey’s fallacious use of the

just price. Its “voluntary” quality affirms human agency in the market-

driven economy; its “bounteous” quality belies the inevitable inflation that

Philadelphia has been experiencing. To explain this process and salvage the

public image of African Americans, the authors resort to the Smithian idea

of prudence as an enlightened, not diseased, form of self-interest. But this

solution nearly collapses when they cannot refrain from mocking Carey’s

self-righteousness. For the obvious difference they draw between Carey

(who leaves town) and black laborers (who stay) leads immediately to their

recognition of the fundamental desires that constitute our being. Whites and

blacks are the same. What would Carey have charged the sick, the dying?

Wouldn’t he have acted prudently? Wouldn’t anyone?

Even though Carey claimed initially that the Narrative of the Proceedings of

the Black People was “undeserving of notice,”71 he did respond to it by mak-

ing an important revision to the fourth edition of the Short Account. Irked by

the Narrative, he nevertheless felt compelled to qualify his earlier claims. So

he added a brief footnote to the infamous passage about the city’s blacks:

“The extortion here mentioned, was very far from being confined to the ne-

groes: many of the white nurses behaved with equal rapacity.”72 This terse

admission does not compensate for the more damaging excision Carey per-

formed in the fourth edition. The third edition of the Short Account, pub-

lished before the Narrative appeared, concludes the newly organized chapter

about the black labor crisis as follows: “On examining the books of the hos-

pital at Bush Hill, it appears that there were above fifteen blacks received

there, of whom three fourths died. There may have been more, as the exam-

ination was made very cursorily.”73 But the fourth edition drops this final

sentence altogether. It gets back at Jones and Allen by eliding the reality of

widespread black mortality, which would have embellished the image of Af-

rican-American sacrifice. Instead, silence.

The hostility between Mathew Carey and Philadelphia’s African American

community continued well into the spring. The exchange between the two

is less interesting for its traded barbs than for its exposition of the cultural

meanings of print in post-Revolutionary America. Months after the yellow

fever epidemic abated, an African American writer (or writers) under the

pseudonym “Argus” repeated the accusation that Carey published the Short

Account in order to capitalize on the social and medical crisis. His infuriated
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response initially staked the Short Account on the “duty that I owed the city

. . . and indeed the United States generally, to give a candid and full state-

ment of affairs as they really stood, without bias or impartiality.”74 Such self-

exoneration, however, which renounces even “the smallest view to profit,”

ultimately fails to depersonalize authorship in the name of objectivity. It im-

mediately slides into the explicit acknowledgment of both the marketability

of print and the entrepreneurial nature of publishing. Accused of fleeing the

city and not performing his civic duty on the Committee, Carey resisted

Argus’s claim that he should rightfully share the profits with the Committee

members: “As to the idea of partnership in the printing, it never entered my

mind. And sure I am, had a loss occurred, as does most commonly by the

publication of pamphlets, that I should have had to bear it unassisted.”75 His

response might be read as a historical touchstone for critical controversies

today, involving such figures as Michael Warner and Grantland Rice, over

the very nature of print itself.76 Was print culturally figured as the deperson-

alized expression of the res publica? Or was it just another liberal commodity

circulating amidst a world of goods? Like the exchange between himself and

Jones and Allen, Carey’s ambiguous response belies the difficulty early na-

tionals had articulating the virtue of benevolence in a world driven increas-

ingly by market relations.

Like the yellow fever victims, the economy of Philadelphia demonstrated

“lunacy” and imbalance. Disease operated on multiple registers—bodily,

psychological, social, and economic—and affected Anglo- and African

Americans alike. It is the literature of yellow fever, then, that raises prob-

lematic racial oppositions during this particular historical moment. Two

leading members of Philadelphia’s African American community offered an

effective rebuttal against unjust charges; their claim to benevolent citizen-

ship highlights not only the power of their political voice but the commonal-

ity of values in making such a claim. Anglo-Americans like Mathew Carey

and African Americans like Absalom Jones and Richard Allen connect in

unexpected ways—indeed, in ways they did not fully comprehend. The en-

tire episode and the public writings that arose from it demand creative read-

ing of the racial literature of the early republic. They demand a more com-

plex cultural geography than the one polarizing the center and margins of

power.
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Epilogue

How did early antislavery literature influence the abolitionist

imagination? That is an important question, though much too extensive to

take up here; someone else may wish to address it in a future study. Even a

cursory reading, however, of American antislavery writing of the antebel-

lum era reveals its self-consciousness about the political origins of modern

antislavery movements. Eighteenth-century writings and activism provided

abolitionists with abundant statistical data and effective rhetorical strategies.

