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THE SCIENCE OF ABOLITION





Introduction

Throughout the summer of 1851, thousands of reporters, politicians, and ordinary people waited for hours to enter London’s Crystal Palace. Visitors withstood sweltering heat to glimpse the marvelous new inventions on display, which organizers believed would inspire hope for humanity’s future, showcasing how science and technology would transform the world into a more humane and civilized place. The event came at an auspicious time. Less than fifteen years earlier, the British had abolished slavery throughout its colonies and had taken the lead promoting emancipation worldwide. Britain portrayed its technologically advanced economy as the next phase in mankind’s progress. Yet the dark reality was that Britain’s economy still depended on slave labor. By the late 1850s, 77 percent of the raw cotton Britain imported to feed its steam-powered factories was being produced by nearly four million enslaved Black Americans.1

One of the most talked-about inventions at the Great Exhibition was a chemical processing machine for flax. Its inventors, a Brazilian chemist and a professor of chemistry at London’s Royal Polytechnic Institute, wrote that their machine would lead to the “extinction of human slavery, with all its cruel and debasing horrors.” If farmers in the American Midwest and in Ireland grew flax, the thinking went, their machine would turn free-grown flax into a cheaper alternative to slave-grown cotton, putting planters out of business. News of the flax machine hit America like an earthquake. Opponents of slavery, Black and white, touted the invention as a death knell for slavery. The editors of Scientific American, a popular scientific magazine based in New York, inspected the machine and gave it their full endorsement. Henry Bibb, a Black abolitionist and fugitive enslaved man living in Canada, wrote that “fugitive slaves should be standing in the front ranks of this experiment.” Frederick Douglass declared that the invention would lead to a “considerable diminution in the wealth and power of the Southern States.” Even in early 1861, when a civil war seemed inevitable, some white Northerners still held out hope for a scientific solution to slavery. “SCIENCE is king—not cotton,” wrote the New England Farmer in January 1861, upon hearing news of a new flax invention.2

Since the birth of the organized antislavery movement at the outbreak of the American Revolution, and through British emancipation and the American Civil War, antislavery advocates who were both men of science and not offered countless scientific arguments against slavery. Chemists contended that new fertilization techniques would make plantation soil more fertile, reducing the need for slave labor. Geologists, botanists, and explorers claimed that the soil and climate of new settlements in the American west, West Africa, and Southeast Asia were more fertile and conducive to free labor than those of the Caribbean and southern slave plantations. Engineers and inventors argued that steam engines and animal-powered machinery would make enslaved labor unnecessary. Antislavery editors and radical abolitionists, whether they were men of science or not, embraced and amplified these views: “In no one instance had slavery and the use of mechanical inventions existed together,” wrote the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter, a leading mouthpiece for Britain’s abolitionist movement, in 1825.3

Though the proslavery racial science of this period is well known, few scholars have explored the vast array of scientific knowledge beyond racial science that also bore on the question of slavery—from ideas rooted in chemistry and geology to those based on medicine, demography, and engineering. More to the point, few have realized that antislavery advocates, as much as their proslavery adversaries, relied on scientific discourse to defend their views. Taken together, this antislavery scientific discourse amounts to what I call the science of abolition—a wide range of scientific arguments that helped legitimate the antislavery movement and that ultimately cast slaveholders as unscientific and premodern: the enemies of progress.

Elite men of science who opposed slavery—chemists and geologists, explorers and professors of medicine—offered critiques of slavery in scientific journals, university lecture halls, natural history books, and the corridors of Congress and Parliament. Free and enslaved Black people, though largely excluded from elite scientific institutions, found ways to shape this antislavery scientific narrative, too. Before the 1830s, some served as unacknowledged scientific partners, finding botanical evidence or conducting agricultural experiments for elite naturalists, botanists, and explorers. By the antebellum period, free Black abolitionists, increasingly writing in their own newspapers, popularized the idea that new scientific inventions could destroy slave labor, and they encouraged Black people throughout the Atlantic world to engage in scientific work. Acquiring scientific expertise would prove Black people’s value to white society and facilitate integration, many argued, while others contended that it would help sustain autonomous Black communities. Black and white antislavery advocates often wed their scientific arguments to different antislavery agendas: whites generally favored a more moderate agenda, and Blacks a more radical one. Nonetheless, by the 1850s, antislavery advocates of all persuasions had begun to solidify a public image of slaveholders as the enemies of science.4

Scholars have recently shown this image to be a myth, demonstrating that slaveholders throughout the Atlantic world in fact were deeply invested in new technologies, were engaged in scientific observation and experimentation, and generated new forms of medical knowledge. In other words, they are showing that, in reality if not in perception, slavery was modern. But what is remarkable is the degree to which antislavery men of science and abolitionists obscured this truth. By generating a wide-ranging antislavery scientific discourse—a science of abolition—they created an image of slaveholders not as modern, but as just the opposite: the enemies of progress.

This book began with a simple question: What role did men of science and scientific ideas play in the antislavery movement? Answering that question proved difficult. One of the first challenges was coming to a historically accurate understanding of what it meant to do science, and be a scientific practitioner, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the period in which this book is set. The precise meaning of science, and who could be a man of science, differed considerably from today’s understanding. For one thing, the term scientist did not exist until 1834, and most of the elite scientific practitioners in this book would have been called men of science, the term I use throughout these pages. Becoming a man of science required little formal training and a fair amount of networking and self-fashioning: gaining entry to the right social networks; adopting the proper tone of deference and gentlemanly decorum; publishing in respectable journals; finding wealthy patrons. In addition, before the 1830s, being a man of science was rarely a full-time job and more a learned hobby. The most prominent men of science in this period, several of whom appear in this book, supported themselves with other activities: Benjamin Franklin with his printing business, Joseph Priestley as a tutor and clergyman, Erasmus Darwin as a physician.5

Yet this was also a period in which science was becoming recognizably modern. Universities and governments increasingly saw the value in scientific expertise and began funding scientific research. The British government paid for scientific expeditions into the African interior; federal and state legislatures in the United States commissioned chemists, geologists, and engineers to build roads, survey new territories, and investigate the nation’s agricultural industries. Universities also began to create professorships in modern scientific disciplines: in 1802 Benjamin Silliman, an important figure in this study, became Yale’s first professor of chemistry. In addition, new disciplines such as chemistry, geology, zoology, biology, and engineering began to emerge in this period, and a few figures in these pages made important discoveries in some of these fields. Priestley discovered the element we now call oxygen. Franklin discovered the nature of electrical currents. Darwin devised new theories of human evolution that would influence his grandson Charles. The emergence of recognizable disciplines, the increasing institutionalization of science, and the sheer number of scientific discoveries still with us—all explain why scholars can plausibly call the science in this era “modern,” and even why it deserves its own moniker: the “second scientific revolution.”6

Though modern disciplines began to emerge in this period, the boundaries between them remained porous. The absence of rigid disciplinary borders meant that men of science rarely specialized in any single field and often dabbled in many. This was particularly common in the eighteenth century, when men like Franklin wrote on everything from electricity to political arithmetic (an antecedent of demography), and men like Darwin authored texts on zoology, botany, and medicine. The porousness of these disciplines, and the fact that men of science often engaged in multiple disciplines at once, explains why this book takes a broad definition of science—one that includes chemistry, botany, natural history, and geology, but also medicine, engineering, mechanical inventions, and political arithmetic. What unifies the men of science in this book is that nearly all of them were members of scientific societies or wrote for scientific and medical journals. And on an epistemological level, all of them were engaging in a similar set of practices: they were observing, experimenting, categorizing, quantifying, or theorizing about the natural world—and that meant they were doing science.7

Despite their elite status, their authority was hardly uncontested. These men were living in a period not only in which the precise meaning of science was in flux, but also when the authority of elites—be it in government, religion, or science—was being challenged by newly empowered citizens and subjects. Therefore, we should not assume that their scientific arguments against slavery were unanimously embraced, either by their fellow men of science or by the broader, less genteel public.8 But nor should we dismiss their contributions as irrelevant or without consequence. As this book demonstrates, many antislavery men of science made their arguments directly to political figures. Carl Wadström, an antislavery naturalist who explored West Africa in the 1780s, testified before Parliament about the feasibility of establishing a slave-free colony in Sierra Leone. Benjamin Rush, a professor of medicine at the University of Pennsylvania, made medical arguments against slavery in private letters to Thomas Jefferson. In 1831 Silliman published an official report commissioned by Congress that subtly challenged the need for slave labor in light of advancements in chemistry. It may be impossible to know whether these efforts changed politicians’ minds. But at the very least we can say that their scientific standing gave them access to like-minded people in power, and political figures listened to what these men said.

In any event, elite men of science were not the only ones to use scientific arguments to attack slavery. Nonscientific antislavery editors and activists often published the antislavery arguments of men of science in their own newspapers and pamphlets, or they relied on scientific evidence to fashion their own antislavery arguments. Frederick Douglass routinely ran scientific articles against slavery in the North Star and his eponymous paper. Mainstream publications like Harper’s Magazine, the New York Tribune, the London Chronicle, and Scientific American did much the same. Moreover, elite men of science were not the only ones to create antislavery scientific knowledge. This book also draws attention to the many scientific practitioners who, on account of their race or gender, were barred from formal scientific institutions, but who nonetheless helped produce or circulate antislavery scientific ideas. Throughout the 1790s, Benjamin Banneker, a free Black astronomer, published dozens of almanacs—popular pamphlets that predicted the sunrise and sunset for each day, among other useful astronomical information—that were also covered with antislavery missives. Frances Wright, a women’s rights advocate and wealthy white abolitionist—who established a lyceum, or public lecture hall, for scientific lectures in 1829 in New York City—relied on scientific educational and managerial theories to promote her gradual emancipation program. Free Black women in the antebellum North, such as Maria W. Stewart, encouraged Black Americans to study scientific subjects in order to prove Black people’s value to the nation. In Sierra Leone, free Black settlers conducted scientific expeditions for the colony’s white abolitionist patrons, though their contributions were rarely acknowledged.

Indeed, in this book we see Black figures routinely engaging in scientific practice and discourse and using it for their own ends. This depiction fits uneasily with the dominant paradigms we have of Black people’s relationship to Western science, particularly in the era of slavery. Traditionally, scholars have focused either on Black people’s exclusion from scientific institutions, or on the ways in which scientific racism and new technologies prolonged slavery and sanctioned anti-Black violence. More recently, historians have highlighted the indigenous scientific cultures of enslaved people, from African-derived healing traditions to rice irrigation techniques transferred from West Africa to the New World. Some scholars even contend that enslaved and free Black people, in different times and places, developed alternative epistemological traditions that, while sharing an empirical basis, ran counter to the Western scientific tradition. But the story told here is neither one of Black people rejecting Western science, nor one of their fashioning their own counter-science. It is instead a story of Black people engaging with Western science, insisting on Black people’s place within that culture, but also reshaping it for their own liberation.9

It is also worth emphasizing that Black people did not always use scientific arguments in the same way as white men of science. Though Black and white activists often used the same scientific arguments against slavery, Black people tended to use those arguments to push for a more radical agenda. Unlike their white counterparts, Black abolitionists made full Black citizenship essential to their antislavery agenda, and they saw no contradiction in discrediting slaveholders with scientific arguments while also calling for a host of other political actions, including, if need be, violence. By contrast, white antislavery men of science were often ambivalent about Black political equality and feared any abolitionist activity that might too abruptly challenge the status quo. Not infrequently, they offered planters scientific solutions to slavery as a wiser alternative to the kind of radical actions that enslaved people seemed to threaten, and that radical white and Black abolitionists seemed to condone. Black abolitionists were not afraid to challenge their more moderate white scientific allies, in regard either to their political agenda or to their racial science. But in most other scientific realms they generally embraced their work. It was an “age of science,” Frederick Douglass said in an 1854 commencement address, and Black people could either reject the scientific narrative of their white allies because of its racist premises or the tepid political agenda it supported, or engage with their work and shape it to their own ends.10

Scholars have largely ignored the scientific arguments abolitionists made. If science is discussed at all, the focus tends to be narrowly centered on scientific theories about race; most scholars agree that the era’s dominant racial science tended to justify racist ideas about Black inferiority. Scientific thought is thus characterized as having strengthened slavery, “justify[ing] severe restraint and rigorous exclusion,” as one prominent scholar recently summarized it. But lost in these broad generalizations, even if we accept the importance of racial science to debates over slavery—and we should—is an appreciation of the full range of scientific arguments that men of science and abolitionists made against slavery—ones that included racial science arguments, but that extended far beyond them.11

Just as historians of abolition have neglected to study science’s role in the movement, historians of science have largely neglected the study of abolitionism. To be sure, scholars have recently begun to explore the relationship between science and slavery, but not antislavery. Some are showing how European naturalists employed slave ship captains to collect natural objects from Africa’s shores; others have detailed how European explorers relied on the knowledge of enslaved Africans to map the African continent. Scholars in the history of medicine and the history of technology have been even more active. Like historians of science, they are demonstrating how Western medicine and technology sustained slave regimes, or how enslaved people contributed to putatively “Western” medicine and technology, either by sharing indigenous knowledge or by working as aides to white scientific practitioners. This book is deeply indebted to this scholarship, but it draws attention to the other side of the coin: science’s relationship to antislavery, not slavery itself.12

This book also hopes to open a new line of inquiry into the broader question of slavery’s relationship to modernity. Scholars often treat capitalism as a synonym for modernity, and many scholars now agree with Eric Williams, who, in Capitalism and Slavery (1944), argued that slavery helped fuel capitalism’s rise. What has fared less well is Williams’s second claim: that the transition to nineteenth-century industrial capitalism undermined the profitability of slavery, which paved the way for emancipation. Scholars have recently shown slavery to be a highly lucrative and dynamic institution that continued to develop alongside capitalism. Slavery was not undone by capitalism’s maturation, but was deeply entwined with it, they argue—slavery was, in a word, modern.13

Much of the recent scholarship is trying to overturn the notion that slavery was a relic of a premodern era, that slavery was a check on progress. But few scholars have seriously explored how that myth came into being in the first place. This book poses that question and points toward one part of the answer. To be sure, historians are well aware that political economists, starting in the latter eighteenth century, began to portray slavery as an increasingly archaic institution, in the sense that it stalled economic growth. Scottish Enlightenment thinkers such as John Millar and Adam Smith depicted slavery as an intermediate stage in mankind’s broader socioeconomic development, somewhere between an earlier, primitive, hunter-gatherer stage and a final stage defined by global commerce, universal freedom, and widespread prosperity. By the mid-nineteenth century, the idea that industrial, wage-based economies—the essence of nineteenth-century capitalism—would replace slave labor was popular enough that even Karl Marx subscribed to the general principle. It was also true that, by the 1850s, southern slaveholders themselves portrayed their “peculiar institution” as more humane than wage-based labor, thus contributing to the image of slavery as being at odds with capitalism. But the proslavery critique of wage labor was fleeting, and for decades before the 1850s, southern slaveholders routinely portrayed slavery as an engine of social progress, the vanguard of modernity. In any event, few historians have asked whether Enlightenment-era political economists, or even midcentury American slaveholders, were the only, or even the main, intellectuals to depict slavery as fundamentally at odds with modernity.14

They were not; men of science and scientific ideas in general were no less essential. Science, medicine, and technology symbolized progress and modernity as much as capitalism, and though these fields were tethered to capitalism and sometimes enmeshed in economic discourse, they inhabited distinct intellectual worlds. By the mid-nineteenth century, many groups of people, from white farmers and factory workers in the American Midwest and Manchester to middle-class white women and free Blacks throughout the Atlantic world, saw scientific knowledge and technological innovations as liberating, a set of tools and ideas that could blot out ignorance, promote human progress and prosperity—and perhaps even help solve the problem of slavery. Abolitionists and their scientific allies were therefore keen to marry the image of science to the cause of antislavery. And despite their internal divisions, they ultimately succeeded. On the eve of both British emancipation and the American Civil War, slaveholders were routinely portrayed as scientifically backward—the enemies of progress.

A significant part of this book is told through the men of science who joined or publicly supported antislavery societies in Britain and the United States. Though perhaps only a minority of men of science joined abolitionist societies, the ones who did were often prominent—and highly visible—members. This was especially the case in the movement’s early decades, between the 1770s and 1820s, when the first abolitionist societies took shape and were exclusively for white men. To take just one example: between 1787 and 1818, three of the four presidents of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, the early republic’s leading antislavery society, were men of science, including Franklin and Rush.15 The stories told in the following chapters are based in part on their published writings, whether they appeared in scientific journals or antislavery pamphlets, and this book follows their words as they made their way into the pamphlets of nonscientific abolitionists, Black and white, and into the halls of Parliament and Congress. This study also relies on the unpublished manuscripts of men of science—journals and letters, lectures and account books—to explore how their scientific work shaped their antislavery views. Reading through their manuscripts suggests that at least one reason men of science may have been reluctant to embrace a more radical abolitionist stance was that slaveholders were often their scientific patrons. These unpublished manuscripts also reveal the unacknowledged role Black women and men played in helping them conduct their work.

Before the 1830s, white women and Black people of any gender were largely barred from scientific societies. But some nonetheless received a semblance of scientific recognition, whereas others became outspoken popularizers of scientific knowledge. To understand their role—whether it is Benjamin Banneker, the free Black astronomer; Frances Wright, a white women’s rights advocate and abolitionist; or Paul Cuffe, a free African American sailor—I similarly relied on published and unpublished writings. For the final chapter, which covers antebellum America, it was possible to explore even more closely how Black abolitionists, including a few credentialed Black men of science, used scientific arguments for their own ends. The creation of an independent Black press in the late 1820s, which allowed Black authors to write without the censorship of white editors, opened a window into how Black thinkers engaged with scientific ideas bearing on slavery. As the final chapter demonstrates, Black writers were among science’s strongest advocates, but they did not shy away from confronting white scientific writers when their theories about race justified oppressive ends.

It may be useful for readers to have an overview of the abolitionist movement. To begin with, it must be noted that long before white people established formal antislavery societies, Black people had been resisting their enslavement. Africans captives fought to flee their enslavers upon seizure on the African continent, West African leaders occasionally shut down the slave trade to Europeans, and enslaved people revolted and committed suicide aboard slave ships and in the New World. In addition, as early as the sixteenth century a few European clerics began to voice their dissent. But it was not until the Revolutionary era that antislavery societies took root, ones that began to systematically challenge the institution of slavery itself. These organizations drew inspiration from Patriot rhetoric, with its emphasis on universal liberty, and were goaded by Quaker activism and Black-led petitions and lawsuits. In 1771 James Somerset, enslaved to a Boston colonial official, escaped while traveling with his owner to England, which led to a landmark decision by Britain’s highest court one year later that undermined slavery’s legality in England. In 1775 Philadelphia Quakers established the first abolitionist society in the Atlantic world, the Pennsylvania Abolition Society (PAS). By 1787 white abolitionists in England established their own organization, the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade (SEAST), which focused on abolishing the transatlantic slave trade.16

Like scientific societies, the first abolitionist societies were open only to white men. Members were often elites—lawyers, physicians, politicians, dukes, wealthy industrialists—and several of them had once owned enslaved people. In general, these first antislavery societies favored a gradual agenda, hoping to slowly phase out the institution rather than liquidate it immediately. To that end, they emphasized ending the transatlantic slave trade first, reasoning that cutting off the supply of enslaved Africans would encourage planters to take better care of the enslaved laborers they already owned. They favored emancipation laws that would require enslaved people to serve into their twenties, and they offered payment to slaveholders—not enslaved people—as an added enticement. They also deferred to the interests of planters, not enslaved or free Black people, reassuring planters that they would not be financially harmed by emancipation. Whether in spite or because of their cautious agenda, the first antislavery societies had significant early successes. The United States and Britain abolished the transatlantic slave trade in 1807, and every northern state had enacted some form of emancipation law by 1804. Yet in spite of these victories, slavery continued to expand throughout the Atlantic world. From 1770 to 1815 the number of enslaved people in the United States, the Caribbean, and Brazil increased from 2,340,000 to 3,000,000.17

It is also worth emphasizing that slavery’s nineteenth-century growth was quietly being abetted by the very scientific innovations that abolitionists and antislavery men of science claimed would defeat it. Eli Whitney’s cotton gin, invented in 1793, put slave-picked cotton at the center of Britain’s and the United States’ economies, spurring slavery’s growth in the United States. Georgia’s enslaved population doubled between 1790 and 1800, to 21,000; in South Carolina, it nearly quadrupled between 1790 and 1810, to 70,000. Newly patented steamboat technology also fueled cotton’s expansion. In 1817 nearly twenty of the earliest steamboats shipped hundreds of bales of cotton up the Mississippi River. Three decades later, there were seven hundred steamboats making that same journey, and further innovations enabled each boat to carry twice as much cotton. All this scientific innovation, coupled with the seizure of Native American land and the development of more sophisticated financing and business management techniques, helps account for slavery’s rapid expansion. In 1860 the United States held four times as many enslaved people as in 1800, and, with four million people enslaved, the United States had become the largest slaveholding nation in the world.18

Yet even as slavery expanded, the first wave of abolitionist leaders continued to embrace gradualist measures. Britain committed itself to policing the international slave trade and enacting policies that might reduce slavery’s harshness in its Caribbean colonies, a process called amelioration. British and American abolitionists also promoted the creation of new free-labor (the opposite of slave-labor) agricultural settlements, whether in the expanding American frontier or in Britain’s vast overseas empire; over time, they believed, these new settlements would outperform slave-labor plantations. The commitment of white abolitionists to racial equality also remained suspect, if they were not downright hostile to it. By the 1820s many white American abolitionists came to believe that gradual emancipation would occur only if freed Black people were voluntarily resettled outside the United States, an idea called colonization. To many, the curtailment of free Black rights in the North and Midwest seemed to leave no other option. In 1821 most free Blacks in New York lost the right to vote. Between 1803 and 1818, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois abolished slavery in their new state constitutions, but at the same time they barred Blacks from voting and drafted laws discouraging free Black immigration. To address these realities, abolitionists on both sides of the Atlantic continued to encourage free Blacks to resettle in Sierra Leone, hoping that it would provide a model for other colonization projects.19

Antislavery activism changed dramatically in the 1830s. During this second wave of the movement—the more familiar story to the general public today—abolitionist societies became more radical. They became racially integrated, many accepted female members, and most demanded the immediate, rather than gradual, end to slavery. Most abolitionists also now rejected slave owner compensation and colonization, and many pressed for full Black citizenship alongside emancipation. Yet unlike proponents of the earlier gradualist movement, second-wave abolitionists were considered a radical fringe, and in general northern men of science opposed to slavery kept their distance. But if northern men of science were less likely to join abolitionist societies, many of them still publicly voiced antislavery views. Like most white Northerners, they tended to embrace the more cautious antislavery agenda of the Republican Party, an agenda that, before the Civil War, called only for slavery’s non-extension and stayed silent on the question of Black citizenship. Meanwhile, in Britain, the earlier gradualist leadership held on to the movement long enough to dictate the terms of British emancipation. In 1833 Parliament emancipated all of Britain’s 800,000 enslaved laborers, but on the condition that they serve as apprentices for several years, and that planters receive compensation. American emancipation took a different course, coming in the midst of war. Abolitionist agitation and fugitive escapes pushed the nation to the brink of emancipation, but Lincoln’s 1863 Emancipation Proclamation was less a product of radical abolitionist conviction than of wartime necessity. Emancipation, formally enacted through the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865, was an undeniable achievement, and an exhilarating one. But few abolitionists, and even fewer Black people, doubted that the fight for full equality had only just begun.20

The following chapters uncover the wide range of scientific arguments abolitionists and men of science made against slavery. It tells this story through the men of science who either joined or supported an antislavery agenda, and by showing how nonscientific abolitionists made use of their work. The first chapter is set in Revolutionary America, when the early abolitionist movement’s leadership began to seek out prominent men of science, focusing on Benjamin Franklin, Benjamin Rush, and the Black astronomer Benjamin Banneker. The movement’s early Quaker leaders believed men of science could lend the movement legitimacy and could make abolitionism appear not just moral, but scientifically respectable. But as they sought out figures with different degrees of commitment to activism and the movement’s particular agenda, internal tensions emerged that were never fully resolved: namely, the place of freed Black people within American society.

The second chapter moves to late eighteenth-century Britain, demonstrating how key scientific thinkers behind the Industrial Revolution helped align the image of science with antislavery. Erasmus Darwin, a physician and botanist, and Josiah Wedgwood, a potter, inventor, and chemist (both grandfathers of Charles Darwin), played important roles in the Industrial Revolution, and as abolitionists they began to argue that the adoption of industrial technologies and scientific know-how to slave plantations would reduce the need for slave labor. Meanwhile, a close comparison of the scientific and antislavery writings of Joseph Priestley shows how the values of science could be used to echo and reinforce the ideology of mainstream abolitionism. Yet the Haitian Revolution, which rapidly and violently destroyed slavery in French Saint Domingue, posed a challenge to these abolitionists. The Black-led revolution did not fit neatly with their scientific worldview, one that understood progress to be gradual, and social change to be the result of what they considered to be rational behavior.

The third chapter moves to Sierra Leone. From the 1770s to the early 1800s, naturalists, physicians, and explorers traveled to the West African territory on behalf of abolitionists, depicting its natural environment as idyllic. They presented its climate, soil, and indigenous inhabitants as perfectly suited to free-labor plantation agriculture, bolstering abolitionists’ claim that free-labor agricultural colonies in West Africa could gradually replace slave-labor plantations in the Americas. Though they received little recognition for it, Sierra Leone’s indigenous inhabitants and Black British Loyalists—formerly enslaved Black Americans who won their freedom fighting for the British during the Revolutionary War—were vital to collecting scientific evidence. This chapter also argues that the deep ties between men of science and slave owners, rather than undermining their credibility, helped insulate antislavery men of science from accusations of bias.

Chapter 4 focuses on the antislavery movement in the United States during the early republic period. White abolitionist leaders in the 1810s and 1820s promoted various colonization projects, often with avid scientific support. In the 1820s Benjamin Silliman, Yale’s first chemistry professor and a prominent antislavery voice in New Haven, wrote a report for the federal government that depicted southern slaveholders as dangerously averse to new labor-saving technologies. William Maclure, a prominent geologist and supporter of colonization, wrote articles in the popular press that portrayed the expanding western frontier as ideal for free-labor agriculture. In the late 1820s Maclure joined Frances Wright, the women’s rights advocate, to run an experimental plantation in western Tennessee, called Nashoba. Relying in part on Maclure’s educational theories, Wright tried to prove that, if plantations were managed scientifically, planters could recoup the price of their enslaved laborers, free them, and send them wherever they chose.

Chapter 5 returns to Britain, focusing on the final three decades leading up to British emancipation. It highlights an underappreciated aspect of amelioration—the encouragement of planters to adopt labor-saving technologies—and shows antislavery men of science insisting that these new tools would ease the burdens on enslaved laborers. During this period, British abolitionists also continued to promote free-labor colonies in Britain’s overseas colonies, hoping that their financial success would reassure policy makers that ending Caribbean slavery would not bring economic ruin. Explorers and naturalists—again, often with the unacknowledged support of Black aides—provided essential evidence about the topography and climate of these colonies, from Sierra Leone to Java. By the early 1830s, however, the gradualist approach was losing favor. A spate of slave rebellions in the Caribbean, in addition to the infusion of younger, more radical abolitionists, forced the abolitionist movement’s aging elites to take a more confrontational stance. Increasingly, abolitionist leaders stopped pleading with slaveholders to adopt scientific solutions and instead presented them to the public as scientifically inept.

Chapter 6 moves to antebellum America—the 1830s to the Civil War—where a wide range of antislavery views prevailed, from radical new ideas supported by Black and white abolitionists to more cautious agendas embraced by the majority of white antislavery Northerners. As abolitionist societies became more radical, fewer antislavery men of science joined these groups, but men of science still contributed to the broader antislavery discourse. In the face of a virulent new form of scientific racism, many northern men of science opposed to slavery insisted on Black people’s essential humanity. Yet some devised new racial theories that suggested Black people were best suited to tropical climates, a theory that conveniently allowed them to attack slavery while also rejecting Black citizenship. No less important were the arguments antislavery men of science made about technology, particularly ones pointing to new agricultural technologies as harbingers of emancipation. While all these scientific ideas, whether racial or technological, helped broaden antislavery’s appeal, they were frequently wedded to a cautious antislavery agenda that few radical abolitionists embraced. Meanwhile, even though Black and white abolitionists wed similar scientific arguments to a more radical political agenda, they still contributed to the same basic narrative: slaveholders were the enemies of progress. Whether it was true in reality was irrelevant. What mattered was that scientific ideas gave the broader antislavery movement legitimacy, and with them, the movement would help set the enslaved free.




ONE

Stars and Stripes

On July 14, 1792, Benjamin Rush delivered a remarkable address before the American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia. Rush, a signer of the Declaration of Independence, an abolitionist, and one of the nation’s leading physicians, declared that leprosy caused the darkening of Black people’s skin. Once physicians found a cure, Black Americans would turn white, he argued; this would “add greatly to their happiness,” for however much Black Americans “appear to be satisfied with their color, there are many proofs of their preferring that of white people.” The implications were obvious. His theory would prove, once and for all, that “the whole human race . . . descended from one pair,” countering the proslavery claim that Africans were a separate and inferior species, predisposed to slave labor.1 Equally important, it would resolve a dilemma that dogged the early abolitionist movement: What to do with enslaved people after they were free? Resistance to free Black citizenship posed a serious threat to abolitionism, in northern states as much as in southern ones, and Rush hoped his theory would ease those concerns, suggesting that physicians would soon find a cure for Blackness. In the meantime, the nation should emancipate its enslaved laborers, and with the aid of medical science, Black Americans could eventually be integrated into the nation as full, equal—and white—American citizens.

Rush’s belief that Black people could turn white was neither unique nor short-lived. Throughout the 1790s and into the early 1800s, leading men of science on both sides of the Atlantic frequently inspected the bodies of Black women and men whose skin appeared to be turning white, convinced it was evidence of the body’s natural whiteness.2 What makes Rush’s theory noteworthy is that he offered an explanation for Blackness rooted in his own expertise: medicine. More important, by tying his theory to antislavery, Rush gave abolitionism the backing of medical science. In fact, Rush spent years writing medical lectures against slavery, even coining names for new diseases that he claimed Blacks contracted only “after they enter upon the miseries of slavery.”3

When the first organized antislavery societies took shape during the Revolutionary era, abolitionist leaders eagerly sought out men of science. Not only did they elect three men of science to be president of the Pennsylvania Abolitionist Society (PAS), the nation’s leading antislavery organization, between 1787 and 1818, but they also helped Benjamin Banneker, a free Black astronomer, publish antislavery almanacs in the movement’s behalf. Rush, Franklin, and Banneker reflected the wide range of men of science—astronomers, physicians, electricians—that abolitionists would seek out in the decades to come, and they also illustrate what the movement stood to gain by attracting scientific thinkers. Before the 1770s, the movement’s original Quaker leadership critiqued slavery in religious and moral terms.4 But men of science spoke about the problem of slavery in scientific terms. Science had the veneer of being universal and disinterested, above the interests of any one religious sect. Men of science could thus make antislavery appear less like a religious crusade and more like a rational decision backed by science. But in cultivating these men, the movement’s leaders exposed profound disagreements about the movement’s precise goals and objectives—and nowhere more significant than in regard to Black citizenship.

There was no shortage of antislavery sentiment before the American Revolution. Yet the American Revolution transformed what had been disparate and uncoordinated attacks on slavery into an organized political movement, and Quakers in particular were at the forefront. Philadelphia’s Quaker community banned all their members from buying enslaved people in 1755, then outlawed slaveholding entirely among Quakers in 1774.5 One year later, they established the PAS, seizing on the politicization of slavery amid the colonies’ conflict with Britain. Meanwhile, enslaved Black Americans saw in the Patriots’ call for liberty an argument for their own emancipation. On July 13, 1777, enslaved New Englanders petitioned the Massachusetts legislature for an emancipation law, rooting their claim in “the Natural right of all men . . . in this Land of Liberty”; they also pointed out the “inconsis-tency of [Patriots] acting themselves the part which they condemn and oppose in others.”6 Patriots had made a habit of likening their political standing in the British Empire to slavery, and British Royalists were all too eager to point out the irony: how strange it was for Patriots to compare themselves to slaves when roughly one in five colonists was actually enslaved.

Patriot leaders responded that they cared little for slavery and would rather see it disappear if only Parliament would let them. They were not being entirely disingenuous, either. In 1772 the Virginia colonial legislature passed a bill to curtail the slave trade, only to see Parliament reject it; two years later, the Continental Congress adopted a resolution in favor of banning slave importations.7 But the rationale behind these moves differed from Quakers’. Quakers opposed slavery largely for religious reasons, while Patriots did so mainly for political ones. For many Patriot leaders, the main problem with slavery was that it threatened the white population. They feared that it would squeeze whites out of the labor market, making the project of nation building more difficult and creating a permanent subversive class, an entrenched “internal enemy.”8 The PAS’s Quaker leaders understood these concerns, and some probably shared them. But they needed influential Patriot allies, ones who, regardless of their religious affiliation, could argue on the movement’s behalf. In this enlightened age, better still were men who could frame antislavery arguments in the language of reason. What they needed, in short, were men of science.

No one fit that bill better than Benjamin Franklin. By the 1750s, Franklin had emerged as the colonies’ most distinguished man of science. The Royal Society in London, Britain’s most prestigious scientific society, awarded him its highest award, the Copley Medal, for his work on electrical currents in 1753; three years later it offered him membership, making him the first American inducted into the society. His scientific reputation enhanced his political one. For eighteen years, between 1757 and 1775, he represented the colonies in Whitehall, and during those long years in London he accrued a deep network of political and scientific allies, ones who would prove useful to abolitionist leaders. But there was one problem: Franklin’s commitment to antislavery was suspect. For one thing, Franklin owned enslaved people, several of them. In 1735 Franklin, then twenty-nine, bought his first enslaved servant, Joseph. Over the course of his life, he would acquire at least seven more, most of whom lived in his Philadelphia home, and two of whom, Peter and King, traveled with him to London in 1757. He freed none of them during his lifetime. Some died under his family’s control; King escaped to freedom three years after arriving in London; and only one, Bob, was manumitted “after my decease,” as Franklin wrote in his 1788 will.9 A good portion of Franklin’s wealth indirectly derived from the sale of enslaved people: at least 20 percent of the advertisements published in Franklin’s newspaper, the Pennsylvania Gazette, between 1729 and 1748 concerned enslaved or indentured laborers.10

Franklin’s investment in slavery did not necessarily make him a hypocrite. Slavery touched nearly every facet of eighteenth-century colonial life, and many early abolitionists had once owned slaves or profited from slavery. But Franklin’s late-in-life endorsement of the PAS was hardly a tale of a compromised man who finally came to his senses. Near the end of his life, Franklin became the public face of the PAS—its leaders elected him president from 1787 to 1790—but he was, in fact, a “rather strange friend of antislavery,” as one scholar has put it.11 In contrast to the Quaker community, Franklin emphasized the racial threat that slavery posed to an imagined all-white America, and, like many Patriot elites, he blamed Britain for enacting the slave trade in the first place.

But what distinguished Franklin from other antislavery Patriots was the role science played in his activism. Political arithmetic, a form of scientific discourse, gave him the language to denounce slavery in some of his earliest critiques of the institution. The friendships Franklin forged over science with political figures in London, several of them abolitionists, also offered Franklin a correspondence network through which he could privately experiment with antislavery ideas. By the 1780s the scientific work he published on the Gulf Stream began to reflect a man pondering what the nation might look like without transatlantic ties to slavery. Franklin was hardly a stalwart abolitionist. But by using scientific discourse and scientific networks to think through antislavery ideas, he helped the movement shed its pious image and made it look rational, even backed by science.

Near the end of his life, Franklin liked to boast that he published some of the earliest antislavery writings in the thirteen colonies. “About the year 1728 or 29 I myself printed a book for Ralph Sandiford,” and “another book on the same subject by Benjamin Lay” nine years later, he wrote to John Wright, a British antislavery sympathizer, on November 4, 1789.12 Franklin did in fact publish antislavery pamphlets by Sandiford and Lay, two of the first Quaker critics of slavery, but that did not mean he necessarily agreed with them. Franklin was a relatively new printer in town and, in pursuit of business, he printed their antislavery writings—so long as his name was kept off their pamphlets, and so long as they distributed their works themselves. The antislavery arguments of Sandiford and Lay, like those of later Quaker abolitionists, stood in stark contrast to the ones Franklin would eventually make. Early eighteenth-century Quakers focused on slavery’s violation of religious doctrine, emphasizing its sinfulness, and concentrated on purifying their religious community from this ungodly act; they were not yet committed to making a political case beyond the Quaker community. In the 1737 essay Franklin printed, Lay reflected those priorities, calling slavery a “filthy Sin” that violated the Quaker principles of “preaching up Perfection” and “the universal Love of God to all people, of all Colours and Countries.”13

Franklin, raised by Calvinists and sympathetic to deism, admired the Quakers’ egalitarianism, but he had little interest in their professions of religious purity. He saw their strident religious moralism—their slavery ban, their pacifism—as a kind of fundamentalism, a stark way of seeing the world that flew in the face of what it meant to be an enlightened, scientific thinker. Establishing probability, not certainty, was the ideal of Enlightenment science. The enlightened man of science established truths not by adhering to religious dogma, but by reasoning from worldly particulars. In his Autobiography, written in 1771 and published posthumously, Franklin likened what he took to be Quakers’ biblical literalism as akin to being “wrapped in the Fog”: they saw clearly only what was right in front of them, but they could not comprehend the complexities of the world beyond. He preferred to reduce moral decisions to a calculus, not a catechism. In 1773 he wrote to Joseph Priestley, a prominent British chemist and antislavery supporter, that he had long been in the habit of penning a chart, one column headed “Pro,” the other “Con,” when he needed to make an important decision. That way, “I can judge better, and am less likely to make a rash Step,” he wrote, calling this method “Moral or Prudential Algebra.”14

Franklin made his first public comments against slavery in 1755, in an essay titled “Observations concerning the Increase of Mankind.” His critique showed none of the Quaker emphasis on sin and instead focused entirely on the threat slavery posed to Britain’s economy and the colonies’ racial homogeneity. Slavery was discussed as one of several ill-conceived policies in an essay written in response to a recent British law that prohibited building iron furnaces and mills in the American colonies. Franklin argued that the policy was cutting off employment for potential English immigrants and in turn threatened the colonies’ white majority: the policy “greatly diminish’d the Whites” by “depriv[ing] of Employment” recent British immigrants, he wrote. In any event, he asked, “Why increase the Sons of Africa, by Planting them in America where we have so fair an Opportunity, by excluding all Blacks and Tawneys, of increasing the lovely White?” Franklin’s racial favoritism stood in contrast to Lay’s insistence that Quakers must love people of “all Colours.” In addition, Franklin, unlike Lay, made no mention of the harm, physical and otherwise, that slavery did to the enslaved, instead focusing only on the harm it did to white colonists. “Whites who have Slaves” become “enfeebled” and lazy, he wrote, eventually becoming “proud, [and] disgusted with Labour.”15

The publication of “Observations” may have put Franklin on the abolitionists’ radar. But his wife, Deborah Read Franklin, probably secured his antislavery reputation. Deborah Franklin became involved with Philadelphia’s antislavery activists in the late 1750s, and at least from 1758, she kept a portrait of Lay in their Philadelphia home. Her avid support for a new school for enslaved children in Philadelphia, established in 1758, also may have bolstered Franklin’s antislavery image. On August 9, 1759, she enthusiastically described the school in a letter to her husband, who was back in London: she had “a great deal of Pleasure” seeing “the Negro Children catechized,” and planned to enroll their own newly acquired enslaved servant, Othello.16 One year later, perhaps to please his wife, Franklin accepted the role of board president. Deborah Franklin also provided an important familial link to Anthony Benezet, the influential Quaker abolitionist who would play a critical role recruiting Rush and Franklin to the movement: Benezet’s brother had married a relative of hers.

