

[image: image]





[image: image]







Copyright © 2025 by Scott Spillman

Cover design by Chin-Yee Lai

Cover images © donatas1205/Shutterstock.com;

© MM_photos/Shutterstock.com

Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Basic Books

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

www.basicbooks.com

First Edition: March 2025

Published by Basic Books, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Basic Books name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Basic books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For more information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Print book interior design by Amy Quinn.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Spillman, Scott, author.

Title: Making sense of slavery : America’s long reckoning, from the founding era to today / Scott Spillman.

Description: First edition. | New York : Basic Books, 2025. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2024043749 | ISBN 9781541602090 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781541602106 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Slavery—United States—Historiography. | Slavery—United States—History—Study and teaching.

Classification: LCC E441 .S74 2025 | DDC 306.3/620973—dc23/eng/20241203

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024043749

ISBNs: 9781541602090 (hardcover), 9781541602106 (ebook)

E3-20250127-JV-NF-ORI






CONTENTS


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Epigraph

	Preface

	Prologue Knowledge Is Power

	Part I Argument

	1 National Identity

	2 Land and Labor

	3 Laws of Nature and Nations




	Part II Research

	4 Still Fighting It

	5 Look Away

	6 Dixie Land




	Part III Revision

	7 New Foundations

	8 The Problem of Slavery

	9 Culture and Consciousness




	Part IV Integration

	10 The Big Picture

	11 The Ghost




	Epilogue The Work

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	Abbreviations

	Notes

	About the Author






	iv

	v

	vii

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	193

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	295

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	367

	368

	369

	371

	372





Navigation


	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents




 




For my mother
Carolyn Spillman

and in memory of my father
David Spillman II
(1949–2018)








Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Basic Books logo]








Indeed my kind friend the object of Slavery is still an object worthy the deepest consideration, of a philosophic mind.

—Anthony Benezet to Benjamin Franklin (1783)







PREFACE

This book is not about slavery. It is, instead, about how Americans have made sense of slavery: how they have researched and written about it, how they have justified and criticized it, how they have struggled with the paradox of its existence in a country that professes its devotion to principles of liberty and equality, and how they have wrestled with its enduring legacies.

We sometimes think of this process of reckoning with slavery as new. It is not. Slavery first became a major problem in American life around the time of the Revolution, and Americans have wrestled with it ever since—not to mention all the other related issues, such as race and labor, agriculture and industry, culture and conquest, opportunity and inequality. Not only has thought about the subject of slavery reflected the changing contours of American intellectual life, but in many cases it has also shaped those contours as founding figures in various scholarly disciplines—Francis Lieber in political science, Herbert Baxter Adams in history, Franz Boas in anthropology, Robert Park in sociology—saw slavery and its consequences as central problems that their fields would have to puzzle out in order to prove their worth.

The study of slavery matters because it affects not only how we think about the past but also how we draw the boundaries of social and political possibility in the present and for the future. Yet we tend to take the existence of scholarship about slavery for granted. We rarely wonder when American studies of slavery began, why they became embedded in the research university, and how they have influenced our understanding of history, politics, and society over the past 250 years. That is one of the points of this book: that the study of slavery itself has a history, that the nature of its development and the shape of its arguments were influenced by intellectual logic as well as institutional setting, political climate, social situation, and personal quirks. Ideas are always soaked in the circumstances of their creation even as they sometimes, somehow, transcend them. Intellectual life is not the dry stuff of stereotype but has a drama of its own.

Just what does it mean to study slavery? By “study,” I have meant making arguments based on evidence. But what is evidence? And who has the authority to make those determinations? These are precisely the kinds of questions that the study of slavery has raised from the start. In part because a large number of the people involved—namely, the enslaved—were kept forcibly illiterate and there was never any truth commission after emancipation (the concept did not exist at the time), there is a limit to what we can know for sure about how it functioned. This leaves a lot of room for imagination and interpretation. The special problems involved in the study of slavery have revealed where the normal practices of scholarship begin to break down, but in addition to exposing those boundaries the study of slavery has also tested them, stretched them, and forced historians (and scholars in other fields) to add new tools to their belts. Scholars have sometimes dropped tools, too, and lost those older ways of seeing the world.