It also gave them a pantheon of heroic “founders” to encourage their own

efforts. American abolitionists hailed, for example, the British antislavery

activist Thomas Clarkson as something of a saint. They read and cited Clark-

son’s An Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (1786), and The

History of the Rise, Progress, and Accomplishment of the Abolition of the African

Slave Trade by the British Parliament (1808), as foundational texts. The same

was true for Fox, Pitt, Sharp, and Wilberforce. American abolitionists re-

vered their British origins.

The politics of historical authority worked ambiguously, however. On the

one hand, some abolitionists, Lydia Maria Child, for instance, cited British

and European antislavery writers in order to substantiate her radical claims

about race and slavery. Child’s An Appeal in Favor of that Class of Americans

Called Africans (1833) directly quoted figures like Clarkson and the Abbé

Gregoire as moral and political authorities. For Child, as well as many other

abolitionists, reference to British and European antislavery authorities was

consistent with the abolitionist critique of the hypocrisy of American politi-

cal ideals, specifically the dissonance between the political language of lib-

erty and the historical reality of American slavery. (They had not read

Edmund Morgan!) This transnational perspective, moreover, paralleled the

motif of the journey to Great Britain, where, as writers of slave narratives
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such as Frederick Douglass, Harriet Jacobs, and William Wells Brown discov-

ered, African Americans found greater freedom than they had in the United

States.

On the other hand, abolitionist writings often cited antislavery sources

from the American Revolutionary era. They revered the abolition of the

slave trade in 1774 by the Continental Congress, and used it to contrast the

moral weakness of the U.S. Congress, especially during the years of the gag

rule against slavery legislation. Abolitionists also quoted at length from Jef-

ferson’s Declaration of Independence (1776) and Notes on the State of Virginia

(1785), as a way of gaining valuable catch phrases and pithy epithets while

providing patriotic cover for themselves. These sources of moral and histori-

cal authority, however, were themselves double-edged. They threw into

bold relief the moral gap between Revolutionary ideals and early national

realities. Whereas Abraham Lincoln later used the Jeffersonian moment of

the Declaration in the “Gettysburg Address” (1863) to elide the sticky prob-

lem of the slave-holding Constitution, abolitionists like William Lloyd Garri-

son and Wendell Phillips had put Jeffersonian principles (as opposed to prac-

tice) in the service of fully exposing the U.S. Constitution as a “covenant

with death.”

The connection between eighteenth-century and antebellum antislavery

also provides important glimpses into British-American print culture and

the transatlantic history of the book. In the 1830s and 1840s, American

antislavery writers culled from such famous British antislavery poems as

“The Dying Negro” and “The Negro’s Complaint.” In this fashion, they situ-

ated themselves in both literary and political histories. Writers like Thomas

Day and especially William Cowper afforded both political and literary sta-

tus. Recall, for instance, that perhaps the most compelling image of Harriet

Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861), “the loophole of retreat,” is

an allusion to Cowper’s poem The Task (1785). These poets had such cachet

among American abolitionists because they were already familiar to Ameri-

can reading publics. Works like “The Negro’s Complaint” were reprinted

widely in American magazines, sometimes completely, sometimes partially,

and sometimes even deliberately bowdlerized, with only the poem’s title to

catch the eye of the perusing reader. By the 1830s, British antislavery poetry

was already part of American literary culture, and the abolitionists mar-

shaled it for their own political purposes.

Abolitionists also used well-known eighteenth-century antislavery writ-

ers as marketing tools in an expanding book market in the antebellum pe-
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riod. Lydia Maria Child’s Anti-Slavery Catechism (1839) makes another his-

torical connection between the two eras by including the popular satirical

sketch about the slave Tom and the stolen corkscrew, which, as we have

seen, Mathew Carey published in The American Museum. But her book also,

interestingly, includes an advertisement for Phillis Wheatley’s Poems on Vari-

ous Subjects, Religious and Moral on its back cover. Child’s publisher advertised

it as one of the “available titles of interest.” Samuel May’s A Discourse on the

Slavery in the United States (1832) similarly advertised “Books Recom-

mended,” which included works by Clarkson, Gregoire, southern antislav-

ery advocates, British books about West Indian slavery, and Samuel Stan-

hope Smith’s famous Essay on the Causes of the Variety of Complexion and Figure

in the Human Species (1787). These advertisements begin to suggest a transat-

lantic, abolitionist book market that included reprintings of key eighteenth-

century works.

After 1808, antislavery movements naturally redirected their energies

from the slave trade to chattel slavery. As one abolitionist wrote in the

1830s, “Daily experience testifies that the abolition of slavery, is at the pres-

ent day, what the abolition of the slave trade was in Clarkson’s time, a test of

character.”1 Acknowledging such a change, however, locates only the broad

strokes of historical movements. We should not ignore the abundant details

that early antislavery writing provided about the horrors of plantation

crimes, as in Freneau’s “To Sir Toby” or William Dickson’s Letters on Slavery.