Franklin’s involvement with the school for enslaved children should not be misread. Established by a philanthropic arm of the Anglican Church called the Associates of Dr. Bray, the school intended only to educate enslaved children, not to free them. Planters may have viewed the education of enslaved people as a Trojan horse for abolition, but the Associates of Dr. Bray was decidedly not an antislavery organization. Privately, Franklin also showed less moral growth than historians sometimes suggest. Some scholars have cited a letter he wrote to the school’s founder, John Waring, after a visit in 1763, as evidence of the beginning of a moral transformation. Franklin told Waring that he “conceiv’d a higher Opinion of the natural Capacities of the black Race, than I had ever before entertained” after seeing his school. But in the same letter he also admitted that he still had doubts: “You will wonder perhaps that I should ever doubt it,” he wrote, referring to Black intelligence, adding, “I will not undertake to justify all my Prejudices, nor to account for them.”17 Even more important than Franklin’s personal racial views was what he did politically, in behalf of slaveholders. In 1768, as the newly appointed colonial agent for Georgia in London, he petitioned Whitehall to approve the colony’s proslavery laws.18

Franklin nevertheless increasingly critiqued slavery in print during the 1770s. All these writings took place in the Revolutionary context, however, and were concerned more with protecting the colonists against charges of hypocrisy than with protecting the interests of enslaved people. In his first full essay against slavery, published anonymously in London’s Public Advertiser on January 30, 1770, Franklin admitted that slavery was a “Crime.” Yet he dwelled almost entirely on discrediting the notion that Americans were disingenuous. If Royalists accused Patriots of being insincere, then how ironic it was for Britain to now pose as enslaved people’s sudden friend: “Remember,” Franklin wrote, England “began the Slave trade.”19 Two years later, Franklin was forced to take up the issue again. In 1772 England’s chief justice ruled that James Somerset, an enslaved Bostonian brought to En-gland, could not be considered a slave when he arrived in England because slavery was never legal there. Enslaved communities and abolitionists throughout the Atlantic world interpreted the ruling as effectively freeing all enslaved laborers in England—it did not. But the misinterpretation bolstered the hopes of enslaved communities and their allies, regardless of which nation issued the ruling.20

Franklin’s June 18, 1772, letter on the Somerset case, again published anonymously in the London Chronicle, walked a fine line, on the one hand endorsing the gradualist abolitionist agenda, but on the other puncturing Britain’s self-regard. Franklin gave his support to what had become the basic abolitionist strategy—ending the slave trade first, then enacting laws “declaring the children of present Slaves free after they become of age.” But he then deflected attention from slavery in North America and focused almost exclusively on British hypocrisy. “Pharisaical Britain!” he wrote: “To pride thyself in setting free a single Slave that happens to land on thy coasts while thy Merchants . . . continue a commerce whereby so many hundreds of thousands are dragged into a slavery!”21

Franklin’s Somerset article was noteworthy for his use of political arithmetic. Political arithmetic emerged in the late seventeenth century to help imperial officials calculate the potential for population growth, then seen as an important measure of political strength. Franklin used political arithmetic in his earlier 1755 essay, “Observations concerning the Increase of Mankind,” to show how slavery slowed the growth of the colonies’ white population, concluding that “slaves can never be so cheap here as the Labour of working Men is in Britain. . . . Any one may compute it.” In his Somerset essay, Frank-lin deployed political arithmetic even more extensively. Nearly one-third of the letter described, in strictly numerical terms, the extent of slavery both in the colonies and through the Atlantic slave trade. “By a late computation made in America,” he wrote, nearly “eight hundred and fifty thousand Negroes” lived in all the British colonies, while “about one hundred thousand” more were imported annually, “of which number about one third perish” from disease during the Middle Passage. Franklin took these numbers directly from Benezet, who wrote to Franklin on April 27, 1772, asking for help combating this “terrible evil.”22 Shrewdly, Franklin did not publish his own name on the article—to do so risked alienating the southern colonies whose support the Patriots needed to win the war. But Benezet’s solicitation and sharing of data to make the case indicate how important scientific arguments were becoming to the nascent antislavery movement. Benezet did not even need Franklin’s name and the scientific stature it conferred on these articles: the scientific arguments themselves were good enough.

In April 1782 Patriot leaders selected Franklin to be one of the lead American negotiators in peace talks with Britain. Abolitionists had good reason to believe that Franklin might include some kind of antislavery legislation in the final treaty. After all, slavery had received a serious blow during the war years. Tens of thousands of enslaved Americans escaped to British lines during the war; in turn, northern abolitionists capitalized on those gains by enacting gradual emancipation laws, state by state. Franklin’s Pennsylvania epitomized the way slave-led resistance propelled antislavery legislation. In 1780 PAS abolitionists lobbied Pennsylvania’s new state government to enact the nation’s first gradual emancipation law, which guaranteed freedom to all enslaved people born after March 1, 1780, after twenty-eight years of service. But by then, slavery had already sharply declined. In Philadelphia, which had the largest concentration of slaves anywhere in the state, the enslaved population dropped by roughly two-thirds between 1767 and 1780—that is, before the gradual emancipation law even passed. The decline resulted in part from individual manumissions of Quaker slave owners, for whom slaveholding was increasingly unprofitable, but also from the sharp rise in numbers of enslaved people who had escaped during the war. The momentum created by enslaved peoples’ resistance and Quaker manumissions made the 1780 law possible, which in turn hastened emancipation everywhere else in the state.23

As an American negotiator at the Paris peace talks, Franklin had an opportunity to capitalize on these gains. He even showed some initiative, writing down various antislavery proposals that might be included in the peace treaty with Britain. In an unpublished essay, titled “A Thought concerning the Sugar Islands,” written shortly after July 10, 1782, he argued that Britain should consider eradicating slavery in its Caribbean islands. Too many wars had been fought, too many lives lost, over empires trying to seize control of the Caribbean islands, he wrote. But what was notable was that Franklin said nothing about ending American slavery, and he again emphasized the toll slavery exacted on “white Nations,” who he claimed disproportionately died “fighting for those Islands.”24 In addition, the essay illustrated how Franklin began to use antislavery rhetoric for the political leverage it would give the newly independent American states over British officials. Attitudes toward slavery may have been changing, but the reality was that Ca-ribbean slavery still remained profitable. Therefore, if Britain dismantled slavery in the West Indies, the real beneficiary would be America.25

American abolitionists were not involved with Franklin’s “Sugar Islands” essay. But to the extent that they would have supported its basic proposal—Caribbean emancipation—they would have been glad to know that Franklin’s scientific networks helped facilitate its circulation. On May 8, 1783, Franklin sent the “Sugar Islands” essay to David Hartley, an inventor and chemist with whom Franklin had forged a friendship over science, and who was now the lead British negotiator in the Paris peace talks—an appointment he received in part because of their personal rapport. Hartley was a well-known abolitionist, having put forward the first resolution in the House of Commons to denounce the slave trade, in 1776. And Franklin played to his interests in science and antislavery to ease the tense political talks. “I speak to you as a Philosopher and a Philanthropist,” Franklin wrote to Hartley in 1779, when they began unofficial peace talks, using common terms for a man of science and humanitarian, respectively. “The subject being peace,” Franklin thought they should take measure of “the latitude & longitude of the Politicks of nations” so as to bring an end to the war as soon as possible.26 Regardless of Franklin’s tepid embrace of abolitionism, the fact that several of his scientific friends took up the cause forced him to remain engaged. To retain their respect, he would continue to play the role of abolitionist.

Indeed, science and antislavery often mixed in Franklin’s correspondence with men of science. In December 1773, for instance, the Marquis de Condorcet, a renowned man of science and abolitionist in France, asked Franklin about the condition of free Blacks in Philadelphia in relation to a work of natural history he was researching. “Generally improvident and poor,” Franklin responded, though he added that they were “not deficient in natural Understanding, but they have not the Advantage of Education.” Philadelphia’s abolitionist leaders seem to have understood that abolitionism was gaining support among scientific elites in Europe, and they used that fact to bring Franklin closer to the movement. In Benezet’s first letter to Franklin, written in 1772, he mentioned that other “most weighty” men of science had also been contacted, such as the physician and botanist John Fothergill, who would play a critical role in establishing Sierra Leone.27 Benezet seems to have believed that he could convince Franklin to join the crusade by noting that abolitionism was catching the imagination of many of the scientific colleagues he admired.

Whatever hopes abolitionist leaders had regarding antislavery measures at the peace talks, they must have been disappointed. The Treaty of Paris, which officially ended the war on September 3, 1783, and which Franklin and Hartley helped draft, sacrificed abolitionist goals to the demands of American slave owners. Most important, the treaty allowed American states to pursue their “confiscated” property—that is, their enslaved laborers—that had escaped to “his Majesty’s arms” during the war years. Yet the PAS would not leave empty-handed. When Franklin returned to the United States, he incorporated the antislavery ideas in “A Thought concerning the Sugar Islands” in the final scientific essay he ever wrote. Titled “Sundry Maritime Observations” and printed in the American Philosophical Society’s Transactions in 1786, the essay served as a clearinghouse for all the sea-related knowledge he had gathered over the previous three decades, from how to build a ship that balanced properly to what to pack when braving a transatlantic voyage. He also included, almost verbatim, passages from “A Thought concerning the Sugar Islands.” When considering “the wars we make to take and retake the sugar islands from one another,” he wrote, virtually repeating his earlier lines, sugar ought to be seen as “stained with spots of human blood!”28
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Fig. 1. Gulf Stream chart, by Benjamin Franklin and Timothy Folger, 1768.

Importantly for abolitionists, Franklin enlisted scientific knowledge—a discussion of ocean currents in particular—to present his hopes for a slave-free future. “Sundry Maritime Observations” included his fullest description yet of the Gulf Stream, a fast-flowing current that starts on the eastern coast of Florida, sweeps up the Atlantic Seaboard, and trails off deep into the northern Atlantic Ocean. If sailors heading west from England accidently steer into it, they effectively start sailing against the tide. In 1768, before the Revolution, Franklin wrote a scientific treatise on the Gulf Stream in order to expedite shipping between the colonies and Britain. But the final 1786 version came with a distinct American imprint. He no longer mentioned the Earth’s rotation as a cause of the stream, and instead focused on the massive amount of water that accumulated on the Eastern Seaboard of the American states. In addition, the 1786 map included with the essay showed only the Gulf Stream’s connection to the North American seaboard, cutting out Britain and its Atlantic empire entirely. As one Franklin biographer has argued, the change in focus—from the global to the local—mirrored the shift in Franklin’s geopolitical thinking. He was no longer thinking like a British imperial agent, one for whom the world was one’s field of inquiry. He was thinking like an American, one whose own borders came first.29
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Fig. 2. A chart of the Gulf Stream, by Benjamin Franklin and James Poupard, 1786.

Unlike Benjamin Franklin’s 1768 Gulf Stream map (fig. 1), this 1786 map focuses only on the Eastern Seaboard of the newly independent American colonies. By cropping out Africa and the Caribbean, this later map encouraged viewers to imagine a nation cut off from slavery. Maps courtesy of the Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division.

But “Sundry Maritime Observations” also showed Franklin thinking like an antislavery American. In depicting the Gulf Stream as being caused by natural phenomena found only on the Eastern Seaboard, and by cutting out Africa and the Caribbean from the 1786 map, Franklin was choosing to ignore the Atlantic slave system. He was allowing his readers to imagine a future without any ties to the Caribbean or Africa, as if the problem of slavery might someday disappear. In addition, Franklin’s essay suggested that Africa, and people of African descent, had nothing useful to offer America. Part of “Sundry Maritime Observations” argued that white Americans could learn from the boat-making technological skills of the Chinese, Pacific Islanders, and Native Americans, yet he said nothing about African or African American seafaring knowledge, despite the ubiquity of Black sailors throughout the Atlantic world.30 “Sundry Maritime Observations” ultimately embodied all the contradictions in Franklin’s antislavery views. Though he increasingly expressed them in public, the ideas themselves would focus primarily on antislavery’s benefits to an implicitly white America. Franklin’s Gulf Stream map provided a perfect visual analogue. He hoped to rid America of slavery not so much by attacking the institution directly, but by pretending that it barely existed in the new nation, and by somehow removing the nation from the wider Atlantic world in which it did.

Franklin’s antislavery politics were at odds with many PAS leaders’ views, but that did not seem to bother them. His willingness to endorse their cause in the pages of the nation’s premier scientific journal, Transactions, was too great an asset to quibble with the particulars. In 1787, within a year of the publication of “Sundry Maritime Observations,” the PAS elected Franklin president. They did so in part because of his political reputation and power: after all, he would soon be participating in the Constitutional Convention, and abolitionists hoped he would advocate for antislavery measures on their behalf. But his political authority in no small part stemmed from his scientific renown. In addition, by packaging antislavery arguments within the cool, dispassionate language of science, Franklin offered a way to speak about slavery that appeared more rational than the emotional debates that abolitionism invariably provoked.31

Until Franklin’s dying day, abolitionists found his reputation, scientific and otherwise, useful. On February 5, 1790, as Franklin’s health was rapidly declining, James Pemberton, a Quaker, the PAS’s vice president, and the society’s shrewdest strategist, pressed Franklin to sign a petition to Congress demanding an end to the slave trade. One year later, Pemberton would play an equally important part in soliciting Benjamin Banneker to write a scientific almanac in the movement’s behalf. The PAS may have even hoped that Franklin’s signature would counter claims that the petition was merely another protest by pious Quaker fanatics. To an extent, the PAS’s strategy worked: the 1790 petition sparked one of the first debates in Congress about slavery’s place in the nation’s future. But the debate’s resolution was hardly worth celebrating. On March 5, 1790, Congress issued a report that concluded that what the Constitution said “relating to the abolition of slavery” was clear: though Congress had some authority to regulate the importation of African slaves, it had no power to interfere “in the emancipation of slaves” or with those who may be “imported into or born within any of the said States.” The report did, however, express hope that individual states might take it on themselves to revise their laws “from time to time” and make every attempt to “tend to the happiness of slaves.”32 Franklin could not have said it better. Compromised, and calculated, the report allowed the nation, represented by Congress, to present itself as a defender of liberty while excusing slavery’s continuation in a few aberrant states.

Franklin died on April 17, 1790, roughly five weeks after Congress issued its report, and just as the organized antislavery movement was getting on its feet. But Franklin knew exceedingly well the person who would help steer the movement forward in the following two decades: Benjamin Rush. A member of the PAS since 1784, Rush became its president in 1803 and served in that position until his death ten years later. Born forty years after Franklin, in 1746, Rush met Franklin while studying for his medical degree at the University of Edinburgh, in the late 1760s, and corresponded with Franklin for the remainder of his life. Rush worked hard to secure Franklin’s antislavery reputation. After privately visiting Franklin’s barely expired corpse, Rush wrote in his diary: “To record all the exploits of his benevolence . . . would employ a volume,” alluding to Franklin’s antislavery work. As Franklin’s body lay cold and lifeless, Rush plucked a “lock of hair” from the body, sending it to a mutual scientific colleague in England.33 It was as if Franklin’s physical being embodied science and antislavery, twin pillars of a transatlantic enlightened culture.

Like Franklin, Rush believed slavery threatened the nation’s future as a white republic. And like his mentor, Rush was avidly pursued by the PAS’s leaders. But the organization’s leaders got far more out of Rush than political stature alone—they got one of the most sustained scientific critiques of slavery the movement had yet seen. In one of Rush’s earliest antislavery pamphlets, he relied on environmentalism, the reigning scientific theory of race, to prove Black people’s essential equality. But over the subsequent de-cades, he went far beyond environmentalism, leaning heavily on his own expertise: medicine. Whether from his lectern at the University of Pennsylvania’s medical school or from the dais of the American Philosophical Society, Rush developed a litany of medical theories against slavery, all of which contended that slavery was as detrimental to the health of the enslaved as it was to the slaveholder. Indeed, in Rush’s medical mind, slavery imperiled the physical well-being of the entire nation and put his hope for a slave-free white republic at risk.34

In 1766, a few years after graduating from the College of New Jersey (now Princeton University), Rush traveled to the University of Edinburgh, one of Europe’s leading medical schools, for his medical degree. Rush had not yet met Franklin, but he dedicated his dissertation to him and sent him a copy. Flattered, Franklin invited the twenty-three-year-old to London and introduced him to his prestigious network of scientific friends, men like Sir John Pringle, “then the favorite physician of the Queen,” as Rush recounted in his diary, and Dr. John Fothergill, the botanist and an architect of Sierra Leone. Franklin offered to pay for Rush’s subsequent trip to Paris, providing him letters of introduction to similarly renowned scientific figures in France, many of them known antislavery sympathizers, such as the chemist Antoine Baumé and the Versailles botanist Bernard de Jussieu. Upon meeting Jacques Barbeu-Dubourg, a physician and Franklin’s French translator, Rush noted in his memoir that Dubourg greeted him “in the following words: “Voila! Un ami de Mons. Franklin.” Franklin opened doors, and in the years to come, Rush would rely on these scientific networks to circulate his antislavery writings and tighten the links between abolitionists and men of science.35

Upon returning to Philadelphia in 1769, Rush was appointed professor of chemistry at the medical school of the future University of Pennsylvania. Three years later, Benezet asked Rush to write an essay in the movement’s behalf. It is unclear how Benezet knew Rush sympathized with abolitionism, or exactly why he contacted him, but Rush’s scientific reputation probably played a role. With the help of Franklin and the university appointment, Rush’s reputation as a man of science had been firmly established. Benezet may have also assumed, given Rush’s scientific relationships, that he, like his friends, sympathized with the slave’s cause. Whatever Benezet’s precise logic, Rush eagerly accepted his offer, and the resulting essay, An Address to the Inhabitants of the British Settlements, on the Slavery of the Negroes in America, published anonymously in 1773, was the first antislavery act—indeed, one of the first political acts—Rush ever took.36

In An Address, Rush drew heavily on environmentalism, the dominant scientific explanation for racial difference, to refute planters’ claim that Africans were innately inferior and predisposed to slave labor. Environmentalism was rooted in natural history, though one of its core assumptions—that all races derived from a single human pair, or what historians call monogenism—came from the Bible. According to environmentalism, racial differences emerged as humans migrated across the globe, their bodies, customs, and mental habits changing in accordance with their new natural environments, or “climates,” as well as changes in the social environment. Yet while environmentalists assumed that all races were fundamentally equal, all equally human, they had no problem assigning certain physical and intellectual traits to individual “races.” The key difference between environmentalists and later nineteenth-century racial theorists was that environmentalists believed race was malleable, changing as people moved to new environments. Over time, Blacks could turn white, and whites Black, the theory supposed—or, in a word, race was fluid, not fixed.37

In An Address Rush argued that, whatever inferior traits enslaved Africans allegedly exhibited, slavery itself—not anything innate to Black people—could explain them. Rush’s claim fit neatly within the environmentalist framework, since slavery could be understood as a social environment that “degraded” the more positive traits of indigenous Africans. To make his case, Rush cited the work of scientific explorers in Africa to demonstrate that, on their own continent, Africans were in every way “equal to the Europeans.” Only when Africans were enslaved and brought to the New World did they begin to show signs of moral and intellectual degradation: “All the vices which are charged upon the Negroes in the southern colonies and the West-Indies,” he wrote, are “the genuine offspring of slavery.” Rush immediately sent copies of An Address to Granville Sharp, Britain’s leading abolitionist, making sure he knew Rush’s scientific credentials: he was in “the profession of physic,” as medicine was often called. He also sent copies to his scientific friends, including Franklin and “our good Friend Mons. Dubourg of Paris.” Though Franklin offered polite encouragement, not everyone was so kind. Richard Nisbet, a Caribbean slave owner, published a rebuttal dismissing the environmentalist explanation altogether: “The stupidity of the natives [of West Africa] cannot be attributed to climate,” he wrote, concluding that “on the whole, it seems probable, that they are a much inferior race.”38

Rush soon published a response, extending his environmentalist argument. While again stressing the essential equality of Europeans and Africans, and underscoring how slavery itself degraded Africans, he now naturalized racial stereotypes. He began from the premises that “Human Nature is the same in all Ages and Countries” and that “all the difference we perceive . . . may be accounted for from Climate, Country, Degrees of Civilization, form of Government, or other accidental causes.” But to explain Africans’ particular traits, none of them exactly favorable, he pointed to West Africa’s climate and geography. The region’s vast terrain created insurmountable distances between people, making it difficult to establish organized governments; without proper government, he argued, civilization could not take root. Meanwhile, the continent’s extreme heat brought about “Indolence of Mind, and Body,” making Africans vulnerable to enslavement—in other words, the climate made native Africans too lazy, too unintelligent to defend themselves. Here Rush recycled what had become a truism among eighteenth-century Euro-American naturalists, regardless of their views on slavery: that Africa’s tropical environment, its “tropical exuberance,” created a surplus of food that grew without effort, making its inhabitants unused to work. He then used this theory to explain, scientifically, why slaveholders often resorted to violence, and why, by extension, slavery was unnatural: “the Love of Ease which is peculiar to the Inhabitants of Warm Climates” necessitated “severe Laws and Punishments,” he wrote. In Rush’s environmentalist view, the violence of slavery did not simply emanate from planters’ inhumanity—it was an inevitable consequence of the natural environment, of the “laws of nature.”39

Having deployed environmentalism, Rush now turned to his true expertise—medicine—beginning a line of argument that he would develop over the next several decades. Rush countered Nisbet’s argument that enslaved Africans’ “carelessness in preserving their health” accounted for their high mortality rate, and he instead pointed to the conditions in which enslaved people lived. He attributed diseases associated with enslaved children, such as “jaw disorder,” in which a child’s jaw remained tightly shut, to poorly ventilated slave cabins. Relying on the medical testimony of Caribbean physicians, he argued that rape, euphemistically called “debauchery,” led enslaved women to “procure repeated Abortions, which incapacitates them for Child bearing.” Relatedly, he contended that their enslaved husbands lacked confidence in “the Fidelity of their Wives”—a direct reaction to slave owners’ raping their wives—which made them less likely to care for their children and increased the likelihood of childhood illnesses. Fifteen years later, Rush expanded on these ideas and included them in a medical school lecture, sending it to a fellow physician and abolitionist in London, John Coakley Lettsom, who published parts of it “in the Morning Chronicle.” In the unpublished medical school version, titled “Diseases of Negroes,” Rush added new details. For instance, he redefined a disease in which enslaved people were found eating dirt—probably the symptom of a poor diet, perhaps a vitamin-B deficiency—and attributed it to slavery, not to Africans’ innate savagery, as slave society physicians often argued. “Dirteatis,” as Rush renamed it, occurred only “after they enter upon the miseries of their slavery.”40

An Address also showed Rush’s ambivalence about Black people’s place within American society. Rush supported the standard gradualist approach, calling for an end to the slave trade first, but he also argued that the colonies needed to increase the number of “White People,” so as to dilute what he implied was an unwanted Black demographic. When he addressed the more nettlesome question—what to do with those already enslaved in the thirteen colonies?—he offered what would become his trademark equivocation. “I would propose,” he wrote, that enslaved people who were too old or had “acquired all the low vices of slavery” should remain enslaved, whereas younger captives should be educated and taught Christianity, so that they could support themselves once free. Provocatively, he suggested that the emancipated should be given “all the privileges of free-born British subjects.” But then he hedged. He conceded that the issue of free Black equality was “a most difficult question,” and concluded, “Let every man contrive to answer it for himself.”41

As the conflict with Britain intensified, Rush began to use medical theory to link the Patriots’ cause to the fight against slavery. He relied on the ideas of his Edinburgh professor, the physician William Cullen, who helped establish a new paradigm for understanding disease. Cullen broke away from the Galenic view, which held that diseases resulted from an imbalance of the four bodily humors, and instead argued that diseases were caused by either over- or understimulation of the nervous system, which in turn created a bodily imbalance. Cullen also argued that physical and psychological factors could contribute to the same disease. Because all diseases shared a common cause—a nervous system gone haywire—diseases were named according to the symptoms being shown, rather than the root cause. In the 1780s Rush would slightly amend Cullen’s system, placing the vascular system at the center of his theory, rather than the nervous system. But the cures Rush prescribed followed the same basic logic: provide stimulants to enervating diseases, and depressants to exciting ones. In either case, the key was to restore balance.42

In the 1770s Rush used Cullen’s framework to argue that any excess of power, any excess of wealth—whether wielded by British politicians or plantation owners—predisposed both the mind and body to disease. In a 1774 lecture delivered before the American Philosophical Society, titled “Inquiry into the Natural History of Medicine among the Indians,” Rush argued that Britain’s ruling elites became more vulnerable to diseases as they became overly dependent on commerce and the labor of their colonial subjects. Divorced from the benefits of moderate physical labor and lacking any purpose, they became prone to vices like drinking, which in turn predisposed them to disease. “How fatal are the effects of idleness and intemperance among the rich[!]” he exclaimed. Native American society provided Rush with an ideal contrast, a model for modern living. Living a simpler, independent life, neither depen-dent on nor oppressed by others, Native Americans had none of the diseases that characterized Britain’s urban elites—venereal diseases, hysteria, “the NERVOUS FEVER.” In addition, they experienced none of the emotional toil that resulted from the loss of liberty—or, as he put it, “political slavery”—which predisposed common British subjects to diseases that “most deform and debase the human body.” To stave off a public health disaster in the colonies, he advocated for a society of independent yeoman farmers, imagining a mythic European past in which this once existed: “The abolition of the feudal system in Europe,” he wrote, “by introducing freedom, introduced at the same time agriculture.” Only a return to such a past—an agricultural society where freedom flourished and slavery was unknown—would “put a stop to these disorders.”43

Rush’s fame spread quickly after the 1774 lecture, and once the war broke out, he began to participate in politics. In September 1774 John Adams and Samuel Adams stayed with him when the first Continental Congress met in Philadelphia; Patrick Henry became his patient (Rush gave him an “inoculation for small pox,” he later recalled); and Thomas Paine, newly arrived from Britain, asked Rush to comment on early drafts of Common Sense (1776), perhaps the most influential piece of Patriot propaganda from the period. In the summer of 1776, Rush became the only physician to sign the Declaration of Independence, and a year later he served as a surgeon general in the Continental Army. By the war’s end, Rush emerged as not only one of the nation’s most respected physicians, but also one of its most recognizable Patriots and abolitionists. Yet Rush was not above slaveholding. In 1784 he purchased William Grubber, his only enslaved servant; he freed him ten years later. Whatever reservations the PAS may have had about Rush’s status as a slaveholder, they ignored it; among other attributes, his ability to wed science to antislavery made him too valuable. In 1787, the moment the society expanded membership beyond Quakers, it invited Rush to join. And like Franklin, Rush gladly accepted.44

The PAS got more than they could have wished. Throughout the 1780s, Rush developed even more medical theories that could explain the harmful effects of both political and chattel slavery. In a medical essay from 1789, Rush pathologized certain political behaviors, drawn from his experience in the War of Independence. He claimed that the deaths of four Loyalists were attributable to the “loss of former power or influence in government,” which psychologically devastated them; he called this disease “Revolutiana.” He contended that Patriots who became too zealous for freedom, too committed to radical democracy, suffered from “a species of insanity,” a mental disorder that resulted from an “excess of the passion for liberty,” which he called “Anarchia.” In an unpublished lecture, titled “Diseases Caused by Government,” he elaborated, writing that two opposing political systems—“despotic,” or popular democracies, at one extreme, and monarchies at the other—led to emotional imbalances in both the ruler and the ruled that could trigger disease. In monarchies, “the alternate influence of liberty and slavery on the mind [acts] like a variable climate” and “produces a succession of extremes of excitement and debility, which have an unfriendly influence on the body.” Republics offered the ideal middle ground, naturally balancing the mind’s innate desire for liberty. A limited franchise for property-owning men furnished “an easy and certain channel thro’ which those passions vent themselves.”45

Rush’s medical argument against tyranny easily transferred to slavery. At bottom, both tyranny and slavery stifled the mind’s natural desire for freedom, causing an imbalance in the body, which induced disease. In “Diseases Caused by Government,” Rush explicitly linked political and chattel slavery, writing, “There is in all slaves the absence of the stimulus of the love of liberty . . . and hence animal life exists in them in a feeble state,” which predisposed them to diseases. Humanitarian causes, like abolitionism, functioned as a kind of medicine: they “have a friendly influence upon health,” he wrote, presumably meaning that they buoyed the spirits and rebalanced the body, and added that such benevolent acts are “exerted most in a Republic.”46 In a related essay, titled “On the Different Species of Mania,” Rush, somewhat playfully, suggested that anyone who showed too much enthusiasm for an “extreme” cause, political or otherwise, was simply suffering from insanity. He gave various examples. Defenders of slavery suffered from “Negro Mania,” he wrote, since it must be some kind of insanity to employ enslaved people when there was “no reason why rice and indigo may not be cultivated by white men.” Similarly, monarchists suffered from “monarchial mania,” mistakenly believing that it was “criminal to depose tyrants.”47 Unlike other Patriot leaders, Rush did not simply make a rhetorical link between political and chattel slavery: he made the connection literal. Using medicine, he invited Patriots to see their own cause, of freedom and independence, as scientifically inseparable from abolition.

In the 1790s the antislavery movement faced increasing headwinds. The Haitian Revolution made antislavery societies easy scapegoats, as proslavery advocates argued that abolitionists would encourage a similar slave revolt if they continued their agitation. Meanwhile, northern white resistance to free Black integration served as another check on abolitionists’ agenda.48 To make matters worse, Rush increasingly aligned himself with a political party that drew considerable support from southern slaveholders. All these factors put immense pressure on Rush. Like many white abolitionists, Rush had to come up with answers for a nation increasingly skeptical of emancipation and bitterly divided over the nation’s political direction. The medical answers Rush provided seem strange in hindsight, but they reflected common arguments white abolitionists found themselves making as they ran into a wall of resistance—the resistance of a nation that had never grappled with the consequences of emancipation for the nation’s political future.

Not long after the Constitution was ratified, in 1789, a raucous political debate broke out over the direction of the new republic. On one side were Federalists, who supported a strong central government and a manufacturing-based economy; on the other side were Democratic-Republicans, who favored decentralized political power and an agricultural economy, preferably worked by independent white yeoman farmers. Rush’s views aligned closely with Democratic-Republicans’, and though antislavery was never part of the Democratic-Republican platform—indeed, the party’s intellectual architect, Thomas Jefferson, captured all the party’s contradictions about slavery—Rush often combined Jefferson’s white yeoman ideal with his own more committed antislavery views.49

Science offered Rush proof that a nation of independent yeoman farmers, rather than slaveholders, manufacturers, traders, and bankers, provided the best foundation for a healthy republic. In a 1798 essay, Rush argued that Pennsylvania’s state government, in his view a shining example of yeoman republicanism, grew organically from the state’s natural environment. The colony’s first settlers entered a vast, disease-ridden forest, he wrote, but over time, they tamed the land and planted modest farms; eventually, the average Pennsylvania yeoman worked his own farm and became “a man of property and good character,” who “values the protection of laws” and “punctually pays his taxes towards the support of the government.” If farming the land oneself led naturally to responsible citizenship, then slave owning did just the opposite. As he wrote, Pennsylvanian farmers may “possess less refinement than their southern neighbours, who cultivate their land with slaves,” but “they possess more republican virtue.”50

In another unpublished essay, titled “Diseases from the Different States of Society,” Rush suggested that the more commercial and urban a society became, the more unequal and unhealthy it grew, referencing his 1774 essay on British and Native American diseases. In the margins of the unpublished essay he also noted that “one in six slaves die annually in the West Indies,” suggesting that he may have wanted to draw a parallel between the unequal conditions in commercial societies and the unequal conditions in slave societies.51 Taken together, Rush’s medical theories implied that decadence in London was no different from decadence in Savannah. Extreme inequality—whether it was wealthy commercial elites relying on the labor of urban artisans, or slave owners relying on the labor of their slaves—created bodily imbalances that made both parties vulnerable to disease. By contrast, yeomanry encouraged independence, purpose, and equally shared if not ostentatious wealth, which in turn secured bodily balance and the health of the larger republic.

As the northern free Black population grew, Rush also had to address the question of Black citizenship. In his 1773 antislavery essay, he said little about skin color, writing only that Black skin was “far from being a curse” and in fact “qualifies them for that part of the Globe in which providence has placed them,” meaning Africa.52 But as the free Black population grew, race, with skin color as its shorthand, emerged as a fraught marker of citizenship. The nation’s free Black population expanded significantly at the century’s close, nowhere more than in Rush’s Philadelphia. In 1790 the city’s free Black population grew to 1,849, a sixteen-fold increase from 1775, when it stood at 114. Nationwide, the free Black population totaled 59,466, about 8 percent of the entire Black population, in a nation numbering nearly four million. When nearly all Africans had been enslaved, Black citizenship was a moot point. But as the free Black population grew, the nation increasingly had to consider whether they deserved equal political standing.53

The exact requirements for citizenship were not defined at the nation’s founding. The Constitution made no mention of racial qualifications, and in certain northern states free Blacks could technically vote. But in practical terms, de facto discrimination made a mockery of the Black franchise and Black citizenship. Laws from the colonial era barring intermarriage remained intact; free Blacks were routinely stuck in the least desirable jobs, often teetering on the brink of poverty. Because suffrage was usually based on property ownership (and of course, gender), free Blacks rarely could vote, regardless of whether they had the right. Of more immediate concern was their safety. The 1793 federal Fugitive Slave Law allowed slaveholders to cross state lines to re-enslave runaways, which led to a wave of free Blacks being captured in northern states and sold back into the South. Meanwhile, in the 1790s “a climate of postrevolutionary racial retrenchment” undermined Black attempts at integration. White churches often barred Blacks from joining or forced them to sit in segregated pews; mob violence became routine. Northern states began to restrict the number of free Black residents, especially as thousands of Black Haitian refugees arrived in the United States in the 1790s. In 1800 Boston lawmakers even expelled 239 Blacks from out of state.54

It was in this climate that Rush delivered his 1792 lecture on the causes of Black skin. Rush’s theory was one of several like it, his own essay framed as a response to a famed 1787 lecture by Samuel Stanhope Smith, a Princeton professor and minister. Smith’s address, “Essay on the Causes of Variety of Complexion and Figure in the Human Species,” attacked polygenism, the theory that Black and white people might be entirely separate species, which slaveholders like Thomas Jefferson increasingly aired in public. Smith argued that polygenism defied both religion and science, drawing on environmentalism to prove it. Every respectable naturalist knew that racial groups derived from a single human pair, Smith wrote, adding that dark skin simply resulted from centuries of exposure to the scorching sun. According to Smith, constant exposure to the sun’s heat increased the amount of bile in the body, which in turn darkened the skin. Rush fully endorsed Smith’s monogenist premise. But what made Rush’s essay unique was that he tried to move beyond the standard environmentalist narrative and base his explanation in distinct medical terms, not environmentalist generalities. In the unpublished draft of his lecture, Rush underscored this distinction, writing that while environmental factors such as diet and climate were important, disease was central: Blackness, he wrote, “must be the effect of Disease.”55

For Rush, leprosy lay at the root of Black physical features, a disease he found useful for several reasons. For one, Europeans had long associated leprosy with uncivilized, unclean ethnic groups—a common stereotype of Africans. The disease was also believed to be hereditable, and Rush could cite a lengthy record of leprosy in both modern and ancient Africa, the latter where he claimed Black Americans’ ancestors first contracted the disease, along “the ancient miry canals of Egypt.” Though white skin lesions were then considered a common symptom of leprosy, Rush could nonetheless cite numerous case studies where Black lesions seemed equally symptomatic. Perhaps more important, other physical features white people then ascribed to the Black body—“thick lips, woolly hair . . . short, ugly, ill proportioned”—could be found in leprosy cases. What made leprosy additionally useful was that it was thought to be potentially contagious, a fact that allowed Rush to temporarily endorse segregation, or, as he put it, “the necessity of keeping up that prejudice against such connections with them.” In a letter Rush wrote to Jefferson in 1797 about the leprosy lecture, Rush underscored the point: “The inferences from” the lecture, Rush explained, were that whites should be “keeping up the existing prejudices against matrimonial connections with them”—meaning former enslaved laborers.56

But more important than the specific disease was the fact that a disease could explain Blackness at all. By contending that Black physical features were the symptom of a disease, rather than being caused by the natural environment, Rush could suggest, however awkwardly, that Black people could one day be assimilated into white society; after all, if Blackness emanated from illness, then it could be cured. Portraying Blackness as the symptom of a disease also allowed Rush to reassert Black peoples’ humanity, since, according to his logic, beneath their diseased symptoms, they were just as white, just as human, as everyone else. In addition, Rush could use the idea that Black people were suffering from a disease to induce sympathy in his readers: Black people deserved “a double portion of our humanity,” not disdain, he wrote. Last, by pathologizing Blackness Rush could summon the heroic narrative of medicine and implicitly encourage more men of science to join the antislavery crusade: “Let science and humanity combine their efforts, and endeavor to discover a remedy for it,” he wrote. In the process, “we shall in the first place destroy one of the arguments in favor of enslaving the negroes.”57

Rush ultimately capitulated to white fears of Black citizenship, but he also subtly challenged them. At a time when most white Americans believed that the only alternative to perpetual enslavement was either freedom and second-class citizenship or the forced removal of Black Americans, Rush was suggesting that Black Americans could become full and equal citizens—once they were cured of their color. Though this theory betrayed the same deep-seated racism that suffused much white antislavery thought at the time, it also showed Rush struggling to find an answer to the question of Black citizenship, and one that did not necessitate their removal.58

Rush’s theory is easy to write off as a curiosity. But the essential assumption it upheld—that Blackness was somehow unnatural—had many scientific adherents. Throughout the eighteenth century, European naturalists assumed that, if Africans were transported to a cooler northern climate, they would gradually turn white. Travel narratives to Africa pointed to African albinos as proof of the body’s natural whiteness, a fact Rush’s lecture mentioned. Then there was the peculiar fascination with “white negroes,” or Black people who appeared to be turning white, which captured the attention of many men of science at century’s end. Rush cited several examples, including the most famous case at the time, a free Black Virginian named Henry Moss. Moss had what modern physicians call vitiligo, or the gradual loss of skin pigmentation. But to Rush and many other scientific figures, the condition suggested that white was the natural, healthiest skin tone. Rush mentioned numerous experiments performed on Moss and other vitiligo patients, from splashing acid on Black people’s bodies to bleeding and purging them, all of which seemed to “lessen the Black color in negroes.” As late as 1803, Rush was still experimenting on Moss, who reported that Rush had “blistered him &c, but to no purpose.”59 Rush’s specific theory about leprosy may not have gained many adherents, but it clearly echoed a widespread belief that Blackness was somehow deviant from the white norm, and perhaps, one day, science might help it disappear.

Rush’s attacks on slavery were not unanswered. Proslavery physicians responded vigorously, if not to Rush’s specific ideas, then to abolitionist critiques in general. When the context was right, as it was in the 1790s, they could hitch their proslavery medical theories to the public mood just as effectively as Rush did himself. Proslavery men of science mounted a particularly threatening assault on abolitionists in the 1790s and early 1800s, amid the yellow fever outbreaks that struck numerous Atlantic port cities. Philadelphia experienced one of the worst outbreaks in the summer of 1793: the death toll reached four thousand, nearly one-tenth of the city’s population. The inability to stop the epidemics created a crisis within the transatlantic medical community. Because so many physicians were offering opposing theories, political insinuations were often leveraged to make an argument stick. One core disagreement revolved around whether yellow fever was an imported, contagious disease passed from human to human, or whether it was a noncontagious, domestic disease caused by distinct local conditions. Many factors influenced whether a physician fell within the contagionist or localist camp. But the politics of antislavery provided an important subtext, providing Rush with a challenge that perhaps only he knew how to answer.60

Prominent proslavery British physicians tried to bolster the contagionist theory by associating localism with abolitionists. In 1795 Colin Chisholm, a Royal Navy physician and Grenada plantation owner, published a widely circulated essay that argued that the recent epidemics had originated from an abolitionist ship, the Hanky, that docked in Grenada in 1793. The Hanky was “chartered by the Sierra Leona [sic] Company,” he wrote, referring to Sierra Leone, the colony for freed Black people established by British abolitionists in 1787. The Sierra Leone Company’s purpose, he reminded readers, was “the fanatical enthusiasm for the Abolition of the Slave Trade.” Chisholm was probably motivated not only by his personal disdain for abolitionists, but also by Britain’s failing attempt to capture Haiti and turn it into a British slave colony. The Royal Navy had been trying to take over Haiti since 1793, but yellow fever and malaria outbreaks were undermining their efforts.61 By arguing that yellow fever did not originate in Haiti, or anywhere in the Caribbean—but in West Africa, and from an antislavery colony no less—Chisholm could deflect attention away from both diseases’ decimation of British sailors and encourage British officials to continue fighting for Haiti.

Many of Rush’s former students called him out for trying to smear abolitionists. In 1798 Elihu Smith, a New York physician and antislavery sympathizer, wrote that Chisholm, whether “from inattention, or ignorance, or design,” was tainting “philanthropic gentlemen” whose only crime was trying to stop “the iniquitous traffic in human flesh.” One year later, Noah Webster, a staunch abolitionist, highlighted Chisholm’s proslavery agenda, calling it “a labored attempt.” Webster cited Rush generously in his text, then wrote to Rush directly, asking if he would publicly support the localist theory: “I believe you to be the advocate of truth,” he wrote to Rush in December 1797.62

By the turn of the century, the association between the contagionism and proslavery had become clear. Only after that point did Rush side with the localists. In 1803 Rush published an essay in the Medical Repository announcing that he no longer believed the fever “was a highly contagious disease,” and that he was “indebted” to “Mr. Webster’s publications,” as well as his medical students, for changing his view. Rush also apologized for having previously supported contagionism, noting that he had in part been misled by “West-Indian writers,” a subtle jab at slaveholders. By siding with the localists, however, Rush risked implying that the local American environment caused the disease, which in part explained why so many American physicians avoided it.63 Rush skirted the appearance of being unpatriotic, however, by associating the outbreaks not with the nation writ large, but only with the aspects of the nation he found disreputable: namely, slavery and commercialization.

In Rush’s account of the 1793 Philadelphia outbreak, he named the unsanitary urban environment—not the healthful, airy “hilly country”—as a key contributing factor. Only moist, hot, unventilated urban spaces, he argued, provided the necessary conditions in which the disease could spread. Federalists accused Rush of being “very mischievous,” scheming to undermine the nation’s commercial interests by implying that cities were in part to blame for the disease. But slaveholders may have been equally annoyed, for Rush’s theory also impugned slavery. He tied the Philadelphia outbreak not only to the urban environment, but also to decaying coffee—widely known as a slave-grown cash crop—that had been dropped off on the city’s docks. Left to fester in the humid ports, he reasoned, the rotting coffee released noxious fumes that, when inhaled, triggered the disease.64 Rush’s theory ultimately advanced on all the medical arguments he had been making in favor of a slave-free yeoman republic for decades. He rejected the contagionist theory partly because of its proslavery associations, then shifted the blame to Philadelphia’s urban environment and the slave-grown goods its merchant class imported. In doing so, he implied that there was only one way to prevent future yellow fever outbreaks: create a yeoman society, one in which Americans no longer needed to depend on commerce and slavery.