The study of slavery is enormous. The most comprehensive database of worldwide slavery scholarship now has tens of thousands of entries. More than a thousand new books and articles are published every year. I have not tried to cover everything; I have tried to tell a story about the most important debates, not write an encyclopedia.

Before we begin, it is worth saying a few words about the nature of those debates. First, the language. It can be unpleasant, often offensive, occasionally obscene. I have chosen to reproduce it in full because I believe that it is valuable to see exactly how people in the past were thinking, right down to the specific texture of the terms they used.

Second, the characters. They are mostly scholars and other intellectuals, people who spent their lives studying and writing about the world. This is not to say that other people didn’t have ideas, only that their ideas have not traditionally carried the same authority as those of scholars who had a specific social and cultural imprimatur. Before the late nineteenth century, such scholars tended to be gentleman amateurs; after that, they became attached to the new institution of the research university. For a long time, these people were overwhelmingly wealthy, white, and male. A steady stream of intellectuals who didn’t check all those boxes also entered the debate, but it was only in the second half of the twentieth century that they gained more equal access to funding and research, professorships and publications. How that change affected the scholarly conversation about slavery is one of the stories of this book.

Finally, the content. The tradition of Western intellectual engagement with slavery goes back more than two thousand years, to the time when Plato and Aristotle first formulated theories about who should be slaves and what role slavery played in society. Modern scholarship about slavery arrived on the scene much later, after many of the major arguments for and against slavery had already taken shape, and indeed part of the work of slavery scholarship has always been to subject old ideas to fresh analysis in the light of new evidence.

But this is not a linear story of evidence accumulated and knowledge gained, culminating in the enlightened and entirely correct academics who bestride the Earth today. Like all history, intellectual history is not neat. It doubles back and circles around, a little like a committee meeting or a political debate. People are always butting in and raising old questions, leading to a whole new round of discussion on some topic that you thought or hoped had been settled. But it is never settled. Evidence keeps getting reused, arguments rehashed, ideas recycled. Subtle variations in the statement of a problem or in the circumstances of its reception can make it resonate in new ways, and that is what we will be tracking. The Revolution, racial ideology, emancipation, industrialization, segregation, the civil rights movement—all have shaped how Americans have seen slavery and what they have wanted to get out of it. The history of slavery studies is itself a history of American politics, society, and thought.

Slavery also raises deep and profound questions that drill to the core of the human condition but can never truly be solved. These kinds of questions don’t go away; they just get raised anew in each generation. This is doubly true of slavery because it raises questions about not just the human condition but also the nature of America and of American history, the kind that we as Americans grapple with constantly as part of the ongoing project of defining our identity.

Indeed, one reason that the study of slavery has often circled around the same questions is precisely that the questions are so hard and the stakes are so high, potentially implicating many of the ideas and institutions that make up our modern world. Are the traditional methods of scholarly objectivity sufficient for the study of slavery, or are they inadequate, impossible, even undesirable? Did capitalism kill slavery, or does slavery lie at capitalism’s dark heart? Should we see slavery as an example of Americans struggling to live up to our stated principles, or might its existence suggest that those principles were rotten from the start?

These are just some of the questions that recur throughout the history of slavery studies. One way to begin to answer them is through an account of how others have tried.







PROLOGUE

KNOWLEDGE IS POWER

The study of slavery in America started in a specific time and place: in Philadelphia during the decades after 1750. Before that moment, slavery had not been the subject of much scholarly inquiry. It had no place in the colonial college curriculum, and it generated little public debate that might have driven people to seek new evidence or arguments. The practice of slavery had existed throughout the European colonies in the New World since around 1500, and although slavery itself (the ownership of individuals) and even serfdom (the permanent attachment of peasants to a plot of land) had largely died out in the heart of Europe over the previous centuries, such practices had survived on the margins and could be connected to a long history of enslavement going back to medieval Mediterranean merchants, Arab traders, and ancient Greeks and Romans. Through all those millennia, there had never been a mass movement in opposition to the institution, just a series of scattered critiques and revolts.