Nor should we ignore the outrage antislavery writing continued to express

over such issues as the smuggling of African slaves and the gross hypocrisy

of the domestic slave trade, particularly in Washington, D.C. As May com-

plained, “My own eyes have seen, within a few miles of our Capitol, a drove

of colored men and women pinioned and chained, and led or driven along

like cattle to be sold in Georgia.”2

The savage slave trader continued to function iconically in the abolitionist

imagination. The figure still had rhetorical and emotional effect. This marks

an important site of rhetorical continuity between eighteenth- and nine-

teenth-century antislavery writing. Slave traders were “skulking kidnappers

and pirates,” as David Lee Child put it in 1834, “enemies of the human

race.”3 As southern apologists criticized the severity of the northern indus-

trial economy, northern abolitionists (many of them urban and industrial

reformers as well) responded in kind by employing the well-established

trope of the slave trade. It helped to secure regional claims to “civilization.”

In her Appeal, for example, Lydia Child commented that “Since the time
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when Clarkson, Wilberforce, and Fox made the horrors of the slave trade

understood, the slave captain, or slave jockey is spontaneously and almost

universally regarded with dislike and horror. Even in the slave-holding

states it is deemed disreputable to associate with a professed slave-trader,

though few would think it any harm to bargain with him.”4 The most fa-

mous antislavery novel of all, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), is premised on such a

rejection. Indeed, the novel flows from the fountainhead of the domestic

slave trade. At the outset, Harriet Beecher Stowe dramatizes the moral di-

lemma of the otherwise decent Mr. Shelby, who is, in context of slave cap-

italism, the de facto slave of the ill-mannered slave trader Haley. The scene

establishes the ethical terms of the slave capitalist “system” that is emptied

of sentimental values; it precipitates the plot of Eliza’s flight and redemption,

and establishes the conditions for Senator Bird’s sentimental conversion;

and thereby facilitates the archetypal image of motherhood dominating the

novel.

President Lincoln supposedly greeted Harriet Beecher Stowe, in a rather

patronizing way, as the “little lady” whose book started the “big war.” But

his rhetorical use of the slave trader resembled hers—and perhaps even bor-

rowed from it. In 1854, for example, Lincoln, a rising politician who was on

the verge of joining the Republican Party, gave one of his most important

speeches of his career against the Kansas-Nebraska Act. In attacking the doc-

trine of popular sovereignty embraced by his chief political opponent, Ste-

phen Douglas, Lincoln argued that the nation’s dangerous increase in its Af-

rican American population was due to the South’s smuggling of African

slaves. He reminded southerners that “In 1820 you joined the north, almost

unanimously, in declaring the African slave trade piracy, and in annexing to

it the punishment of death.” Lincoln continued: “Again, you have amongst

you, a sneaking individual, of the class of native tyrants, known as the

‘SLAVE-DEALER.’ He watches your necessities, and crawls up to buy your

slave, at a speculating price. If you cannot help it, you sell to him; but if you

can help it, you drive him from your door. You despise him utterly. Your

children must not play with his; they may rollick freely with the little Ne-

groes, but not with the ‘slave dealers’ children.”5

Antebellum abolitionists did not isolate the figure of the slave trader. One

could argue that they drew on expansive and longstanding ideas associated

with slave trading, and then deployed them strategically. This feature of the

abolitionist imagination further connects such disparate antislavery figures

as Clarkson and Child. Her Appeal did not simply cull evidence from Clark-
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son; it shared many of the same assumptions about enlightened culture,

commerce, and historical progress. Child complains, for example, that Euro-

peans—who themselves were once in a “state of barbarism” before print

and commerce civilized them—were destroying the prospects of African civ-

ilization by continuing to smuggle slaves. “While commerce has carried

books and maps to other portions of the globe, she has sent kidnappers with

guns and cutlasses into Africa. We have not preached the Gospel of peace to

her princes; we have incited them to make war upon each other, to fill our

markets with slaves.”6

One might even consider the development of sectionalism in light of the

legacy of early antislavery movements. Northern antislavery activists coun-

tered southern comfort in its gentility by seizing upon traditional antislavery

imagery of barbarity. Future scholarly work might consider, for example,

how the earlier Federalist attempt to foist the problem of slavery onto the

West Indies, as a way of taking the heat off their southern political allies,

eventually gave way by the 1820s to the dominant focus on the southern

plantation and southern slave auction. What rhetorical and symbolic trans-

fers accompanied this political change? Why did well-established represen-

tations of West Indian barbarity slide so easily into antislavery critiques of

the American south? How, on the level of language, did these regions histor-

ically reflect one another?