Rush spent his final years defending his scientific and political reputation. The two had become so intertwined that defending one almost always meant defending the other. When Jefferson won the presidency in 1800, William Cobbett, the British-born Federalist, journalist, and slavery apologist, highlighted Rush’s antislavery views to ridicule his medical theories. He emphasized Rush’s work alongside “two Revered Negroes”—Absalom Jones and Richard Allen, leaders of the free Black community in Philadelphia—during the 1793 outbreak to impugn Rush’s use of bloodletting. Jones and Allen, Cobbett wrote, had the least bit of training, yet they ran about the city yelling, “Purge and bleed! Purge and bleed!” Rush’s remedies, he sneered, probably received only the approval of “King Touissant,” a clever allusion that linked the blood spilled in Haiti to the blood spilled in bloodletting. Cobbett even singled out Rush’s essay on Blackness, mocking the notion that “the colour of the Negroes proceeds solely from the Leprosy, and that, when the race shall be purged of that disease, they will all turn white!!!”65

Rush defended himself in print throughout the following decade. He attacked his critics for using politics, not science, to delegitimize his medical work. In an essay titled “A Defence of Blood-Letting,” reprinted in 1809, he lamented how political rivalries often led British physicians to disassociate themselves from any practice deemed too American. “In contemplating the prejudices against blood-letting,” he wrote, “I have been led to ascribe them to a cause wholly political.” If a political enemy of the British ate soup, he wrote, the British would eat meat, and likewise, if physicians of a political rival “advise bleeding,” then “English physicians forbid it.” “Here then,” he concluded, “we discover the source of the prejudices and error . . . upon the subject of blood-letting. They are of British origin.”66 But it was a futile line of argument. Rush had long embedded political agendas in his medical work. To chastise his critics for doing the same smacked of hypocrisy.

While defending his reputation in print, Rush continued to work quietly in the PAS’s behalf. After becoming president in 1803, he supported the organization in their lobbying of Congress to enforce the African slave-trade ban, passed in 1807. On the state level, he oversaw the PAS as it sued for the freedom of enslaved people who ran to freedom in Pennsylvania. Yet all the while, Rush seemed ambivalent about Black citizenship. On the one hand, he raised money for the first free Black institutions in Philadelphia, which suggests that he may have hoped Blacks and whites could live equally, side by side. “Our African friends continue to flourish in Philadelphia,” he wrote to Granville Sharp on June 20, 1809, hopeful about Black people’s future. On the other, evidence indicates that he might have continued to support segregation: in 1804 he purchased land in western Pennsylvania for a free Black settlement, which he had described years earlier as a project that might cure Blacks of the “vices” they “contracted in slavery.”67 Perhaps he believed that segregation was only a temporary measure, something that could end as soon as Black people became more like the rest of Americans—in a word, more white. Whatever the intentions of the Black settlement, no one took him up on his offer.

By the end of his life, Rush increasingly worried about the future of both the antislavery movement and America’s experiment with republican government. Every day wars throughout the Atlantic world seemed to swing nations from one political extreme to the other, he told his close friend and former U.S. president John Adams in June 1806: “If we fly from the lyon of despotism, the bear of Anarchy meets us.” He began to doubt whether advances in science and the spread of revolution might ever bring about the kind of slave-free, yeoman republics he had hoped for, whether at home or abroad. Science and “even liberty,” he wrote, “long ago failed in their Attempts to improve the condition of mankind.” Nonetheless, he would go on using science to promote his political views. “Tomorrow I expect to close my lectures,” he told Adams three years later. “The Subject of my last lecture will be ‘the diseases of the eyes & ears,’ ” at last showing a bit of humor. The nation had become blind to the dangers of centralized banks, he said, and deaf to how Britain had been impressing American sailors. Difficult as these diseases were “to cure in the human body,” he wrote, “they are far less so, than when they affect those two Senses in public bodies.”68 Abolitionist leaders may have been disappointed by his pessimism, but they would have appreciated the scientific analogy.

In addition to devising medical arguments against slavery, Rush scoured the country looking for Black men of science. Nothing symbolized intelligence more than scientific achievement, and in seeking out Black men with clear scientific skills, Rush felt he could help abolitionists prove that Black people were, apart from their outward appearance, equal to whites. In 1788 he wrote about the “extraordinary Powers of Calculation” of a “Negro Slave, in Maryland,” named Thomas Fuller, who, if given a person’s age, could calculate the number of seconds that person had lived in no more than “a minute and a half.”69 Had Rush spent more time in Maryland, he would have found yet another example: Benjamin Banneker, a self-taught astronomer and one of the PAS’s most beloved “Black exhibits”—a term one scholar has used to describe the circuslike specimens white society turned Black intellectuals into, to “showcase [the] Black capacity for Whiteness.” Born free in 1731, Banneker spent most of his adult life as a tobacco farmer in rural Maryland, in a small town about ten miles west of Baltimore. At night, however, he turned to his true passion: science. In 1753 he taught himself how to construct a wooden clock, a remarkable feat that turned him into a local celebrity. His unpublished astronomical journal reveals an acute observer of the natural world: in 1749 he noticed locusts that appeared one summer “but they like Comets make but a short stay with us.” Every seventeen years, like clockwork, they reappeared, and Banneker soon realized he was witnessing the unique mating pattern of North American cicadas.70

But it was the night sky that fascinated him most. His journal is filled with the painstaking calculations required to construct an ephemeris, or astronomical table, which formed the backbone of the almanacs he would eventually publish, and which would lead historians to count him among the first Black abolitionists. Yet those who knew him personally remembered him first and foremost as an astronomer, a man devoted to his scientific work, not an antislavery activist. Martha Tyson, the daughter of George Ellicott, a close friend who lent him his scientific books and instruments, recalled that after he started to learn astronomy in the early 1780s, it “became the one study to which all others yielded precedence.” In 1796 Susanna Mason, an abolitionist who had worked with Benezet, traveled to meet the famous “sable son of science.” She found him still living in a “lowly dwelling” made of logs and eager to show off his scientific work. He made a point of showing Mason his “wooden clock of his own constructing,” as well as his almanac. Jacob Hall, one of the few free Black men who had known Banneker since childhood, told Tyson: “All his delight was to dive into books.” Even a local Maryland slaveholder, Charles Dorsey, remembered him as being engrossed in mathematical equations. Banneker would bring “abstruse questions in arithmetic” he composed himself to the local town store, Dorsey recalled, a sight that “made so deep an impression on my mind” that he never forgot it.71

Banneker’s commitment to science made his antislavery reputation possible, yet scholars tend to take his scientific work for granted, casting it as a mere vehicle for his antislavery views.72 But for Banneker, it was the opposite way around: science was at the core of his identity, and while he cared deeply about ending slavery, he was neither a radical nor a reliable abolitionist—he was a reluctant abolitionist. It is easy to romanticize Banneker’s engagement with abolitionism, but to do so obscures the fact that activism, especially for a Black man, was dangerous: his home was shot at three times and burnt to the ground two days after his death.73 Joining the movement when he did, in the 1790s, also required brooking the routine condescension of the white abolitionist elites and supporting an agenda that conflicted with his own. The movement’s leaders valued Banneker not for his ideas about antislavery, Black citizenship, or even science, but for what he embodied, an exhibit of Black intelligence. Banneker understood his race made him an asset to the movement, and he even shrewdly played to the era’s racial expectations. But he did so as much for what he could get out of the movement as for what they could get out of him.

Banneker’s decision to aid abolitionists was in part personal. As a Black man, he had little chance of being published in an elite scientific journal. Almanacs, however, were the only print medium where scientifically skilled men, and even women, could find publishers. In the seventeenth century, almanacs’ ephemerides were calculated mostly by Harvard students, but by the eighteenth century they were increasingly written by less elite figures—surveyors, navigators, statesmen, even a few women, and, in Banneker’s case, a Black man. Though almanacs lacked the prestige of elite journals, they were scientific nonetheless. Perhaps more important, they were popular: by the American Revolution, no other print medium had a wider circulation, not even the Bible.74

Few did more to open the genre to less well-trained intellectuals than Benjamin Franklin. With the appearance of his own almanac, Poor Richard’s Almanac, in 1732, Franklin transformed the medium from a purely practical publication into a political and educational one. Like all almanacs, the core of Poor Richard’s was the ephemeris. These astronomical tables predicted the rising and setting of the sun, the phases of the moon, the times and heights of the tides, and the weather, all of which made them immensely popular among farmers and sailors. In addition, Poor Richard’s, like most other almanacs, included information on court dates, interest rates, religious and political holidays, and basic medical remedies. Franklin’s novelty was to embed the almanac with literary essays, scientific knowledge, history, and political writings.75 By making almanacs intellectually respectable, even political, Franklin paved the way for their later use by Banneker and abolitionist leaders. But if abolitionist leaders saw almanacs mainly as a medium to prove Black intelligence, Banneker had a more expansive view in mind: he would use them to showcase his own scientific skills and to advocate for the kind of multiracial republic few white Americans were willing to accept.

The idea to publish an almanac originated with Banneker, but there is little evidence that he initially planned to publish one for abolitionist ends. In 1788 Banneker began to teach himself astronomy with the help of George Ellicott, the son of a white Quaker family that owned the town’s general store. Ellicott, nearly thirty years younger than Banneker, lent him Ferguson’s Astronomy and Leadbetter’s Lunar Tables, both popular textbooks, as well as a telescope, and probably let him use his celestial globe. In 1789 Banneker told Ellicott that if his skills improved, “I Doubt not being able to Calculate a Common Almanack.” It was the first indication that Banneker might want to write an almanac, but he made no mention of wanting to use it for a political purpose. In any case, the first two printers he asked to publish his ephemeris, both of whom rejected him, were not the best-known publishers of abolitionist works. Only the third publisher he approached, John Hayes of Baltimore, stood out as an obvious abolitionist printer.76

Hayes was a founding member of Maryland’s short-lived antislavery society, established in 1789. After the first two publishers rejected Banneker, Hayes told him “he would gladly” print the ephemeris—“provided the Calculations Came any ways near the truth,” as Banneker recalled in a letter to George Ellicott’s older cousin, the surveyor Andrew Ellicott, on May 6, 1790. Banneker had written to Ellicott because Hayes told Banneker that he was going to send Ellicott the ephemeris, to check its accuracy. Only at that point, already twice rejected, did Banneker mention his race: “I hope that you will be kind enough to view with an eye of pitty [my ephemeris],” Banneker wrote to Ellicott, “as I suppose it to be the first attempt of the kind that ever was made in America by a person of my Complection.”77 Yet Banneker still made no mention of the almanac carrying an antislavery message, and he seems to have been playing to anti-Black stereotypes only to increase the chances of being published. After all, Banneker was not saying that his ephemeris proved Black intelligence, the reason abolitionists would find it useful; he was saying just the opposite—that Ellicott should forgive any mistakes he may have made because he was Black.

Hayes’s decision to send the almanac to Ellicott backfired. Ellicott was the author of the almanacs Hayes already printed, so Hayes was in effect asking Banneker’s competitor to approve his work. Ellicott’s response has not been found, but Hayes ultimately turned Banneker down.78 Yet once abolitionists got wind of Banneker’s interest in publishing an almanac, they quickly strove to get his work into print—and making his race, and its relevance to the antislavery cause, the central feature. Banneker may have seen it coming. Editors had already used his scientific skills to make a point about Black potential. In 1791 Thomas Jefferson commissioned Andrew Ellicott to be the lead surveyor for the new federal city (Washington, D.C.), and Ellicott asked Banneker to be his assistant. For two months, beginning in February 1791, Banneker kept Ellicott’s instruments in working order—telescopes, stopwatches, sextants, an astronomical clock—while quietly taking down calculations in his personal astronomical journal. When editors found out that Banneker, not yet widely known, had been on the survey team, they used it to discount the idea of Black inferiority: Banneker was “an Ethiopian,” Philadelphia’s General Advertiser proudly announced, emphasizing how his race undermined the notion that Black people were “void of mental endowments.”79

If white antislavery sympathizers, like the editors at the General Advertiser, cared about Banneker’s scientific skills only for what they said about Black potential, then Banneker’s colleagues on the survey seemed not to care about his skills at all. Martha Tyson, George Ellicott’s daughter, recalled years later that although the fellow engineers on the survey “disregarded all prejudice” when they realized Banneker’s abilities, he still had to eat separately. Tyson, who left the only known account of the episode, tried to put a brighter gloss on the event, writing that the white engineers invited Banneker to sit with them, and that Banneker, out of “his characteristic modesty,” declined the offer.80 But it may be that he was simply never asked, or that he wanted to save them the discomfort. Either way, the experience revealed how racial prejudice belied the ideal of science as a universal enterprise, open to all.
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Fig. 3. Benjamin Banneker’s Astronomical Journal, diagram of an eclipse, April 3, 1791.

Benjamin Banneker drew this diagram of a solar eclipse while working on the surveying team for Washington, D.C. The national attention he received on the survey enabled him to publish his first antislavery almanac by the end of 1791. Courtesy of the Maryland Historical Society, MS2700.

The publicity Banneker received for his work on the survey coincided with the PAS’s own effort to get Banneker’s almanac published. Franklin’s successor as PAS president, James Pemberton, who had made sure Franklin signed the congressional petition just before he died, played a critical role. After Banneker’s attempt to publish his own almanac in 1790 went nowhere, Pemberton asked the Maryland society president, Joseph Townsend, for help. In a November 1790 letter, Townsend told Pemberton that he would look into “the Black man’s calculations” as soon as possible. George Ellicott’s younger brother, Elias, elected to the PAS in 1790, also threw himself into the effort. In May, Elias told Pemberton that Banneker was now happy to make note of his race: “He thinks as it is the first performance of the kind ever done by One of his Complection that it might be a manes [sic] of Promoting the Cause of Humanity as many are of Opinion that the Blacks are Void of Mental endowments.”81 By then Banneker seems to have realized that his race, if played right, could help both his personal ambitions and the cause of abolition. Meanwhile, Pemberton, the Ellicotts, and Townsend understood that Banneker offered something unique, something different from other eighteenth-century Black intellectuals. Unlike Phillis Wheatley or Olaudah Equiano, Banneker was not offering literary evidence of Black intellectual talent: he was offering scientific evidence.

Yet Banneker’s scientific abilities were not allowed to speak for themselves. Until free Blacks established their own newspapers in the 1820s, Black authors needed to have their work publicly authenticated by white authors since many readers doubted that Blacks wrote these texts themselves. Banneker’s work posed an additional challenge: it did not simply need the validation of respectable white men—it required the validation of respectable white men of science. Whether Pemberton realized it or not, Banneker’s unique contribution to abolitionism—his scientific work—had the added benefit of seeming to enlist even more men of science into the movement; in no time, many of the nation’s leading men of science publicly vouched for Banneker’s work. David Rittenhouse, the nation’s most renowned astronomer and president of the American Philosophical Society, sent the PAS a formal endorsement: “A very extraordinary performance, considering the Color of the Author,” he wrote to Pemberton on August 6, 1791, after receiving a manuscript copy. William Waring, another astronomer and member of the American Philosophical Society, also gave his stamp of approval: “I have examined Benjamin Banneker’s Almanac for the Year 1792,” he wrote on August 16, 1791, and “am of the Opinion” that it deserves to be published. A former student of Benjamin Rush, Dr. James McHenry, offered an even fuller endorsement: “I consider this Negro as a fresh proof that the powers of the mind are disconnected with the colour of the skin.”82

Pemberton solicited most of these figures, but Banneker contacted one man of science himself: Thomas Jefferson, then secretary of state. Banne-ker’s letter to Jefferson has received inordinate scholarly attention, overshadowing the fact it was the only explicit antislavery writing Banneker ever wrote, and ignoring its original purpose. Banneker primarily meant it to be a private letter, in part hoping that Jefferson, privately and personally, would give him the scientific respect he knew he deserved. In the letter, Banneker made clear that he did not initially plan to write about slavery: “Originally my design,” Banneker wrote, was only to send his completed almanac “as a present,” nothing more. Regardless of whether he was being coy, the statement underscores that Banneker knew his most powerful antislavery weapon was not his words, but his science. His astronomical work would stand as an implicit refutation of Jefferson’s notorious contention that Black people were “in reason much inferior.” Moreover, Banneker offered to publish the exchange only after his Baltimore editors refused to share the McHenry letter with other almanac publishers; Jefferson’s letter would function as a replacement, authenticating Banneker’s work: “My letter to Mr. Jefferson and his answer to me,” Banneker wrote to Pemberton on September 3, 1791, could easily substitute for McHenry’s letter.83

Rather quickly, Banneker got what he wanted. Jefferson wrote a respectful reply, which must have given Banneker immense personal satisfaction. Better still, Jefferson forwarded Banneker’s ephemeris to an even more towering man of science: “Monsieur de Condorcet, Secretary of the Academy of sciences in Paris,” as Jefferson told Banneker. Jefferson seemed to get something out of the exchange too. In sending Banneker’s letter to Condorcet, Jefferson could win back a bit of lost scientific respectability. Jefferson’s speculation about innate Black inferiority, published in Notes on the State of Virginia (1787), was at odds with mainstream scientific opinion—“rather old-fashioned,” as one historian has put it—despite its often being seen, inaccurately, as representative of scientific ideas about race at the time. In fact, until the early nineteenth century, environmentalism, and its assumption that all races were fundamentally equal, held sway. By sending Banneker’s letter to Condorcet, Jefferson could erase his outré racial remarks and imply that he now accepted environmentalism. As Jefferson wrote to Condorcet, Banneker’s skills “prove that the want of talents observed in them is merely the effect of their degraded condition.”84

For Banneker, publishing his exchange with Jefferson would not only help him win scientific respect; it would also allow him to make public his views on slavery and Black citizenship—views that were at odds with the white republic imagined by Rush and Franklin. In the letter, Banneker told Jefferson that slavery defied the spirit of the Declaration of Independence, asking him to remember how unnatural it felt to live under the “tyranny of the British Crown”; for the 700,000 still enslaved, Banneker implied, it felt no different. But unlike Rush and Franklin, Banneker refused to wish away the free Black population. Nor would he apologize for his Blackness: “Sir,” he wrote to Jefferson, “I freely and Chearfully acknowledge, that I am of the African race, and in that colour which is natural to them of the deepest dye.”85 Banneker’s confident identification with Blackness, combined with his justification for emancipation that was based on the nation’s founding document, implied a desire for full Black citizenship. He offered no plan to voluntarily emigrate, an idea that would soon gain popularity among many white antislavery supporters; he offered no hope that Blackness would be cured.

For obvious reasons, a later generation of abolitionists and historians would focus on Banneker’s letter to Jefferson without considering his motives for engaging with the movement. Foregrounding his scientific ambitions suggests that he was less a pioneering Black abolitionist and more an ambivalent one, a man who devoted the time he had outside farming to science, not activism, and who became involved in the movement only when he saw that his scientific abilities were suddenly marketable. Race may have bounded his life, but he was not bound by racial politics. He played no role building the free Black institutions—newspapers, churches, schools—to which men like Absalom Jones and Richard Allen dedicated their lives. And after writing his letter to Jefferson, he never wrote anything else against slavery. Instead, he allowed the publishers of his almanacs, twenty-eight editions printed over the next five years, to reprint other people’s antislavery writings alongside the ephemeris he calculated each year. In a very literal sense, then, Banneker’s almanacs embodied the nature of his abolitionist work: he did the science and gladly left it to others to write the antislavery words.

Banneker’s own antislavery writings were minuscule, but his almanacs provided an important platform for the writings of other men of science. His editors were in charge of selecting the accompanying writings, and they seemed to relish works by or about Benjamin Rush and Benjamin Franklin, which enhanced the almanacs’ scientific veneer. For a 1793 almanac, Banneker’s Philadelphia editor, Joseph Crukshank, included an essay by Rush in which he called for a “Peace-Office” instead of a department of war. The same almanac featured a poem invoking Franklin, casting him as the embodiment of an enlightened age, one in which science, independence, and abolition went hand in hand: “The first spark that lit the mighty flame / From some lone hand—perhaps from Franklin came.”86 Of course, the inclusion of Rush and Franklin in Banneker’s almanacs concealed their very different views on America’s racial future. But neither the almanacs’ editors nor abolitionist leaders were eager to point those differences out, for good reason.

Other Banneker almanacs used astronomy to make antislavery arguments. Some invoked the vastness of the cosmos to point out the absurdity of humankind dividing itself up according to small differences. If one could imagine observing human beings from the distance of other galaxies, a passage from a 1792 almanac read, they would see that all human beings looked exactly the same: “but a dim speck, hardly perceivable in the map of the universe.” Another astronomical passage, taken from a 1775 essay written by Rittenhouse, took a similar tack, asking what extraterrestrial life might make of the violence humans inflicted on each other. The original essay hoped that life on other planets had not yet been corrupted “with our vices, nor injured . . . by violence.” The almanac reprinted the lines that immediately followed, ones that attacked the enslavement of Africans “merely because their bodies may be disposed to reflect or absorb the rays of light in a way different from ours.”87 In noting that skin color represented nothing more than a difference in how pigment absorbed light, Rittenhouse suggested the fatuity of divvying up humankind by what were, at root, insignificant differences.

The history of astronomy in Africa was also invoked to prove Black intellectual potential. The 1793 almanac noted that astronomy was “first studied by the Moors, and brought to Europe” in 1201 ce, then later “taken up by Copernicus.” While Banneker’s editors no doubt hoped this history would remind white readers of Black people’s essential humanity, it also reinforced the notion that civilization had long since collapsed in Africa. The implication was that people of African descent, whether in Africa or enslaved abroad, would again need to be civilized, retaught the sciences that Europeans had taken from them and developed. Whatever the implications, Banneker may have approved of these passages, even though he was not responsible for selecting them. For one thing, they may have reminded Banneker of his grandfather, a West African chieftain named Bannaka, who some historians argue may have inspired his grandson’s interest in astronomy. Some time in the late seventeenth century, slave traders captured Bannaka in Africa and sold him to a former English indentured servant named Molly Welsh in Maryland. She soon freed him, and she married him around 1696.88

Banneker never met Bannaka, his maternal grandfather, but evidence suggests that his memory left a powerful influence on the entire Banneker family. When Martha Tyson went to interview Benjamin’s remaining family in 1836, they passed on vivid details of Bannaka: he was an “African prince,” they told her, a “man of bright intelligence, and fine temper, with a very agreeable presence, dignified manner, and contemplative habits.” Bannaka’s defiance also supports the claim of his highborn status: he refused to convert to Christianity despite his wife’s insistence; nor did he willingly work as an enslaved field hand while under Welsh’s ownership. Bannaka may have even learned astronomy in Africa. His name suggests he was a Dogon, an ethnic group in modern-day Mali with a deep history of astronomical practice. Some scholars conjecture that, as a prominent Dogon, Bannaka may have been taught astronomy and possibly passed that knowledge down to Banneker through Molly.89 Though there is no direct evidence for these claims, it is at the very least possible that Bannaka’s elite African status and possible Dogon education provided an inspiration for Banneker to similarly distinguish himself.

Despite the early success of Banneker’s almanacs, sales plummeted after 1795. The ongoing revolution in Haiti cast a pall over the Anglo-American abolitionist movement, cooling whatever public sympathy abolitionism had had. Almost in an instant, his main asset—his race—had become his greatest liability. Yet Banneker continued to calculate an ephemeris in his astronomical journal, year after year, until 1805, a year before his death and long after his editors had given up interest. Observations of the night sky also filled his journal: he noted the appearance of a strange mist around nine o’clock one cold evening in November 1798, the “Condensed particles of the Atmosphere of divers colours gathering round the moon.” A little more than four years later, on February 2, 1803, he watched with wonder as the setting sun “beautified the Snow” that had fallen earlier that day.90 That Banneker continued to calculate ephemerides even after his editors had lost interest, and that he never wrote anything else against slavery, illustrates the central role science played in his life. He sympathized deeply with abolitionism, but activism was not his life’s ambition. Banneker’s scientific interests also remind us that not all Black men and women devoted their lives to defending their race or fighting against slavery—and yet that, too, was its own political act. To live as one wished, not how society expected one to, was a certain kind of freedom.

In any event, Banneker had many reasons to quiet his antislavery views, the threat of violence chief among them. On August 27, 1797, he recorded “standing at my door” and hearing several guns unload, “one or two of which struck the house.” Eight months later, on April 29, 1798, two men approached his home with a gun. On November 27, 1802, his house “was violent[ly] broke open and Several articles taken out.” Two days after he died on October 9, 1806, an arsonist set his house on fire.91 Banneker never speculated about why he was targeted, and several reasons unrelated to antislavery might explain it. But it would be impossible to discount his work in behalf of the antislavery movement as one probable cause. Antislavery activism was dangerous for anyone, but particularly for Black women and men. Banneker had the foresight, however, days before he died, to write a will. Never married and childless, he left what money he had saved to his sisters, Minta Black and Molly Morten. George Ellicott, meanwhile, received the only written record (which he kept close guard over), the only item that survived the fire: Banneker’s astronomical journal. It seems to be what he wanted history to remember him for.

Franklin, Rush, and Banneker helped expand abolitionism’s appeal beyond the movement’s initial Quaker base. By offering a wide range of scientific arguments against slavery, and relying on scientific networks to circulate their work and strengthen their ties to the movement, they began to make antislavery appear not just moral, but rational—a movement backed by science. Whether it was Franklin’s use of political arithmetic or embedding antislavery views in a scientific essay, Rush’s numerous medical theories against slavery, or Banneker’s use of astronomy to prove Black intellect, all three men showed how scientific knowledge could help broaden the movement. Yet their differences were also revealing. Neither Franklin nor Banneker was as committed to the organized movement, as is often presumed. Nor did the three of them share the same antislavery agenda. Rush and Franklin could not quite imagine free Black people as full and equal citizens, but Banneker, like many Black figures after him, would insist on it. Whatever uncomfortable questions their conflicting antislavery agendas made for the movement’s leaders, their ability to critique slavery scientifically made them too valuable to ignore. In Britain, white abolitionists would also struggle to integrate the country’s free Black population, and there too men of science would help make science and abolition seem like natural allies.




TWO

Full Steam Ahead

In 1787, the same year Franklin became president of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, Britain’s abolitionist leaders began searching for more scientifically minded allies. The British movement, initially centered on the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade (SEAST), grew in tandem with the American one, focusing most of its energy on ending the transatlantic slave trade, and for good reason. Before 1807, no country had transported more enslaved Africans across the Atlantic than Britain—3.3 million between 1662 and 1807, and at the slave trade’s peak, on the eve of the American Revolution, an average of 42,000 enslaved people per year. In one of the SEAST’s first meetings, on July 5, 1787, its members decided that, in order to raise awareness, they should design a logo that could be stamped on all its antislavery products: pamphlets, pins, bracelets, snuffboxes. “Resolved,” the society’s minutes noted, “That a Seal be engraved for the use of this Society.” The man they asked for help was Josiah Wedgwood, a wealthy potter—and also an accomplished chemist and a member of the Royal Society. Probably with Wedgwood’s help, the SEAST came up with an image that featured “an African in Chains in a supplicating Posture, with the Motto ‘Am I not a Man & a Brother’ ” on October 16. By the end of the year, Wedgwood was back at his factory in Stoke-on-Trent, about 170 miles northwest of London, working with his artists and hundreds of employees to create what would become the most recognizable piece of antislavery paraphernalia the movement ever produced.1
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Fig. 4. Antislavery medallion, manufactured by Josiah Wedgwood, 1787.

Josiah Wedgwood, a chemist, abolitionist, and wealthy potter, manufactured thousands of these medallions for the antislavery movement. Both the image and the clay medallion drew on Wedgwood’s extensive knowledge of chemistry, geology, natural history, and medicine. Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Gift of Frederick Rathbone, 1908. Creative Commons.

Through the mass production of the “Am I Not a Man and a Brother?” medallions, Wedgwood helped popularize the antislavery cause. In the streets of London, Philadelphia, Birmingham, and New York, hundreds of antislavery supporters, many of them middle-class women, purchased Wedgwood items featuring the medallion. “Several wore them in bracelets, and others had them fitted up in an ornamental manner as pins for their hair,” wrote Thomas Clarkson, a leader of the SEAST.2

Wedgwood’s skills at marketing undoubtedly helped him seize the growing market for things fashionable and virtuous. But far less appreciated is the extent to which Wedgwood relied on scientific knowledge to marshal an audience for the antislavery medallions. Wedgwood was elected to the Royal Society, England’s most prestigious scientific body, in 1783, and throughout his professional life he avidly followed the day’s scientific research.3 Chemists, geologists, physicians, and naturalists in fact played an important role in helping Wedgwood design and market the antislavery medallion. Chemists helped Wedgwood understand how to manipulate dyes and earthenware, which in turn produced more attractive medallions; geologists helped him search for raw materials, which he would use for the medallions. Physicians taught him about the physiology of emotions, influencing his decision to depict a supplicant enslaved man, begging for his freedom, which would better induce sympathy in the minds of his mainly white, often female consumers. The figure’s scant clothing evoked the notion, put forth by natural historians, that indigenous Africans, before slavery, lived in a more peaceful, primitive state. Wedgwood absorbed many of these ideas by corresponding with a group of men of science, including Benjamin Franklin, Joseph Priestley, the discoverer of oxygen, and Erasmus Darwin, a physician, botanist, and grandfather to Charles Darwin, whose collective scientific work is often credited with laying the foundations for the Industrial Revolution.4 Together these men were critical to crafting the narrative that slavery was antithetical to scientific progress.

Scientific ideas provided all these men with a language to critique established hierarchies. Wedgwood, Priestley, and Franklin had all been born to families of modest means and saw the rigid social hierarchies that defined eighteenth-century Britain and its colonies as obstacles to their own advancement. By the time of the American Revolution, they began to wed the image of science to their reformist politics. Wedgwood wrote that Priestley’s and Franklin’s experiments with electricity would make “the great ones of the Earth tremble,” whereas Priestley, whose own experiments led to the discovery of oxygen, noted that even the sight of an “air pump, or an electrical machine” should give “English hierarchy . . . equal reason to tremble.” There was nothing inherent in science that led these men to their antislavery views. But they folded the antislavery cause into their broader vision of social reform and depicted scientific progress as the central engine driving this social transformation. Darwin speculated that future discoveries in chemistry might one day make it possible to grow sugar in a laboratory rather than on a plantation. Wedgwood suggested that new machines sent to plantations might reduce the burden on enslaved laborers. Priestley described the abolitionist agenda in terms his readers had come to respect through his scientific writings. Scientific experimentation, he argued, required a respect for physical labor, gradual progress, empiricism, and modest arguments—precisely the values abolitionists shared themselves.5

The radical upheavals of the 1790s came as a surprise to these men. The French and Haitian Revolutions, coupled with women’s growing self-assertion, threatened the model of gradual, orderly, male-led progress they believed was natural to the advancement of both science and antislavery. Wedgwood and Franklin died by the mid-1790s, but Priestley and Darwin lived another de-cade. Priestley fled to Pennsylvania in 1794 after a conservative mob attacked his Birmingham home and laboratory, while Darwin remained in Britain. But whether in England or America, both men would struggle to reconcile the decade’s rapid and unruly changes with their vision of gradual, well-ordered progress, the vision on which their entire approach to science and abolitionism depended.

Little in Josiah Wedgwood’s upbringing suggested an aptitude for science. He was born in 1730 to a long line of potters in the small town of Burslem, in midwestern England. The nearest school was seven miles away. Though his mother made sure he received some education, by the age of fourteen he began his first pottery apprenticeship. He eventually established his own pottery business and quickly realized the advantage that new machine technology, as well as chemical knowledge, could offer to his business. In 1763 he installed one of the first engine-powered lathes in a pottery factory; five years later he designed, together with his friend Erasmus Darwin, a horizontal mill that would pulverize stone for pigments—“an ingenious invention,” as Wedgwood called it. All the while, he cultivated a taste for chemistry. According to one biographer, Wedgwood conducted nearly five thousand chemical experiments throughout his career; in fact, so confident was Wedgwood in his chemical skills that he routinely offered Priestley advice and supplied him with various experimental tools and materials: tubes, pipes, vanes, basalt, porcelain, and “lava from Vesuvius.”6

Wedgwood, Priestley, and Darwin were part of a tightly knit group of scientific practitioners who lived in and around Birmingham. They called their group the Lunar Society, “because,” as Priestley later recounted, “the time of our meeting was near the full moon.” Between the 1760s and early 1790s, the members of the Lunar Society met regularly to discuss their research, much of it geared toward improving the efficiency of the manufacturers. For that reason, they are often viewed as helping pave the way for the Industrial Revolution.7 Though membership was informal and fluctuated over the years, frequent guests included not only Priestley, Wedgwood, and Darwin, but also James Watt, the inventor of the steam engine, and Benjamin Frank-lin. For all of them, science’s power lay not only in its practical utility but also in its ability to raise their social status. As their scientific reputations grew, they would use their newfound authority to challenge the established social hierarchy and secure their place atop the emerging industrial order that was quickly replacing it.

No one proved more adept at this than Benjamin Franklin. By the late 1740s, he had already made a fortune from his printing business, acquiring the luxuries, including enslaved people, that came with financial success. But he still craved scientific status, perhaps only the kind that British men of science, with their deeply rooted scientific institutions—the Royal Society was founded in 1660—could offer. Not coincidentally, he began to print his experiments on electricity at roughly the same time he began to pursue a political career in Britain. Peter Collinson, a close friend and natural historian in London, helped Franklin get his theories about electricity read before the Royal Society in 1749, and he published them in London two years later. Almost overnight, Franklin became an intellectual celebrity all over Europe. In June 1752 London’s Gentleman’s Magazine noted that Franklin’s experiments “have become famous” in France, and that King Louis XV “signified his pleasure of seeing the performance” of them. Two years later, the magazine published an ode to Franklin, likening his scientific work to something even greater, more noble than politics: “Let others muse on sublunary things / The rise of empires and the fall of kings”; this friend “to science, and to man” should receive whatever “honours that are virtue’s meed.” By 1757, his intellectual reputation firmly established, Franklin was appointed Pennsylvania’s colonial agent in London. He spent most of the following two de-cades in England, reporting regularly to the king’s deputies in Whitehall.8

Franklin’s ability to transform himself into a virtuous, powerful gentleman on account of his scientific work proved immensely alluring to men like Wedgwood and Priestley. Priestley’s own career as a chemist began when he decided to write a popular history of electricity based on Franklin’s work. Titled The History and Present State of Electricity (1767), it presented Franklin as heir to “the glory of the great Isaac Newton,” thereby securing Franklin’s scientific fame. Franklin rewarded Priestley by helping him get elected to the Royal Society in 1766, calling Priestley a “very intelligent, ingenious and indefatigably diligent Experimenter.” Seventeen years later, Priestley would do the same for Wedgwood. “I communicated your ingenious paper to Mr. Banks,” Priestley wrote to Wedgwood in November 1780, regarding a new thermometer Wedgwood had designed: “Doubt not its being well received.” By 1783 the Royal Society elected Wedgwood a fellow, lending him the kind of authority only science could confer.9

Scientific authority could be and often was leveraged for political ends. But in the late eighteenth century, men of science, particularly those affiliated with the Lunar Society, crafted an image of themselves that suggested just the opposite: that they were uncorrupted by politics. Relatedly, they suggested that they had unique access to the “secrets of nature,” as Wedgwood put it, and were driven only by a desire to improve the well-being of all humanity. Wedgwood evinced all the hallmarks of this image in a 1766 letter commenting on Priestley’s early experiments with electricity. “Dr Priestleys very ingenious experiments” were not only “extensively useful,” but almost superhuman: “What dareing mortals you are! to rob the Thunder of his Bolts,—& for what?—no doubt to blast the oppressors of the poor & needy or else to execute some public piece of justice.”10 If politicians accrued power for self-gain and by manipulating other men, then Wedgwood suggested that men of science wanted power only to do good and attained that power by manipulating a more awesome, mysterious, and divine source: nature itself.

Priestley’s History of Electricity echoed and elaborated these views. Men of science were corrupted by neither politics nor money: let princes “fight for the countries when they are discovered,” he wrote, “let merchants scramble for the advantages that may be made by them.” Men of science alone enabled the “complete discovery of the face of the earth”; their “great inventions” allowed “mankind . . . to subsist with more ease.” Priestley also suggested that studying science opened one’s eyes to the suffering of mankind throughout human history, while also giving hope that scientific progress would help all societies overcome the “vices and miseries of mankind.” History demonstrated that the “security, and happiness of mankind are daily improved” through the advancement of science.11 The image these men crafted of themselves—politically uncorrupted, having access to nature’s secrets, and imbued with an enlarged sense of humanity—reinforced one another. Unlike politicians, whose authority rested in their ability to command mere mortals, the authority of men of science derived from their ability to manipulate the entire natural world. By emphasizing that they served all humanity rather than any particular nation, they also reinforced the idea that they were above politics—an image that made men of science particularly useful to abolitionists, since the appearance of neutrality would strengthen the claims men of science would make in abolitionists’ behalf.

Though men of science often portrayed their work as benefiting all mankind, there was nothing innate to science that inevitably drew them to the antislavery cause. As historians have long contended, arguments based in Enlightenment science could just as often condone slavery as they could undermine it. Moreover, Wedgwood and the network of manufacturers and men of science with whom he associated had long benefited from the Atlantic slave economy. The British West Indies had become the dominant market for British manufactured goods by the end of the eighteenth century: in 1700 the West Indies imported only 10 percent of all British exports; by 1797 it took in 57 percent. Though profits from slavery and the slave trade perhaps never made up more than 5 percent of Britain’s national income in the eighteenth century, roughly 39 percent of slavery-derived profits were reinvested in activities that promoted industrialization, such as building new canals and purchasing steam engines.12

Wedgwood’s private letters and receipts reveal his links to slavery firsthand. In 1766 he instructed his business partner, Thomas Bentley, to dump surplus “Green desert” dinnerware on clients in the “West India Islands.” Ten years later, the slave-owning royal governor of Grenada, William Leybourne, placed an order for “the Yellow Ware.” Even as Wedgwood’s efforts in behalf of the antislavery campaign began in earnest, in the late 1780s, iron manufacturers near his Midlands factory continued to supply “muzzles or gags made at Birmingham for the slaves in our islands,” as Darwin reported to Wedgwood in 1789. After the loss of the thirteen colonies forced Wedgwood to look for clients elsewhere, his company continued to sell to both West Indian planters and European slave traders in West Africa. In 1802, seven years after Wedgwood’s death and his son now in charge, the Company of Merchants Trading to Africa, England’s main slave-trading firm, placed an order for “Six Crates of Earthenware” and “Six Breakfast Setts,” Wedgwood’s financial records show; meanwhile, the Longlands of Jamaica ordered an “additional Cream mug” and a “Butter cup.”13

Whatever the underlying realities, Lunar Society abolitionists continued to promote the idea that the spread of scientific knowledge would inevitably destroy slavery. Few were savvier than Priestley. Throughout the 1770s and 1780s, he wrote essay after essay arguing that advances in science would eradicate not only human suffering, but human evil itself. The diffusion of scientific knowledge would be “the means, under God, of extirpating all error and prejudice.” Far from being the secular apostates that they are often made out to be, many Enlightenment men of science, and Priestley especially, saw no inherent tension between science and religion. In fact, science should only inspire divine reverence, Priestley argued. “The contemplation of the works of God,” he wrote in the History of Electricity, “teach him to aspire to the moral perfections of the great author of all things.” In Experiments and Observations on Different Kinds of Air (1774–77), he argued that all experimenters were but “instrument[s] in the hands of divine providence,” working toward “some great purpose that we cannot yet fully comprehend.” Certain scientific fields, such as astronomy, even elevated man’s appreciation for his fellow beings—a godly act in and of itself. Anticipating the arguments that would appear in Banneker’s almanac, Priestley argued in 1776 that astronomy, by inviting humans to see themselves as part of a larger cosmos, was “peculiarly calculated” to “give us a higher idea of the value of our being.”14

Equally important, Priestley began to encode his scientific writings with the same values that underwrote his antislavery writings, bringing the two worlds into closer alignment.15 One of the values Priestley stressed in his scientific writings was the importance of physical labor. By the mid-eighteenth century, scientific fields premised on active experimentation, as opposed to “passive” observation, had captured the public’s imagination. The popularity of Franklin’s experiments with electricity, and Priestley’s in chemistry, epitomized this trend. Electrical and chemical experiments required instruments—air pumps, wires, flames, “an earthen retort filled with moistened clay”—and operating them required a lot of work. Priestley complained to Wedgwood that, though his experiments were difficult, “nothing of value is to be had without labour.” In the History of Electricity, he argued that experimental science represented a supreme form of knowledge precisely because it combined “the hands and arms, as well as . . . the head” to arrive at deeper truths. Though the intellectual aspect was crucial, it was the physical dimension that taught experimentalists not only to admire nature but to harness its power “to the useful purposes of human life.”16

By emphasizing the physical labor that went into scientific discovery, Priestley offered his readers a way to identify with enslaved people. The crime of slavery was that it devalued their physical labor, forcing the enslaved to toil without accruing any of its rewards. In a sermon denouncing slavery, published in 1788, Priestley told his audience to imagine themselves being “confined to hard labour all [their] lives,” as enslaved people were. They would recoil at the thought, he said, because all people who labored shared a similar experience: “What they suffer . . . may in some measure be imagined by us.” To be clear, Priestley did not want his readers to view scientific labor (or their own) as akin to slavery. On the contrary, what made the work of science morally worthy was that it required both body and mind; as such, it was ideally suited for “the middle ranks of life,” he wrote. Priestley offered his middle-class readers an image of scientific work that mirrored not the labor of enslaved laborers, but the kinds of respectable labor they experienced in their own lives, as shopkeepers, homemakers, lawyers, and manufacturers. They worked for their keep and ought to feel good about it—unlike the landed aristocracy, and unlike the unfortunate enslaved la-borers and servants, who, he wrote in Miscellaneous Observations Relating to Education (1778), ought to be “taught contentment in their station” while the middle ranks of life worked for their improvement.17

Another key value Priestley’s scientific writings promoted was an appreciation for empiricism—of fact before theory, experiment before speculation. In doing so, he conditioned his readers to have modest expectations, not to let bold ideas run ahead of hard evidence.18 In Experiments and Observations on Different Kinds of Air, he railed against his rival chemist, An-toine Lavoisier, who had begun to challenge traditional understandings of chemistry. Priestley remained committed to the older Aristotelian concept of matter, which was based on the idea that all matter derived from four essential elements: air, water, fire, and earth. But in the mid-1770s, Lavoisier, in part relying on Priestley’s experiments, began to argue that matter was made up of even smaller elements, overthrowing the entire Aristotelian framework and providing the basis for the modern periodic table. Priestley defended his work by insisting that Lavoisier jumped to conclusions without adequate evidence: “But I chuse to wait for more facts, before I deduce any general theory,” he wrote in his defense. “Speculation is a cheap commodity,” he continued, “New and important facts are most wanted, and therefore of more value.” It was precisely because scientific experimentation required “much labour, and patience,” he wrote elsewhere, that its truths were more reliable. Priestley’s emphasis on facts, and the painstaking work it took to establish them, fit within his broader depiction of science’s gradual progression. If scientific research took “much time,” it followed that scientific progress, and the benefits mankind accrued from it, would come slowly.19

Priestley’s valorization of the slow, gradual nature of scientific progress provided readers with a model for seeing how proper social change should be implemented in society as well. Often he made this link explicit. When, in the late 1760s, he advocated for the repeal of laws that barred Dissenters from holding public office and attending Anglican universities like Cambridge and Oxford, he argued that such a reform should be empirical, incremental, and conducted like a science. Civil society was “founded, as all arts are, upon science,” he wrote in An Essay on the First Principles of Government (1768). As such, any experiment in social reform “must be performed by the help of data which with experience and observation furnish us.” He also warned reformers against pushing for radical changes. Exercise “due caution,” he told his fellow reformers, because, “like other arts and sciences,” government-driven reform “improves slowly.” Though gradual change was the “slowest method,” it was also the “surest” and the most likely “to lead mankind to happiness.”20

The early abolitionist agenda mirrored this model of social reform. The SEAST, like the PAS and white antislavery sympathizers in general, denounced immediate emancipation, pressing instead for incremental mea-sures that would, at the very least, encourage planters to treat their captives more humanely. The Anglo-American movement’s first great success, abolishing the Atlantic slave trade in 1807–8, was premised on this very idea: slave owners would treat their enslaved laborers with more care once they realized that the pool of imported African laborers was finite. Moreover, abolitionists, particularly in Britain, shied away from emphasizing the end goal of emancipation. To do so conjured the fear of having to live as political equals with emancipated Black people. Instead, they promoted alternative new colonies, especially in West Africa, where free African labor might prove more productive than enslaved labor. The early abolitionist elites also believed that enslaved people, long degraded by slavery and originating from a less well-developed civilization, were unprepared for immediate freedom; certainly, they were in no place to carry out emancipation themselves. Instead, it was the responsibility of the upwardly mobile “middle ranks of life” to bring about their liberation. Priestley’s 1788 sermon, the most extensive antislavery work he ever published, promoted this basic agenda. He argued for “a stoppage of the importation of slaves” and the creation of free-labor sugar colonies in Africa, and he cautioned against “immediate emancipation.”21

But it was not just what measures he promoted, but how he promoted them, that made his sermon so revealing. By describing abolitionists’ gradual approach in the same terms he used to describe the nature of scientific progress, his antislavery claims could be seen as resting on firm scientific ground. Priestley repurposed the core values his audiences came to value as the very essence of “good” science—an appeal to facts, careful experimentation, and gradual progress—and placed them in an antislavery context. For instance, he emphasized that cold, hard evidence would persuade skeptics of slavery’s illegitimacy. “Nothing, my brethren, I am confident, will be requisite, besides stating the simple facts.” He offered a deluge of information for his readers to circulate among their peers: the “half a million persons [who] are annually destroyed”; the kidnappings and wars fought in Africa just to attain enslaved laborers; the beatings, rapes, and “shocking indecencies to which the females are subjected”; the breaking up of “husbands and wives, parents and children.” He gave them a history of the slave trade, beginning in 1551.22

Priestley also made a virtue of incrementalism. “Immediate emancipation” was “improper,” he wrote; slavery was such a “complex and unnatural state” that undoing it would take ages, but “in time it will be done.” The pace of change he imagined was Britain’s centuries-long progress from feudalism to its present state, where all were now “freemen.” Further counseling against immediate emancipation was slavery’s degrading effects on the enslaved: “Those who have long been slaves would not know how to make a proper use of freedom.” He suggested experimenting with Spain’s relatively more liberal manumission laws, alluding to coartación, the Spanish policy in which enslaved workers signed a contract with their owner to buy their freedom at a fixed price. This would teach them the value of labor, and how to “make proper use of [their] freedom.”23 In sum, Priestley offered his readers a vision of how emancipation would unfold, one that comported with a broader Enlightenment vision of slow but steady scientific progress, and one that made a gradualist agenda appear not only as one path among many, but the “surest” path sanctioned by science.