Around 1750, however, there was a fundamental shift in human moral perception, at least in Europe and the Americas, such that old justifications of slavery as divinely or naturally ordained no longer held the same sway. A growing ethic of benevolence and the rise of evangelical Christianity helped shift attitudes, making it possible to see enslaved Africans as equals worthy of empathy and compassion. New travel accounts from across the globe confronted Europeans with vivid depictions of human cultural and physical difference. Enlightenment philosophy undermined traditional justifications for domination while articulating new doctrines of individual liberty and natural equality.1 It was only in this context that it began to make sense to “study” slavery in something like the way we mean today.

The first person to do it in America was Anthony Benezet. A beloved schoolteacher and librarian, Benezet lived in a brick house near the center of Philadelphia, and he had connections throughout the community, including to influential local leaders such as Benjamin Franklin. “Who could have lived a month in Philadelphia without knowing Anthony Benezet!” a French diplomat later wrote, adding, “Benezet has intelligence, wit, and fire, and if I may express it, he carries his love of humanity to the point of madness.”2

Benezet poured all those qualities—intelligence, wit, fire, love of humanity, a touch of madness—into a campaign against slavery. Often considered one of the most important early abolitionists because of the way he expanded the movement’s influence and reach, Benezet was perhaps most distinctive in the way he tried to persuade others. His key insight was that, if read in the right way, accounts of the slave trade could become powerful evidence against slavery, allowing him to show “how by various perfidious, and cruel Methods, the unhappy Negroes are inslaved.”3 The collection and proper interpretation of evidence, he saw, could serve the cause by convincing people that slavery was wrong.

Benezet soon realized that accounts of West African society could be useful as well. Even hostile depictions revealed the existence of African government, administration, agriculture, and trade—which could open another line of attack on the slave trade. Showing Africans as fundamentally the same as Europeans might help disprove the notion that they were savages who benefited from enslavement. He sketched this theme in a series of pamphlets, culminating in 1771 in Some Historical Account of Guinea, which soon became one of the most influential studies of slavery ever written.

Benezet’s research galvanized isolated antislavery sentiment into a transatlantic movement. Yet it also called forth a vigorous response. Those in favor of slavery now had to articulate the principles on which slavery was based and provide, for the first time, specific evidence to support their case. It was in the space between these two positions—and in the effort to define what counted as facts, how those facts would be assessed, and what implications they had—that the study of slavery took shape.

In comparison with contemporary intellectual life, which operates through well-established structures such as universities and journals and publishing houses, the world of early modern scholarship was amorphous. A bare handful of colleges dotted the long coast of the thirteen British mainland colonies. Their mission was to pass down a curriculum derived largely from Christianity and the classics, not to produce new knowledge. When scholarship was conducted, it was done by gentleman amateurs and shared—when it was shared—via letters and locally published pamphlets.

But what the early modern scholarly world may have lacked in formal structure, it made up for in the lively flow of people and ideas around the Atlantic. Anthony Benezet was himself a product of this cosmopolitan intellectual world. Born in France to a prosperous family of Huguenots, he may have turned to antislavery activism later in life partly because his family was the target of religious persecution. They fled France for a brief stay in Rotterdam and a longer one in London before eventually landing in Philadelphia in the early 1730s, when Benezet was eighteen. He could read French, English, German, and Dutch.4

It was probably in Philadelphia that Benezet became a Quaker. Soon he married Joyce Marriott, the daughter of a prominent Quaker family. Many Quakers, including Benezet’s father, became successful merchants, but Benezet did not. “I find being much amongst the buyers and sellers a snare to me…,” he wrote. “I had rather be otherwise employed.”5 So he quit and became a schoolteacher—first in Germantown, a few miles north of the city, then back in Philadelphia at the Penn Charter School.

By this time, the 1740s, Benezet was beginning to take on more responsibilities within the Quaker community. First he was asked to evaluate young men who wanted to get married—to make sure their minds and morals were right. Soon he became an overseer in the Philadelphia Monthly Meeting, and then an elder. He was charged with investigating when members were accused of improprieties such as adultery, drunkenness, or business fraud, and he was tasked with writing petitions and letters to colonial leaders about issues of special concern to Quakers, such as theatrical productions (against) and fast days (also against). He was gaining moral authority within the Quaker community, but he was also learning how to persuade powerful people outside it.