An example: Ralph Waldo Emerson. Though slow to embrace the anti-

slavery movement, Emerson’s rhetorical powers did not fail him when he

finally did. His address on “West Indian Emancipation,” given in Waltham in

1845, makes the immediate correlation between the West Indies and the

American South. In light of earlier criticism of West Indian slave-holding

that came from the British metropole, Emerson’s assessment sounds un-

cannily familiar. “Elevate, enlighten, civilize the semi-barbarous nations of

South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama—take away from their debauched society

the Bowie-knife, the rum-bowl, the dice-box, and the stews—take out the

brute, and infuse a drop of civility and generosity, and you touch those

selfish lords with thought and gentleness.”7 Substitute “Barbados” or “Ja-

maica” for “South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama,” and such a critique could

come from Clarkson himself. Emerson’s metonymic catalogue of vice is pre-

cisely the one with which writers like Richard Ligon, Bryan Edwards, and

Edward Long earlier contended as they tried to secure the status of British

identity on the outer reaches of the empire.

One can push this idea a step further. Emerson’s language highlights his
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New England consciousness, and in this way resembles that of radical aboli-

tionists like William Lloyd Garrison, with whom a genteel figure like Emer-

son had very little in common. This begins to show how certain regional

characteristics span the wide political spectrum of “antislavery” during the

antebellum era. Seen in light of earlier metropolitan representations of the

Empire’s provincial colonies, the scorn that New England antislavery advo-

cates expressed for the South resembles that of the “center” critiquing the

cultural “margins.” For writers like Emerson and Garrison did not merely

envision New England as a region within a nation. They “metropolitanized”

that region, making Boston the focal point—what Oliver Wendell Holmes

called the “hub”—of national civilization vis-à-vis the supposedly barbaric

provinces of the American South.

The subject of the slave trade continued to shape the rhetorical contours

of antebellum sectionalism. Proslavery writing drew on the plantation my-

thology (in such works as Swallow Barn and The Planter’s Northern Bride),

which in turn invoked pastoral and agrarian ideologies to reject northern in-

dustrial capitalism. For moral leverage, northern antislavery writers coun-

tered by redeploying longstanding ideas about the horrors of barbaric traffic.

Relatively early in his antislavery activity, Emerson’s “Letter to the Kid-

napping Committee” explained his reasons for declining the invitation to

speak at an upcoming antislavery event meant to protest the return of a fu-

gitive slave. But Emerson did manage to state just what was facing Massa-

chusetts in the debate over slavery—it was a matter of preserving civilized

commercial relations. “The question you now propose,” he told Samuel

Gridley Howe, “is a good test of the honesty and manliness of our com-

merce.”8 Calling upon “the mercantile body” to resist making Boston “a

slave-port,” Emerson told him, “It is high time our bad wealth came to an

end.” Such a statement might have come from Coleridge himself, or from

Ann Yearsley, as they contemplated commercial ports like Bristol and Liver-

pool.

For all of the rhetorical and ideological continuities between eighteenth-

century antislavery and antebellum abolitionism, the arguments against

“barbaric traffic” became increasingly more difficult to sustain in an era

characterized by the development of liberal capitalism. Moral arguments

against slavery increasingly found their moral norms outside the catego-

ries of commercial and industrial capitalism, instead of within them. How,

after all, could one look to the increasingly aggressive, self-interested, and

impersonal structures of market capitalism as a “Christian” or “enlightened”
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alternative to the “barbarity” of slavery or the slave trade? Abolitionists con-

tinued to attack the domestic slave trade, but their assumptions about com-

mercial and cultural forms of exchange—that trade should not take place

outside moral and enlightened commitments—appeared increasingly ana-

chronistic. The density and complexity of the meaning of “commerce” had

lost its cultural hold. Nineteenth-century antislavery movements continued

to criticize the cultural depravity of slave-holding societies, but their focus

on the loss of enlightened manners actually separated this crucial category

from the impersonal exchanges of the mass marketplace. In retrospect, eigh-

teenth-century antislavery writing was enabled by, even founded upon, the

ambiguities of private and public behavior, which characterized the activity

of trade. Whereas Thomas Clarkson and Samuel Hopkins could imagine re-

form from within the category of commercial capitalism—the translation

of “barbaric” into “Christian” commerce—later writers like Garrison and

Stowe could see reform taking place only from within the home or the indi-

vidual soul. Commercial capitalism and slave capitalism became increasingly

difficult to disentangle. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, both are barbaric.
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