Priestley did not only depict scientific progress as a model for antislavery reform. Along with his Lunar Society colleagues, he associated industrial technologies with science, inviting readers to view machine technologies as emblems of science, and therefore engines of emancipation. Lunar Society abolitionists routinely depicted the instruments and machines that came to define the Industrial Revolution—steam engines, cotton mills, electrical batteries—as markers of scientific accomplishment, ones that could be mobilized to attack slavery. In the process, they began to present slave societies as everything industrial societies were not: uncivilized, inhumane, a check on scientific progress. For Priestley, “philosophical instruments” were an “endless fund of knowledge,” as well as the embodiment of science’s ability to bring about social transformation: tyrants of all kinds had good “reason to tremble even at an air pump, or an electrical machine.”24 Wedgwood implied something similar when commenting on Priestley’s and Franklin’s electrical experiments, suggesting that electrical machines enabled men to “rob the Thunder of his Bolts,” and in turn “execute some public piece of justice.”25

Not to be outdone was Erasmus Darwin. Between 1789 and 1791, he published a widely read two-volume poem, Botanic Garden, that tightly linked science, industrial technologies, and abolitionism. Intended to teach women the rudiments of botany, Botanic Garden quickly veered off course, including a host of social commentary and laden with endless footnotes. For instance, Darwin depicted Wedgwood’s factory, as well as the steam engine and the recently invented cotton mill, as the embodiments of scientific achievement, the pulling together of Franklin’s, Priestley’s, and Wedgwood’s discoveries. Watt’s “unconquer’d steam!” might one day “Drag the slow barge, or drive the rapid car”; Richard Arkwright’s cotton mill, which mechanically pulled apart cotton fibers, made “smooth the ravell’d fleece”; at Wedgwood’s factory, “flint liquescent pours / Through finer sieves in whiter showers.” All this “magnificent machinery” was rooted in scientific discoveries, he wrote, portending a more free and equal future. The electrical discoveries of “Immortal Franklin” powered not only Britain’s industrialization, but also, allegorically, America’s Revolution. Franklin unleashed a “patriot-flame,” which “electrified man” and brought “the laurels of liberty” to America’s shores.26

In truth, there was nothing inevitable about industrial technologies being seen as harbingers of a more modern, egalitarian age. In other parts of Europe, tradition-bound scientific patrons depicted the steam engine as a machine that would restore order, simplicity, and “natural” hierarchies: an “Arcadian apparatus,” as one historian has put it.27 The idea that industrial technologies, and the science undergirding them, would flatten hierarchies and destroy slavery had to be invented. Darwin’s Botanic Garden demonstrated how this was done. He wove antislavery passages into the poem’s lengthy odes to Wedgwood’s factory and Franklin’s lightning rod, implying that science and technology would help bring about slavery’s end. He not only held up Wedgwood’s factory as the apotheosis of scientific accomplishment, but singled out Wedgwood’s “Am I Not a Man and a Brother?” medallion as the noblest fruit of industrial technology: “The bold Cameo speaks,” he wrote, “From the poor fetter’d slave on bended knee / From Britain’s sons imploring to be free.” In the poem’s footnotes, Darwin explained how Wedgwood’s medallion would itself “excite the humane to attend to and assist in the abolition of the detestable traffic.”28

These antislavery passages were joined by others that linked industrial technologies to the eradication of still other social evils. Watt’s steam engine, Darwin wrote in a footnote, was now being used for a new “apparatus for Coining”; by preventing counterfeiting, Darwin explained, this new technology saved people from being unjustly executed for mistakenly using illegal money. Arkwright’s cotton-spinning machine not only “abbreviated and simplified the labour” of cotton production: it also made it possible for cotton one day to be “the principal clothing of mankind.”29 Through Arkwright’s invention, in other words, the world’s poor would be clothed. Darwin’s poem gave his readers a clear impression—that scientific knowledge created the day’s technological marvels, and that these technologies would in turn eradicate social evils.

Darwin’s poem was no outlier. Several Lunar Society men took it as a matter of fact that machine technologies would help spell the end of slavery. Wedgwood made this point explicitly in one of his most extensive private letters on slavery. “The introduction of machines & free labour,” he wrote to the poet Anna Seward in 1788, would mean that plantation owners “could not be materially injured by prohibiting further importations.” In the letter Wedgwood tried to convince the well-known Seward to join the movement and write a poem in its behalf. Seward declined, however, citing her anxieties about the “treacherous and bloody disposition of Negroes,” and her concern that abolishing the slave trade might harm “our National interest.” But Wedgwood persisted, arguing that the “introduction of machines” would prevent slave owners, and the British Empire more broadly, from suffering any financial loss. Wedgwood’s letters to other Lunar Society friends suggested they felt similarly about technology’s labor-saving potential. In 1788 he wrote to Watt: “I take it for granted that you and I are on the same side of the question respecting the slave trade,” adding that he orga-nized “a petition from the pottery for [the] abolition of it, as I do not like a half measure in this black business.”30

In a 1788 book of lectures titled Lectures on History and General Policy, Priestley explained how slavery slowed the pace of scientific discovery. New technological inventions, he argued, came about only when human beings had a “considerable degree of security and independence,” and slavery represented the exact opposite of security and independence. In addition, he argued that new inventions thrived on consumer demand, but because slaves could not spend money, slave societies were infertile grounds for technological innovation. Priestley then tied slavery’s negative effects on technological innovation to the larger process of scientific discovery. “The connexion between arts and science hardly needs to be pointed out,” he wrote (“arts” connoted technologies). Technological innovations spawned new scientific discoveries, and conversely, the “great improvement in the arts in modern times has certainly arisen from the late improvements of science.”31 By dampening the pace of technological innovation, then, slavery also slowed the emergence of new scientific knowledge. In the years to come, the association between industrial technologies and science would only grow tighter, and the moral value invested in science and technology only more secure. As that process developed, slave societies would come to be seen as the opposite of industrial societies, and slaveholders as the enemies of progress themselves.

Wedgwood’s antislavery medallion was not only the product of “magnificent machinery.” Its very design, of a supplicant enslaved man begging for his freedom, rested on scientific ideas—specifically, scientific understandings of emotions. By the eighteenth century, men of science began to see emotions as entwined with anatomy and physiology. Rejecting the mind-body dichotomy of Descartes, Anglophone men of science viewed the mind and brain as synonymous. Mind (or brain) and body were connected through the nervous system, which was thought to consist of fine white fibers laced throughout the body. The five senses received external stimuli, then sent those sensations to the mind via the nervous system. For strict materialists like Darwin and Priestley, thoughts, emotions, and ideas—the stuff of the mind—were generated through the final vibration of nerves in the brain. In this view, exposure to too many disturbing sounds, images, experiences, or ideas could cause mental disease. Conversely, exposure to pleasing experiences could promote positive thoughts, healthy emotions, and even proper moral behavior.32

Priestley helped circulate these ideas by editing the writings of Dr. David Hartley, a renowned English physician and theologian whose work fused the science of mind to moral behavior (and whose son, also named David, would work with Franklin on the Treaty of Paris). In Hartley’s Theory of the Human Mind (1775), Priestley explained that Hartley offered a physiological basis of “the ideas of moral right, and moral obligation.” Darwin, a practicing physician, also admired the “ingenious Dr. Hartley” and made a point of citing him to explain how the images evoked in Botanic Garden worked on his readers’ emotions. In an interlude before one of his antislavery stanzas, Darwin wrote that artists should depict images that were neither too strong nor too violent. Doing otherwise would be like a painter representing a soldier’s thigh “shot away by a cannon ball”: the viewer would “turn from it with disgust.” By contrast, images that evoked pity would engender sympathy and, in turn, act as a natural stimulus to action. In this sense, Darwin’s suggestion that the “poor fetter’d slave on bended knee” would “call the pearly drops from Pity’s eye” hinted at the scientific basis of the medallion’s imagery.33 The supplicant enslaved man was not a spontaneous artistic confection, but a scientifically informed image deliberately calculated to evoke the viewer’s sympathy. Through physiology, then, Darwin was conditioning his readers to sympathize with helpless, sentimental images of enslaved people; anything else—a captive standing upright, defiant, breaking her chains—would naturally lead them to turn away in disgust.

Darwin’s poem also suggested how the science of emotion enabled male abolitionist elites to manage women’s place within the movement. As Clarkson wrote in his History of the Abolition of the Slave Trade (1808), “the ladies” played an important role in popularizing the cause, and their enduring involvement would continue to be crucial. Wedgwood manufactured hundreds of medallions for women—bracelets, rings, “pins for their hair”; he also imprinted the cameo on countless other products, from teacups to vases, purchased mainly by female consumers.34 The challenge the movement’s male elites faced was how to harness women’s collective power without threatening men’s leadership role, either in the movement or in society at large. In part, the answer lay in framing women’s involvement in a way that did not challenge popular understandings of what women were inherently thought to be—innately sympathetic, loving, and emotionally fragile. Darwin’s poetic odes to Wedgwood’s medallion revealed how this process unfolded, showing how the science of emotion could be mobilized to solicit women’s involvement while also keeping them in a subservient role.

In the eighteenth century, physicians believed that women had a more delicate nervous system than men; as a result, they were believed to have more active imaginations and to be more sensitive and emotionally volatile. If not properly regulated, women might suffer from nervous disorders considered more common among women than men, like hysteria. “In women,” wrote the prominent Edinburgh physician Robert Whytt in 1765, “hysteric symptoms occur more frequently.” Though Whytt insisted that hysteria was not exclusive to women, he argued that its greater frequency in women resulted from their having a “more delicate frame.”35 Darwin’s A Plan for the Conduct of Female Education (1797) echoed these views. Though the text advocated for women’s education at a time when they were not expected to receive any, it also reinforced the widespread belief in women’s emotional volatility. He cautioned women against reading romantic novels, since their “high-wrought scenes of elegant distress . . . have been found to blunt the feelings of such readers toward real objects of misery.” A proper education should be attuned to women’s particular mental constitution, and it should cultivate their naturally sympathetic inclinations. As he had in the Botanic Garden, he argued that lurid scenes would “awaken only disgust in their minds,” rather than “sentiments of pity and benevolence.”36

Wedgwood’s antislavery medallion, and Darwin’s poetic odes to it, played to these allegedly innate characteristics. The enslaved figure’s nonthreatening posture, bending on one knee, comported with the view that women were more emotionally vulnerable to violent, bold images. By depicting the figure in a way that evoked pity, rather than “disgust,” it played to women’s presumed sensitivity to despairing figures. Darwin’s verses paid equal deference to women’s allegedly innate mental and emotional temperaments. In one of the lengthier stanzas devoted to abolitionism, Darwin repurposed the biblical story of an infant Moses being cast into slavery, suggesting that women were more sympathetic to images of helpless children than were men. He depicted a weeping white woman saving the outcast infant, inviting female readers to see in her a model for their own behavior: she “Gives her white bosom to his eager lips / The salt-tears mingling with the milk he sips.” Meanwhile, it was men in Parliament who would take bold, decisive action: “YE BANDS OF SENATORS!” he wrote, “Stretch your strong arm, for ye have the power to save!”37

It is tempting to view these men’s embrace of women in the antislavery movement as part of a larger vision of women’s political and social equality. But it is more accurate to see it as a careful attempt to leverage women’s particular influence as moral authorities within the home, as mothers and wives, while keeping them confined to the domestic sphere. Darwin and Priestley may have advocated for women’s education, putting them at odds with traditionalists, but they believed women’s education served one primary purpose: to make them suitable wives and mothers. Darwin argued for women’s education not on the grounds that it would help them enter the public sphere, but so they would become “a good daughter, a good wife, and a good mother.” Education would help women cultivate the “mild and retiring” virtues, he explained, rather than make them “bold and dazzling” and thus unattractive to male suitors. Priestley felt similarly, writing that if women’s “education has been virtuous and proper, and at all liberal, they will be valuable wives to men of liberal minds and better fortunes.” None of these men expected women to step out of their domestic roles. “It is peculiarly necessary,” Priestley wrote, that educated women “not flatter themselves with prospects, which there will be no probability of being realized.”38

Nor would it be accurate to describe these men’s views as radical. Some women’s rights advocates had already begun to push for greater political rights. In 1792, five years before Darwin wrote Female Education, the British radical Mary Wollstonecraft argued in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman that women should no longer be “confined to domestic concerns.” Though she conceded that educating women would also make them better wives, she expressed an equal commitment to women’s “civil and political rights.” By contrast, moderate reformers like Darwin, Priestley, and Wedgwood never made any claims about women needing political rights. What they did do was reject conservative attitudes that would prefer women to have no political opinions at all. Lunar Society men believed that women’s domestic authority lent their political views weight and could make them useful antislavery foot soldiers. The highest virtue a woman should cultivate, Darwin wrote in Female Education, was “sympathy with the pains and pleasures of others”—exactly what the antislavery movement needed.39 Since cultivating their innately sympathetic nature would also make them better wives and mothers, the movement’s early female activists could be seen not as a threat to male authority, but as exemplars of middle-class womanhood.

Wedgwood’s medallion drew on other scientific fields as well, one of the more important being natural history. The medallion’s image of a supplicant, nearly naked enslaved man conjured a primitive simpleton, a “noble savage” violently stolen from an African Eden. It was an image straight out of a natural history book. In the mid-eighteenth century, one of Wedgwood’s intellectual heroes, the French philosophe Jean-Jacques Rousseau, helped popularize the idea of the noble savage, in part deriving the idea from the French natural historian Buffon. Buffon relied on stadial theory to explain the progression of human societies from primitive to civilized, but Rousseau plucked the “savage” native out of the presumed natural order, then valorized him, using him as a tool to critique Western society. The noble savage image had become enough of a stock figure among eighteenth-century reformers that Wedgewood’s selection of it was not particularly surprising. Yet Wedgwood may have been directly inspired by Rousseau, as well as his own passion for natural history. Wedgwood made a bust sculpture not only of Rousseau in 1779, the year after Rousseau died, but also of Rousseau’s contemporary, the natural historian Carl Linnaeus. Three years earlier, in 1776, Wedgwood’s business partner, Thomas Bentley, an important influence on Wedgwood’s intellectual development, made a visit to the sixty-four-year-old Rousseau in Paris. “My heart expanded with joy when Madame”—Thérèse Levasseur, Rousseau’s partner—“opened the door and desired us to walk in,” Bentley wrote in his diary.40

Bentley’s diary also points to how geology could be marshaled for antislavery purposes. During his visit to Paris, Bentley noted that Rousseau found “more pleasure in conversing with Nature than these artificial things” and was particularly eager to talk about geology—a field whose latest findings were increasingly being used for political ends. By the 1770s geologists had begun to challenge the biblical story of creation by pointing to recently unearthed fossil remains. John Whitehurst, a Lunar Society member with whom Wedgwood often went on “Fossiling part[ies],” and whose “arguments” Bentley mentioned in his meeting with Rousseau, played a particularly prominent role. Whitehurst’s research showed that some land-dwelling fossils lay deeper in the Earth’s surface than marine fossils, which implied that land animals might have been older than sea creatures, in contradiction to the biblical order of creation. Near Wedgwood’s factory, Whitehurst found deposits of basalt, a rock formed from lava, which were taken as yet more evidence that the Earth’s surfaces might have been formed from volcanic explosions, contravening the biblical story of a great flood.41

Whitehurst, averse to controversy, avoided spelling out the religious implications, but not Wedgwood. “Had the man a Bishop at his elbow?” Wedgwood wrote to Bentley on October 24, 1778, referring to Whitehurst: “He certainly was haunted with them somewhere.” Rousseau did not mind the heretical implications either. “The world might have existed 5,000 or 5,000,000 of years for anything he knew,” Bentley wrote (though Rousseau worried that “modern atheists” might use the findings to persecute people simply for “worshipping God”). Rousseau’s and Wedgwood’s remarks reveal the way geology was increasingly being used to undermine religious orthodoxy and, by extension, all established hierarchies, slavery included. Meanwhile, Darwin’s Botanic Garden made these links—among geology, religious reform, and abolitionism—clear. The poem’s lines extolling Wedgwood’s antislavery medallion were immediately preceded by a lengthy passage explaining the volcano-centered view of Earth’s creation, one that was by then widely seen as religiously subversive. The poem then described how the first volcanic eruptions produced all the known geological resources that Wedgwood needed to create his vaunted potted wares—limestone, flint, “ductile Clays,” all fused together by “Nature’s chemic toil.”42 The implication was that geology, antislavery, religious reform, even industrialization were all tied together—that the science of geology challenged religious and proslavery orthodoxies, while also providing the raw material that abolitionists could use to promote antislavery.

Wedgwood greatly approved of Darwin’s poem. The two corresponded extensively about how Darwin was characterizing the antislavery medallion in his poems, and how he was portraying Wedgwood’s contributions to the science behind pottery manufacturing. “After you have read the passage on the Slave Trade,” Darwin wrote to Wedgwood on February 22, 1789, “I do not insist your reading any more.” In June, Darwin asked whether “anything of consequence” had been done “in the medallion or cameo kind before you?” One month later, Darwin said he would include in his footnotes “some common mixture for pottery, and for the glazing and enamels, to have the appearance of conveying knowledge.” Wedgwood was flattered with Darwin’s final draft, praising Darwin’s “learned notes” and likening him to a “powerful magician” who turned Wedgwood’s humble “granite, & still harder flint” into “the softest poetic numbers.” Their exchange suggested not only how much Darwin valued the scientific knowledge that went into Wedgwood’s antislavery medallion, but also the weight these men placed on how their work was presented to the broader public. In fact, pre-sentation often seemed to be more important than the reality: “What you have really done is no part of my question,” Darwin wrote, regarding Wedgwood’s contributions to pottery manufacturing: what mattered was whether “you pretend yourself to have improved the antique forms.”43

Darwin’s magic with words performed other wonders. The image of science he assisted in crafting—of science as a civilizing, humanitarian force—helped reframe the financial stakes these men had in abolitionism as in no way inhibiting. The loss of the American colonies forced British manufacturers to look for new consumers and raw materials. Wedgwood and Darwin showed particular interest in West Africa, even recommending an explorer to the Royal Society president, Joseph Banks, in 1789. Wedgwood thought that successful African expeditions might lead to the discovery of trading routes and new clays—and therefore, new profits—that could offset the losses stemming from American independence. The stock of scientific knowledge might expand as well. In June 1789 Darwin wrote to Wedgwood that George Gray, the explorer he found, would “improve science by new facts, or arts by new materials to work upon.” The following year, Wedgwood sent Darwin updates on other African expeditions, which Darwin received enthusiastically, predicting they might soon “open immense sources of trade.”44

These expeditions had little to do with abolitionism. In fact, the group of patrons Banks put together to fund these African expeditions, the African Association, included several slaveholders.45 But the creation of an abolitionist colony, Sierra Leone, in 1787 help recast African exploration, and its ultimate end point—colonization—as a humanitarian mission. Abolitionists hoped Sierra Leone would function as a profitable and humane alternative to Caribbean slave plantations. If indigenous West Africans were turned into loyal British subjects and treated as paid agricultural laborers, the thinking went, then Britain could produce the same commodities as the Caribbean, but without the devastating human cost. In 1790 Thomas Clarkson redoubled abolitionist efforts to make Sierra Leone profitable, and on August 25 he offered Wedgwood “eight or nine shares” to become a board member of the Sierra Leone Company, which managed the colony. Three years later, he asked Wedgwood to help him find other investors, reminding Wedgwood to seek out investors who would “be better pleasd with Good resulting to Africa than from great Commercial Profits to himself.”46 By joining the Sierra Leone Company’s board, Wedgwood was not so much hiding his financial interests in West Africa as recasting them in a nobler light.

Wedgwood’s desire to find new raw materials cannot be understated. Since at least 1767, Wedgwood had relied on Native American clays, paying a South Carolina–based agent, Thomas Griffiths, to send him clays that Cherokees in particular used for their own pottery. “You & I shall do very well amongst the Cherokees,” Wedgwood wrote to Bentley on May 20, 1767. By 1777 Wedgwood even considered profiteering from the War of Independence by spreading a rumor that one of his most valued artificial ceramics, jasperware, depended on “the Cherokee clay.” There was nothing like “scarcity,” he wrote to Bentley, “to make them worth any price you could ask for them.”47 But the Patriot victory cut off the supply of Cherokee clays, which led Wedgwood to search for alternatives in both Sierra Leone and Botany Bay. Founded in 1788, Botany Bay was created along similar lines as Sierra Leone, as a humane penal colony that could also function as a new profit center. Britain would send members of its growing incarcerated population to the Australian colony, turning them into productive laborers who would also help “civilize” the indigenous population. In addition, explorers would help scour the region for raw materials, enabling manufacturers in Britain to create new goods to then sell back to its Botany Bay subjects.48

Wedgwood’s last scientific paper, published in 1790, captures the way these new colonies were being used to link science, humanitarianism, and profit, all of which were portrayed as being mutually reinforcing. After writing a chemical analysis of white clays from Botany Bay that Joseph Banks had sent him, Wedgwood concluded that these clays would make “an excellent material for pottery, and may be certainly made the basis of a valuable manufacture for our infant colony there.” The paper tapped into a larger vision, partly rooted in stadial theory, which held that free trade would help civilize indigenous populations. Reform-minded men of science believed that indigenous peoples, particularly in warmer climates, were “lazy” since “their wants are few,” as Priestley wrote regarding native Africans in his 1788 antislavery sermon. Yet they could be transformed into industrious, civilized subjects if Europeans introduced them to manufactured goods. Since the only way to attain these goods was with expendable income, the thinking went, indigenous peoples would gladly work as paid laborers. Natives would extract their own land’s resources for their imperial rulers, then purchase the finished products, made in Europe, with the money they had made. Darwin’s Botanic Garden spelled out this logic, connecting it to the Botany Bay and Sierra Leone projects. The same passage extolling Wedgwood’s antislavery medallion included a similar ode to Wedgwood’s so-called Hope medallion, which Wedgwood created to promote Botany Bay. “Made of clay from Botany Bay,” Darwin wrote in a footnote, Wedgwood’s Hope medallion, like the antislavery one, would “shew the inhabitants what their materials would do” and would “encourage their industry.”49 In Sierra Leone and Botany Bay, profit seeking, far from being something to hide, was being reconceived as virtuous precisely because it promoted science and humanitarianism.

By the 1790s the Lunar Society’s vision of a peaceful, gradual end to slavery unfolding in tandem with scientific progress came into question. Immediate emancipation in Haiti, brought about by a slave rebellion and sanctioned by the French Jacobin government in 1794, posed a radical alternative to the Anglo-American movement’s incremental approach. Meanwhile, British conservatives blamed abolitionists and like-minded reformers for stoking the Haitian Revolution and a host of events associated with it, from the American Revolution to the Reign of Terror. The Anti-Jacobin, or Weekly Examiner, a conservative British periodical, satirized Darwin’s Botanic Garden in 1798, implying that reformers like him would soon be condoning the bloody overthrow of all British institutions: “Where nursed in seats of innocence and bliss, / reform greets terror with fraternal kiss.” Priestley also became a target. In 1791, after some Lunar Society members fêted the falling of the Bastille, a mob attacked Priestley’s home, “demolish[ing] my library, apparatus, and, as far as they could, every thing belonging to me,” Priestley recalled.50 Three years later, he fled to Pennsylvania.

Conservatives tried to delegitimize the Lunar Society’s scientific work by associating it with a radical political agenda. Lunar Society members made it easy, demonstrating the political links to their scientific work: “I feel myself becoming all French in both chemistry and politics,” Darwin wrote to Watt in 1790, upon the outbreak of the French Revolution.51 But conservatives helped create an image of these men as something they were not: antislavery radicals, unflinchingly committed to slavery’s demise, regardless of the pace or on whose terms it was carried out. In truth, their support for abolition shifted depending on the circumstances, and according to the degree to which it conformed to an idealized model of gradual progress, one that they had come to associate with their own beliefs about how science progressed.

Throughout the 1790s, Darwin continued to argue that science would help reduce the need for slave labor. His last scientific work, Phytologia (1800), a study of how science could improve agriculture, offered a host of speculative “future experiments” that might “strengthen the country” and enable it to live in accordance with the principles of “justice and humanity.” Some of Darwin’s ideas were intended to foster the growth of Britain’s population, which was seen as a marker of civilizational progress. Machine technology, such as a drill plow he invented, would be “less liable to be out of order” and, by increasing the food supply, would help Britain’s population grow. Other ideas would reduce Britain’s reliance on imports: growing trees in Scotland, he suggested, would reduce Britain’s imports of foreign timber. Still other ideas would end Britain’s reliance on slave labor. Britain could reduce its reliance on slave-grown sugar, Darwin wrote, by experimenting with the “chemical production” of sugar in a laboratory: “If sugar could be made from its elements without the assistance of vegetation, such abundant food might be supplied as might tenfold increase the number of mankind!” In the meantime, he hoped sugar “may soon be cultivated by the hands of freedom.” The same suggestion appeared in his final poem, Temple of Nature (1803), published a year after his death: “If our improved chemistry should ever discover the art of making sugar from fossile [sic] or aerial matter without the assistance of vegetation,” he wrote, humans “might live upon the earth without preying on each other.”52

Darwin’s Temple of Nature not only suggested a chemical solution to slavery: it also offered a version of stadial theory that preserved the idea that science would foster slavery’s gradual demise, while implicitly rejecting the kind of immediate emancipation enacted in Haiti. Like Botanic Garden, Temple of Nature was a didactic poem, with copious footnotes explaining the scientific theories underlying each verse. The poem offered a unified theory of evolution, one that wed the evolution of individual species to the evolution of human society as a whole, an idea that would later influence his grandson Charles. In Temple of Nature, Darwin contended that all matter emerged from the same primordial origins, each successive species steadily improving on the one before it. Humans stood at the apex of this organic chain and would shepherd their own species toward social and moral improvement. Physiology guided the process. According to Darwin, the human nervous system was primed to lead human beings to seek out pleasurable sensations and avoid painful ones. In pursuit of pleasure, human beings would devise ideas—often scientific ones—that would alleviate human suffering. In this way, science would promote moral progress, a sentiment captured in the lines “The plans of Science with the works of art; / Give proud Reason her comparing power, / Warm every clime, and brighten every hour.”53

The tumultuous events of the 1790s posed a challenge to this idea of science-driven human progress. Guillotines, a slave-led emancipation in Haiti, and slavery’s steady growth elsewhere—the stuff of reality—were not supposed to exist in a world of steam engines, American independence, electricity, and chemistry. Darwin’s first unpublished draft of Temple of Nature, titled The Progress of Society and composed in 1798 and 1799, shows him struggling to reconcile these anomalies. In the unpublished draft, Darwin jotted down five distinct stages in society’s evolution, a rubric based on stadial theory. All human societies, he suggested, started out in an “Age of Hunting,” then progressed to an “Age of Pasturage”; next came an “Age of Agriculture,” followed by an “Age of Commerce,” which he suggested European society was living in. Last came the idealized, final state, the “Age of Philosophy.” He then listed the key attributes of the latter three stages, and “Slavery” and “Manufacturing” appeared together only in the Age of Commerce, but not in the final Age of Philosophy. Meanwhile, “Science” appeared only in the Age of Philosophy, alongside “Liberty,” “Peace,” and “Moral World.”54 By removing “Science” from the Age of Commerce and putting it in a yet-to-be-realized Age of Philosophy, Darwin was trying to disassociate science from slavery. Yet in decoupling “Science” from “Manufacturing,” he was also revising his earlier belief that science and manufacturing, a synecdoche for industrialization, were mutually reinforcing, and that both would help alleviate human injustices, slavery included. In short, Darwin was coming to the realization that industrialization was no panacea for slavery, but he still could not conceive of a world where science and slavery coexisted.

Darwin’s Temple of Nature also depicted slavery not as a contingent development within human societies, but as a natural and inevitable part of societal progress. Human-made and environmental disasters served as natural checks on population growth, he suggested: “But war, and pestilence, disease, and dearth, / Sweep the superfluous myriads from the earth.” Though Darwin did not include slavery in the line describing “war” and “dearth,” he discussed slavery in the same canto, inviting readers to make the link themselves. Yet he offered a hopeful ending, suggesting that all matter “from the grave returns,” and therefore helped subsequent species evolve toward a more peaceful, improved future.55 Darwin was suggesting that no death was senseless, that in the larger view of things, even what were momentarily understood as senseless acts of violence might ultimately serve some positive evolutionary function.

Darwin’s attempt to put a positive gloss on human-made disasters was hardly unique. During the 1790s, many Enlightenment thinkers began to incorporate human suffering into their theories of societal progress. With so much suffering around them, alongside so much alleged civilizational progress, many began to think that suffering must have some useful evolutionary role. Representative of this trend was Thomas Malthus, whose Essay on the Principle of Population (1798) argued that if the population continued to grow unchecked, it would outstrip the food supply. As he wrote, “Misery is the check that represses the superior power of population.”56 Malthus greatly influenced Darwin, but there was an important difference between the two. After proslavery theorists used Malthus’s theory to justify slavery on the grounds that slavery served a necessary ecological function, Malthus, an antislavery sympathizer, explicitly rejected the idea in the revised edition of Theory of Population (1803).57 By contrast, Darwin let it stand, allowing readers to see him as endorsing the view that slavery might serve a natural purpose. Moreover, his unpublished notes for the poem suggest that he saw slavery as a tragic but inevitable stage in society’s progress, one that would be eradicated by the time humankind reached the Age of Philosophy.

Darwin’s poem was equally significant for what it did not mention. Most important, it said nothing about Haitian emancipation, or its official sanction by the radical Jacobin government in France. Of course, to celebrate Haitian emancipation would play into the hands of his conservative critics, who frequently invoked Haiti to delegitimize the abolitionist movement. At the time, British abolitionist leaders kept their distance from the Black republic, disassociating their own goal of gradual slave-trade abolition with immediate emancipation.58 But other antislavery supporters were less demure. Throughout the Atlantic world, enslaved and free Black women and men openly celebrated the Haitian Revolution, and within the United States, there were even pockets of cautious white support. In 1797 President John Adams opened formal diplomatic ties with the Haitian republic, and some white abolitionists even argued for immediate emancipation. American and British newspapers not infrequently depicted Haiti’s revolutionary leader, Toussaint-Louverture, in a favorable light: an “extraordinary man,” New York’s Balance called him on July 16, 1801. One year later, the Mercantile Advertiser of New York republished a London newspaper article that read, “Were Toussaint L’Ouverture to be put to death, it would be thought the blackest murder of the whole Revolution.”59 For Darwin, the inability to see in Haiti a model for emancipation was not a failure of imagination: it was the deliberate avoidance of a path that did not comport with how elite white abolitionists thought it should unfold, a path that was too rash, too unplanned, too unscientific.

Priestley displayed a similar unease with Haitian emancipation. Not long after he arrived in the United States, on June 4, 1794, Democratic-Republicans embraced him as a natural ally. Benjamin Rush, who began to align himself with Democratic-Republicans in the 1790s, unsuccessfully courted him for a professorship in chemistry at the University of Pennsylvania. Meanwhile, in 1794 a New York Democratic-Republican society welcomed Priestley in an open letter, noting that, like him, they believed “a republican representative government was not only best adapted to promote human happiness” but was the “only rational system.” Federalists were as hostile toward Priestley as Democratic-Republicans were fawning. The Federalist propagandist William Cobbett portrayed Priestley as a delusional radical, associating his political and scientific ideas with anarchy in France and a hasty, blood-soaked emancipation in Haiti. Priestley supported the “mad plan” of immediate emancipation in Haiti, rather than the “much more sincere desire of seeing all mankind free,” Cobbett wrote, as epitomized in the U.S. Constitution; to Cobbett, the Constitution embodied the process by which freedom should unfold—that is, through the creation of a careful legal framework rather than a bloody revolution. At the same time, Cobbett lampooned Priestley for contending that political institutions operated by scientific principles: a government “presents nothing like a system; nothing like a thing composed, and written in a book.”60

Cobbett’s caricature of Priestley was not entirely baseless. He was correct in implying that Priestley tried to legitimate certain political reforms by associating them with scientific laws. But in suggesting that Priestley approved of immediate emancipation, or was even a firmly committed abolitionist, he could not have been more wrong. During the entirety of Priestley’s ten-year stay in America, until his death in 1804, Priestley seldom spoke out against slavery. When he did, he offered at most tepid support for abolitionism. For instance, in response to the Democratic-Republican society’s open letter, which in part solicited his support for abolition, Priestley offered faint approval, suggesting only that slavery would soon fade into history: a vestige of “former times,” he called it, one that “may be expected soon to die away.” In 1799 he responded to another Federalist attack, this one smearing him as a radical on account of the honorary French citizenship he received from the revolution’s initial leaders. Priestley countered by reminding readers that the meaning of the French Revolution, as well as of abolitionism, had been vastly different in those early, halcyon days: “Attend to the circumstance of the time in which I was made a citizen of France,” Priestley wrote. The revolution’s initial leaders, he wrote, planned only to reduce their government to “a limited monarchy resembling that of England”; they also gave William Wilberforce honorary citizenship because he advocated not for emancipation per se but rather for “the abolition of the slave trade.” Even the universally vaunted George Washington, he noted, was given honorary citizenship—“and surely you do not for this suspect him of being your enemy.”61

In private, Priestley also showed a certain tolerance for slavery. In 1795 he hired an enslaved servant to take care of his ailing wife. “We only hire a black slave by the week,” he wrote to his brother-in-law, John Wilkinson, from his rural Pennsylvania home in December 1795. This was fifteen years after Pennsylvania enacted one of the nation’s first gradual emancipation laws, and when enslaved people made up less than 1 percent of the entire population. Priestley was hardly alone: several prominent British émigrés who opposed slavery while in England found it impossible to get by without it once in America. Priestley’s fellow chemist, friend, and émigré, Thomas Cooper, once an ardent abolitionist in Britain, tried to purchase enslaved workers shortly after his arrival; by the 1820s he had become one of the South’s most prominent proslavery defenders. One of Priestley’s sons became a successful sugar planter in Louisiana; his daughter married a sugar planter as well. To be sure, Priestley cannot be faulted for the company he kept, and he did privately confess unease with slavery. In 1796 he grumbled to the wife of a British diplomat in Philadelphia, “The Servants alone are sufficient to render a native of Britain miserable in this Country.”62 But in light of his meek defense of abolition and his own use of an enslaved ser-vant, these comments represent at best evidence of a man conflicted, or at worst the disingenuous remarks of a man trying to burnish his abolitionist credentials.

Priestley may have avoided public references to slavery once in the United States, but he nonetheless continued to present science and freedom as natural allies. In 1799 he published an essay titled “Maxims of Political Arithmetic,” which described his vision of America’s future, essentially endorsing Jefferson’s yeoman republic ideal. Like Jefferson’s version, Priestley’s yeoman republic implicitly had no enslaved people, and it both protected and rested on a healthy scientific culture. Priestley argued that Federalists wasted tax dollars on military defense rather than investing in education, using science as a symbol of education: imagine “what solid advantage, might be derived from half the expence in sending out men of science for the purpose of purchasing works of literature and philosophical instruments,” he wrote.63 The implication was that science and a yeoman republic, science and freedom, were mutually reinforcing.

Priestley had a strong ideological kinship with Jefferson. He enthusiastically endorsed Jefferson’s presidency, dedicating his final work to “Thomas Jefferson President of the United States” in 1803. Three years earlier, Jefferson had solicited Priestley’s advice for the “selection of the sciences” curriculum at the university Jefferson was devising, and the two maintained a regular correspondence until Priestley’s death. Both men were attracted to each other for obvious reasons. They were Francophiles and science enthusiasts who felt that the diffusion of scientific knowledge would help foster freer and more equal societies. Both men’s views on slavery also followed a similar arc. Though Jefferson fought, in the 1780s, to limit slavery’s expansion in the northwest territories, by the turn of the century he lacked the political will to end it.64 Similarly, in the 1770s and 1780s, Priestley proudly endorsed abolitionism, but when faced with public ridicule and a radical alternative—immediate emancipation, of the kind achieved in Haiti—he backed away, fearful of defending a now unpopular cause, and refusing even to acknowledge Haiti’s existence. The belief that the diffusion of scientific knowledge would gradually bring human beings to their senses, that men of science might one day devise “future experiments” to alleviate the need for slave labor, proved too comforting. There was no point defending abolitionism if it meant being associated with radicalism, and certainly not if scientific ideas could be relied on to suggest that slavery would eventually fade away.

On February 6, 1804, Benjamin Rush received notice of Priestley’s death. The chemist Thomas Cooper, Priestley’s fellow émigré, brought the news to Rush: “Dr. Priestley died this morning about 11 o’clock, without the slightest degree of apparent pain.” He added, “I am sure you will sincerely regret the decease of a man so highly eminent and useful in the literary and philosophical world, and so much a personal friend.”65 Rush would indeed regret the loss of such a close friend, but if he had hoped Priestley might help him find a solution to slavery, he would have been mistaken. Already, by the beginning of the nineteenth century, more promising help seemed to be coming by way of Sierra Leone. There, botanists, physicians, naturalists, and explorers were amassing scientific evidence that seemed to prove, beyond question, that free-labor colonies in West Africa, rather than slave plantations in the Americas, offered the most practical way to gradually end slavery. Yet for all the work men of science would do to legitimate Sierra Leone’s existence, their story remains barely known.