And he was developing important ties to the local Black community. At the time, Philadelphia had a total of around fifteen thousand residents. Roughly three thousand of them were Black, and some eight hundred of those were enslaved. Benezet encountered them out on the street—indeed, even just across the street. “A Parcel of likely Negroes…,” said one ad, “may be seen at a Free Negroe Woman, in Chester Street, opposite to Mr. Anthony Benezet.”6

Benezet recognized that Black people were part of the brotherhood of mankind, as he would have put it, and he became convinced that they deserved the same education and opportunities as anyone else. Starting in 1750, he invited free Black children to his house to teach them the same things he taught his white pupils: reading, writing, and arithmetic. He did this quietly, in the evenings, so as not to cause any controversy, and he discovered that it was exactly how he wanted to spend his time. “I know of no station in life I should prefere before it,” he later told Benjamin Franklin.7 He kept it up for two decades, until he had enough support to start the official Friends School for Black People—to which he eventually left most of his own money and books.

Benezet stood at the confluence of two great streams of thought that prepared the ground for both the antislavery movement and the study of slavery. These were the radical strand of Protestant Christianity that had emerged a century earlier, during the English civil wars, and Enlightenment philosophy, the culmination of a centuries-long movement in Europe that changed the grounds for understanding the world from Providence and tradition to nature and history.

The radically egalitarian Protestant dissenters who had emerged in the seventeenth century held that God was not a fixed good but a revolutionary force, one that collapsed moral gradations into clear dichotomies and that flattened social hierarchies into equality before the Lord. Their belief in the power of Christian love was so strong, their faith in individual conscience so complete, that they proved unwilling to compromise with the existence of darkness, evil, and enslavement. Their names—Diggers, Levellers, Puritans, Seekers—suggest something of the fervor of their faith, a flame that burned with such pure white heat that it often burned itself right out. The Quakers were also one of these groups—perhaps the only one to strike a sustainable balance between radical purity and worldly compromise. It was a balance that managed to keep the group from dying out, but also from going slack.8

Quakers believed that all souls shared an inner light that made them equal before God, and they believed in the power of each individual’s inner light to illuminate the difference between good and evil. Slavery placed tremendous stress on these ideas—ideas of equality and brotherhood and freedom—and it was the kind of stress that some Quakers felt duty bound not just to articulate but to act on. One radical Quaker, Benjamin Lay, started writing strident abolitionist pamphlets in 1729, two years before the Benezet family arrived from Britain. A few decades later, John Woolman, a much quieter Quaker soul, traveled through the southern colonies and took notes on what he saw. When he returned to Philadelphia, he drafted an antislavery pamphlet—then put it away, concerned about the effects it might have. Benezet made sure it saw the light of day.9

In 1752, Benezet joined the Overseers of the Press for the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting of Friends, which was charged with reviewing publications by church members to ensure that they conformed to Quaker doctrines. Two years later, Benezet helped bring Woolman’s pamphlet, called Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes, to press. He also drafted a letter imploring his fellow Quakers to stop participating in the slave trade. “Now, dear Friends,” the letter read, “if we continually bear in mind the royal law of doing to others as we would be done by, we shall never think of bereaving our fellow creatures of that valuable blessing, liberty, nor endure to grow rich by their bondage.” Benezet also reminded his readers of an important piece of Mosaic law, Exodus 21:16, which reads, “He that stealeth a man and selleth him, or if he be found in his hand, he shall surely be put to death.” Published and read aloud in worship meetings, the letter made slavery a prominent subject among the Society of Friends.10