THREE

A Natural History of Sierra Leone

In August 1783 Benjamin Rush’s fellow physician and abolitionist ally John Coakley Lettsom introduced Henry Smeathman, a British naturalist and explorer, to Benjamin Franklin. Smeathman was in Paris that summer looking for high-profile patrons to fund a scientific expedition to Sierra Leone. For more than a decade, antislavery advocates in Britain and America had been floating the idea of establishing a free-labor colony in West Africa, worked by paid indigenous laborers and overseen by white officials, in the hopes that it would prove free-labor colonies in Africa could be more humane and more profitable than slave plantations in the Americas. Franklin, who was in Paris negotiating a peace treaty with Britain, agreed to meet Smeathman for breakfast. Over their meal, Smeathman played up his scientific credentials, not only highlighting his previous experience exploring Sierra Leone, but also showing Franklin his aeronautical designs for a hot-air balloon he hoped to patent. Later that month, Smeathman used his meeting with Franklin to attract other deep-pocketed funders: “Dr. Franklin . . . has paid me some great complements [sic],” he told one potential supporter. The scientific evidence that Smeathman and other men of science published about the region was vital to the founding of Sierra Leone, the abolitionist movement’s first free Black colony, established in 1787. Europeans had only a few firsthand accounts of the region before the 1780s, and therefore natural knowledge about the region—the healthfulness of its climate, the fertility of its soil, the disposition of its indigenous inhabitants—would be crucial to gaining public support.1

Little attention has been paid to the role that botanists, physicians, naturalists, and explorers played in creating an image of Sierra Leone as ideally suited for a free Black settlement. But between 1770 and 1807, the work these men of science published in behalf of the colony helped legitimate the project—and, by extension, the broader antislavery movement. Sierra Leone was a key component of the early abolitionist agenda. In addition to proving that free Black labor could outperform enslaved labor, abolitionists argued, Sierra Leone’s commercial success would undermine the African slave trade by encouraging indigenous Africans to trade in “legitimate” goods rather than enslaved people. White resistance to free Black integration in America and Britain provided another rationale for the colony. Long before the American Colonization Society was founded in 1816—the all-white organization that promoted the removal of free Black Americans to West Africa and created Liberia in 1821 for that purpose—white antislavery advocates on both sides of the Atlantic pioneered the idea of colonization—the resettling of freed Blacks outside white societies—seeing it as a viable alternative to integration.2

To be sure, the first abolitionist societies emphasized educating free Blacks and protecting their fragile freedoms; they did not advocate Black removal, and they hoped that, eventually, white societies would come to accept Blacks as equals. But on an individual level, many white abolitionists remained skeptical of Black people’s prospects. Often with the support of free Black elites, white abolitionists hoped that establishing successful free Black colonies would offer emancipated Blacks an escape from the racism endemic to white societies, while also allowing abolitionists to focus their attention on ending slavery, rather than worrying about the fight that came next: Black citizenship. In the 1780s Samuel Hopkins, a prominent New England abolitionist, expressed the view of many white abolitionists in a series of letters to Granville Sharp, the abolitionist founder of Sierra Leone. “Their circumstances are, in many respects, unhappy, while they lived here among the whites,” he told Sharp: white people look “down upon them . . . treat them as underlings.” Hopkins therefore believed that voluntarily resettling freed Blacks in Africa was their best option, and he gave Sierra Leone his unbridled support. As he wrote in a 1793 pamphlet: “This appears to be the best and only plan to put the Blacks among us in the most agreeable situation for themselves.”3

Integrating free Blacks proved equally difficult in England. The fact that nearly all Britain’s enslaved population lived in the Caribbean did not stop metropolitan Britons from fretting over Black integration. The Somerset decision in 1772 led to an uptick in England’s free Black population, as enslaved Africans in England increasingly escaped their owners and assumed a free identity. In addition, after the War of Independence, hundreds of the enslaved Americans who won their freedom fighting for the British, known as Black Loyalists, found their way to England. By the mid-1780s, an estimated 15,000 Blacks, the majority of them free, were living in London alone. But equality proved as elusive for these women and men as it did for their American counterparts. Confined to the worst-paying jobs, disparaged and mocked, many sank into poverty. It was from among these destitute Black Londoners that Sierra Leone’s first settlers would come.4

Much like white abolitionists in America, Britain’s white abolitionist leaders catered to domestic racial anxieties. During the Somerset case, for instance, Somerset’s attorney argued that, in addition to abolishing slavery in England, Parliament should “prevent the abominable number of Negroes being brought here.” That would deter enslaved Blacks from immigrating to England and declaring themselves free. Without such a restriction, he warned, “I don’t know what our progeny may be I mean of what colour.” Granville Sharp catered to fears of racial mixing as well. In a 1768 case similar to Somerset’s, Sharp allayed concerns that English emancipation would encourage Black immigration by arguing that outlawing slavery in England would diminish, rather than increase, the number of Blacks. “There are now in town upward 20,000 Negroes,” he wrote, and “there would soon be 20,000 more” if slavery remained legal in the country. Abolishing slavery in the metropole would discourage planters from bringing their enslaved laborers to England, he reasoned, ultimately reducing the number of Blacks. As one scholar has argued, when it came to racial equality and the concomitant fear of interracial marriage, British abolitionists and their proslavery adversaries “were not as far apart as we might suppose.”5

For all these reasons, portraying Sierra Leone’s natural environment as perfectly suited to free Black settlement was a high priority for early abolitionists. Several of the men of science who traveled to the region in abolitionists’ behalf had close ties to slaveholders. But rather than being a liability, their ties to slaveholders helped bolster claims of neutrality—after all, if their research was supported by both slaveholders and abolitionists, accusations of bias would be difficult to prove. The men of science sent to Sierra Leone also relied heavily on the colony’s Black settlers and the region’s indigenous inhabitants to conduct their research. Yet that did not stop the colony’s men of science from blaming their Black aides when their sanguine portrayals of the region’s natural environment proved wanting. However unreasonable the expectations men of science placed on the colony’s Black settlers, the value their research added to the movement was too great for antislavery leaders to ignore.

The idea for an antislavery colony in Sierra Leone emerged in the 1770s from the mind of John Fothergill, a botanist, physician, and abolitionist. Trained in medicine at the University of Edinburgh and a member of the Royal Society, Fothergill became involved in antislavery politics in the late 1760s. In 1769 he wrote to Granville Sharp to thank him for the “humane” antislavery pamphlet Sharp had sent him, and three years later he offered to pay the legal expenses for James Somerset’s freedom suit. Though Fothergill, a Quaker, died in 1780, and Sharp would ultimately oversee the colony’s initial settlement in 1787, abolitionists routinely credited Fothergill with laying the intellectual groundwork. Yet Fothergill seems to have been inspired by indigenous African sources. According to Lettsom, Fothergill pursued the idea of a free Black colony in Sierra Leone only after hearing the story of a West African leader, King Agaja of Dahomey, who, decades earlier, had tried to halt the enslavement of his own people but lacked a lucrative trading alternative. Fothergill believed that trading in locally grown goods, harvested by free Black laborers in a British-run colony, and not enslaved laborers, would offer a solution.6

Fothergill’s interest in Sierra Leone converged with his scientific interests. By the 1770s, Fothergill had amassed an enormous collection of exotic plants that rivaled that of the Royal Gardens at Kew, many of them from North America. Before the American Revolution, American men of science, many of them fellow Quakers, provided him with seeds, plants, and fossils. In 1769 John Bartram, the renowned American botanist and Quaker, sent Fothergill a “box of plants” and “American seeds”; Peter Collinson, a New York botanist and Quaker, taught Fothergill “to love plants,” as he told Carl Linnaeus, the era’s most revered naturalist. The scientific exchange went both ways: in 1745 Benjamin Franklin, still unproven as a man of science, relied on Fothergill to defend his theory of electricity at the Royal Society in London.7 Ultimately, the rising political tensions between Britain and its thirteen colonies forced Fothergill to search for new sources for his plants, and he would soon turn to Africa.

Americans not only helped Fothergill collect botanical specimens; they also influenced his antislavery views. In the mid-1750s Fothergill’s younger brother Samuel traveled throughout the thirteen colonies preaching against slavery with Israel Pemberton, the father of the later PAS president James Pemberton. With Samuel’s help, Fothergill invited the American Quaker John Woolman to attend the Quaker Yearly Meeting in London in 1772, where, for the first time, England’s Quakers resolved to protest slavery beyond their community. “The Americans help us much,” Fothergill wrote to Samuel after the meeting, giving special credit to Woolman for his “solid and weighty” remarks. Philadelphia’s antislavery Quakers may have also further fueled his interest in Sierra Leone. Anthony Benezet, the pioneering Philadelphia abolitionist, solicited Fothergill at roughly the same time he sought out Rush and Franklin. In 1771 Benezet compiled an influential compendium of older natural histories about West Africa titled Some Historical Account of Guinea—“instrumental, beyond any other book ever before published, in disseminating a proper knowledge,” Clarkson would call it—hoping that it would prove the feasibility of establishing free-labor colonies in Africa.8

Yet one of the problems with Benezet’s Historical Account was that the natural histories it cited were decades old. One of the few authoritative accounts about West Africa had been written by the French naturalist Michel Adanson, based on his expedition to Senegal between 1749 and 1753. Benezet’s Historical Account borrowed heavily from Adanson and underscored his scientific intentions: Adanson was invested “wholly in making natural and philosophical observations,” Benezet wrote, and he traveled under the sponsorship of the “Royal Academy of Sciences at Paris.”9 Fothergill undoubtedly knew of Adanson’s work, but he may have also realized that it was high time for another. After all, Benezet had no scientific standing, and he stacked his book with out-of-date observations. Fothergill could offer something original: credible, and new, scientific evidence about Sierra Leone’s natural environment. With that goal in mind, he quickly organized a scientific expedition to the region in 1771. It would be led by an eager, young explorer named Henry Smeathman, and its mission would be to collect authoritative scientific knowledge about the region’s climate, environment, and people.

Fothergill was not the only man of science interested in funding the expedition. Several of Britain’s most influential men of science began to look to the region in the 1770s, seeing it as an untapped source of scientific and commercial materials: botanicals, medicines, fossils, gold. Seizing on the uptick in interest, Fothergill convinced Marmaduke Tunstall, a naturalist and Royal Society member; Dru Drury, founder of the Society of Entomologists of London; and Joseph Banks, an explorer, naturalist, and soon-to-be Royal Society president, to help fund Smeathman’s expedition. Some of these patrons, like Tunstall, appeared sympathetic to antislavery, but others were more ambivalent. Banks, for instance, adhered to a studied neutrality on slavery, leery of antagonizing the slaveholders he had long depended on for his scientific collecting. While Banks conceded that slavery was “impolitic,” he also thought that “a slave well provided for & humanly treated is as certainly happier than a free man who has a choice only of bad master or none.”10

Rather than a detriment to abolitionists, the dubious antislavery convictions of Fothergill’s fellow patrons proved to be an asset. They provided Fothergill and Smeathman with a buffer against accusations of bias, since patrons like Banks had no clear vested interest in abolitionism. Smeathman in fact highlighted Banks’s apolitical, scientific interests whenever he sensed the antislavery agenda might undermine the credibility of his findings. Banks funded his 1771 trip, Smeathman wrote a decade later, solely “impelled, by the ardour of science.” And though Smeathman acknowledged Fothergill’s antislavery politics, he stressed that Fothergill was primarily motivated by “the encouragement of arts and sciences [and] the advancement of medicine.” Indeed, what all Smeathman’s patrons had in common was that they were “lovers of science.” Fothergill, for his part, also made sure that his antislavery views would not color Smeathman’s findings. In 1774, three years into Smeathman’s expedition and anxious that he might not return—already, one of Smeathman’s co-explorers, Anders Berlin, had died from a fever—Fothergill asked Linnaeus if he could recommend another explorer. Fothergill made no mention of the explorer’s needing to be an antislavery supporter; the only prerequisite was that he be “thoroughly imbued with the love of plants and of natural history.”11

If there was any doubt about the scientific credibility of Smeathman’s initial expedition, Fothergill could point to other instances in which he himself worked with planters on scientific projects. Most obvious was his lobbying of Parliament, on behalf of Banks and Caribbean planters, to transplant breadfruit trees to the West Indies. Banks discovered the fast-growing, nutritious breadfruit on a 1769 expedition to Tahiti with Captain James Cook and realized that it could feed enslaved Caribbean laborers cheaply and efficiently. Caribbean planters welcomed Banks’s breadfruit project not because they saw it as a step toward emancipation, but just the opposite: it might placate abolitionists and ultimately prolong slavery. It was part of a larger strategy that Caribbean planters adopted in the 1780s, called amelioration, in which they implemented certain measures to better care for their enslaved workers as a hedge against the potential closing of the slave trade. But the extent to which abolitionists worked with planters on amelioration projects is seldom appreciated.12 Fothergill left no record indicating why he supported the breadfruit initiative, but he probably saw it in abolitionist terms—that is, as a way to increase enslaved people’s longevity, and in his view, their relative comfort, while at the same time diminishing the need for the slave trade.

Fothergill’s ties to planters ultimately bolstered his abolitionist work. At times he used these relationships to advocate for antislavery measures in terms slave owners could understand. For instance, in 1773, while working on the breadfruit project with John Ellis, a Royal Society fellow and the agent representing Dominica’s planters in Parliament, Fothergill tried to convince him to experiment with free-labor coffee cultivation. The low start-up costs of coffee production, he argued, would enable poorer whites to start their own free-labor farms. That would diminish the number of slave plantations, increase the number of white people, and in turn help “quell the insurrections of [planters’] negroes.” In any event, Fothergill added, “Negroes, who, being lazy, ignorant, and generally ill-disposed, either cannot or will not” grow coffee as productively as whites.13

Fothergill was not the only man of science involved with Sierra Leone to have close ties to slaveholders. Lettsom, who worked closely with Smeathman on Sierra Leone, and who provided “surgeons” and medical “equipment” for the first settlers in 1787, was born to a wealthy slaveholding family in Tortola, in the British West Indies. Lettsom readily acknowledged his links to slavery, but he learned to recast them in a way that burnished his antislavery credentials. He proudly noted that after inheriting his father’s plantation in 1767 he “gave [his slaves] freedom, and began the world without fortune.” But Lettsom also avoided blanket condemnations of planters, careful not to appear too “irrational.” In his eulogy of Fothergill, Lettsom praised Major John Pickering, a slave owner in Tortola and close friend to him and Fothergill. Lettsom noted that he named his son after Pickering, and he described the alleged loyalty of Pickering’s enslaved workforce as evidence that not all masters were monsters: “I frequently accompanied [Pickering] to his plantations,” Lettsom wrote, and every time Pickering passed “his numerous negroes” they “saluted him in a loud chorus of song.”14 By publicizing his ties to slaveholders, even occasionally speaking about them in favorable terms, Lettsom, like Fothergill, protected his scientific work from accusations of bias. The upshot was that Sierra Leone could be seen less as an imminent threat to planters and more like a rational experiment designed with planters in mind.

Henry Smeathman was no less entangled with slavery. Smeathman was part of a generation of ambitious young men enthralled with overseas exploration, many of whom had been inspired by Captain James Cook’s 1768 South Sea voyage. In the years before his own African voyage, Smeathman held a series of odd jobs—cabinetmaker, upholsterer, insurance agent—but he developed a passion for science in childhood and, in the late 1760s, joined the Aurelian Society, a natural history society where he met Dru Drury. Drury in turn introduced him to the men of science who, in 1771, chose him to lead the Sierra Leone expedition. Not long after arriving in Sierra Leone, in December 1771, Smeathman realized that the only way to gain access to the region’s interior was to ingratiate himself to local leaders, the most dominant of whom were slave traders. To that end, and following local custom, he married three African wives, one of them the daughter of the region’s most powerful slave trader, James Cleveland, a man of Afro-European descent. Smeathman even briefly worked as an agent for the Liverpool slave trader William James in 1774. Smeathman’s ties to slavery have led some historians to question his antislavery convictions, and they might well have been opportunistic. But that was to abolitionists’ advantage: it allowed Smeathman’s observations to appear less political, more scientific. Indeed, Smeathman never tired of describing his interest in Sierra Leone as being, above all, about “the promotion of science,” a way to “furnish me with many interesting facts relative to Natural History.”15
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Fothergill left no letters explicitly linking Smeathman’s voyage to abolitionism. But Smeathman’s private letters clearly show him playing to the abolitionist sympathies of some of his patrons. When Smeathman first arrived on the Banana Islands, just off the coast of Sierra Leone, in late 1771, one of the first things he did was ask for permission to investigate a slave ship, named Africa, bobbing off the coast. Smeathman climbed on board and explored every nook and cranny, its stern, decks, lower bowels. He estimated that the Africa held about four hundred captives, and he described with patent disgust the noxious smell, the cramped slave quarters, the grotesque sounds echoing from belowdecks—“Our ears were struck at some distance, with a confuse noise of human voices and the clanking of chains which on board affects a sensible being with inexpressible horror.” Then there were the quieter moments of devastation, like the two enslaved women, “infants yet at the breast,” who suffered “a silent grief.” Five years later, in 1776, while exploring the West Indies for the same patrons, he described in scathing terms the brutality of Caribbean planters: “The excess to which tyranny is sometimes carried over the poor slaves is disquieting to a mind in the least tinctured with humanity,” he wrote to Tunstall. Smeathman even told Tunstall that he was ready to publish a pamphlet about the slave ship’s inner workings—“The Oeconomy of a Slave Ship”—though the project never came to fruition.16

Yet like Lettsom, Smeathman cautiously modulated his antislavery views, careful not to muddy his scientific integrity. In his journal, intended for his patrons’ perusal, he described the enslaved children he saw on board the Africa as “more happy than the constrained disciples of a country grammar schoolmaster.” Though a few enslaved mothers were clearly anguished, “the greater part of the women . . . seemed rather cheerful.” Elsewhere he depicted the ship’s captain, Captain Tettle, as judiciously working to maintain the enslaved people’s health. Enslaved children, especially little girls, were allowed to play “upon the deck at pleasure being all without fetters”; scaffolds were put up on the ship’s sides and mast “for the convenience of washing and cleansing the ship.”17 Smeathman’s journal thus had enough to appease all sides in the slave-trade debates.

Ultimately, what mattered most to Smeathman’s patrons was his assessment of Sierra Leone’s natural environment. They needed evidence of the region’s suitability for agriculture, the healthfulness of its climate for settlement, and the capacity of its indigenous inhabitants to become “civilized.” On all these fronts, Smeathman offered promising news. His journal described Sierra Leone’s coast as overflowing with beans, berries, pineapple, palm trees—a place that “teemed with natural wonders.” In addition, “the whole country abounds with Iron as is evident from the rocks on the shore” and might be “used in paving the streets of London.” He was happy to report that he, a white man, survived an initial bout of sickness and recovered because he “put my faith in Dr. Fothergill’s prescriptions and my own drugs.” Smeathman also noted that Africans could possibly help treat common illnesses. “They use with great skill” their own medicines, he wrote, though he added that they “will not trust” their own healers “if they can procure a white Dr.”18 The emphasis on the region’s relative healthfulness was critical. At a time when Europeans increasingly worried about whether white bodies could survive in tropical climates, knowing that medicine could overcome tropical diseases helped counter one common argument against new colonies in West Africa.

Smeathman’s views on native medical knowledge, a mix of fascination and denigration, echoed his broader descriptions of the region’s inhabitants. During the 1770s and early 1780s, explorers who traveled to Africa, regardless of their views on slavery, tended to discuss racial differences between Africans and Europeans in terms of culture, religion, and politics—in a word, character, not color. Though the early debates over slavery heightened scientific interest in physical and mental differences, these differences were still seen as malleable and somewhat superficial. For explorers, the core questions in regard to race were whether West Africans could become civilized and what explained the alleged primitiveness of certain societies. If proslavery explorers portrayed African societies as hopelessly savage, places where human sacrifice, cannibalism, and indigenous forms of slavery were rampant, then antislavery explorers offered a more sanguine view. They did not deny African primitiveness, or the presence of warfare and slavery. But they placed the blame on European demand for enslaved laborers, not on features innate to African cultures or on the natural environment, from which cultures were thought to arise.19

Antislavery explorers also amended, if not quite rejected, the idea of “tropical exuberance,” the notion that the natural abundance of tropical climates made indigenous populations lazy. Proslavery writers argued that slavery, and the violence that came with it, was justified in part because African people, as a “tropical” race, were not used to hard work: “Slavery, and the authority resulting from it,” wrote the Scottish physician and astronomer Alexander Wilson in 1780, was “in a certain degree necessary to counteract the natural causes of inactivity in hot latitudes.”20 Antislavery explorers countered that while West Africa was indeed teeming with natural commodities, and Africans were indeed unaccustomed to hard work, a change in the social environment—that is, the introduction of commerce, Christianity, good government, and education—could easily entice them to work. If anything, they contended, it was the slave trade that was keeping them backward, not the climate.

Smeathman was among the first African explorers to comment on indigenous African societies at precisely the moment when the slave trade debates began to transform ideas about racial difference. Like other antislavery explorers after him, he focused on differences in character and culture, and he emphasized that both were shaped chiefly by the social environment, not the natural one. In 1783 he explicitly rejected Wilson’s claim that “the extremes of heat” accounted for Africans’ perceived slothfulness. Instead, he underscored that “all men in regard to their dispositions” are “formed more by artificial than natural causes”—and that “a change in government and education would make a wonderful difference in their disposition.”21

Smeathman spent little time discussing physical features or refuting ideas about deep-seated racial differences, which reflects how the debates over slavery had not yet completely dominated debates over race. Far more important was for West African societies to show signs of civilizational development, or at least the potential for it. Smeathman’s journal contained precisely this kind of evidence. On the one hand, he described the Mandigo people as a “kind of bastard Mohatematens,” depicting their conversion practices as petty financial scams. A Muslim preacher would sell a charm, or greegree, to the destitute solely for profit, he wrote, and by the “same insidious and diabolical methods as the founder of their religion.” Yet he also noted that Islamic converts, far more than Africans who practiced non-Abrahamic religions, zealously embraced their freedom: African Muslims “have a strong notion that they have a right to freedom . . . and are ever plotting to cut off [slave ship] vessels in which they are shipped and often succeed too well.”22 Though Smeathman’s comments reflected the widespread assumption that West African cultures were less civilized, they also underscored the potential of Mandigos to become more like Europeans. In his eyes, their embrace of Islam was one step closer to conversion to Christianity, and their love of freedom evidence that they had the capacity for civilization.

During Smeathman’s four-year stay in Sierra Leone, he conducted an impressive amount of research. He planted a botanical garden, experimented with rice irrigation, and closely observed the region’s geography, plants, and people. He hoped to publish a comprehensive natural history on West Africa, but the outbreak of the American Revolution “frustrated” his plans, he later recalled. While sailing back to England in early 1775—aboard a slave ship, which made a detour to the Caribbean to sell its human cargo—an American privateer captured his ship. In the mayhem, Smeathman lost many of his notes. Ultimately, Smeathman’s ship was allowed to continue to Tobago, in the Caribbean, where Smeathman remained for the next four years. The saving grace was that he was now able to study a comparable tropical climate, and in turn strengthen his claims about Sierra Leone’s suitability as a free-labor alternative to slave plantations. In fact, Smeathman lamented that he had not gone to the West Indies before West Africa, telling Tunstall in 1776 that “it would have been a vast advantage to me.” Many of the commodities that grew in the West Indies—“Plantains, bananas, Cam-manyok or sweet Cassavas”—either did, or could, grow in Sierra Leone, he wrote. All that was needed for a successful colony in Africa was “the knowledge of how to cultivate or prepare them”—disregarding, or perhaps ignorant of, the fact that enslaved Africans introduced many of those commodities to the Caribbean.23

His stay in the West Indies—and the comparisons it enabled him to draw to Sierra Leone—also strengthened his claims of scientific legitimacy. During his African expedition, Smeathman spent months studying termites, and when he arrived in the West Indies, he found planters struggling with their own entomological problem: ants, specifically sugarcane-eating ants, which had been destroying their leading cash crop. The colonial assembly of Grenada promised payment for anyone who proposed a “means of removing the calamity,” Smeathman told Tunstall, adding that he would soon “declaim my discoveries and claim the rewards.” Smeathman’s solution—drowning ants in whale-fat oil—did not work, but the competition helped refine his entomological expertise. In 1781, two years after returning to En-gland, he published his first essay in the Royal Society’s Philosophical Transactions, titled “Some Account of the Termites, Which Are Found in Africa and Other Hot Climates.” The reference to “other hot climates” was significant, for it indicated how Smeathman’s scientific work in the Caribbean corroborated his work in Africa. He even framed the essay as a gift to planters, calling termites their “greatest of plagues.”24

For Smeathman, thinking about termites may have also influenced his thinking about African colonization. Smeathman’s main scientific contribution was that, contrary to common opinion, termites served a positive ecological function. Termites, he realized, ate through wooden homes not to antagonize human beings but because they mistook homes for decaying trees, which, when eaten through, hastened the wood’s decomposition. As one scholar has argued, Smeathman’s views of Africans reflected a similar underlying logic: like termites, Africans should be respected and understood in their own environment, on their own terms, not treated as beasts of burden or disposable pests. Smeathman actually spoke about termites in human terms, suggesting that he saw resemblances between the two: termite societies organized themselves into “labourers,” “soldiers,” and “the nobility or gentry,” he wrote. And the lowest order, the “labourers,” actually did some of the most important work, securing the safety and survival of the entire colony. Smeathman even noted how termite villages, with their “rooted turrets” colored “Black,” resembled “Negro Heads.”25 Smeathman’s ideas about termites ultimately echoed and anticipated his views of Africans: if understood properly, if managed properly, they might become a British society in miniature.

After publishing his essay on termites, Smeathman began to solicit funders for a colony in Sierra Leone, as well as a second expedition to the region. For years he had complained that his travails during the War of Independence left his scientific work incomplete. But occasionally he blamed his native African aides for the scientific work he had lost. “The stupid carelessness or curiosity of the ignorant natives,” he wrote, explained why Fothergill received so many ruined plants while he was still in Africa. For his part, Fothergill attributed the ruined items to the slave trade. Writing to Linnaeus in 1774, he noted that Smeathman had sent him plenty of insects, but little else survived: “No plants, no seeds—not a single one.” The reason, Fothergill told Linnaeus, was that Smeathman’s ship had to sail first to the West Indies to sell “the wickedest of cargoes”—enslaved people; “because of this long detour, everything dies.” The difference between Fothergill’s and Smeathman’s explanations—Fothergill blaming the slave trade, Smeathman indigenous Africans—obscures a closer ideological kinship, however. Fothergill was equally capable of dismissing Africans as “lazy” and “ignorant,” as his letter to John Ellis illustrates.26 For both men, casual disparagement of Africans was not uncommon, particularly when it provided a convenient alibi for the shortcomings of their research. But the excuses could also prove strangely useful, keeping alive the notion that more science, better science, would redeem Sierra Leone.

To be sure, few of Sierra Leone’s scientific founders doubted the ability of science to help solve society’s problems. They were living in a moment in which new scientific inventions—steam engines, diving bells, hot-air balloons—were helping humans overcome every seeming limitation. Moreover, the two worlds, of scientific invention and antislavery, often overlapped. Granville Sharp, who occasionally attended Royal Society meetings, proposed a “diving bell drawing” to the society in 1775. In 1784 Smeathman patented his own hot-air balloon design, a “dirigible aerostatic machine,” as he called it, and hoped the money from the patent could help fund an antislavery colony. When he met Franklin in Paris, Smeathman solicited his support for both the colony and his balloon design. In addition to “tell[ing] Dr. Franklin of his plan of civilizing Africa,” Smeathman detailed the mechanical principles of his hot-air balloon. Franklin said he had “no doubt” his colonization plan would be supported “at Boston,” then indulged his balloon ideas—“launch[ing] half a sheet of paper obliquely in the air,” Smeathman told Lettsom, “observing, that that was an evident proof of the propriety of my doctrines.”27

Eighteenth-century men of science did not simply share an overlapping interest in invention and antislavery; often, ideas from one domain inspired ideas in the other. Smeathman told Lettsom, for instance, that the wing design for his hot-air balloon came from observing “many insects,” which indicates how his research in Africa influenced his later invention. The language Smeathman used to describe the sea creatures he discovered during his African expedition—marine worms that “twinkle like stars,” the sparks they emitted appearing like “flashes from an electrical machine”—also evoked skies and machines, conjuring images of mechanical inventions putting humans in flight. Romantic poets of the period, who, like Erasmus Darwin, were sometimes men of science themselves, linked scientific inventions to humanitarian projects. In 1810 the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley tied emancipation to hot-air balloons specifically: the “shadow of the balloon” cast over Africa, Shelley exclaimed, would soon “emancipate every slave.” But perhaps of greatest benefit to abolitionists was Smeathman’s insistence that patronizing Sierra Leone and expeditions to the region was not only about abolitionism: these projects had scientific value in themselves. As Smeathman told Lettsom in 1785, a new expedition to Sierra Leone “cannot fail to enrich science in general.”28

Smeathman’s hopes for a second expedition to Sierra Leone came closer to reality in 1786. In January, a group of London philanthropists formed the Committee for the Relief of the Black Poor, a charity whose initial aim was to provide food and shelter for the city’s impoverished Black population. Realizing an opportunity, Smeathman in February 1786 approached the committee and the city’s free Black leaders, asking the latter if they would consider encouraging other Black Londoners to resettle in Sierra Leone, with the support of British philanthropists.29 London’s free Black leaders were central to the plan’s execution. It was Black leaders, for instance, who brought in Granville Sharp, whom they trusted, and asked to author the colony’s legal system.30 Black leaders also pushed Smeathman to guarantee, in writing, that Black settlers would never be sold into slavery—that, as Smeathman wrote, “they and their posterity may enjoy perfect freedom.”31

But the scientific legitimacy that Smeathman conferred on the project also helped get the colony off the ground. The natural knowledge of the region he provided helped convince British officials and philanthropists—many of whom never thought to consider the settlers’ input—that Sierra Leone might make a plausible place of settlement. To be sure, both the Committee for the Relief of the Black Poor and several early Black settlers doubted Smeathman’s intentions. But they nonetheless recognized his value—as a man of science with firsthand experience in the region, he could testify to the region’s environmental suitability with an authority that few others had. In May 1786 the Committee for the Relief of the Black Poor asked Smeathman to publish a formal document to garner public support for the antislavery colony. The document was titled Plan of a Settlement to Be Made Near Sierra Leone, and its title page highlighted Smeathman’s firsthand experience—the author had “resided in that Country near Four Years,” it read—demonstrating the value of Smeathman’s earlier scientific voyage.32 Smeathman’s Plan of a Settlement not only helped generate public support for Sierra Leone, but also became the blueprint for the colony and its antislavery objectives.

Central to Smeathman’s Plan of a Settlement were his lengthy remarks about Sierra Leone’s environment. As he had in his private letters to patrons, he presented the region as an African Eden: “Rice, and a species of Indigo superior to any other” grew everywhere, he wrote, as did “Cotton and Tobacco equal to those produced in the Brasils.” Only the slightest effort would make these crops grow: “It is not necessary to turn up the earth more, than from the depth of two or three inches, with a slight hoe, in order to cultivate any kind of grain.” The native inhabitants, moreover, would readily welcome new settlers: “The peaceable temper of the natives, promise the safest and most permanent establishment of commerce.” Nor did settlers, Black or white, need to fear the climate. For Blacks, he wrote “the climate is very healthy,” assuming, as most whites did at the time, that Black people acclimated more easily to tropical climates. He assured the white overseers and poor white women who would also join the settlers that the climate was far less forbidding than they might fear. The reason “many white people” died in Africa, he wrote, had nothing to do with the climate and everything to do with the bad habits of previous white travelers, who lived “intemperate lives.” In any event, he promised all settlers the best medical care money could buy, “a Physician, who has had four years practice on the coast of Africa” as well as medical aides trained in “Surgery, Midwifery, Chemistry, and other medical arts.”33

Smeathman’s Plan of a Settlement may have helped convince officials to support the colony, but it also set unreasonably high expectations. Smeathman died suddenly of a fever on July 1, 1786, but Black Londoners were committed to seeing the plan through. By April 8, 1787, with the help of Olaudah Equiano and Sharp, Black leaders managed to attract 456 settlers—290 Black men, 41 Black women, 11 Black children, 70 poor white women, 6 white children, and another 38 officials and artisans—to set sail for Sierra Leone. The settlers arrived a month later, and almost immediately the picture Smeathman had painted—a healthful climate, fertile soil, friendly indigenous inhabitants—failed to match the reality. “This country does not agree with us at all,” the settlers wrote to Sharp on July 20, 1787. “Not a thing, which is put into the ground, will grow more than a foot tall.” But the greatest problem by far was the number of deaths. More than fifty died on the voyage to the colony alone, and by September 1787 almost one-third of the settlers—Black and white combined—had died, most from malaria, yellow fever, or dysentery. Though white settlers died at a higher rate than Black settlers, Black settlers were still extremely vulnerable. Thirty Blacks and twenty whites died within the first two months, for instance, and nearly 150 other settlers, of both races, remained seriously ill.34

The colony’s scientific and abolitionist backers vigorously denied that the deaths had anything to do with the climate or related ideas about differences in racial immunity. Modern scientists now know that yellow fever killed Black settlers less frequently than white settlers not because of innate racial immunity, but because of acquired immunity—that is, if one was stricken once and survived, the chances of dying from a second bout were greatly diminished. Many Black settlers may have been stricken with yellow fever while enslaved in the Caribbean, or in West Africa, if they were born there, and they thus would have been less vulnerable to a second attack. As for malaria, many people of West African descent have acquired a genetic adaptation that staves off the disease—as have many other populations in regions throughout the world where malaria has long been present, such as the Mediterranean Basin and India. This genetic mutation, then, is not unique to any one “race,” but common to many populations.35

Of course, eighteenth-century writers did not know the modern science. The colony’s defenders therefore had to either explain the deaths in a way that avoided implicating the region’s climate, or fall back on what were then increasingly common beliefs about racialized immunity, which held that tropical climates were simply too dangerous for white people. The problem with that theory was that, for Sierra Leone’s financial backers, it would have made the colony impossible to support, since it was assumed that white officials needed to live among and oversee the settlers. Placed in this situation, the colony’s defenders chose to absolve the climate of responsibility and, instead, echoing Smeathman, blame the deaths on the recklessness of the settlers, Black and white. Sharp, writing to Franklin in January 1788, used the exact language of Smeathman, blaming the deaths on the “wickedness and gross intemperance of the Settlers themselves.” The deaths were “not to be attributed to the climate,” he repeated to Lettsom, but ascribed to “intemperate” behavior.36

The colony’s scientific supporters legitimated this defense when using it themselves. Carl Wadström, a prominent naturalist who traveled to the region in 1787, and who became an ardent defender of Sierra Leone, also downplayed the climate, stressing personal behavior: Black settlers died because they were “daily intoxicated,” whereas “Europeans have their own conduct, more than the climate, to blame for their unhealthiness in Africa,” he wrote. Lettsom did not even try to explain the deaths, instead sounding a note of optimism: things might turn around, he told a sympathetic physician on October 20, 1787, if only someone of Smeathman’s “enterprising spirit” could be found to oversee the colony.37

If Smeathman’s overly optimistic depiction of the climate helped set the settlers up for failure, so did his portrayal of the “peaceable temper of the natives.” When the first settlers arrived, the colony’s overseers naively believed that they had purchased the land outright from the region’s main ethnic group, the Temne. But King Tom, the local leader who signed the treaty, did not have the authority to relinquish the land; nor did the colony’s overseers abide by long-standing diplomatic custom, whereby the Temne allowed settlers to stay only on the condition of the ongoing exchange of gifts and military protection. Even though the British slave traders operating in the region had long understood this, the colony’s white overseers conducted themselves as they pleased, perhaps believing that their benevolent intentions—ending the slave trade—relieved them of any obligation to local custom. Some of the colony’s supporters in London were ignorant at best, willfully blind at worst, of the tensions between the overseers and Temne leaders. But rather than investigate the issue, they tended to blame the Temne for being greedy; otherwise, they faulted Black settlers for foolishly trading away what few goods they had. In October 1787 Lettsom explained that the Temne came to the colony “merely to get clothes and provisions without labour,” while the settlers gave their clothes away “very foolishly,” asking for nothing in return. Wadström sounded a similar note, blaming the colony’s lackluster agricultural output on the “generally profligate” habits of the Black settlers, if not their “indolent and depraved dispositions.”38

Promises that the soil would grow spontaneously also failed to materialize. A large part of the reason was that nearly half of the settlers had died, including the botanists sent to assist them. But the colony’s patrons continued to insist that the soil was exceptionally fertile, hoping to keep interest in the colony alive. On October 13, 1787, Sharp told Lettsom that, whatever the other problems, the “natural products are equal to the most sanguine hopes,” highlighting the “fine cotton, the best indigo in the world, [and] sugar-canes” that grew “wild upon the mountains.” Lettsom failed to mention any possibility that the soil was less ideal than advertised, explaining the lack of commercial crops on, ironically enough, “voracious ants.” Wadström followed suit, touting the region’s agricultural promise, and in turn providing cover for the colony’s struggles. The “sugar-cane . . . grows spontaneously in many places,” he wrote, and the cotton would “not disgrace their best workmen,” referring to British textile factory workers.39

By 1791 abolitionists felt things had reached a nadir. That year, abolitionist leaders, led by Thomas Clarkson, formed the Sierra Leone Company, which took control of the colony and whose chief aim was to make the colony profitable. Among the company’s stockholders were Wedgwood and Darwin. The four years before the Sierra Leone Company took over had certainly been trying, the causes many: patrons who ignored indigenous diplomatic customs and refused to take settlers’ input seriously; slave traders surrounding the colony who undermined efforts at “legitimate trade”; settlers who struggled to keep up morale. But Sierra Leone’s scientific supporters also contributed to the difficulties. Their scientific claims about the soil, climate, and inhabitants set unreasonably high expectations, and when the reality failed to match the descriptions, they faulted the settlers, deflecting attention away from their own culpability. To be sure, most settlers overcame these early trials, creating “a fragile but functioning government and civil society.” They instituted a militia to guard against marauding slave traders, elected local officials, served on juries, farmed, traded with natives, held church services, married. They told Sharp that their difficulties had nothing to do with “want of industry” or “gratitude,” and at least something to do with the “many injuries done to us from aspersions.”40 The problem was not that they were wrong, but that they had to compete with a much too powerful narrative: that science, not settlers, would be the key to Sierra Leone’s survival.

In 1792 the Sierra Leone Company recruited 1,200 Black Nova Scotians to immigrate to the colony. Most were Black Loyalists, and without these settlers Sierra Leone may well have vanished. But the colony’s survival also depended on the continued portrayal of Sierra Leone’s natural environment as fertile and healthful, and of the colony as a project that, with more scientific research, could be made more profitable than slave plantations. Between 1792 and 1807, the men of science who either traveled to or lived in the colony would provide abolitionists with exactly this kind of evidence.41

Among the most important scientific travelers was Carl Wadström. A Swedish engineer, Wadström sailed to the region in October 1787 on a scientific expedition sponsored by the Swedish king Gustaf III, a “great lover of natural history.” He was joined by Anders Sparrman, a student of Carl Linnaeus, and Carl Axel Arrhenius, a military lieutenant trained in chemistry. The trio spent three months exploring the region, looking for “mineralogy, antiquities, and in general what regards the state of man in that country.” A fervent abolitionist, Wadström moved to London in 1789 and immediately introduced himself to Thomas Clarkson, the organizing force behind the Sierra Leone Company. Clarkson knew he had stumbled on a gold mine: “I perceived the great treasure I had found,” Clarkson wrote in his history of the abolition movement. Since Smeathman’s voyage, few men of science had traveled to West Africa, especially on expeditions ostensibly for scientific purposes. Wadström and Sparrman “had been lately sent to Africa . . . to make discoveries in botany, mineralogy, and other departments of science,” Clarkson wrote, implying, and hoping, that the scientific nature of their work would give it the valence of objectivity.42

Wadström wasted no time involving himself in abolitionist politics. Upon arriving in London, he published an essay about his three-month expedition, Observations on the Slave Trade and a Description of Some Part of the Coast of Guinea (1789), which emphasized the region’s suitability for free-labor colonies and how the slave trade was impeding progress toward that end. Though Wadström made clear his political agenda—that European nations would “unite in establishing colonies on the coast of Guinea” and help alleviate “the cause of suffering humanity”—he also underscored his work’s scientific integrity. “All the observations I have been able to make,” he wrote, came from when “I went to the coast of Africa, not with any commercial views, but for the sole purpose of inquiry and observation.” He added that rapid advances in science would make colonization easier, eradicating diseases and making the growth of new commodities more feasible: “The moment is now arrived, when mankind will begin to make a real use of their great scientific acquirements”—that is, for the purpose of creating slave-free African colonies.43

Wadström also defended the natural history claims of his predecessors, refusing to let Sierra Leone’s troubles stand in the way of its promise. He flatly dismissed the notion that Africans were inherently lazy. Like all “raw nations,” he claimed, they were simply in a “state of infancy,” “their faculties” not yet “cultivated.” He provided firsthand evidence that Africans had a taste for finer things, that if they were taught that wage labor would help them acquire material goods, they would work harder. A local African leader he met was enamored of the bejeweled buttons Wadström showed him: “This fondness for European baubles,” he wrote, “proves that an advantageous commerce might be established” among the natives. To the extent that political instability mitigated against their social progress, he placed the blame squarely on the slave trade: “The Wars among the negroes,” he emphasized, “originated in the slave trade.” As for the climate, he argued that the region had several different climates, some more healthful than others, and stressed instead that most white deaths on the coast arose from slave traders’ own ruthless pursuit of profit. In order to cut costs, “monopolizing Companies”—by which he meant slave-trade companies—failed to provide their European traders with adequate medicine or food. The African soil, for its part, begged for cultivation: all the slave-grown commodities—sugarcane, tobacco, cotton, indigo—could be “cultivated on the coast with very little trouble, and in a profusion perfectly astonishing to an European.”44

Observations convinced Clarkson that Wadström would be the perfect witness to testify before Parliament during its hearings on the slave trade. Conducted between 1788 and 1791, the hearings focused on whether free-labor African colonies could undermine the slave trade in Africa, whether free-labor African colonies could be as profitable as Caribbean plantations, and whether they might one day function as replacements. For two days in April 1790, members of Parliament grilled Wadström about all things related to natural history: the character of indigenous Africans, the quality of the soil, the healthfulness of the climate. “What have you formed of the capacity of the Negroes?” members asked him during his first day of questioning, on April 28, 1790. Wadström refused to acknowledge gestating ideas about innate inferiority; nor did he default on the climate to explain Africans’ character. Instead, he focused on the reigning theory of social development, stadial theory, which presumed an essential equality among all races and focused on the potential for all groups to progress from a primitive to a civilized state. Speaking of African natives, he stated that they are “as capable of being brought to the highest perfection, as those of any white civilized nation.” When the committee pressed further and asked whether “their indolence would be such as to prevent their supplying the market” with goods grown on their own continent, he reiterated what was by that point abolitionists’ stock reply: the slave trade worked as a disincentive. Because the “minds of the natives” were “excited by merchants to engage in [the slave-trade] business,” they had “no encouragement to improve their country, and cultivate the productions.”45

The remainder of Wadström’s testimony underscored West Africa’s natural abundance. African indigo was “in all respects equal to the best Carolina indigo”; the coast not only had an abundance of cotton, but the natives also manufactured it “with uncommon neatness.” Wadström also “brought with [him] a collection of minerals” to show the committee members, items essential for Britain’s growing number of steam-powered cotton mills and pottery factories. Then there was all that remained to be discovered. He mentioned the thousands of specimens he collected for the “cabinet of natural history, of the royal academy of Stockholm,” as well as the “Materia Medica”—or pharmaceutical drugs; all of it was meant not just to document what he had found, but also to encourage further research.46 Emphasizing the scientific nature of his expedition had the added benefit of obscuring his antislavery motives and sustaining an image of scientific impartiality.

Wadström’s testimony was quickly published on both sides of the Atlantic. Abolitionists in the United States and Britain printed abstracts of the hearings, which highlighted abolitionists’ best arguments and often included Wadström’s testimony. Benjamin Rush cited the hearings in a 1793 essay in which he argued that cultivating maple trees in New York and Pennsylvania would help wean Americans off slave-grown Caribbean sugar. Published in the American Philosophical Society’s Transactions, Rush’s essay relied on scientific testimony to prove that in other parts of the world, “free people” were already cultivating commodities that most Westerners knew only as slave-grown. Though Rush did not cite Wadström’s testimony, he cited other scientific testimony from the hearings, as well as evidence from an earlier African expedition that showed that indigenous Africans already produced sugar themselves.47 Wadström’s evidence, then, was not an outlier. It was part of a larger effort in which abolitionists relied on scientific authorities to defend African colonization projects, and with them the broader antislavery movement.

The ongoing French and Haitian Revolutions had, by 1794, put abolitionists on the defensive. Bills to end the slave trade in the United States and Britain would not get a serious hearing for another decade, and once the prospects for slave trade abolition had dimmed, defending Sierra Leone’s reputation took added importance. As a result, Wadström’s support for the colony became ever more consequential. In 1794 and 1795 he published the two-volume Essay on Colonization, Particularly Applied to the Western Coast of Africa, which repeated many of the arguments he had made in Observations and the parliamentary hearings. Despite the title, Essay on Colonization read more like a work of natural history than a political pamphlet, replete with observations about West Africa’s climate, culture, and soil, which suggests that his scientific claims were still his greatest asset. Wadström may have even included in the book parts of a natural history that he intended to write but never finished: in Observations, he promised readers that he would soon publish a separate work of pure natural history, tentatively titled Two Views of the Coast of Guinea, and he may have folded parts of it into this new essay.48

Wadström knew that the antislavery politics infused in the Essay on Colonization might undermine its scientific components. He therefore told his readers, right at the start, not to conflate his politics with his science. “The reader has no doubt, by this time, discovered that the person who now addresses him”—Wadström—“is a zealous friend to the Africans.” But, he reassured his readers, his abolitionist “zeal is not inconsistent with sober truth.” The sections devoted to West Africa’s natural produce, the fertility of its soil, and its climate repeated the arguments he had made earlier. “The vegetation is luxuriant to a degree unknown in the most fertile parts of Europe,” he wrote, which only “confirms the observations of M. Adanson, my fellow travellers and myself”; settlers had their “own conduct, more than the climate, to blame for their unhealthiness.”49

But worth particular note is his explanation of Africans’ alleged backwardness. Here he gave a fuller explanation of Africans’ alleged primitiveness, placing greater emphasis on the slave trade than before. Wadström argued that continuing the slave trade “will prove the grand obstacle to their improvement and civilization.” Like Smeathman, Wadström focused on the social environment, rather than the natural one, because it allowed him to explain Africans’ alleged simplicity on something humans could control—the slave trade—not the whims of nature. By emphasizing the slave trade’s role in preventing Sierra Leone’s success, Wadström also challenged an increasingly prevalent proslavery argument, one that insisted on the deep-rootedness of African savagery. By the 1790s slavery’s defenders increasingly argued that Africans’ barbarity, their “violent spirit of revenge,” doomed any attempt to impose “civilized” government on them. Wadström countered that the political instability and violence sometimes witnessed in Africa arose from the slave trade itself. Indeed, the entire “state of anarchy and blood” that Wadström claimed characterized African societies stemmed from the pressure certain African groups felt to procure enslaved laborers for European slave traders.50 Though many nonscientific abolitionists also made this argument, Wadström lent it scientific legitimacy both as a firsthand witness and by embedding the claim in a work intended to read like a work of natural history.

Wadström’s essay was quickly translated into French and German, and it soon became an international hit. In 1795 he moved to France, joined the French abolition society and, with Napoleon’s support, helped convene the first conference on African colonization in 1799. He died that same year, and though his antislavery colonization ideas were at times seen as naive, “perhaps sometimes delusive,” wrote Helen Maria Williams, a British antislavery sympathizer, it was also true, she added, that no one did more to give “rise to the foundation of Sierra Leone.”51

While Wadström waged a public campaign to defend Sierra Leone, another Swedish man of science, Adam Afzelius, quietly tried to revive Sierra Leone’s fortunes in the colony itself. In 1792 Joseph Banks recommended the forty-two-year-old student of Carl Linnaeus to the directors of the Sierra Leone Company, who had been struggling to grow commercial-grade crops. Afzelius had in 1789 left his post as professor of botany at Uppsala University to travel to England, where several other Swedish men of science, including Wadström, had settled. Banks welcomed these men into his scientific circle, in part seeing their interest in Sierra Leone as a way to gather scientific information about the region. “Afzelius is here still & Looks vastly well & Fat,” Banks wrote to Olof Swartz in 1790, who was also a student of Linnaeus. “He is in truth an excellent Botanist. . . . I wish the kind Fates would always allow me a Swede or two to Study in my Library.”52

From 1792 to 1796, Afzelius was Sierra Leone’s official botanist. Stationed in the colony, he went on several small expeditions into the interior, experimented growing indigo, cotton, coffee, and rice, and sent back scores of rare African goods to European men of science like Banks—medicines, dyes, yams, guava, a plant “not unlike mint.” Afzelius’s search for medicinal, commercial, and scientific materials was a form of “bioprospecting”—the search for knowledge and control over natural objects in non-European lands. And like other European bioprospectors at the time, Afzelius relied extensively on indigenous Africans and Sierra Leone’s Black settlers, a fact made plain in Afzelius’s unpublished correspondence and private journal.53 Yet Afzelius seldom acknowledged the intellectual work of these aides in his published writings, an elision that both reflected and reinforced the perception that Black settlers and indigenous Africans had not yet become civilized. And yet these omissions may have had an unintended benefit: by erasing Black contributions, abolitionist elites could uphold the image of men of science as heroic figures, single-handedly working to solve the colony’s ills.

In his journal Afzelius frequently notes the settlers and indigenous Africans who helped him. Women appear as often as men: “A Native woman who had some powdered bark fastened in the middle of her forehead” told Afzelius that the bark was used for headaches. Mrs. Logan, a Black settler, probably from Nova Scotia and possibly a former enslaved Virginian, demonstrated how to turn the ashes of leaves into soap. The sister of one of his closest assistants, an Angolan settler named Peter, “brought to me a Banisteria [plant], which she called Marimba”; natives used it for medical and religious purposes, and Afzelius sent some seeds back to England. Male settlers, meanwhile, worked as Afzelius’s personal aides. Tarleton Fleming, a Black Nova Scotian who was probably once enslaved in either South Carolina or Virginia, was in charge of upkeep for Afzelius’s experimental garden. Thomas Cooper, a Black settler since 1787, often obtained botanical specimens from indigenous Africans and shared them with Afzelius, including the “beer of the root called Ningee,” which, Afzelius wrote, “resembled table beer.”54

These men and women did not simply take orders. Several of them offered important information. In May 1795 Fleming warned Afzelius that “there was not to be found any timber” if the settlers kept cutting the trees down, advice that proved prescient: by 1829, timber accounted for 69.2 percent of the colony’s exports. Many of the native plants that Afzelius collected were also, of course, already used by local indigenous groups. The fact that Afzelius took copious notes on how indigenous peoples used local crops indicates that they, not he, were the main knowledge producers. That some of these indigenous plants made their way back to Banks also demonstrates the value of their work to men of science—and by extension, the value of indigenous African knowledge to the broader antislavery movement. Upon receiving a package of plants from Afzelius in 1794, Banks wrote to Swartz, “May heaven assist him!”; from what Afzelius had sent, “we have been assured, of his good luck.”55

Other times, settlers functioned both as knowledge producers and as go-betweens—that is, as intermediaries brokering exchanges between Europeans and Africans. For instance, Thomas Cooper, a Black settler, volunteered to go on an expedition with Afzelius in March 1796, and at least once he brokered a meeting between Afzelius and a nearby African leader, Mong Kerrapha. But Cooper was also a knowledge producer. He wrote a letter that was eventually forwarded to Banks, corroborating information about a trading route that Banks had learned about from an earlier European explorer, Simon Lucas. In the letter Cooper wrote that he had spoken with an Arab merchant who had been on Lucas’s route, and that the merchant, not Lucas, “ought to be the best judge as he has walked it more than once.” But if men like Banks, and Fothergill and Smeathman too, often collaborated with slave traders, whether for the sake of a scientific mission or for a larger antislavery purpose, Cooper would not. Afzelius recorded how Cooper, during one leg of their journey, refused to buy slaves from a group of slave traders they encountered, making “the slave-traders . . . as inveterated [sic] against him as ever.”56

For abolitionists, the interest Banks took in Cooper and Afzelius’s expedition helped legitimate the colony, offering a rationale for its existence—the promotion of science—that need not be humanitarian. Indeed, at the same time Banks was working with Afzelius and Cooper, he was funding expeditions into the African interior with a different group of patrons, called the African Association. The African Association comprised abolitionists and slaveholders alike; abolitionists hoped that the knowledge gained from its expeditions would help Sierra Leone prosper, and proslavery members saw the expeditions as a hedge against the possibility of the antislavery movement’s success. Should slavery end, proslavery patrons reasoned, knowledge from these expeditions could be used to create new free-labor African colonies. Occasionally, the association’s slaveholding patrons used its expeditions to sabotage the antislavery agenda. In 1798, for instance, Bryan Edwards rewrote parts of Mungo Park’s expedition journal—the association’s greatest expedition—to highlight the ubiquity of the slave trade in Africa: given the extent of indigenous slavery, abolishing the slave trade “would neither be so extensive or beneficial, as many wise and worthy persons fondly expect,” Edwards wrote in Park’s manuscript. In light of these manipulations, the Sierra Leone Company’s own expeditions became even more crucial, since they could provide evidence of the region’s environment that was not likely to be undermined by duplicitous proslavery editors.57

But if men of science often relied on Cooper’s research, they rarely gave him, or Black and indigenous aides like him, recognition. To be sure, most travel narratives from the period mention the help of local aides, but they treat them as ancillary, rendered subordinate even when they made it into print. For his part, Afzelius often mentioned the Black settlers and natives who helped him, but only in his private letters. Writing to the Sierra Leone Company directors in 1794, he noted that the natives “at Anamaboo” had shown him the cotton seeds he included in the accompanying package; Mr. Kooda, “a Black man and from Gambia,” gave him medicinal herbs that natives used “with great success against cold, cough and all sort of rheumatic complaints.” Afzelius also wrote that natives supplied him with cola, yams, wild figs, and a new species of coffee, which, he told the directors, was “worth while” to cultivate.58

But men of science in Europe mostly ignored these contributions. Nowhere is this clearer than when looking at how the species Afzelia africana, named after Afzelius, received its formal scientific name. Afzelia africana remains the tree’s official name to this day, but local African ethnicities have many different names for it: in Yoruba, it is called bilinga; in Edo, apa; in Temne, kontah—itself a derivative of the common English name “counterwood.” Native ethnic groups have used the tree for everything from making djembe drums to creating a drug that promotes pregnancy. It is particularly good at resisting termites. Afzelius spent much time searching for various species of the Afzelia genus, and he almost always relied on indigenous inhabitants and settlers: a man named Amarah gave him a bark that the Susu tribe called Serig Baillee; Peter, his Angolan aide, found three different species in January 1796; on his expedition with Cooper, Afzelius noticed that indigenous Africans near Tooka Kerren used the tree’s bark, but for a ceremonial custom he could not understand.59

Afzelius probably hoped that one of the species might help cure the diseases that continued to fell settlers. He and Thomas Winterbottom, the colony’s chief physician in the 1790s, spent years experimenting with barks that they hoped might function as an alternative to Peruvian bark, the most common treatment for malaria at the time, but which the Spanish Empire zealously hoarded. In 1803 Winterbottom cautiously suggested that one of the barks they experimented with seemed like a promising alternative. The “African bark,” he wrote, is “an object of importance for us.”60 Ultimately, the African bark proved ineffective, but no doubt Afzelius hoped one of the species of Afzelia he collected might be used for some kind of medicine.

The naming of plants, whatever their potential uses, was significant: it conveyed a subtle but clear message about who and how scientific knowledge was created. Banks bolstered Smeathman’s scientific reputation by naming a species of plant he found near Sierra Leone after him (Smeathmania). Now it was Afzelius’s turn. Afzelius and John Gray, a former Sierra Leone official, exchanged several anxious letters about whether the bark samples Afzelius sent to England were all the same species. As the deadline approached for the formal naming, a panicked Gray wrote in 1798, “I am afraid the doubt about the Bark has not yet been cleared up”; if they were not all the same species, “we shall be more embarrassed in our researches.” Afzelius also sent samples to James Edward Smith, president of the Linnaean Society in London and the one in charge of naming plants. On January 8, 1798, Smith promised Afzelius, then in London, that the forthcoming issue of the Linnaean Society’s Transactions would include, “very soon,” the first official description. Smith kept his word; the 1798 issue of Transactions included the first appearance of the name Afzelia africana. All in Latin, the article names prominently the man who allegedly discovered it, the “celeberrimi” (celebrated) Afzelius.61 Yet there is no mention of Afzelius’s aides: not Amarah, Cooper, Peter, or anyone else. The omission was not simply about credit and intellectual honesty: it reinforced the notion that Africans were sitting on a mountain of untapped resources, resources that only European men of science could help them discover.

Afzelius’s scientific reputation was built partly on the work he did in Africa. But he failed to achieve the goal for which the colony’s directors had sent him. None of the crops or cures they hoped to profit from ever materialized: not the “specimens of African cotton” Thomas Clarkson’s brother, John, had requested; not the “blue Dye” that the wealthy East Indian merchant John Prinsep hoped to grow; certainly not the “African bark” and its purported healing powers. Part of the problem seems to have been the directors’ stinginess. Afzelius complained to them that not even the most talented botanist could grow plants with the second-rate seeds they had been sending him: the directors, Afzelius wrote, should “pay less attention to the cheapness of the seeds than to their goodness.” Another factor was the mismatch between the cultural preferences of the Black settlers and the colony’s London-based directors. The directors wanted Afzelius to experiment growing English foodstuffs in the hope that the colony might provide Britain with the food staples Britons preferred: cabbage, turnips, carrots, “English potatoes.” But Afzelius wrote that these crops “grew very well, but not so copious, large and dry as in Europe.” Black settlers grew their own foods—yams, cassava, red rice, black-eyed peas—all of which, Afzelius wrote, “seem to be in a thriving state.”62 The tropical climate obviously favored the foods that the settlers preferred, but in insisting that their English foods take priority, the directors wasted valuable resources.

But perhaps nothing impeded Afzelius’s scientific work more than the colony’s political instability. In September 1794 French sailors raided the colony, not long after Britain went to war with France. Seven French boats, in addition to an American slave ship, ransacked the colony, destroying Afzelius’s experimental garden in the process. “As soon as they got possession of the Governor’s and my house,” Afzelius wrote to the colony’s governor, Zachary Macaulay, “they went into the gardens cutting down and pulling up all the plants they either knew were useful or which had a showy appearance.” After the raid, Afzelius sailed to England, where his patrons promised to help him return. John Sims, a botanist and abolitionist, denounced the “mischievous” French and “American slave traders” who attacked him, telling Afzelius that he would soon send him “a case of Instruments” to replace the ones he lost.63

Conflicts between the colony’s Black settlers and white authorities—mainly the governor, Zachary Macaulay, and the Sierra Leone Company directors—also made Afzelius’s work difficult. The Black Nova Scotian settlers, who made up the majority of the colony’s inhabitants after 1792, felt cheated by their lack of political power and by the directors’ refusal to honor a guarantee of free land: “We want nothing but what you Promised,” wrote the settlers Cato Perkins and Isaac Anderson in a letter to the directors on October 30, 1793. When the authorities continued to charge rent, many were forced to work for the company’s public works, in effect turning over most of their wages to the white directors. To many, it felt as if they were slipping back into slavery. Tensions boiled over in June 1794, not long after Macaulay fired Scipio Channel and Robert Keeling, two Black settlers who worked for the governor, for threatening a slave ship captain who came into the colony. The colonists staged a protest to defend Channel and Keeling, which led Macaulay to station a cannon at his front gate, which in turn set off a day of rioting. The settlers continued to solicit the directors for help: “Our present Governor [Macaulay] allows the Slave Traders to come here and abuse us,” wrote Luke Jordan and Isaac Anderson on June 28, 1794, to the directors. “We are sorry to think we left America to come here to be used in that manner.”64

Afzelius left the colony in 1796, but the problems continued. In September 1800, several settlers, fed up with the lack of a political voice, wrote a new legal code, which the directors promptly dismissed. In response, fifty settlers—including George Washington’s former slave Harry Washington—staged an armed revolt. The new governor, Thomas Ludlam, recruited 550 Jamaican maroons, who had led their own revolt in the island five years earlier and had recently arrived in Sierra Leone, to put down the uprising. But between 1801 and 1808, the year the British government took over control of the colony from the Sierra Leone Company, political instability continued. Settlers struggled to gain power from the colony’s white authorities, African leaders attacked the colony when its directors reneged on agreements or encroached on their land, and slave traders stymied attempts at a “legitimate trade.” Whatever promise Afzelius’s research had held out, political instability ensured limited gains.65

Yet none of the realities prevented the colony’s directors from promoting Afzelius’s research. In fact, the Sierra Leone Company’s annual reports, published in England and the United States throughout the 1790s, made great use of his work. “It is hoped that some future benefit, either to the Company or colony, as well as some useful accession of botanical knowledge, may result from the labours of this gentleman,” they wrote in a 1794 report, in reference to Afzelius’s botanical experiment. They also included, in an appendix, the list of crops for which Afzelius had been bioprospecting: from the rice that grows “as luxuriantly as in Carolina,” to the sugarcane that, though not growing abundantly, “will thrive exceedingly, as soon as the land in which [the seeds] have been planted shall have been some time in cultivation.”66

Of course, the public was fully aware that things were hardly as good as the directors’ reports suggested. But much as the colony’s early founders had done, the new directors diverted blame away from themselves, focusing it instead on the settlers. The same reports that praised Afzelius’s work, for instance, ridiculed the Nova Scotian settlers for the colony’s problems. Rather than showing gratitude, the directors wrote in their 1794 report, the new settlers clung to “the false and absurd notions which the more forward among them have imbibed concerning their rights as freemen.” In 1801 the directors again blamed the settlers for low crop production, calling them “idle, turbulent, and unreasonable.” Abolitionist-friendly journals, like the Critical Review, embraced this view, attributing the colony’s struggles to the settlers’ unreasonable demands, such as the “right to nominate judges from among themselves.”67 Regardless of whether Afzelius agreed, his failure to publicly acknowledge the aid he received from settlers denied them an opportunity to prove the public slanders wrong. Afzelius would ultimately leave Sierra Leone with his scientific reputation intact, even improved. The settlers, meanwhile, would stay behind, struggling under the weight of dismissive directors and the high expectations that had been set by the colony’s scientific promoters.

Not all men of science blamed settlers or the indigenous population for Sierra Leone’s problems. The colony’s official physician, Dr. Thomas Winterbottom, stood out for the lengths he was willing to go to defend the settlers’ achievements and to promote the indigenous population’s potential to become “civilized.” Educated at the University of Edinburgh, Winterbottom arrived in Sierra Leone the same year as Afzelius, in 1792, and stayed until 1799. Only twenty-six when he arrived, he came with few of the attachments to slavery that many of his scientific predecessors had had. He had grown up in northeast England, in South Shields, a city that the Industrial Revolution was quickly turning into a hub for coal miners and glassmakers; his father ran an apothecary shop.68 A few years after he returned to South Shields, in 1799, he produced one of the most pro-abolitionist natural histories to that date. Published in 1803, An Account of the Native Africans in the Neighborhood of Sierra Leone made many of the same arguments that its predecessors had made: the favorable climate, the fertile soil, the peaceable natives.69 But Winterbottom’s text devoted far more attention to denouncing ideas about innate racial difference, ideas that were quickly gaining attention.

Winterbottom did not hide his motives. He opened his two-volume Account by highlighting his “hopes that [his work] may at least tend to remove some prejudices respecting its inhabitants, whose customs have, in various instances, been misrepresented.” He gave numerous examples of how the slave trade itself was impeding the spread of civilization—but also instances in which civilization had begun to progress, especially after Africans themselves prohibited slavery. He presented “remarkable proof” of a Muslim sect of Mandingos near Sierra Leone that had, seventy years earlier, ended slavery as a punishment for crimes. By the time he encountered them, “a great comparative degree of civilization, union, and security was introduced.” He then refuted several natural histories that cited instances of cannibalism, which slavery’s defenders used to show that Africans were hopelessly depraved. Winterbottom conceded that the authors of some of these texts were “highly respectable,” but he impugned their assertions of cannibalism on the grounds that they were based on hearsay. His evidence, by contrast, was based on “ocular demonstration alone.” Neither in nor around Sierra Leone, he observed, did “this horrid practice . . . exist.”70

Winterbottom’s most significant contribution was his defense of Africans’ innate equality. The emphasis on racial equality in part reflected Winterbottom’s training as a physician, but it also reflected the degree to which the debates over slavery had, by century’s end, generated increased scientific interest in studying biological difference. European professors of comparative anatomy, a new field at the time, were among the most prominent scientific thinkers to shape the era’s rapidly changing racial discourse. Though most anatomists insisted that Africans were part of the human species, and often denounced those who suggested otherwise, their work also suggested that physiological features—hair, lips, nose, and most significantly, the shape of the skull, seen as a proxy for intelligence—reflected a hierarchy of the human species. To be sure, the environmentalist framework still held sway, meaning that physical and mental differences were still seen as resulting from differences in climate and the natural environment. But the intensified interest in physiological differences meant that physical markers of difference could no longer be dismissed as superficial. As a result, men of science who wrote about indigenous Africans would increasingly have to dwell on physical differences.71

In An Account of the Native Africans, Winterbottom gave ample space to denouncing anatomists who he suspected were using their research to condone slavery. He took to task, for instance, Pieter Camper, a revered professor at the University of Groningen in the Netherlands, who argued that differences in facial angles confirmed the differences between the races, and whose research implied that Europeans sat atop the racial hierarchy. Though Camper publicly opposed slavery and insisted that the four main “races”—African, European, Asian, and American—were all part of the same human species, he described Africans as the least physiologically developed, closer to apes than to Europeans. The 1794 edition of his work, the first one published in English, suggested that, judging from his “assemblage of craniums,” there was a “striking resemblance between the race of Mon-kies and Blacks.” Winterbottom rejected Camper’s facial-angle theory, arguing that it “will probably not be found to stand the test of experience.” In his defense, he cited Johann Blumenbach, another leading anatomist, whose research showed that Africans had as many varieties in their facial features as Europeans did, and who argued that “the negroes, in regard to their mental faculties and capacity, are not inferior to the rest of the human race.”72

But Winterbottom could provide something most European anatomists could not: firsthand observations of indigenous Africans. From his own mea-surements, he showed that as much variety existed between the facial features of individual Africans as “is to be met with the nations of Europe.” He also denounced Camper’s belief that Grecian sculpture provided the objective baseline of beauty, which Camper used to suggest Europeans’ aesthetic superiority. The notion of an “ideal beauty,” Winterbottom countered, “never existed.” Winterbottom then attacked the racial research of William Falconer, a member of the Royal Society and once a close friend of Fothergill. In 1781 Falconer argued that the hot climate caused African minds to develop unevenly; like plants that grew too rapidly in the hot sun, Falconer contended, the brains of Africans matured too quickly, resulting in their inability to control their baser passions. To counter this notion, Winterbottom pointed to the educational achievements of young African students in Sierra Leone’s schools, concluding that “African children are no more inferior to English children than men in Africa below men of the same age in England.”73

Yet even as Winterbottom underscored the achievements of indigenous Africans, he occasionally presented them as far behind European standards. As a physician, Winterbottom focused considerable attention on African medicinal practices, devoting an entire volume of An Account to indigenous cures. If there was any doubt of the value of non-Western medical knowledge to Europeans, he cited Benjamin Rush’s own research on Native American medicine as proof of its worth. “Dr. Rush, who is so deservedly eminent as a physician and philosopher,” Winterbottom wrote, understood that “we are indebted to the experience of nations, more rude than those of Africa . . . for some of our most valuable remedies.”74

Despite praising certain African medicines, Winterbottom argued that their underlying theories and basic practices were still primitive. In Africa, he wrote, the functions of physician and priest, surgeon and sorcerer, were rolled into one, as was the case in medieval European practice. He viewed obeah, a West African healing practice that fused medicine and religion, as a form of witchcraft, one that “may be properly considered a mental disease.” Of course, Winterbottom was alert to the potential abuse of these statements, and he carefully noted that African medicinal practices, however primitive, were not that different from what many Europeans still believed in. For that matter, even Paracelsus—a revered sixteenth-century naturalist—“appears to have believed implicitly in the power of witchcraft.”75 Yet Winterbottom’s insistence that African healing practices represented a lack of civilizational development reinforced the belief in European superiority. In doing so, his work both justified a continued investment in the Sierra Leone experiment and obscured some of the root causes of the colony’s problems—most notably, European indifference, and even hostility, to indigenous customs.

Sierra Leone was hardly thriving in 1808, the year it became an official royal colony. Of its roughly two thousand settlers, almost no one grew commercial-grade crops, and most of its basic foodstuffs had to be imported. But for every story of despair, there were dozens more of settler enterprise. Take Mary Perth. A former enslaved woman in Virginia, Perth had earned her freedom by running to British lines with her daughter, Patience, during the War of Independence. After the war, she resettled in Nova Scotia and in 1792 struck out for Sierra Leone. She sailed to the colony with her husband, Caesar, and a daughter, Susan, but shortly after their arrival Caesar died. Yet Perth sol-diered on, opening a boardinghouse and a store and preaching in a local church. In 1794 she began working as a housekeeper and teacher in Governor Macaulay’s home, giving her students “simple but solid lessons of wisdom,” according to Macaulay’s private journal.76 For all the colony’s struggles, women like Perth ensured Sierra Leone’s survival.

But the colony’s scientific supporters played another important role, burnishing Sierra Leone’s image with their depictions of its natural abundance. A year after Winterbottom published An Account, the transatlantic abolitionist campaign was revived. By 1804 Napoleon’s conquests in Europe and his attempts to reestablish slavery in the French Caribbean had breathed new life into the British movement, turning support for abolitionism into something like a statement of patriotism. The resurgence of British abolitionism also gave a second wind to the American campaign, and, after years in abeyance, the SEAST and PAS renewed correspondence.77

Both organizations focused their energy on abolishing the transatlantic slave trade, not rallying support for Sierra Leone. But many individual American abolitionists began to explore similar colonization projects, hoping to encourage recently freed Black Americans to voluntarily resettle outside the United States. In 1805 Thomas Branagan, a white antislavery advocate in Philadelphia who had been inspired by Sierra Leone, argued for the creation of a free Black colony in the western frontier, seeing it as the only viable path to emancipation. The alternative—emancipating and “admitting Africans . . . to the rights and privileges of citizens,” he wrote—was “not only obnoxious to the judgment and principles of all advocates of slavery, but also a very large majority of the advocates for the emancipation of slaves.”78 Branagan’s plan was part of a wave of similar colonization schemes that proliferated in the early American republic. And as in Britain, these projects would count several of the new nation’s leading men of science as avid supporters.




FOUR

Trials in Freedom

The creation of Sierra Leone gave Benjamin Silliman hope. Appointed Yale’s first chemistry professor in 1802, Silliman grew up admiring the first generation of antislavery men of science, people like Rush and Priestley, both of whom he met while training to become a chemist in Philadelphia. But as he set about modernizing Yale’s curriculum, placing the sciences at its core, he quickly saw how dependent he had become on slaveholders. His former student John C. Calhoun, one of South Carolina’s wealthiest slaveholders and an eventual states’ rights champion, helped him launch the American Journal of Science in 1818, which soon became the nation’s premier scientific journal. To create Yale’s natural history museum, Silliman raised money from slaveholding alumni and collected minerals from deep within slave country. Silliman’s friend and fellow abolitionist William Maclure found himself in a similar situation. A wealthy British geologist who moved to Philadelphia in 1796, Maclure relied on slaveholders to house, clothe, and feed him on his many geological expeditions.1

As two of the early American republic’s most prominent men of science, Silliman and Maclure faced the uncomfortable position of being abolitionists who were deeply dependent on slaveholders for scientific patronage. The specific antislavery agenda they endorsed—colonization coupled with emancipation—had many antislavery supporters in the early nineteenth century, but as the one antislavery agenda Southerners might tolerate, colonization also offered these men a convenient political position. For Silliman especially, supporting colonization allowed him to cast his views as occupying a moderate middle ground, particularly when radical abolitionists began to reject colonization in the 1830s. Dependent on slaveholders to build the nation’s scientific institutions, both men learned to frame their antislavery views in ways their patrons would find least objectionable.

In the first three decades of the nineteenth century, colonization drew considerable support from antislavery advocates. Scholars have come to see colonization, once depicted as a proslavery ruse, as drawing support from a diverse set of figures—free Black leaders, northern white abolitionists, southern slaveholders—albeit for very different reasons. For some Black leaders, colonization provided an opportunity to prove Black people’s equality. By creating self-sufficient colonies, whether in Sierra Leone, Haiti, Central America, or along the western frontier, they might counter the image of Black servility and help build the case for citizenship. Other free Black Americans saw colonization, or emigration, as historians sometimes call Black-led colonization efforts, as a way to escape the nation’s suffocating racism. But Black supporters did not view all colonization plans equally. In 1817 roughly three thousand free Black Philadelphians famously rejected the help of the American Colonization Society (ACS), the nation’s leading and exclusively white colonization society, which created Liberia in 1821. Given the ACS’s refusal to explicitly tie colonization to emancipation, coupled with its heavy slaveholder membership, many Black Americans believed that the ACS would only deport troublesome slaves while keeping slavery intact.2

Northern white abolitionists supported colonization for different reasons. In the first decades of the nineteenth century, northern states enacted a host of laws restricting Black freedoms. In 1807 New Jersey become among the first northern states to bar free Blacks from voting. In 1818 Connecticut expanded voting rights for whites while simultaneously denying them to Blacks. In 1821 New York eliminated property requirements for white male voters while adding them for Black men. In the Northwest, new states such as Ohio (1803), Indiana (1816), and Illinois (1818) not only denied free Blacks the right to vote, they also restricted Black immigration through new laws called Black Codes. Legal discrimination only reinforced de facto discrimination. Free Blacks throughout the North were forced into the most menial jobs and denied access to white-run schools and churches. Those who sank into poverty and homelessness were treated like criminals. By 1810 in Philadelphia, free Blacks made up 45 percent of the city’s main prison population, despite numbering 10 percent of the general population.3

The first abolitionist societies tried to address these problems in part by patronizing free Black institutions. They hoped that by assimilating Black people through Black schools and churches, white people would gradually come to see them as equals. Nevertheless, several abolitionist societies—and many more individual members of them—simultaneously supported colonization as an alternative to these integrationist strategies. Some white antislavery supporters of colonization simply believed that citizenship should be reserved for white people, while others believed that anti-Black prejudice was so entrenched that Black Americans could achieve full freedom only outside the United States. Support for colonization could also be justified on purely pragmatic grounds. Many white abolitionists felt that fighting for Black citizenship alongside emancipation would doom emancipation altogether. Slave owners would never accept emancipation, they believed, unless they could be reassured that Black people would be removed from their midst once free. Whatever the rationale, white abolitionist support for colonization before the 1830s was undeniable. Though the Pennsylvania Abolition Society gradually distanced itself from the ACS, many individual PAS members—thirty-one in 1830—simultaneously joined or donated to the colonization society’s Pennsylvania branch. In 1829 the American Convention, the umbrella group for the nation’s white-led abolitionist societies, endorsed colonization on the condition that any plan be explicitly tied to emancipation.4

For Silliman, who joined the Connecticut branch of the ACS in 1828, the organization’s Liberia colony seemed like the best option. But other scientific thinkers backed less well-remembered colonization plans. In the 1820s Maclure supported a short-lived experimental plantation in western Tennessee, called Nashoba, which sent its enslaved laborers to Haiti. The plantation was created by Frances Wright, a fellow British émigré, science enthusiast, and early women’s rights advocate. Wright portrayed Nashoba as a model for emancipation; she hoped to show that if plantations were managed scientifically, and enslaved children given a science-based education, enslaved people would be more productive, which would enable them to purchase their freedom as well as the cost of their own removal. Though Nashoba was plagued with difficulties, Wright refused the help of the more conservative ACS. What united Silliman, Wright, and Maclure was not the specific colonization projects they supported, but their mutual support of colonization itself—as well as the belief that colonization could best be achieved with the support of science.5

In 1796, for his graduation speech at Yale, Benjamin Silliman composed a poem. Titled “The Negroe,” it depicted slavery in the most unsavory terms: “the uncur’d gangrene of the unreasoning mind,” he called it. Nine years later, in 1805, Silliman visited a slave ship anchored in Liverpool, an experience that left a searing impression. “Liverpool is deep, very deep in the guilt of this abominable trade,” he wrote in his memoir of the trip. Yet Silliman was in deep as well. To fund his college education, Silliman’s mother, Mary Fish Noyes, had sold two of the family’s twelve enslaved laborers. Shortly after he graduated, Silliman gained legal custody over at least one of them, Cloe. In 1802 Silliman considered separating Cloe from her husband, Iago, relenting only after Cloe and Iago protested. “Iago is determined to prevent it,” Silliman’s brother-in-law wrote to him in 1802, asking for his advice: “She says that she was yours.”6 Though Silliman was an antislavery Northerner, his ties to slavery were not uncommon. Like Franklin and Rush before him, many elite Northerners who became abolitionists either owned or hired enslaved laborers. But Silliman’s growing abolitionist sympathies would eventually pose a challenge to his scientific ambitions. As an idealistic college student, he probably cared little about what slaveholders thought of his antislavery views. But in the coming years, that luxury would vanish.