After he saw the letter and Woolman’s pamphlet through publication in 1754, Benezet’s antislavery activity stalled at the start of the Seven Years’ War, the largest colonial conflict to that time, which dominated most of the next decade. But the war stimulated the Pennsylvania slave trade by causing a shortage of white laborers. At the same time, stories of British colonists being taken captive by Indians and sold into slavery started circulating. By the end of the 1750s, Benezet could no longer avoid discussing the connections he saw between slavery and the war—which he, as a pacifist Quaker, opposed. He pushed the Philadelphia meeting to declare in 1758 that members must free their slaves. He also got a subsidy from the Overseers of the Press to reprint a letter that the London Yearly Meeting had issued against the slave trade. Benezet began to draft an introduction to place at the start of the letter.11

By this time, Benezet’s thinking on slavery had evolved to include Enlightenment thinkers—who, not unlike evangelical Protestants, tended to look to human nature to discover truths that could challenge traditional authority. Most important was the French political philosopher Montesquieu, whose 1748 book The Spirit of the Laws immediately became one of the most influential works of the Enlightenment, especially in Britain and America. “The state of slavery is, in its own nature, bad,” Montesquieu declared. “It is neither useful to the master nor to the slave.” It made masters into tyrants and stripped slaves of any virtuous motivations; it was based on nothing but prejudice and contempt.

But Montesquieu’s inquiry fed into a nascent pro-slavery position when it turned toward what he called “the true origin of the right of slavery.” Montesquieu claimed that a country’s laws should be adapted “to the people for whom they are framed.” This placed a new premium on understanding a country’s particular conditions—its soil, climate, people, and so on. In that spirit, Montesquieu said that slavery found its true origin in warm climates, the kind of places “where the excess of heat enervates the body, and renders men so slothful and dispirited that nothing but the fear of chastisement can oblige them to perform any laborious duty.” Although Montesquieu maintained that “all men are born equal,” he conceded that in warm places slavery might be rational: “reconcileable to reason,” he said, or even “founded on natural reason.” Eventually he dropped reason and sidled right up to nature, concluding that “natural slavery… is to be limited to some particular parts of the world.”12

Montesquieu stated more clearly than any other major philosopher at the time that slavery was a problem. If people were by nature free, as most Enlightenment philosophers maintained, then slavery needed to be either ended or somehow explained.13 He also showed that the problem of slavery could be analyzed and debated, and even rationalized or defended, on the basis of empirical evidence.

Soon other Enlightenment thinkers were following up on Montesquieu’s example. The Scottish philosophers David Hume and Robert Wallace modeled a new kind of scholarly social scientific inquiry in the 1750s as they argued about the relationship among slavery, population, and social progress. Hume said that slavery was uniquely cruel and led to more misery, less productivity, and fewer people than free labor. Wallace countered that slavery resulted in greater care for the poor because masters had a vested interest in keeping their slaves healthy and productive. Their debate prefigured nearly all later arguments about slavery, in which scholars sought new evidence and data to support theories about history and society that depended largely on slavery’s purported effects on measures such as population, poverty, production, and profit.

Evangelical religion and Enlightenment philosophy provided the framework for Benezet to turn against slavery. Their shared emphasis on individual experience also helped him see that convincing people of his views would require bringing them as close to personal encounters as he could—by presenting them with eyewitness evidence. But where would he get that evidence? Benezet lived in a society that practiced slavery; he probably would have seen slaves every day in the streets, or he could have traveled a short distance to Virginia to see large-scale plantation slavery in person. Yet his attacks usually focused not on slavery itself but on the African slave trade, which he saw as the ultimate source of the evil. Unable to travel to Africa himself, at least not easily, he turned to a growing genre of travel narratives and trader accounts that had developed over the previous few hundred years of European exploration and empire building.

As Britain became more heavily involved in the African slave trade after the 1670s, British publishers began to put out more accounts of West Africa, many of them written by slave traders or naval officers who had helped protect the trade. During these decades, Britain also began to tighten its control over a previously motley collection of overseas colonies where slavery was becoming an important labor source; accounts of them also followed. By this time, the travel genre had pushed beyond narrowly practical information into a form marked by curiosity and close observation of the local landscape, flora, and fauna as well as the people, customs, and government. In the eighteenth century, a flood of multivolume travel compendiums such as Awnsham and John Churchill’s Collection (first published in 1704 but expanded in 1732 and again in 1747) and Thomas Astley’s New General Collection of Voyages and Travels (1745–47) made it even easier to compare different accounts to confirm which observations were true. As Enlightenment philosophers used the accounts to ground their generalizations about progress and politics, this wealth of information spurred the start of what we now call the social sciences.14