In 1799 Yale’s president, Timothy Dwight, asked Silliman if he would consider becoming the university’s first chemistry professor. At the time, Yale’s curriculum was geared toward the classics and theology, but Dwight wanted to modernize the curriculum and felt a new scientific professorship would help. Silliman could not refuse: “It excited almost as much surprise as if I had been named President of the United States,” Silliman recounted in his journal. To prepare, Silliman enrolled in the University of Pennsylvania, the only American university with a chemistry curriculum, briefly taking a course taught by Benjamin Rush. “His voice was musical,” Silliman recalled, “his diction clear and emphatic” (though he ultimately dropped the class, citing a heavy course load). While in Philadelphia he also met the aging Joseph Priestley. The two spoke at length at a dinner party hosted by Dr. Caspar Wistar, a university medical professor and future PAS president, and Silliman remembered the conversation as “very gratifying.”7

Silliman finished his preparation in Europe, attending chemistry and geology lectures at the University of Edinburgh. While in Europe, he also began building Yale’s natural history museum, a prerequisite for any serious scientific institution. Silliman was deeply embarrassed that, before his appointment, there had been only a “few minerals . . . in the drawers of the old Museum at Yale College.” So while studying in Edinburgh he began acquiring natural history objects, continuing the project upon his return to America. Building the museum, the origins of today’s Yale Peabody Museum of Natural History, became his first lesson in the messy realities of doing science in a slaveholding republic. His most significant American donor was Colonel George Gibbs, a wealthy Rhode Island slaveholder, mineralogist, and scientific patron. By 1805 Gibbs had amassed thousands of minerals from Europe, the East Indies, and China, among other places, creating a collection that became known as the Gibbs Cabinet. Silliman’s brother Gold Selleck Silliman Jr., a business colleague of Gibbs, arranged for his brother to inspect the collection when he returned from Europe in 1806. What Silliman saw astonished him: “What I now saw I had never seen before, excited in my mind a strong interest to see and examine the whole.”8

What he chose not to see was where Gibbs’s money came from. No northern state had closer ties to the Atlantic slave trade than Rhode Island, and no city fought harder to resist the 1807 slave-trade ban than Newport, Gibbs’s hometown. In the twenty years before the slave-trade ban, Rhode Island slave traders shipped roughly 40,000 enslaved Africans to the Americas, more than any other state, north or south. The Gibbs family invested in many of these slave-trading ventures and profited handsomely from their Newport rum distillery, which was dependent on slave-grown Caribbean sugar. Gibbs himself owned several enslaved laborers, most of them at his estate in Long Island, New York, and some in Newport. Rhode Island passed a gradual emancipation law in 1784, which promised to free all men born that year and onward at the age of twenty-one, and women at eighteen. But as of 1800 there were still 380 enslaved people in the state, 103 of them in Newport. One of them, Scipio, was owned by Gibbs and waited on Silliman while he inspected Gibbs’s collection. “An intelligent coloured servant, Scipio, was always ready to admit me,” Silliman wrote in his journal. Whatever displeasure this may have given Silliman, he kept quiet. His mission was clear: convince Gibbs that Yale would make a better home for the collection than Harvard, which Gibbs had offered the collection to first.9

Convincing Gibbs required delicate diplomacy. Gibbs demanded that Yale build a separate hall for the collection to lend it grandeur. When a Yale trustee balked at the request, Silliman had to convince the trustee of the enormous boost it would give the college’s reputation. Was there “not a danger that . . . these physical attractions will overtop the Latin and the Greek?” the trustee worried. Silliman replied: “Sir, let the literary gentlemen push and sustain their departments. It is my duty to give full effect to the science committed to my care.” Silliman won, the trustees relented, and Silliman was satisfied with the result: “This cabinet doubtless exerted its influence upon the public mind in attracting students to the College,” Silliman later recalled. What’s more, it attracted many prominent statesmen to campus (potential donors) as well as “trains of ladies.”10

The minerals on display, over twelve thousand in total, were more than teaching tools: they were entertainment, a marvel for the eye as much as the mind. There were quartzes of every imaginable shape, color, and size: violet blue amethyst, “apple-green” crystals, iron-infused minerals colored yellow, red, and “light rose.” But the beauty masked an unseemly reality. As Silliman and Gibbs added more and more minerals to the collection, they increasingly took specimens from places where slavery dominated, especially Brazil and the West Indies. Some also came from American slave country: “Red River, Louisiana,” Maryland, “good size pieces from Georgia, Tennessee and Virginia.” It is likely that enslaved laborers played a role in collecting them, too. Silliman occasionally went on collecting expeditions with William Maclure around New Haven, and he noted that Maclure “travelled in a private carriage with a servant,” probably a euphemism for enslaved laborer. When Silliman visited gold mines in Virginia in 1836, he described how he was “met with slavery everywhere”: they “were employed to crush the quartz for us in heavy iron mortars,” “they also broke the quartz from the veins.” He even recorded the sounds of an enslaved worker being whipped in the plantation he stayed on: “We heard through our open windows, the sharp reverberations of the lash rapidly repeated and accompanied by loud cries of distress.”11

By 1825 Gibbs no longer wanted to loan the collection to Yale: he wanted the college to buy it. He set the price at $20,000, roughly two-thirds of Yale’s annual revenue. Unable to pay for it themselves, the trustees initiated a fund-raising campaign, targeting their most affluent alumni—many of whom were slaveholders. Alumni from South Carolina, many of them plantation owners, made up the third-largest donor group, raising $700, trailing behind only New York and Connecticut alumni. John C. Calhoun, one of Silliman’s first chemistry students and a major slaveholder, was among the larger donors, pledging $100. “The loyalty of our alumni and the liberality of the friends of science of the College” made the purchase possible, Silliman remembered proudly. The Gibbs Cabinet also changed the way the sciences were taught at Yale. Silliman originally planned to use the collection for chemistry lectures. But as he began to label the minerals, students became interested in learning more about the study of mineralogy. By 1813 Silliman had began to teach “separate lectures on mineralogy and geology from the chemical course.” The Gibbs Cabinet thus not only raised the stature of Yale; it also changed the nature of scientific education—and none of it would have been possible without slaveholder support.12

The Gibbs Cabinet was not the only project tying Silliman’s scientific work to slavery. Equally important was his relationship with Eli Whitney, a fellow Yale alumnus, class of 1792. Though best remembered for inventing the cotton gin, Whitney earned most of his money from his gun manufacturing business. In 1798 Silliman lobbied Yale officials to sell university property to Whitney for a firearms factory he wanted to build; that same year, Silliman also wrote contracts for Whitney to sell firearms to the federal government. But the real benefit to Silliman lay elsewhere. The gun factory gave Silliman access to first-grade chemical materials, which helped his research. In 1808, for instance, Silliman walked to the factory to get a “tube of block tin, for the purpose of drawing, through an innocent metal, the soda water.” Even more beneficial was the access the factory gave Silliman to government patrons. As Silliman recalled, Whitney knew all the “leading members of both houses of Congress,” and as they came to New Haven to do business with Whitney, Silliman steered them to campus. The access Whitney’s factory gave Silliman to government patrons mattered because, at the time, the federal government generally funded only scientific projects with obvious practical value, such as surveys and continental expeditions. But the utility of natural history museums, of air pumps, pyrometers, and blowpipes—the stuff of academic science—was less straightforward. Therefore, Silliman’s support for the Whitney family (he took his son, Eli Jr., on the Virginia gold mine expedition), and his gun factory, especially, gave him access to the kinds of patrons that a mineral collection itself could not.13

Silliman’s support for Whitney also meant he was sometimes drawn into Whitney’s other business: the cotton gin. Patented by Whitney in 1793, the cotton gin solved a major bottleneck in cotton production. Picking seeds out of cotton fiber was time-consuming, a problem Whitney noticed firsthand while working as a tutor on a Georgia plantation after graduation from Yale. Whitney’s idea was to invent a machine that separated the seed from the fiber in a fraction of the time. Though much else contributed to cotton’s astronomical rise in the South—the seizure of Native American land, easy credit from northern and European bankers, the sheer violence involved in the expansion of the domestic slave trade—Whitney’s cotton gin was of undeniable importance. In 1791, two years before its invention, American cotton production stood at a paltry 2 million pounds per year; ten years later, in 1801, it was 40 million pounds per year. To meet the demand, slave traders dramatically increased the sale of human beings: in Georgia, where cotton plantations sprang up seemingly overnight, the enslaved population doubled between 1790 and 1800, to 60,000; in South Carolina, the enslaved population went from 21,000 in 1790 to 70,000 twenty years later.14

Silliman was loosely connected to Whitney’s cotton business. In 1799, after helping with the firearm contracts, Whitney offered to take Silliman to Europe “for the purpose of obtaining patents for the Cotton Gin.” (Silliman declined, citing his “youth and inexperience.”) Decades later, Silliman became a vocal advocate for the Whitney family, demanding that they see more of the profits from nationwide cotton sales. “Both justice and honor required that compensation should be made,” Silliman wrote in an 1832 obituary, published in the American Journal of Science. Whitney fought a long, losing battle to stop southern planters from counterfeiting his design, and though Silliman knew those “frustrated” profits came from slave labor, he ignored that fact and instead cast Whitney as a scientific genius robbed by a greedy, narrow-minded few. Only “the highest intellectual vigor—the brightest genius” could create Whitney’s cotton gin, Silliman eulogized, a fact that underscored the injustice of a man “not more than compensated . . . for the enormous expenses which he had incurred.”15

Whitney was not the only one whom Silliman relied on for government contacts. Silliman’s former chemistry students were helpful as well. Most significant was John C. Calhoun, who formed a close relationship with Silliman throughout the 1810s and 1820s. The son of one of South Carolina’s wealthiest slaveholders, Calhoun returned to his family’s plantation after graduating from Yale and soon embarked on a lifelong career in politics. By the late 1820s, Calhoun had become the intellectual architect of “nullification,” the legal justification for a state’s right to disregard federal laws it deemed unconstitutional. Though Calhoun’s states’ rights doctrine would later define his career, for much of the 1810s and 1820s he supported a strong central government. As a South Carolina congressman in 1815, he drafted a bill to create the Second Bank of the United States and pushed for internal improvements. When he became secretary of war under President James Monroe one year later, he turned that same nationalist impulse to a two-part enterprise: building up the nation’s scientific institutions alongside its military.16

Silliman became an obvious source of help. In May 1822 Calhoun wrote to Silliman, inviting him to inspect the science curriculum at West Point. Calhoun wanted to make sure that West Point graduates received an education in “all of the branches of the sciences,” and he said he would be “highly gratified to receive a report of your observations upon the actual state and progress of the institution.” Silliman happily obliged, issuing a report that same year. Calhoun had been an avid supporter of science for much of his career. As secretary of war, a position he held until 1824, he was a chief proponent for federally funded geological surveys of the western frontier. He also helped fund the American Journal of Science, which Silliman created in 1818 and edited from his Yale office. “The utility of such a work, particularly in this country, must be apparent,” Calhoun told Silliman upon receiving a prospectus in 1818; he had “every reason to feel the strongest gratitude to Yale College, and shall always rejoice in her prosperity.” Calhoun was also, of course, a Gibbs Cabinet donor.17

Silliman formed strong ties to other powerful slaveholders as well, including Andrew Jackson. By the early 1820s, Jackson was already a national hero for his military campaigns in New Orleans and Florida. But he was also a parent, and he occasionally relied on Silliman to get his foster child, Anthony Butler, a Yale student, out of trouble. In 1821, writing from his desk as military governor of Florida, Jackson pleaded with Silliman to readmit Butler after he had been expelled for bad behavior. That Butler acted with “impudence” Jackson did not deny, but the expulsion had taught him a lesson, Jackson wrote, and, if not overturned, it would harm “his future life and studies.” (While he was at it, he asked Silliman to “erase the sentence” from Butler’s record.) The close relationships Silliman formed with the nation’s slaveholding elites would influence his antislavery views. To varying degrees, men like Calhoun and Jackson provided the financial and social capital necessary to build up the nation’s scientific institutions. Rather than risk their patronage, he would advocate the only solution that elite planters found tolerable—colonization. That Silliman joined the ACS in particular was not surprising either. Founded in 1816, it counted Andrew Jackson as an early supporter, though he later distanced himself from the organization, as well as Benjamin Rush’s son, who was a charter member.18

Andrew Jackson, in fact, facilitated one of the most important federal commissions Silliman ever received, one that highlighted the challenges abolitionists faced when relying on slaveholders for scientific support. In 1831, during Jackson’s first presidential term, his treasurer “desired me to take charge” of a federal investigation into the nation’s sugar-making industry, Silliman wrote in his journal. The nation produced little sugar at the turn of the century, but the growth of a northern urban working class, increasingly reliant on inexpensive sugar-laced foods, coupled with slavery’s uncertain future in the West Indies, opened an opportunity. Between 1827 and 1831, sugar plantations in Louisiana, the nation’s main sugar-growing region, more than doubled, from 308 plantations to 691. The problem was that the technologies used by southern planters and northern refineries were woefully outdated. In 1830 Congress passed a bill ordering Jackson’s treasurer to study the issue and suggest “modern improvements.” Jackson’s treasurer put Silliman in charge, who in turn recruited several Yale colleagues, including faculty from “the chemical department of Yale College.” Silliman himself traveled with Yale’s natural history professor, Charles Upham Shepard, to plantations throughout the South. Yale’s president, Jeremiah Day, promised Silliman “any moneys which may be due” for his research. The government, meanwhile, paid Silliman the hefty sum of $1,200.19

Silliman must have thought twice: he was being asked to help an industry that was synonymous with slavery. Yet the prestige and the connections it would bring Yale, its scientific faculty, and science writ large ultimately proved irresistible. When he delivered his finished report to the Treasury Department in 1833, he was invited to the White House to dine with Andrew Jackson. Silliman in turn invited Jackson to see “the [Yale] Colleges, which he said he should be very happy to see.” But Silliman also fretted, during the two-year study itself, about the ways slavery hung over the whole project. Silliman’s unpublished letters to Shepard, written while he visited various plantations in 1832 and 1833, reveal Silliman struggling with the moral implications. In addition to the scientific questions he asked Shepard to investigate (“do they use any alkali?”; “do they use thermometers?”), he asked several moral ones as well: “The slaves on the sugar estates—do they appear hard worked, dispirited, and oppressed?” He then added, in a parenthetical whisper: “(Open your eyes and ears to every fact connected with the actual condition of slavery everywhere—but do not talk about it—hear and see everything but say little).”20

Shepard followed orders. Yet the planters with whom Shepard corresponded were hardly the backward, science-averse Luddites that abolitionists increasingly made them out to be. Quite the opposite: they were hungry consumers of scientific knowledge. “I could talk to you forever on the improve[ment] of Sugar,” one New Orleans planter wrote to Shepard, now back at Yale, on March 3, 1833. He asked Shepard to send an “able chemist . . . to investigate the properties of our cane juice,” adding that he “subscribed to no nostrum or discovery without knowing its basis.” Another planter thanked him for “leaving me your chemical Book” and hoped “god willing we shall meet early next fall if your business or affairs will permit you to leave the north.” Shepard also received at least one detailed response about the treatment of enslaved laborers, per Silliman’s request. Stephen Henderson, one of Louisiana’s largest sugar planters, provided detailed reports on everything from the number of enslaved workers he owned to how childbearing decreased an enslaved mother’s productivity: “A woman does no hard work for 6 weeks before and 6 weeks after her confinement,” he wrote. He added, “At 65 negroes are of no further value.” Silliman’s subsequent letters to Shepard are silent on the issue, making it impossible to know what he made of this information. But the early interest he took in enslaved people’s treatment shows that Silliman was keenly aware of the ways the sugar commission tied him to slavery.21

Silliman would ultimately use the report to insert a role for science in any solution to slavery. Titled Manual on the Cultivation of the Sugar Cane and published in 1833, the 126-page document carefully avoided mentioning the word slavery, but it presented the adoption of new technologies and alternative agricultural commodities as ways to reduce the reliance on slave labor. Central to Silliman’s advice was for planters to invest in a recently patented sugar processing machine—a steam-powered vacuum pan—in order to cut back on human labor. Invented in 1813, the vacuum pan was the brainchild of Edward Charles Howard, a British chemist and Royal Society member; it was intended to reduce the impurities and amount of sugar lost in the traditional cane juice–evaporation process. But American planters had yet to adopt it. Silliman insisted that Howard’s machine would both quickly pay for itself and, critically, save “considerable labor.” Of equal importance was for planters to adopt steam engines. “The greatest improvements of modern times,” he wrote, “is the introduction of steam and vacuum process into the plantations.” Silliman chided planters for their meager investment in steam engines: only 240 of Louisiana’s 691 sugar estates used steam-powered mills, he calculated. He then scolded planters for their hidebound ways: “The account given nearly forty years ago, by Bryan Edwards, the celebrated historian of the West Indies is, substantially, a statement of what happens to this hour.”22

Near the end of the report, Silliman suggested that beets and maple trees, if grown in the North, could provide an alternative to southern-grown sugarcane. “It would be a great national loss if our maple forests—now rapidly disappearing—should be finally extirpated,” he wrote. Advocating for maple and beet sugar carried an implicit antislavery message. In 1820 Silliman published an article in the American Journal of Science citing Benjamin Rush’s article from years earlier, which made the antislavery link explicit—maple trees grown in the free-labor North, Rush wrote, would reduce “the quantity of human suffering.” In Silliman’s memoirs, he seemed to delight in the implicit rebuke of slavery: “I called attention of the government to the cultivation of the beet and the maple trees for their sugar.” Yet the report itself was hardly the unabashed antislavery critique he remembered it to be. Even as he wove in implicit antislavery arguments, his refusal to use the word slavery explicitly spoke volumes. He alluded to the enslaved only when it was absolutely necessary, and only in planter euphemisms, calling them “the force” or “hands.” His reticence to use the word stood in marked contrast to his explicit discussion of wage laborers in northern refineries. Silliman praised paid sugar factory workers in the North, applauding their industry, sobriety, and “how patient and skillful” they were. Though he no doubt hoped that readers would intuit the message—wage labor was superior to slave labor—his fear of offending slaveholders made him circumspect. Soft scientific innuendo ultimately allowed him to placate his slaveholding patrons without compromising his principles.23

The most important speech Silliman made on colonization came in the middle of his investigation of the nation’s sugar industry, and it seems to have captured his belief that colonization offered the only antislavery position that would not jeopardize slaveholder support. Silliman delivered the speech in New Haven on July 4, 1832, speaking as vice president of the Connecticut Colonization Society, which he had joined four years earlier. While he called slavery “a national evil,” he also tried to curry favor with moderate slaveholders. He had their best interests in mind: “No person can be more sensible than myself of the great amount of personal excellence which is found in the states where slavery exists.” If Southerners did not free and remove their captives soon, he argued, they risked uncontrollable insurrections and the specter of a Black majority. He presented colonization as “the golden mean” between “two extremes”: diehard proslavery ideologues were on one side, and upstart radical abolitionists on the other. Only one year earlier, William Lloyd Garrison, a colonization supporter throughout the 1820s, sparked a seismic rift within white antislavery circles by insisting that emancipation be immediate, uncompensated, and unconnected to colonization, a position he adopted from Black activists. Garrison’s radical new approach to abolitionism, coupled with the proslavery backlash, allowed Silliman to depict colonization as eminently reasonable. It was irresponsible to immediately free enslaved people without first educating and Christianizing them, Silliman chided Garrisonians. “The prejudices of the country” would “forever, exclude them from social equality with the white.” In any case, slaveholders would never accept emancipation otherwise. “Cut off the hope of colonization,” he said, “and all the moral machinery for emancipation . . . will be clogged and crippled.”24

In making his antislavery intentions explicit, Silliman was keeping with the Connecticut Colonization Society’s larger mission. Unlike the national ACS organization, but like other northern ACS branches, the Connecticut chapter made gradual emancipation central to its colonization agenda. The Connecticut society’s inaugural address, published in 1828, said that colonization would “make abolition of slavery through the world a thing inevitable.” At the same time, it insisted that slaveholders’ rights be respected and forcefully rejected federal intervention. “The National Government has no control over the subject,” it wrote, “for the right of the slave-holder to his property is guaranteed by the very compact on which the National Government rests.” Like many white antislavery colonizationists, members of the Connecticut society hoped slaveholders could be persuaded to voluntarily manumit their enslaved laborers, and they kept faith in the good intentions of “benevolent masters.”25

Silliman hoped his speech would staunch more defections to Garrison’s radical antislavery wing. But his speech was also directed to related events in New Haven. In 1831 Black and white abolitionists tried to create the first college for free Black Americans near Yale’s campus. James Forten, then an aging leader of Philadelphia’s free Black community, published a petition arguing that the college would “cultivate habits of industry . . . while pursuing a classical education,” and planned for the school to be “located at New-Haven, Conn.” But a committee of city elders, including many Yale law professors and alumni, rejected the proposal. A Black college was “incompatible” with the town’s already existing educational institutions, the committee wrote. In addition, it was too closely associated with immediate emancipation—“an unwarranted and dangerous interference with the internal concerns of other States.” Silliman’s colonization speech was his attempt to manage these tensions. By insisting that one could be both antislavery and anti-integration, he offered those who opposed slavery a way to maintain their moral integrity without having to live with emancipation’s social consequences.26

Of course, Silliman’s rejection of Garrison’s radicalism and his insistence on colonization was a long time coming. For decades, he had worked with slaveholders to build Yale’s—indeed, the nation’s—scientific institutions. Whether the goal was to found Yale’s natural history museum, create the American Journal of Science, or win the prestigious sugar commission, slaveholders were an unavoidable source of patronage. By supporting colonization, Silliman was able to maintain his antislavery beliefs without offending his slaveholding donors. Even as Garrison began to radicalize more and more white abolitionists, Silliman remained a steadfast colonizationist, and he would remain one until the Civil War. When faced with the choice of appeasing his slave-owning patrons or embracing a newly radical antislavery agenda, Silliman chose the safer middle ground of colonization. For him and many other white antislavery Northerners, it was a most rational choice.

Silliman was not the only man of science to embrace colonization. His close friend William Maclure was another. Born in Scotland to an affluent family in 1763, Maclure spent his early adult years selling slave-grown Virginian tobacco for one of London’s largest merchant firms, Miller, Hart & Company. The work made him extraordinarily wealthy, and in 1796 he left Britain for Philadelphia, where he soon retired and shifted his attention to science. Like Silliman, Maclure played an outsize role in developing the nation’s scientific institutions. In 1817 he donated hundreds of books and minerals to the fledgling Academy of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia, an upstart rival to the more elite American Philosophical Society, and not long after was named president. In 1819 he was elected president of another scientific body, the American Geological Society, and he would spend the next decade contributing rare stones to Silliman’s Gibbs Cabinet, writing to Silliman in 1820, for instance, that a “cabinet of specimens” was on its way from Europe.27

Perhaps even more important was his scientific work along the western frontier. In 1825 Maclure invested in a utopian settlement called New Harmony, in Indiana, turning it into a hub of scientific research. The settlement gave him a population on which he could test his science-based educational theories, as well as a center from which to publish scientific and political works and outfit geological expeditions.28 It was also at New Harmony that Maclure met Frances Wright, who strongly influenced his antislavery views. Wright had recently set up her own experimental plantation, called Nashoba, about four hundred miles south of New Harmony, in western Tennessee. Like Maclure, Wright saw Nashoba as a social laboratory, populated with a captive labor force on which she could test her scientifically informed theories about education and labor management; she was guided by the hope that it would provide planters with a model for freeing and removing their enslaved laborers on their own, without government intervention and without losing a profit. Wright’s ruthless scientific management of her enslaved workforce convinced Maclure that gradual emancipation—coupled with colonization—would secure abolition’s success. Though Maclure and Wright kept their distance from the ACS, both saw colonization as the only means by which emancipation could be achieved. What’s more, both relied heavily on scientific knowledge to promote their antislavery projects.

Before Maclure met Wright, he was not very active in public debates over slavery. He had never joined an antislavery society, and he did not make his first public antislavery comments until 1817. Initially, Maclure may have felt muzzled by his business—buying and selling slave-grown tobacco. But he also may have been inhibited by his precarious position within the scientific community. When Maclure moved to Philadelphia in 1796, he was seen as a businessman, not a man of science. Rather quickly, he set about remaking his image, hosting salons in his Philadelphia home and inviting leading men of science to attend: the Comte de Volney, a French naturalist; Giambattista Scandella, an Italian naturalist. At one dinner, on March 1, 1798, the Polish poet Julian Niemcewicz recorded an “instructive and interesting” discussion about husbandry and agriculture, a conversation that “made the time fly by quickly.” But if Maclure wanted to gain real scientific credibility, he needed to publish, and the most important person in that regard was Thomas Jefferson. Elected president of the American Philosophical Society in 1797, Jefferson would hold the position for the next eighteen years, making him a nominal gatekeeper for the society and its journal, Transactions.29

Maclure and Jefferson formed a close bond in those years. Jefferson frequented Maclure’s salons, and when Maclure left for Europe in 1800, where he lived for the next eight years, he continued to foster the friendship. Jefferson appointed Maclure to a commission to settle the claims of American sailors against French pirates; Maclure used their correspondence to exchange scientific information. In a letter to Jefferson on November 20, 1801, Maclure gave a detailed report of the climate similarities between Europe and the eastern states, sending along cabbage, turnip, and beet seeds: they were “for you to make the experiment” and see whether they grew well in Virginian soil, Maclure wrote. He wrapped the seeds in “an abstract of the Kantian Philosophie,” which, though much in fashion, neither he nor anyone else seemed to understand: “I neither comprehend it nor have met with any one that appeared capable of explaining it.” Jefferson would have found Maclure’s casual disdain for high theory endearing. In the early republic, American men of science cast scientific theorization as the embodiment of European elitism. American science, by contrast, would privilege facts over theory—the embodiment of the nation’s democratic ideals.30

Maclure may have flattered Jefferson’s hope for a more democratic science, but he conspicuously avoided any mention of slavery. In the same letter that mocked the pretensions of Kantians, Maclure described new tobacco cultivation methods in Germany, and if there was ever a moment to explicitly attack slavery, this was it. But Maclure avoided the subject and stuck only to the facts, discussing how to improve the soil so that tobacco would not be such an “impoverishing crop.” Having not yet achieved scientific respect, perhaps he wanted to avoid offending the man who would help him attain it. Maclure’s courtship worked. In 1809 the American Philosophical Society invited Maclure to deliver a paper on the geological survey of the United States he had conducted the previous year. Published later that year, the report was not only Maclure’s first scientific publication, but also the nation’s first comprehensive geological survey, a milestone in the nation’s scientific history. After its publication abroad in 1811, Maclure secured a measure of scientific legitimacy. But unlike the expanded 1817 edition, which he published on his own, the 1809 Transactions edition excluded all political commentary. Instead, it simply detailed, in dry scientific prose, the main types of soil and mineral content covering the nation’s surface, and left it at that.31

Maclure was equally reluctant to mention slavery when he published another important geological survey of the West Indies in 1817. For the two years preceding its publication, Maclure explored the islands with the French geologist and illustrator Charles-Alexandre Lesueur. Maclure published their survey, Observations on the Geology of the West Indies, in the journal he founded for the Academy of Natural Sciences. (One year later, Silliman published it again in the American Journal of Science.) Like the 1809 U.S. geological report, the West Indies survey was meant to improve agricultural production by detailing the soil’s mineral content. Yet the West Indies survey made no mention of slavery—a glaring omission in light of the fact that Maclure had spoken about slavery with a planter he met on the expedition. In his unpublished journal from the expedition, Maclure recorded a story of “30 negroes on Mr. Grants plantation [who] were burned in their houses or scalded to death by the liquid mud and boiling water.” Everything surrounding the quote was published, except for the slavery anecdote. Perhaps Maclure felt including it would have been a distraction—or perhaps, like Silliman, he felt that mentioning slavery might offend his slaveholding patrons.32

Whatever the reason, Maclure did not keep slavery out of his scientific work for long. In fact, the expanded version of the 1809 U.S. geological article, which he published independently in 1817, represented Maclure’s first attempt to make a scientific case against slavery, albeit a subtle one. Much like the 1809 piece, the new version detailed the main classes of rock (and by extension the quality of the soil) that were found in the major geographical zones of the North American continent. Yet the new version, nearly six times as long, included explicit political commentary. Maclure tried to show how each region’s soil and topography supported, or could support, an independent yeoman republic. And the key axis he focused on was not horizontal, across the Mason-Dixon line, but vertical, up the spine of the Allegheny Mountains. The eastern half of the nation, north and south, was dominated by a primitive class of rock that made for poor soil and, by implication, provided a poor basis for a long-lasting yeoman republic. In contrast, the land west of the Allegheny Mountains was dominated by a nutrient-rich soil, “equal in magnitude and importance, if not superior, to any yet known.” As to the southeast, still the heart of the nation’s agriculture, Maclure conceded that certain parts of it had superior soil; but, he argued, too often it was exhausted by “so ruinous a system of culture”—by which he seemed to imply slavery.33

Maclure did not argue that the northeast was superior, however. On the contrary, he emphasized that, despite the modest advantages the original southern states had in terms of soil quality, the real trouble for both regions lay with the Atlantic Ocean. Exposure to the ocean meant that all seaboard states were exposed to the constant threat of invasion. That geographical fact made it likely that all states east of the Allegheny Mountains would be vulnerable to tyrannical politicians, since officials would forever be given to raising taxes for the purpose of funding an army. As Maclure put it, “The Atlantic states” would always be “liable to be governed by the few or the minority.” By contrast, lands west of the Allegheny Mountains were more likely to be “governed by the majority,” since they both were removed from the threat of invasion and had the Allegheny Mountains as a protective barrier.34 Maclure ultimately depicted the western frontier as the natural geological home of a future, freer American republic, a point made clear by the accompanying map. The map colored the entire landmass east of the Appalachian Mountains a wavy blend of pink, orange, and yellow, each color signifying a different class of rock; the west was entirely blue. The eye immediately sees the point: America’s future lay out west, all open blue, whereas to the east, the sun was setting.

Maclure also tacitly rebuked slavery in a short section about the Erie Canal. Construction began on the canal in 1817; it was intended to give free-labor farmers in the Midwest access to eastern and foreign markets. But Maclure opposed it on the grounds that, for it to be profitable, “slave states” would have to provide foodstuffs for northwestern farmers. Alternatively, the canal would require plantations, where “the labourers are slaves,” to take root in northwestern states themselves. Though Maclure’s condemnation of slavery was indirect, his point was clear: slavery was not worth the cost of the canal’s construction. Maclure’s antislavery comments were notable not just because he couched them in scientific terms. They were notable because he made them at a time when the national debate over slavery was still muted. Not until the start of the Missouri Crisis in 1819 would slavery provoke a nationwide debate. But Maclure seemed to be addressing an issue that flew just beneath the radar: slavery’s expansion into the Northwest Territories. Though Indiana’s state constitution, ratified in 1816, outlawed slavery, it would, like Illinois’s constitution two years later, allow enslaved people to remain in the state if their owners brought them in before statehood was achieved. In addition, lawmakers in both states found clever ways to permit slavery, most commonly by legalizing indentured servitude and extending the term of service for decades. By arguing, however modestly, that the very geography of the western frontier was naturally endowed to support free labor, that the future of American democracy depended on it, Maclure showed a willingness to critique slavery at a moment when few of his scientific colleagues would. In doing so, he glimpsed a nascent antislavery activism that would blossom in the decades to come.35

In the 1820s Frances Wright became a critical influence on Maclure, pushing him to take bolder antislavery stances. The two met in 1826 at New Harmony, Indiana, the utopian settlement that Maclure had become involved with one year earlier. In 1825 New Harmony, a settlement of about eight hundred mostly German immigrants, was taken over by Robert Owen, a British cotton manufacturer and social reformer already famous for his quasi-socialist ideas. Owen hoped to turn New Harmony into a model factory town, believing that the promotion of scientific research, free education, and communal ownership would make the settlement profitable and its workers model citizens. Owen enlisted Maclure to run the educational and scientific aspects of the settlement, and Maclure in turn asked Wright to teach at New Harmony’s school.36 Wright declined because she was already invested in her own social experiment—Nashoba—a plantation modeled on many of the very same scientific and utopian ideals that had inspired New Harmony. Wright’s meeting with Maclure at New Harmony marked a critical phase in both their lives. Over the next five years, the two would promote the idea that scientific reforms implemented on plantations could secure colonization’s success.
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Map showing the location of the Nashoba Settlement, ca. 1826.
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Born in Scotland in 1795, Wright was part a new generation of well-born, reform-minded European thinkers who saw the United States as a beacon of democratic reform. In her first published essays, written in the 1810s, she depicted the United States as a modern Athens, the epitome of enlightened democracy. But the persistence of slavery troubled her. After an initial visit to the country in 1819–20, she wrote to her friend Julia Garnett that she wished the South would “follow [the North’s] example” and free its enslaved population. Four years later, in 1824, when she moved to the United States, she committed herself to the antislavery cause. “This plague spot so soils the beauty of the robe of American liberty,” she told Garnett, “that I often turn in disgust from the freest country in the world.”37

Wright’s commitment to abolitionism was never in doubt, but her support for colonization as the best means to achieve it is seldom appreciated. In endorsing colonization, Wright was influenced by three powerful men. The first was the Marquis de Lafayette, who had mentored her in the 1810s and traveled with her to the United States in 1824. An early advocate of colonization, Lafayette spent decades trying to create his own free Black settlement. After the War of Independence, he asked George Washington if he would be interested in “Purchasing a small Estate Where We May try the Experiment to free the Negroes.” Washington declined, but Lafayette pushed forward. In 1785 he bought a plantation in Cayenne, on the northern edge of South America (modern French Guiana), hoping that his enslaved laborers would quickly be able to purchase their freedom and sustain a free Black settlement in its wake. The settlement struggled, however, and in 1802 Lafayette sold it. But he did not give up on the idea. In 1824 he considered turning land Congress had granted him in Florida into another free Black settlement, but again he changed his mind. Though the reason is unclear, he might have realized that it would have competed with the ACS’s Liberia colony, established three years earlier, and he probably did not want to trouble an organization that in 1824 named him to the “perpetual vice-presidency.”38

The second important influence on Wright was Thomas Jefferson. Wright saw Jefferson’s support for colonization as offering essential validation—not least because he was a respected slave owner and Founding Father. After visiting him at Monticello in November 1824, she suggested to Garnett that his advocacy of colonization, “sketched in the Notes”—Notes on the State of Virginia (1787)—reflected widespread planter attitudes, and that he was very “anxious” that “some steps . . . preparatory to the abolition of slavery” be taken soon. In the summer of 1825, as Nashoba took shape, she asked for Jefferson’s blessing: “I feel very anxious for your opinion,” she wrote. “Since my interesting visit to Monticello” she had been “engrossed by this one object.”39

Yet Wright kept her distance from Liberia and the ACS, which Jefferson supported, and instead believed that freed Black people should be sent wherever they wanted to go. In this regard she seems to have been swayed by a third figure, Jonathas Granville, a Haitian diplomat. In the 1820s Haiti’s president, Jean-Pierre Boyer, put Granville in charge of an immigration campaign aimed at attracting free Black Americans to Haiti. In the 1820s alone, between 6,000 and 13,000 Black Americans took up the offer, far surpassing the 3,160 Black Americans who emigrated to Liberia in roughly the same period. Wright met with Granville in Philadelphia in 1824, and he seems to have convinced her that Haiti was far better than Liberia, not least because Black Americans actually supported it. “The near vicinity of Hayti,” Wright wrote to Garnett after meeting Granville, afforded “a safe & convenient haven for the Black population of the U S.”40

Wright came up with a specific plan for how to run Nashoba after visiting New Harmony in the summer of 1825. New Harmony had gained international attention only months before, when Owen spoke to Congress about his utopian settlement the previous winter. New Harmony, Owen told Congress, would be run according to what he called the “new science of circumstances,” in which scientific principles promoting “virtue, intelligence, affluence and happiness” would guide every aspect of the community’s organization. Though Owen kept his distance from abolitionism—“their condition, in a great many respects, is much preferred to . . . a large majority of the working class,” he told a Cincinnati audience in 1829, referring to enslaved people—Wright left New Harmony convinced that his ideas about cooperative labor, scientific management, and a secular, scientific education could be adapted to Nashoba. “When I first visited [New Harmony],” she wrote to Garnett on June 8, 1825, “a vague idea crossed me that there was something in the system of united labor . . . which might be rendered subservient to the emancipation of the South.” By the end of the year, she had used money she inherited to purchase a few hundred acres fifteen miles west of Memphis, Tennessee, for her new plantation. Working with her sister, Camilla, she then bought eight enslaved people ranging in price from $500 to $1,500: Willis, Jacob, Grandison, Henry, Redick, Nelly, Peggy, and Kitty. At least three more were donated by a South Carolinian well-wisher.41

Wright’s announcement of Nashoba’s objectives displayed her earlier influences. Published on October 1, 1825, in the New Harmony Gazette, Wright’s “Plan: For the Gradual Abolition of Slavery in the United States” channeled Jefferson when it argued that planters would accept emancipation only if it was tied to colonization: it was “indispensable that emancipation be connected with colonization,” she wrote. The “Plan” also reflected her belief, akin to Owen’s, that for colonization to work, enslaved laborers needed to be reeducated in a “school of industry,” and have a “co-operative model” of ownership over plantation profits. That would increase productivity and, in turn, shorten the time to emancipation. But unlike Jefferson, and acting in line with Granville’s campaign and the preferences of many Black Americans, she rejected Liberia and argued that all destinations should be considered for colonization: “Independent of Hayti,” she wrote, there was also “the Mexican territory of Texas . . . and a fine region beyond the rocky mountains, within the jurisdiction of the United States.”42

Another important part of the “Plan” was its allusion to scientific management theories. By the turn of the century, northern factory managers, as well as southern plantation managers, began to keep detailed records of every aspect of a worker’s life—how long it took to complete a task; how much it cost to house, clothe, and feed laborers; how productivity changed with age—all in an effort to increase efficiency. Owen’s “system of united labor,” as he called it, applied scientific management principles to the entire community’s organization. At New Harmony, Owen required all children, boys and girls, to be educated in free schools. He offered payment in credits, not common currency, which were redeemable only at a communal store. Laborers worked in strict shifts, and in jobs that matched their age and skills. Most property would be owned collectively. Wright adopted New Harmony’s “co-operative labor” system, and she emphasized her plantation’s scientific management by including a detailed chart that calculated exactly how long emancipation would take if every planter adopted her system. By her estimate, it would take eighty-five years—which meant that slavery would have died out by 1910. But the chart’s deeper significance was that it helped demystify the emancipation process. By offering a detailed projection of how long emancipation would take if planters adopted her plan, she took abolition out of the realm of vague abstraction and into the realm of quantifiable reality.43

The initial results of Wright’s Nashoba experiment proved wanting. By the summer of 1826, several enslaved workers had caught malaria, as had Wright and her sister, Camilla. Once Frances recovered, she tried to salvage the project and turned to Maclure for help. The two met at New Harmony in the spring of 1826, almost by happenstance. Owen had lobbied Maclure to come to New Harmony, promising him free rein over New Harmony’s schools and the ability to use the settlement’s facilities for scientific research. Owen planned to build not only “a complete school, academy, and university” but also a hall with “lecture rooms [and] laboratories,” all of it designed by “men of great science and practical experience.” Maclure agreed to give it a try, leaving Philadelphia for Indiana on November 28, 1825, and arriving two months later. He brought with him some of the Academy of Natural Science’s luminaries—Charles-Alexandre Lesueur, a geologist; Thomas Say, an entomologist; Gerard Troost, a chemist and mineralogist—all of whom traveled together on a steamboat that Owen dubbed the “Boatload of Knowledge.”44

Maclure had little interest in the communal aspect of New Harmony, but the educational and scientific opportunities appealed to him. Like Priestley, Maclure embraced the Enlightenment belief in education, science, and the free flow of knowledge as the antidote to all social evils. If slavery was kept in place through ignorance, he wrote in an 1829 essay titled “Fear, a Concomitant of Slavery,” then education was its natural cure: “Knowledge of the reality dissipates the fear, and converts the craven passion into moral courage.” Or, as he put it in another essay, from 1826, channeling Francis Bacon, “knowledge is power.” Since the early 1800s Maclure had been funding experimental schools based on the ideas of Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, a Swiss educational reformer, who also believed in education’s redeeming power. Pestalozzi argued that children learned primarily through the senses, and that they would learn how to think abstractly if exposed to tactile experiences first—touching wooden blocks, seeing real trees, birds, fish. Language, thought, and complex ideas would naturally follow. He also prohibited physical punishment, arguing that the psychological scars of abuse would last a lifetime. Maclure saw a Pestalozzian school firsthand in Paris, and he had taken one of its teachers, Joseph Neef, back to Philadelphia to start a version of the school in America. When Maclure went to New Harmony, he took another Pestalozzian educator, Marie Duclos Fretageot, with the aim of putting her in charge of his new Pestalozzian school at New Harmony, the job Wright had turned down.45

Maclure’s planned school at New Harmony made a few important changes to the Pestalozzian model. First, students would be trained in a practical trade alongside more traditional subjects. Second, adults would have access to education as well and would be able to attend free scientific lectures given by the men of science who came on the “Boatload of Knowledge.” Third, and most important, scientific subjects would be at the center of the curriculum. “Natural history, ought perhaps to be the foundation on which instruction is bottomed,” he wrote in the New Harmony Gazette in 1828, “consisting of simple ideas obtained by the direct exercise of the senses.” Silliman helped Maclure promote the school, publishing “Maclure’s Outline, or Course of Study, for the New Harmony Schools” in the American Journal of Science. The outline emphasized the scientific curriculum, from “the children [who] are to learn mechanism” to the use of “a machine called the arithmemoeter” to learn arithmetic. The appeal of scientific subjects, in Maclure’s mind, was that they matched Pestalozzi’s theories. Like Pestalozzi, Maclure believed that true knowledge was arrived at inductively: fact before theory, sensory experience before abstract truths. In addition, Pestalozzi’s emphasis on early childhood education—and his concern that childhood abuse was particularly damaging—easily transferred to Maclure’s antislavery views. Expose “infant minds” to “the vices and propensities [of] slaves” and they might never recover, Maclure wrote in 1828, in an essay published in the New Harmony Gazette, which Wright helped edit.46

It would be up to Wright, however, to test these ideas on enslaved people themselves. By December 1826, no longer able to subsidize Nashoba with her own money, Wright gave legal ownership to, among others, Maclure, Lafayette, and Cadwallader D. Colden, a member of the New-York Manumission Society and a powerful New York politician. She then invited Maclure to Nashoba, who was “astonished at the order and good conduct of the Negroes,” he told Fretageot, calling it “a master piece of Logical reasoning.” Wright was equally taken with Maclure: “McClure . . . possesses one of the soundest heads I have met with,” she wrote to Garnett on December 8, 1826. Though no longer the legal owner, Wright still ran the plantation, and she immediately revised its organization, putting a school at its center. A “school for coloured children” would be a “principal part of the plan,” she wrote on February 24, 1827, in the abolitionist periodical Genius of Universal Emancipation, where a young William Lloyd Garrison would soon find work. She did not explicitly name Maclure’s school as her model, nor did she detail its curriculum, but Maclure’s influence was clear. Most important, Wright insisted that any new enslaved laborers come without parents. Nashoba would now be “an asylum for . . . negro children,” and “the formation of the school” its “most interesting and useful object.” “Children sent without parents,” she wrote, would be educated in the school and held in bondage until age twenty-one, at which point the profits from their labor would help fund both their “colonization” and “the expenses incurred for their education.” Though it is unclear how far she got with the school, Wright clearly relied on the idea of education, and the science behind it, to publicly promote her colonization agenda.47

In addition to the new educational focus, Wright continued to emphasize the larger scientific principles on which Nashoba would be based. Echoing Owen, who argued that societies could be scientifically engineered to maximize happiness and equality, Wright contended that her new plan would prove that human nature could be treated like any other branch of science: “Were human life studied as a science . . . it would soon appear that we are only happy in due and well proportioned exercise of all our powers, physical, intellectual, moral.” In the same essay, she ridiculed other abolitionists, particularly ones motivated by religion, arguing that their ideas were nothing more than “theories . . . unsupported by experiment.” It was a shame, she continued, that these moralists believed “our own species” was “unbecoming of experiment.” Nashoba would be different; it would base emancipation on scientific principles, not religious ones. Even if it failed, she wrote in a separate essay earlier that year, “an experiment, that has such an end in view[,] is surely worthy of a trial.”48

Wright’s scientific management and educational ideas certainly made her plan seem rational. But she also may have alienated potential allies with her outspoken secularism. Indeed, for Wright, part of the appeal of Maclure’s educational ideas was that they replaced religious instruction with a secular, scientific one. Wright believed religion was a smoke screen that blinded believers from seeing the true causes of their oppression, especially the most vulnerable. If given the proper education, however, they could see the source of their problems. In her revised plan, she prohibited religious instruction and rejected the formal aid of established antislavery organizations, whether the PAS or branches of the ACS, in large part because their religious moralizing “tended rather to irritate than convince” antislavery’s opponents. Religion did nothing to prepare the enslaved for emancipation, she argued, adding that it was far more important to give them a scientific education. “Liberty of the mind . . . can alone constitute a free man.”49 Yet Wright’s rejection of religion may have also contributed to Nashoba’s eventual demise. By rejecting religion, she may have alienated free Black supporters, for whom the church had emerged as a bedrock of Black activism. In addition, by attacking religion, she also risked the support of many other scientific allies, a fair number of whom, like Silliman, saw no fundamental conflict between faith and reason.

The one man of science Wright did not alienate was Maclure. Indeed, no one played a larger role in turning him into an outspoken abolitionist than Wright. Before their meeting, Maclure had attacked slavery only obliquely, as he had in his 1817 geological observations, but after meeting Wright, his antislavery activism grew more intense. Shortly after visiting Nashoba in December 1826, Maclure promised to start his own free Black colony. In 1827 he wrote in his will that one-third of all his wealth would be given to “establishing, maintaining, and supporting a colony of free coloured People on the lands in the vicinity of New Harmony.” Skeptical of the ability of men to run the settlement, he named “said Marie Duclos Fretageot and Frances Wright” its future directors.50 The colony, dubbed New Hope, never came into being, but it signaled Maclure’s willingness to distance himself from the more conservative ACS, as well as a new receptiveness to Black colonies generally still shunned by the nation’s elite whites.

From 1826 onward, Maclure wrote several antislavery essays for the New Harmony Gazette, and in them he often applied his ideas about working-class empowerment to enslaved people, seeing both groups in similar terms. His basic theory was that all societies could be divided into “two great classes”—the productive class and the nonproductive class—and that, through education, the laboring or “productive” classes could equalize the playing field. “The true original sin” that kept all laboring classes in their oppressed condition, he wrote in “Fear, a Concomitant of Slavery,” was the denial of “free schools for the education of the laborer.” Like the first generation of antislavery men of science, he emphasized that slavery was just as destructive to white people as it was to Black people. Anywhere white children were raised by Black nannies, he wrote in “Effects of Slavery on the Education of Free Children” in 1828, they developed all the bad habits of enslaved people: “abject submission, cringing flattery, and low, artful cunning.”51

Equally noteworthy was how he turned to geology—the soil and climate in particular—to make an antislavery case. In an essay published on March 1, 1826, he argued that America’s temperate climate made it naturally conducive to free labor and democracy. Unlike that in tropical climates, the soil of temperate regions could produce only so much food, he argued. The natural limits on production prevented tyrants from arising, whether politicians or slave masters, since they had no financial incentive. By contrast, tropical climates were more likely to promote tyranny—as well as “slavery with all its most degrading, and horrible features.” That was because the soil was inexhaustible, which enticed greedy “tyrants and masters” to create a permanent laboring class to till the land and maximize their own wealth. Maclure’s climate-based theory of labor was not new: Benjamin Rush had made a similar case decades earlier, and in 1825 Wright argued that Haiti and Mexico were particularly strong candidates for Black resettlements because, unlike the temperate United States, they had “a climate suited to the complexion of the negro race.”52 But for Maclure, the essay showed a new penchant for fusing science with antislavery. No longer tied to slaveholder patrons, he could now remake himself into an unbridled antislavery man of science.