The travel collections were large, expensive books, but Benezet may have had access to them through the Library Company of Philadelphia, where his younger brother was a member, as well as from the Loganian Library, where he served as librarian, and the Friends’ Library, which he operated out of his own house. At a certain point it occurred to him that the accounts of European travelers and traders provided him with eyewitness evidence from Africa. “By these,” he explained, “we shall see that in order to get Slaves, the Europeans settled at the Factories in Africa, encourage Wars, and promote the Practice of stealing Men, Women and Children, which they readily purchase without any Regard to Justice, Equity or any of the tender Ties of Nature.” He began to mine the recent Churchill and Astley collections for evidence—especially Astley, which became his major source of information thanks to its large second volume, devoted entirely to West Africa. Benezet lined up lengthy, damning statements from Willem Bosman of the Dutch African Company, Jean Barbot of the French Royal African Company, and French trader André Brüe. He even did some sleuthing of his own, seeking out the unpublished journal of a Philadelphia surgeon who had served as a slave doctor during a two-year trading voyage to Guinea.15

Although Benezet initially intended this evidence for his introduction to the London Yearly Meeting’s 1758 letter against the slave trade, his research eventually grew to the size of a short pamphlet in its own right. Published in 1759 as Observations on the Inslaving, Importing and Purchasing of Negroes, it marked the first time anyone had deployed eyewitness evidence to show “the Truth” about the slave trade. And it soon proved popular enough to merit a second edition.16

Not content to argue only against the slave trade, Benezet gathered additional evidence to examine African society as a whole. Within three years, he published A Short Account of That Part of Africa, Inhabited by the Negroes. In the expanded second edition, it was roughly six times as long as his first pamphlet and included eight times as many quotations from the Astley collection. Benezet documented these sources with footnotes—far from a standard practice at the time, but one he continued in later works. Although most of the writers he cited depicted Africa as a place of barbarous customs, internecine warfare, and savage slavery, Benezet built on his experience with Philadelphia’s free Black community to read these jaundiced accounts against the grain. He showed that far from being a benevolent enterprise intended to redeem captive Africans for Christianity, the slave trade actually provoked wars intended specifically to generate slaves. He drew out selective details to demonstrate “that the Negroes are generally sensible, humane and sociable, and that their Capacity is as good, and as capable of Improvement, as that of the White People.”17

A year after Benezet published A Short Account, Britain won the Seven Years’ War. It gained a sprawling empire as well as a mountain of debt. Parliament embarked on an ambitious program of imperial reform, which soon provoked protests in the North American colonies. Benezet took advantage of the imperial dispute, and especially the rising colonial rhetoric of rights and liberties, to launch a new attack on the slave trade. Published in 1766, A Caution and Warning to Great Britain and Her Colonies examined the conditions of colonial slavery and the details of imperial trade in a new light. As more economic and demographic data were becoming available, Benezet used his merchant’s education and his experience teaching math to dig into new kinds of quantitative sources. Using the Liverpool Memorandum Book, a trade publication for merchants, he was able to tally the number of ships that left Liverpool for Guinea and the number of slaves that each one carried across the Atlantic. He came up with a total of more than thirty thousand slaves per year, then extrapolated across Britain’s other major slaving ports, Bristol and London, to estimate that British ships transported at least a hundred thousand people from Africa annually. Accounts of the slave trade suggested that at least one-tenth of those people died in transit and another one-quarter died soon after starting to work in the colonies (a process known as “seasoning”). That yielded a minimum of thirty thousand people, Benezet figured, who were “truly and properly speaking, murdered every year.” “Britons boast themselves to be a generous, humane people…,” he wrote, “but is this a true character whilst that barbarous, savage slave trade, with all its attendant horrors, receives countenance and protection from the legislature, whereby so many thousand lives are yearly sacrificed?” Benezet distributed the pamphlet widely, including to the archbishop of Canterbury.18

Soon Benezet was at work on a full history of Guinea and the slave trade. “As time has given an opportunity of a farther insight in the progress and consequence thereof,” he told a friend, “it appeared proper to make some additions, in order to set the Origine & Nature of the Trade &c in a more regular order, than had yet been done.” The result, Some Historical Account of Guinea, was published in 1771. He hoped it would serve as a resource for other antislavery activists, and it even included an index.19

The key difference from Benezet’s previous pamphlets was the new book’s broader scope, including not just arguments against slavery but also a detailed history of the parts of Africa where American slaves originated. Benezet’s decade of research on the subject showed. In addition to his usual supply of eighteenth-century traveler and trader accounts, he now drew from older writings about Africa, such as the twelfth-century Geographica Nubiensis, as well as some of the earliest English travelers’ accounts, compiled in the seventeenth century. Using these, Benezet was able to describe the lay of the land (a good climate, with plenty of food and water) as well as the temperament of the natives (“affable and easily overcome with reason”: basically Quakers) and the judicial structure of kingdoms such as the Kongo, where “the king appoints a judge in every particular division, to hear and determine disputes and civil causes.”

All this could constitute propaganda of its own, of course. But as before, Benezet was pleased to have garnered his information from hostile, prejudiced sources, which he thought helped insulate his arguments from attack. “They cannot but allow the Negroes to be posessed of some good qualities,” he declared, “though they contrive as much as possible to cast a shade over them.”20

Benezet used his sources to reconstruct the history of slavery and the slave trade from the first Portuguese trading post at Elmina (in what is now Ghana) in the 1480s. Early Portuguese enslavement of peaceful Africans arose, he claimed, “solely from an inordinate desire of gain.” And the system of modern slavery that developed from there was markedly different, he believed, from the “reasonable servitude” that had existed in the ancient societies of Europe and Asia. He deployed commercial data from the Liverpool Memorandum and historical evidence from accounts of the Caribbean colonies to demonstrate that inhuman punishments and crushing workloads resulted in widespread infertility and death among the enslaved. He concluded by using British West Indian histories to show that, despite slaveholder claims to the contrary, the annual massacre of enslaved African workers was not even necessary: whites had worked the islands successfully in the early years of settlement.21 He could prove that slavery was the result of greed and sloth, not necessity or inevitability. The only right thing to do was to end it.

After publishing Some Historical Account, Benezet began casting about for strategies to turn his study of slavery into political action. By that time, thanks to his own pamphlets as well as insistent colonial assertions about rights and liberties in the face of their own enslavement to British tyranny, a growing number of his fellow American colonists were coming around to his view. In Philadelphia, antislavery sentiment was building in a city where about a quarter of households held slaves. “Anthony Benezet stood alone a few years ago in opposing Negro slavery in Philadelphia,” wrote one of his young followers, with just a little exaggeration, “and now 3/4 of the province as well as the city cry out against it.”22

By the end of 1772, Benezet had come up with a plan. He would organize a petition to the Pennsylvania General Assembly, requesting that body to send its own petition asking Parliament and the king to end the slave trade. At the same time, Benezet recruited his young doctor, Benjamin Rush, to write a pamphlet “to lay the weight of the matter briefly before the members of the session, and other active members of the government, in this and neighboring provinces,” as Benezet put it.23

Rush had proved to be an easy convert to the abolitionist cause. He dated his antislavery commitments back to 1766, when, as a twenty-year-old on his way to medical school at Edinburgh, he was horrified to see slave ships floating in the Liverpool harbor. Returning to Philadelphia a few years later, he joined the faculty of the College of Philadelphia’s recently established medical school, where he became the first colonial professor of chemistry. He read Benezet’s work and donated to the African Free School, which had recently grown out of the evening instruction that Benezet had been providing for two decades.24

When Benezet first asked Rush to write on slavery, Rush demurred; not only did he consider himself somewhat ignorant on the subject, but he also owned a slave. Eventually he agreed, on the condition that he could publish the pamphlet anonymously: he didn’t want any blowback to affect his medical practice. He then dashed off his brief Address to the Inhabitants of the British Settlements, on the Slavery of the Negroes in America in a matter of hours, summarizing the main arguments against slavery to convince people to support Benezet’s proposal. He started by stating that Africans were equal to Europeans “when we allow for the diversity of temper and genius which is occasioned by climate.” Then he delved into slavery’s position in Scripture, showing that Jews were not supposed to hold their own people in servitude for more than seven years and that the substance of every sermon Jesus gave went against the spirit of slavery. He concluded with an account of the evils of slavery as it existed in the Americas, including a litany of “arbitrary punishments” suffered by slaves in the sugar islands of the West Indies.25

Rush’s pamphlet quickly sold more than a thousand copies; excerpts appeared in local newspapers, and the pamphlet itself was reprinted in New York and Boston. In Pennsylvania the General Assembly didn’t agree to petition Parliament, but it did double the import tax on slaves—making it so high, Benezet thought, that it would effectively end importation. The act soon inspired similar laws in a handful of other colonies from Massachusetts to Delaware (although in some cases they were overturned by royal governors).26

Antislavery activists such as Benezet and Rush had faith that if they made the facts available, people could not help coming over to their side. But as the antislavery movement grew in power and began to influence policy, it also began to provoke a response. Supporters of slavery had a lot invested in the institution, financially and otherwise, and they would not let the new wave of attacks go unanswered. They responded by starting to gather their own facts and their own data, so the question eventually returned to the realm of interpretation—but now grounded, on both sides, in new kinds of evidence.

Rush’s pamphlet, for instance, provoked one Richard Nisbet, a West Indian who had moved to Philadelphia, to compose a reply called Slavery Not Forbidden by Scripture. After pointing to passages in Exodus and Leviticus that said Jews were allowed to enslave heathens for life, he condemned as “blasphemous” all efforts to portray Jesus’s teachings as antislavery because Jesus never said a word against slavery in the ancient Roman Empire. Then Nisbet moved to the specifics of West Indian slavery. Based on his own experience, he believed it was clear that Rush had never been to the Caribbean and had no clue how slavery operated there. “His information must have been received from an obscure writer, unworthy of credit…,” Nisbet charged. “For my part, I never knew a single instance of such shocking barbarities, and every West-Indian with whom I have conversed on the subject, has made the same declaration.” Nisbet told of happy slaves who worked no harder than the average peasant and were relatively carefree. “I trust to facts, and the goodness of my cause,” he declared, “rather than elegant language and flowery declamation.”27

By now, Rush’s authorship of the Address had leaked. He had been right to worry: when his name got out, he lost half his business. Having been challenged on the matter of facts, he churned out a response that he considered his Vindication. Almost certainly influenced by Benezet, he cited numerous West Indian sources, including Hans Sloane’s Natural History of Jamaica and Edward Bancroft’s Natural History of Guiana, to support his contention that Caribbean slavery was especially cruel. “The authorities upon which I have rested all my Facts,” he concluded, “cannot be contradicted.”28

After Benezet, it was possible to debate slavery as never before. In the summer of 1773, not long after Rush’s first pamphlet helped convince people to support Benezet’s petition, two students at Harvard’s commencement held a formal debate on the question “Whether the slavery, to which Africans are in this province, by the permission of law, subjected, be agreable to the law of nature?” Both sides presented an array of evidence, including Benezet’s Some Historical Account of Guinea.29 Debates like the one at Harvard could exist now because Benezet had shifted the terrain from private conscience to public policy, and from principles to facts. He had made slavery a subject to be studied.

Benezet had also begun building a transatlantic network to share antislavery information and strategy, particularly in Britain, where abolitionist pioneers adopted his methods of study and argumentation.30 Benezet’s work thus became the foundation for a broad antislavery movement that swept across the Atlantic world, a movement that eventually led to the Haitian Revolution, the end of British involvement in the slave trade, and abolition in the British West Indies. But that is, for the most part, another story. In America the Revolution was about to shake slavery to its core while also giving people greater power over their own institutions. It was in this environment that the study of slavery became a way not only to evaluate proposals to end the practice or curtail the trade but also to probe the meaning and purpose of the new nation itself.
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