Maclure’s antislavery views may have become bolder in New Harmony, but like Wright’s, his ideas still had more in common with the thinking of first-wave elite white abolitionists than with the more radical Garrisonian movement to come. Wright and Maclure may have rejected the ACS and taken more radical positions on other political questions, such as working-class rights and universal suffrage, but they still endorsed gradual emancipation and colonization, both positions fundamentally at odds with the rising new generation of antislavery radicals. Much like Rush, Franklin, and Wedgwood, Maclure and Wright believed that “benevolent” planters could be convinced of liberating their captives, especially if presented with rational, scientific arguments. And like that of those first-generation abolitionists, Maclure’s and Wright’s embrace of colonization paralleled their predecessors’ tacit support for a racially exclusive definition of citizenship.

By the summer of 1827, Nashoba’s future looked grim. The scientific management and educational ideas that Wright implemented seemed to make its enslaved captives only more recalcitrant. Wright had hired white overseers to act as both managers and teachers, but to the enslaved laborers it probably felt like a reimposition of slavery’s racial hierarchy. Meanwhile, Wright drew the ire of enslaved parents and children when she insisted on separating them, in keeping with Maclure’s educational ideas. Then, even though Wright banned corporeal punishment, she learned that while she was on a trip to Europe, one of the enslaved men was “to be punished by flogging.” But the final blow came in the summer of 1827. Newspapers reported that Wright’s sister, Camilla, had approved of an interracial nonmarital relationship, which caused a national scandal. Wright, it appeared, had gone too far, breeching the taboo against interracial sexual relationships, or amalgamation, as it was called.53

Yet Wright would not go down without a fight. In her final public defense of Nashoba, published in installments in February and March 1828, she denounced the nation’s racial caste system while also using Maclure’s educational theories to mask her own racial biases. Wright defended the interracial relationship at Nashoba, arguing that the real problem was white hostility to Black people: “The aristocracy of color is the particular vice of the country,” she wrote. Indeed, her defense of interracial marriage, as well as out-of-wedlock sex, in large part explained the vicious public backlash to Nashoba. Yet Wright did not only blame anti-Black racism for Nashoba’s difficulties. She also blamed her enslaved workers, using Maclure’s theory that, having grown up under the negative influence of slavery, they were nearly impossible to reform. “Raised under the benumbing influence of brutal slavery,” she wrote, her enslaved laborers were incapable of being “elevated to the level of society,” even after being taught the principles “of moral liberty and mutual cooperation.” In other words, there was nothing she could do—once a slave, always a slave.54

By the end of 1828, Wright was finished with Nashoba. The sex scandal led many sympathizers to distance themselves from the experiment, which prompted Wright to begin making plans to free the roughly thirty enslaved people then in her possession and resettle them in Haiti. Yet she would use the failure of Nashoba to her advantage. The notoriety made her an intellectual celebrity, albeit a controversial one, and educated Northerners and Southerners alike packed lecture halls to see this rare sight—a woman, speaking publicly, and increasingly about women’s rights. As the crowds grew and money poured in, she even went about building her own scientific institution. In 1829 she bought a church in Lower Manhattan and turned it into a secular forum for lectures on anatomy, natural history, arithmetic—in short, all matters scientific—and christened it the Hall of Science. She wrote to Maclure from New Orleans, in January 1829, about her “lecturing to the white and master population,” letting him know that she was preparing for the “removal of my colored people to Hayti.” Whatever sense of failure she may have felt about Nashoba, her lecturing and fund-raising for the Hall of Science provided a useful distraction. She felt that she was “in twenty places at the same,” she told Maclure, giddy if exhausted.55

Maclure moved on from Nashoba as well. The failure to implement his educational theories at Nashoba and New Harmony disillusioned him. By 1830 he had resettled in Mexico, writing to Marie Fretageot, still at New Harmony, that he had “lost confidence of being any public use to the instruction of the United States.” In Mexico, newly independent and, as of 1829, slave-free, he felt “more could be done for the general good.” To be sure, Maclure kept close ties with his scientific colleagues in the United States, including Wright. He instructed Thomas Say, who ran the printing press and laboratory he funded at New Harmony, to print his own geological works, and to adorn them with all the expensive scientific trappings—color plates, fine paper, embossing.56

Indeed, New Harmony’s reputation has been revived in recent years largely on account of its contributions to science. It became the center for scientific research in the expanding western frontier. The printing press run by Say (and, briefly, by Wright) and funded by Maclure published some of the nation’s most important scientific texts in the antebellum period. Lesueur went on to become the first curator of the Muséum d’Histoire Naturelle at Le Havre in 1845. Some of the period’s leading European men of science visited New Harmony, inspecting its natural history museum and laboratory, much as American politicians visited Silliman’s facilities at Yale. Among the visitors were Charles Lyell, the Scottish geologist who mentored Charles Darwin, and Alexander Philipp Maximilian, the Prussian prince and patron of Alexander von Humboldt. But New Harmony’s improved reputation must not obscure its scientific failures, the most significant being the inability of scientific management and scientific educational theories to emancipate the common laborer—slave or free—a shortcoming as evident at Nashoba as it was at New Harmony.57

Maclure may have left Nashoba, but he continued to publicly denounce slavery. He published several antislavery essays in the 1830s, using New Harmony’s printing press as his mouthpiece. He still rejected the ACS’s plan of sending freed Black people to Liberia—an idea “too absurd to be reasoned with,” he wrote in 1835—but he remained committed to the earlier generation’s gradualist thinking. In contrast to radical Garrisonians, he continued to support colonization and “gradual emancipation.” Perhaps, he argued, a separate state for free Blacks within the United States could accommodate white people’s racism: “there is room enough here for all, either as a distinct race or mixed.” Scientific ideas helped him bolster these arguments. The Ohio River Valley’s natural waterways, combined with ever-improving steamboat technology, he wrote, would drive down the cost of labor, rendering “slaves a loss instead of yielding a profit.” As enslaved people became better educated, they would no longer accept their subservient status: “Diffusion of knowledge brings both the parties”—slave and master—“nearer a par.” He then made an argument that would appear with ever more frequency in the decades to come: slavery was fundamentally at odds with science—it was a system “too great a contradiction with the arts and sciences of the present age.”58

Maclure’s evolution from a modest antislavery critic to a more strident antislavery man of science reveals the tensions abolitionists faced when reliant on slaveholders for scientific support. When he began his scientific career, he was dependent on slaveholding patrons to build his scientific reputation, and, like Silliman, he tamed his antislavery views in order to avoid offending them. Colonization provided a reasonable middle ground, allowing him to embrace some form of antislavery without alienating planter patrons. But once Maclure moved to New Harmony, he was no longer constrained. He was now his own scientific patron, funding his own research and newspaper. Wright, more than anyone else, pushed him to take bolder antislavery positions, and in her Maclure found a kindred spirit, someone who believed with equal fervor that the spread of scientific knowledge would help eradicate social inequalities. Like Wright, Maclure had come to believe that slavery could be solved like any other scientific problem: human relations could be managed scientifically. Running a plantation according to scientific principles and providing enslaved people with a free scientific education would ultimately hasten slavery’s demise, and at no financial cost to slaveholders. That free Black Americans might need to live out their freedom outside the United States was not, to this way of thinking, too high a price.
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The Technological Fix

During the first three decades of the nineteenth century, while American abolitionists experimented with colonization, their British counterparts pushed for a host of reforms aimed at lessening slavery’s harshness in their Caribbean colonies and ultimately ending slavery in them altogether. One point of focus was the continued promotion of free-labor settlements outside the Caribbean, which, among other things, might provide models for Caribbean planters to adopt. Sierra Leone still occupied abolitionists’ attention, but other tropical colonies acquired by the British after the Napoleonic Wars also drew their interest, particularly colonies in Java, Singapore, and Sumatra, all in Southeast Asia. Another initiative entailed lobbying European nations to ban the African slave trade in the belief that tightening the supply of newly enslaved people would encourage slaveholders to take better care of the ones they had. One last campaign, known as amelioration, focused on prodding Caribbean planters to improve the conditions of their enslaved laborers—including the use of labor-saving agricultural technologies—which abolitionists argued would ease the transition to emancipation.1

In all these efforts, antislavery men of science played a pivotal role. William Allen, a British chemist, Quaker, and pharmaceutical manufacturer, became deeply involved with the African Institution and the Anti-Slavery Society, the leading British antislavery organizations in the 1810s through the 1830s. Working closely with free Black leaders in the United States and West Africa, Allen supported a litany of scientific agricultural reforms in Sierra Leone, from providing settlers with new farming technologies and experimental seeds to lending advice in the emerging field of agricultural chemistry. In Southeast Asia, Thomas Raffles, a British botanist, abolitionist, and Royal Society fellow, penned an influential natural history of Java that presented the region’s climate and soil as perfectly suited to free-labor plantations. Yet even as these men of science lent the antislavery movement credibility, they struggled to explain why their chosen free-labor colonies underperformed; in the case of Sierra Leone, abolitionist elites in London ignored plausible explanations given by Black scientific aides in the colony, ultimately contributing to the failure of their own reforms.

By the 1820s, as Caribbean slaveholders resisted abolitionists’ push for gradual emancipation, enslaved laborers revolted, and a new generation of abolitionists demanded bolder action, Britain’s aging abolitionist elites shifted emphasis. Rather than encourage planters to adopt new technologies in order to hasten the day to emancipation, they blamed planters’ alleged refusal to do so on the institution of slavery itself. Echoing their Lunar Society predecessors, they argued that slavery was a disincentive to scientific and technological innovation—that slavery was, in a word, backward, a check on scientific progress. “In no one instance had slavery and the use of mechanical inventions existed together,” wrote the Anti-Slavery Society in 1825, adding that the very “use of slaves prevented the introduction of machinery.”2 The truth was, of course, more complicated. But the idea that science might solve the problem of slavery—that there might be a technological fix—proved seductive, and it would permeate antislavery discourse on both sides of the Atlantic for decades to come.

William Allen was born in London in 1770 to a wealthy Quaker silk manufacturer and began to teach himself chemistry when he was fourteen. Seeing his enthusiasm for the subject, Allen’s father apprenticed him to a pharmaceutical manufacturer, Joseph Bevan, in 1792, and Allen’s business and scientific careers quickly took off. The Linnaean Society named him a fellow in 1801, the Royal Society followed suit six years later, and the Royal Institution hired him to give public chemistry lectures. Meanwhile, in 1795 Bevan retired and named Allen his successor, and in no time Allen turned the company into one of England’s most prominent drug manufacturers. Long before his financial success, however, he immersed himself in the antislavery cause. In 1788 he wrote in his private diary that he hoped England would “put a stop to a traffic which is disgraceful to human nature.” Six years later, he met Thomas Clarkson, who became a lifelong friend. Allen helped edit some of Clarkson’s antislavery writings, and in his diary Allen cheered the passage of the 1807 slave-trade bill: “A glorious triumph!” he wrote. After the SEAST disbanded in 1807, its goal of abolishing the slave trade accomplished, Allen became a leader of its successor organizations: the African Institution (AI) and the Anti-Slavery Society (ASS), the latter the dominant society from the 1820s onward.3

Allen was morally invested in abolitionism, but he also had financial and scientific motives. Public acts of goodwill might reflect well on his pharmaceutical business, but even more important, West Africa stood to become both a potential market for and source of pharmaceutical products. Several Black settlers in Sierra Leone became critical aides to Allen in his search for new medicines. In 1811 a group of Black settlers founded a corresponding society, called the Friendly Society, whose goal was to help strengthen Sierra Leone’s commercial ties to Britain and the United States, and it was these men who would act as Allen’s on-the-ground aides. “I have sent you three specimens of medicine which you will accept as from a Friend,” wrote John Kizell, the Friendly Society’s president, in July 1812. He went on to describe in exacting detail how the indigenous population used each medicine: a plant called shargby had to be first “ground to powder,” then added to wine or water to control for fevers; mixed with gruel, it “gives good appetites.” The locals called another plant lee and used it to help pregnant women combat nausea. A local bark, after being seeped in brandy for “4 or 5 days,” helped cure consumption, a term used for a number of illnesses. Allen immediately recognized Kizell’s skill. “I have so much confidence in thy integrity and abilities,” he wrote to Kizell, in October 1812, “that I shall write to thee with the same freedom as to an old Friend.”4

Kizell was more than a passive conduit of indigenous medical knowledge, however. His ability to discern the subtle differences between mixtures, illnesses, and cures may have stemmed from an intimate knowledge of African healing traditions. Kizell was born in the Sherbro region of Sierra Leone in 1760, and when he was about thirteen years old, he was enslaved, shipped across the Atlantic, and purchased by a South Carolina planter in 1773. During the War of Independence, Kizell escaped to British lines, and as an emancipated Black Loyalist, he was ultimately resettled in Sierra Leone in 1792. Significantly, Kizell claimed that he was originally enslaved for practicing “witchcraft.” If true, then he might have actually been a practitioner of an indigenous healing tradition, which African captors increasingly used as an excuse to enslave people in order to feed the growing European demand for labor. Therefore, as someone versed in both African and European cultures, Kizell was probably not simply relaying indigenous knowledge to Allen, but actively translating it into a language Allen could understand. By omitting the spiritual dimensions of these cures and describing only what he knew Allen felt was legitimate—that is, the naturalistic elements—Kizell revealed himself to be an adept producer of scientific knowledge himself.5

The scientific partnership Allen formed with Friendly Society members extended beyond searching for medicines. Allen was also interested in corresponding about all matters of natural history: “I should like to know whether any person in the Colony capable of corresponding has a taste for Natural History,” he wrote to James Wise, a Friendly Society member, in March 1814. “My Philosophical Friend, T. F. Forster, a member of the Linnaean Society, request[ed] me to get one of my correspondents at Sierra Leone to procure for him a Box or two of the bulbous roots of some of your flowering plants.” Wise responded enthusiastically, “I am very willing to learn something of it,” asking Allen to send him “the 1st Vol. of Grove’s Dictionary of Arts and Sciences.”6 Here the natural history commodities Allen requested were for ornamental gardens with little commercial value. But their importance lay elsewhere. Exotic objects could help sustain the interest of the AI’s elite members, many of whom had a taste for natural history. Their patronage would strengthen the link between Allen and the settlers and in turn allow the settlers to gain a measure of control over their fate.

Allen suggested as much when he wrote directly to the Friendly Society, asking it for natural history objects for the AI’s president, the Duke of Gloucester, a nephew of King George III. The duke had requested “a specimen of African ingenuity or natural curiosities,” Allen wrote. The society’s members wasted no time fulfilling the request, sending Allen “8 leopard skins,” a two-pound “Tortoise shell,” and pearls, among other objects. In choosing items without explicit instructions, the Friendly Society’s members, all of whom had lived for long periods in either the United States or England, demonstrated a knowledge of natural history collecting. They may not have been considered reputable men of science at the time, but their ability to spot the valued item, to distinguish between the worthy scientific curiosity and mere junk, evinced a scientific eye every bit as discriminating as those of the patrons for whom they collected.7

Other scientific exchanges had clearer commercial value. For instance, Kizell sent Allen several different mineral ores, which could be mined and sold to build factories, bridges, and canals. After examining a sample of iron, Allen replied: “If you can find sufficient quantities of the magnetic Iron, it would perhaps turn out a profitable thing for you.” Allen’s correspondence with another Black settler, Henry Warren, followed a similar pattern: “What is the nature of the soil? Is it rocky, or stony?”; and when he dug down through the soil, “What comes next? Clay, Chalk, gravel or what?” Allen also asked settlers to go on expeditions into the African interior and describe specific climates, ethnic groups, soils, medicines, crops, and trading routes, the details of which could facilitate trade. Henry Savage, a Black settler born in England and trained as a teacher, began to write an ethnographic “account of the Timmanees,” which would, he assured Allen, provide a more honest view of “the true state of this country.” Savage stressed the “great pains in the collection of facts” that he went through so that Allen “may firmly rely on my observations,” demonstrating a subtle mastery of natural history writing’s rhetorical tropes. Savage hoped his “short account” would so impress Allen that he would fund a more elaborate expedition “to explore the interior of this country & examine its real extent, position, & local situation.”8

Unfortunately for Savage, Allen had another settler in mind. In October 1812 Allen sent Kizell explicit instructions and “a little writing paper” for him to use on his own expedition. Like all expeditions into the interior, it was extremely dangerous, but it was a testament to Kizell’s commitment to the mission—and, by extension, to science—that he agreed to it. He might “run the risk of [his] life,” Allen warned Kizell, but if he were to “keep a regular Journal,” he promised Kizell that he would publish it and forward him the profits. Kizell’s journal has not been found. But the one known letter he left about the trip makes clear that, like most abolitionists’, his motives were not confined to promoting antislavery. Just before the journey, on March 15, 1813, Kizell revealed to Allen that he had a personal motive: his uncle, he wrote, “wants me to go with him to my Country to see my Mother’s brothers and friends,” whom he had not seen since he was enslaved. “I do not wish that it may trouble you or any of your friends,” Kizell added; “That is my reason for informing you of it.” Allen understood. Kizell went.9

When Sierra Leone’s Black settlers agreed to help Allen with these scientific missions, they were not simply doing him a favor. As Black men, they may not have been accepted as the intellectual equals of whites, but they were no less capable of appreciating and valuing the things Europeans did—scientific knowledge chief among them. Like Allen, Sierra Leone’s Black settlers understood that knowledge about the region’s plants, mineral ores, geography, and indigenous inhabitants might help the colony prosper. Their racial identity may have prevented them from being formally recognized as men of science, but their eagerness to work with Allen evinced a tacit belief in science’s value. Mistrust and deception, paternalism and resistance, may have also characterized their relationship, but a shared sense of intellectual values and even mutual respect was in evidence too. Certainly, when it came to science’s importance to the colony’s success, Kizell, Warren, Savage, and Wise thought in terms similar to Allen’s: the colony’s future depended on it.

There were other Black men who understood science’s utility to Sierra Leone. Perhaps most critical was Paul Cuffe, who was born free in Massachusetts in 1759 to a Native American mother and formerly enslaved African father. As a sailor and merchant, Cuffe made himself into one of the nation’s wealthiest Black men, and in the 1810s he became a key ally to Allen and the AI in London. Cuffe has sometimes been depicted as a proto–Black nationalist on account of his support for emigration to Sierra Leone, but casting him in these terms obscures the intellectual world that partly shaped him: the Enlightenment world of white antislavery reformers. Cuffe supported emigration to Sierra Leone not as a kind of racially exclusive separatist project, but in the hope that it would integrate people of African descent into the “civilized” European world, the world of Christianity, commerce, science, and reason. “I see no Reason,” Cuffe wrote to Allen from Sierra Leone in 1811, “why they”—meaning indigenous Africans—“may not become a Nation to be Numbered among the historians’ nations of the world.”10

Like white antislavery elites, Cuffe believed that free Black colonies in Africa would enable Black people to demonstrate their equality. He believed, like white reformers, that slavery “degraded” Africans, preventing them from acquiring the Christian faith and secular knowledge they needed to show themselves the equals of whites. “Come, my African brethren and fellow countrymen,” Cuffe said upon first greeting Sierra Leone’s settlers in Freetown in 1811, “let us walk together in the light of the Lord,” and we “may become a people.” When he returned to the United States to attract potential settlers, he implored Black audiences to “act worthily of the rank you have acquired as freemen.” Celebrating the Franklin-esque virtues of industry, frugality, and education, he instructed Black parents to teach their children “reading, writing, and the first principles of education.” He was convinced that if Black people acquired the enlightened, industrious habits that he had himself, whites would come to accept them. “By your good conduct alone,” he said, “you can refute the objections which have been made against you as rational and moral creatures.”11

White abolitionists in the United States recognized a kindred spirit. In 1808 James Pemberton, the former president of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society—who, years earlier, had solicited Banneker’s almanacs—asked Cuffe if he would work with the AI to recruit free African Americans to resettle in Sierra Leone. Cuffe had once distanced himself from Black causes, but he now took them up with gusto. And yet neither the protection of his white patrons, his own wealth, nor his growing public stature could prevent him from being treated like any other Black man. As he sailed back to the United States from his first trip to Sierra Leone, in 1811, a Royal Navy ship stopped him. The political context was the embargo between Britain and the United States, but Cuffe knew the real issue was race: “The pretense,” Cuffe told Allen, was that on board with him were four “Africans . . . which I did not take away without the Governor’s leave.” The naval officer assumed they were enslaved on account of their color, and he ordered Cuffe to sail back to the colony so that the governor could sign off on the trip. No amount of fame could guard Black men from these routine indignities.12

Cuffe brooked these humiliations with equanimity, however, and they only deepened his commitment to Black uplift. The problem was that he had few models to turn to for what it meant to be Black. A collective sense of Black identity, or even Black identities, was still taking shape, and a key institution that would help facilitate a collective sense of identity—an independent Black press—would not emerge until the late 1820s. In consequence, Cuffe relied on descriptions of Africa written mostly by white people, ones that filtered depictions of Africans through a European lens. Interestingly enough, the accounts he probably read were written by naturalists. Cuffe may have read Henry Smeathman’s Plan of a Settlement to Be Made Near Sierra Leone (1786), which could be found on the shelves of Newport’s African Union Society library, whose members Cuffe befriended. And he certainly had read Mungo Park’s Travels in the Interior Districts of Africa, re-edited by the AI in 1815; one year later, Sarah Howard, a free Black woman in the United States, wrote to Cuffe to ask if he would open a Black school in Massachusetts and requested a book on geography. Cuffe sent her the “History of Parks Travels.”13

Cuffe never pretended to be a naturalist. But he knew that becoming conversant in the idioms of natural history—how to describe the soil, climate, and geography; how to collect the enticing natural curiosity—would help secure the support of white patrons. In the summer of 1811, after his first brief stay in Sierra Leone, Cuffe sailed to England to meet Allen and other AI leaders. He made a point of describing the region’s natural environment in terms Allen would appreciate. Allen recorded in his diary that Cuffe told him that “the country about Sierra Leone is remarkably fertile, and that sugar cane would grow there as well as in the West Indies.” The “coffee grows wild,” and, Cuffe added, “cotton, indigo, and rice are indigenous.” It was as if Cuffe had taken a page from Smeathman’s Plan of a Settlement. Indeed, Cuffe’s Brief Account of the Settlement and Present Situation of the Colony of Sierra Leone, published shortly after his return to the United States, reads much like Smeathman’s pamphlet. “Its soil is generally productive,” Cuffe wrote, emphasizing how, along with the temperate climate, Sierra Leone was “well calculated for the cultivation of West-India and other tropical productions.”14

Like the Friendly Society’s members, Cuffe also presented the AI’s members with natural curiosities. “I made the Duke a present of an African Robe, a letter box and a Daggar,” Cuffe recorded in his private journal, “to Shew that the Africans” were capable of “mental Endowments.” Cuffe’s choice of objects was intentional, as he noted exactly what he wanted these objects to demonstrate: innate African intelligence. But the items he chose also suggested that he knew his hosts’ intellectual preferences. Thomas Clarkson, who, with Allen, hosted Cuffe throughout the summer of 1811, had famously relied on natural history objects to prove West Africa’s economic potential. During the first slave-trade debates, between 1788 and 1792, Clarkson carried around an “African box” replete with woven textiles, daggers, a cotton loom, and seeds, all signs of the region’s capacity for legitimate trade. Importantly, Clarkson’s African box was rooted in his own fascination with natural history and science in general. He studied mathematics at Cambridge, wrote anonymous reviews of natural history books, and, in his 1808 history of the anti–slave trade crusade, used the geographic image of a river, with its many rivulets branching outward, to illustrate the growth and spread of the antislavery movement.15

Clarkson would have therefore been impressed with Cuffe’s selection of items. But when it came to the ways science might help Sierra Leone, Cuffe did not limit himself to curiosity collecting. He also invoked the word science as often as he could. When Cuffe spoke to the AI of his method of teaching sailing to Sierra Leone’s settlers, for instance, he repeatedly called it a science. Cuffe probably knew that many non-Western cultures had a sophisticated knowledge of nautical navigation. On both sides of his family—his Wampanoag mother, his Akan father—navigation had a rich history. But when writing to Allen, he chose to talk about navigation in a specifically European, scientific way. He routinely referred to the skills he was teaching the colony’s Black settlers as the “science of Navigation,” emphasizing how his student-sailors had become “well versed in arithmetic.” The implicit message for Allen was that his students were receiving the best, most “scientific” training around. Cuffe’s efforts paid off. After spending several weeks with Cuffe in 1811, Allen wrote in his diary, “Clarkson and I are both of the mind” that “through the means of Paul Cuffee [sic]” the chance “for promoting the civilization of Africa . . . should not be lost.” The AI even began describing Cuffe in the press as an “enlightened African”—a phrase that evoked a certain learned, scientific worldliness.16

Cuffe’s embrace of scientific practices and idioms was not simply for show. He seems to have genuinely believed in the utility of science and technology to Sierra Leone’s success. Cuffe’s own wealth stemmed from his mastery of mathematical skills as well as his investment in modern agricultural technologies. His sailing logbook is filled with precise calculations of the wind’s strength, its speed in knots, and the flow of the ocean’s currents. As he sailed from Sierra Leone to England in May 1811, he recorded wind variations of “1 ½ point westerly”; he calculated that the distance left to travel, measured by using the “1/2 k[not] current setting W.W 120 hours give 60 miles S. West,” was 231 miles; by June he estimated a latitude of 15°49’, and longitude of 23°10’. He also invested in an expensive gristmill.17 Cuffe did not have the privilege of a formal education; everything he knew he acquired through sheer will and everyday experience. But rather than spurn science and the newest machinery, Cuffe came to admire these modern tools. He did so not only to impress his patrons, but also out of what appears to have been a genuine belief that Africans would become “civilized” if they embraced Western modes of thought, science included, as their own.

One of the AI’s highest priorities was to implement scientific agricultural reforms in Sierra Leone, whether that meant encouraging the use of labor-saving machinery, using insights from agricultural chemistry to reduce soil exhaustion and maximize yields, or experimenting with new seed varieties. In all these efforts, Cuffe proved an enthusiastic aide. In August 1811 Allen told Kizell to be on the lookout for experimental seeds he had sent with Cuffe. (He also asked Kizell to send back plants related to “any other subject of Natural History.”) In 1813 Cuffe petitioned Congress for a license to send agricultural “machines” to the colony: any day, Allen wrote to Wise, Cuffe would be sending “a Rice & Saw Mill” and “also a Waggon.” Allen himself was a serious student of agricultural chemistry, an emerging scientific field aimed at making agriculture more efficient—and one that would become a key battleground in the antebellum debates over slavery.18

Allen spent years corresponding with the Friendly Society and imperial botanists about ways to improve Sierra Leone’s agricultural output. In 1814 he asked the Friendly Society for a list of “agricultural instruments” they needed, and he inquired about the progress of the sawmills and rice mills they were constructing. He received “seed & roots from this part of India” from Captain T. P. Thompson, a naval captain with a taste for natural history who described India’s climate as “not very different from that of Sierra Leone.” William Roxburgh, a physician and botanist living in Calcutta, sent yet more seeds to Allen, who passed them on to Kizell. Allen eventually published these exchanges in the AI’s annual reports, using them as a kind of scientific propaganda—evidence that scientific know-how was being used to improve the colony’s productivity. In 1809, for instance, the AI printed a lengthy letter from Roxburgh that highlighted his shipment of coconut seeds, the “justly famed Teak,” and the “Cajaputta oil-tree,” among other tropical commodities, to Sierra Leone. To underscore the scientific nature of this work, the letter noted that the results of these agricultural experiments—planting Indian crops in West Africa—would soon be published in the Transactions of the Society for the Encouragement of Arts.19

Though the scientific contributions of Cuffe and the Friendly Society were seldom acknowledged publicly, they were crucial to the scientific work being done in Sierra Leone. When they participated, they were not simply appeasing the whims of their white patrons, either. They seem to have believed, as their white patrons did, that implementing scientific agricultural reforms, that exploring West Africa’s interior, and that learning the “science of Navigation” would improve Sierra Leone’s chances. White society may have refused to see these men as scientific equals, but that did not stop them from behaving like ones. And on occasion, their white scientific allies privately afforded them a degree of scientific respect. Just before Cuffe departed England in 1811, Allen “presented him with a telescope.” It was as if Allen was saying, through the coded language of scientific instruments, that Cuffe was one of them: an enlightened man of science.20

The image abolitionists began to craft of Sierra Leone—that it was being remade into a modern, scientific colony—contrasted with the reality. For one thing, many of the new technologies Cuffe and Allen tried to ship to Sierra Leone were held up by Congress. Materials for the mills and wagons were sent at precisely the moment that the United States and Britain began fighting what became known as the War of 1812. Cuffe sent several petitions to Congress asking for special permission to continue working with the British colony, but he was repeatedly rebuffed: in June 1812 Cuffe wrote to Allen, “It is growing very hazardous for me to keep this path open.” Another obstacle was the AI’s deep mistrust of Sierra Leone’s Black settlers. The Friendly Society tried to explain to Allen that the colony’s paltry agricultural output was due not to the settlers’ laziness, as several AI members seemed to believe, but instead to the prejudices of the colony’s white merchants and officials. “They care not a copper for the colony nor for no Black man,” Kizell wrote to Allen on February 14, 1814. “They endeavor to keep us down below the rank of freemen.” Allen was not convinced. “We can assure you that the complaint here,” Allen wrote to the Friendly Society on August 11, 1815, “still is [that] these people”—Black settlers—“are not at all disposed to cultivate their land.” Clarkson echoed him: in 1819 he terminated the AI’s relationship with the Friendly Society “because the Friendly Society,” he wrote privately, has “never attended to that which was intended to be the great object of the intercourse between us.”21

The implementation of scientific agricultural reforms was also impeded by an influx of liberated Africans to the colony. In 1808 the British Royal Navy began to resettle hundreds of freed Africans—captured and emancipated as part of the British effort to enforce the Atlantic slave-trade ban—in Sierra Leone. Between 1808 and 1811, the number of liberated Africans in the colony—1,991—surpassed Sierra Leone’s entire population in 1802—1,917—and the colony’s rapid growth made it difficult to maintain stable agriculture. Yet another factor limiting the colony’s agricultural output was Allen’s erratic advice. Every few months he encouraged the settlers to grow a different commodity on the basis of its price in English markets, which fluctuated constantly. First it was coffee, then tobacco, then, as war broke out with the United States, cotton. “Its price under the present circumstances with America is extravagantly high,” Allen giddily wrote the Friendly Society on November 23, 1814. Yet Allen behaved as if the seasonal cycles of crops did not exist, as if the natural rhythms of hoeing, planting, watering, and waiting could immediately be switched to match the vicissitudes of global markets.22

Cuffe also overestimated African American support for emigration. The best he could do was attract 38 African American settlers to the colony in 1816 out of a free Black U.S. population that had numbered 186,000 in 1810. Cuffe’s difficulties may have stemmed in part from his willingness to work with the American Colonization Society, which Philadelphia’s free Black community famously rejected in January 1817, the year Cuffe died. Many free Black Americans also had family members who were still enslaved, and they did not want to leave them behind. For other Black Americans, the United States was the only home they knew, and still others had not yet given up on the idea of a multiracial republic. And while it is impossible to prove, some may have detected in Cuffe’s underlying philosophy too heavy an emphasis on assimilation. After all, Cuffe routinely argued that Black people needed to embrace white culture in order for whites to accept them—and that included an embrace of science. By emphasizing what Black people had to change about themselves, rather than what white people had to change about how they viewed Black people, Cuffe might very well have contributed to emigration’s failure.23

In the 1820s, as the Royal Navy intensified enforcement of the slave-trade ban, more and more military and government officials poured into Sierra Leone. As a result, British officials increasingly took over the job that the AI had been doing throughout the 1810s—promoting scientific expeditions. Like abolitionists, British officials hoped these expeditions would facilitate Sierra Leone’s transformation into a lucrative trading post and open up new markets for the colony’s agricultural goods. Regardless of whether the colony’s new bureaucratic class was genuinely invested in abolitionism, it presented the slave trade as an impediment to Africa’s commercial development, and abolitionists were therefore eager to support its members’ scientific endeavors, at least to a point. If nothing else, promoting Sierra Leone as a base for expeditions could turn public attention away from the colony’s economic shortcomings and offer hope for a more promising future.24

The AI’s most important effort to promote the colony as a prime site for expeditions occurred in the 1810s. In 1815 the organization published the unfinished journals of Mungo Park, a revered Scottish explorer and physician who led a heralded African expedition in 1798, but who died on his second mission seven years later. The AI obtained his journals and published excerpts in its annual reports that looked favorably on abolitionism; the AI was keenly aware of the boost Park’s scientific reputation would bring to the colony. An AI report from 1813 reprinted quotes from Park’s journals, ones that extolled the “fertility of the soil of Africa,” and called the Gold Coast “quite favorable to the production of coffee.” It even highlighted how, according to Park, Africans in the interior were far more civilized than the “inhabitants of the coast.” The reason, Park explained, according to the report, was that the “baneful influence of the Slave Trade” corrupted coastal Africans, and that the “advantages derived . . . from the sea and navigable rivers” provided an escape for at least some of them into the “interior parts of Africa,” where they remained untouched by slavery’s degrading influence. The fully edited Park journal that the AI published separately in 1815 expanded on this theme. The deeper one traveled into the interior, it read, the more civilized Africans became. (The AI editors referred to this phenomenon, ingeniously, as Africa’s “moral geography.”)25

Equally noteworthy were the lengths the AI went to to discredit the editor of Park’s earlier journal: Bryan Edwards. A distinguished man of science himself, Edwards was also a Jamaican slaveholder who published Park’s 1798 journal in large part to undermine the antislavery cause. The Edwards version of Park’s journal suggested that European slave traders were neither the cause nor the chief instigators of the slave trade. Rather, the journal argued that European enslavers were saving Africans from an even worse fate—life on their own barbarous continent. Edwards claimed to be quoting Park directly when his version of the journal read, “My opinion is, the effect would neither be as extensive nor beneficial, as many wise and worthy persons fondly expect.”26

The 1815 journal published by the AI tried to counter the image of Africa shaped by Edwards’s edition of Park’s journal. The AI edition printed interviews with Park’s relatives that attested to his antislavery bona fides and cast doubt on Edwards’s integrity. Edwards “came forward on every occasion as an advocate of the planters,” the introduction notes; “his first object must have naturally been to gain the services of Park in the direct support of the Slave Trade.” It also assured readers that the new journal would not be subjected to the same biases that tarnished the Edwards edition. It would include none of Park’s alleged “opinions,” only his “facts,” which, it added, supported slavery’s “opponents”—the abolitionists. Ultimately, the AI hoped the new journal would encourage more expeditions by publicizing tantalizing discoveries that Park’s premature death prevented from being known. For instance, the AI edition includes evidence of Africans’ sophisticated dyeing and cloth-making skills, which suggested that, with further research, Africans in the interior might make viable trading partners. The AI’s separate annual report for 1815 also noted that, in the wake of its newly published Park journal, patrons were rushing to fund their own expeditions, in the hope of finding “further discoveries in the interior of Africa.”27

By using Park’s journals to encourage further expeditions, the AI was taking a risk. Successful expeditions might be a useful distraction from the colony’s economic troubles, but they also might attract people to the colony who had little interest in abolitionism. British officials could exploit explorers’ discoveries to promote an imperial agenda in Africa that had little to do with ending slavery; explorers could undertake expeditions simply for fame. In other words, science might momentarily conceal Sierra Leone’s problems but eventually overtake its core mission. Whatever the risks, the AI took them. In 1816 it celebrated the government’s decision to fund several new expeditions, ones that would, it wrote proudly, “follow up the important discoveries of Mr. Park.” Many of these expeditions were led by military officials based in Sierra Leone, and the AI touted their findings in part because several explorers attacked the slave trade in their work. While these expeditions lent scientific legitimacy to the antislavery movement, they simultaneously encouraged Britain’s imperial expansion in Africa. After all, explorers were trying to determine whether the African interior was a potential source of wealth and, by implication, worth colonizing. Rather quickly, then, the line between promoting abolition and promoting empire became blurred, and scientific expeditions helped muddy the line.28

The first government-sponsored expeditions ended in failure: several explorers died from disease and others failed to gain access to the interior. But events began to turn around once private patrons, encouraged by the AI’s reissued Park journal, started funding expeditions of their own. Most revealing were the expeditions funded by the African Company. A former British slave-trading firm, the company began to take an interest in expeditions after the ban of the African slave trade, and perhaps its most important expedition was Thomas Edward Bowdich’s in 1817. Bowdich’s narrative, titled Mission from the Cape Coast Castle to Ashantee (1819), portrayed Africans in the interior as highly sophisticated, the surrounding region comparably healthy, and its geography favorable to trade. The implicit purpose of Bowdich’s narrative was to entice British officials to turn the Gold Coast, the African Company’s base and the region Bowdich explored, into the colonial seat of Britain’s nascent West African empire—a direct challenge to British abolitionists, who hoped Sierra Leone would serve that function. Yet the rivalry with abolitionists did not prevent Bowdich from championing the anti–slave trade cause. On the contrary, he understood that fighting the slave trade in Africa would flatter Britons’ collective sense of virtue and, more practically, potentially endear indigenous Africans to British officials. The ethnic groups Bowdich met in the interior had a “disagreeable impression of us,” Bowdich wrote, adding that they believed all that Europeans wanted was enslaved Africans. Making matters worse was the “inconsistent and selfish” behavior of “the different European powers” that continued the slave trade. This made it more difficult to trade in anything but slaves, he argued, the money simply being too good.29

Bowdich’s expedition begat others. In 1822 Alexander Gordon Laing, a British army officer in Sierra Leone who was previously stationed in the West Indies, received a commission from the colonial governor to explore the interior. Like Bowdich’s narrative, Laing’s work, published in 1825, emphasized the importance of enforcing the slave-trade ban in order to promote a “legitimate and honest trade.” It also underscored how Britain’s implementation of the slave-trade ban ingratiated Africans to the British: British enforcement, Laing wrote, was “rapidly obtaining for Great Britain an influence in this vast continent.” He even included a lengthy exchange he had had with the king of the Soolima people, Assana Yeera, to illustrate the point. “Ah . . . you En-glish are good people,” Laing recorded Yeera as telling him. “You do not wish to see Black men in trouble . . . you do not sell them; you put them down at Sierra Leone, give them plenty to eat, plenty of cloth, and you teach them to know God.”30

Explorers often highlighted the scientific benefits of their expeditions, all in an attempt to make them appear more noble, regardless of whether they brought material gain. Bowdich wrote that his expedition shed “much light” on “Natural History and Physical Science.” In 1821 the Royal Gazette and Sierra Leone Advertiser, Sierra Leone’s official government newspaper, noted that another recent expedition was “of the highest interest to science,” and that Laing’s mission would “benefit . . . geographical science.” In 1822 the Royal Gazette touted the astronomical observations of Edward Sabine: “The results will unquestionably prove beneficial to the interests of science.” Scientific accomplishments in Sierra Leone also helped burnish résumés. Sabine became president of the Royal Society. Dixon Denham, leader of an 1821 expedition, was inducted into the Royal Society in 1825 and appointed governor of Sierra Leone in 1828. The collective effect was to make Sierra Leone seem not only morally, but intellectually, virtuous—a gift to science as much as to humanity.31

Occasionally, abolitionists attacked explorers for disingenuously co-opting the antislavery cause. One antislavery writer took Bowdich to task for claiming to support slave-trade abolition yet obscuring the fact that his expedition was funded by former slave traders, the “African Company.” Kenneth Macaulay, an abolitionist and governor of Sierra Leone in the mid-1820s, cast doubt on Laing’s work after proslavery writers cherry-picked parts of it to discredit Sierra Leone. Laing was “brought up in the West Indies,” Macaulay wrote, so “may [he] therefore not unreasonably be supposed to have had prejudices against the colony?” For abolitionists, the problem was not that the slave-trade ban had become unpopular, but that it had become too popular: even those with little interest in full emancipation found something to gain in championing slave-trade abolition. British officials in Sierra Leone were even using the ban as an imperial bargaining chip, offering African nations help in suppressing the slave trade in exchange for more territory. Though a diverse set of nations—the Igbo, Ashantee, Fante, and Yoruba—successfully stalled colonization for decades, abolitionists’ early support for scientific expeditions provided British imperialists with just the right amount of moral and intellectual cover.32
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Much as Britain’s abolitionist elites contributed to the colonization of Africa, they played a similar role in the East Indies. Abolitionists were particularly vital to the colonization of modern-day Indonesia, Singapore, and Malaysia—part of an archipelago anchored halfway between Australia and India that came under British control in the 1810s. Elite abolitionists hoped that these regions could, like Sierra Leone, become an alternative location for free-labor plantations—once, that is, the region’s indigenous form of slavery was eradicated. The challenge for abolitionists was to limit the damage that public knowledge of a preexisting form of slavery might do to their cause. In this regard, men of science stationed in the East Indies became exceedingly helpful—no one more so than Thomas Stamford Raffles, a botanist, colonial official, and antislavery advocate.33

The British East India Company named Raffles its lieutenant governor of Java in 1811, the year the company took control of the island from the Dutch and became Britain’s de facto government. Raffles held the position for six years, and though the British exchanged Java for other East Indian settlements in 1817, the scientific research he conducted on the island, and the anti–slave trade measures he enacted while there, became touchstones for abolitionists throughout the 1820s. In 1817 Raffles published a natural history of Java that included a robust defense of Britain’s humanitarian policies—abolishing slavery above all—and in turn made Britain’s presence in the region seem less like a colonization project and more like a humanitarian intervention. In the text, titled A History of Java, Raffles wrote that his mission as lieutenant governor was “to uphold the weak, to put down lawless forces, to lighten the chain of the slave,” and to promote “humane institutions.” When touting the antislavery reforms he enacted while governing, he thanked abolitionists for their support: his own antislavery policy, he wrote, “took for its basis the principles of the African Institution.” Raffles in fact worked closely with London abolitionists. In a private 1819 letter to Wilberforce, an AI founder, Raffles reiterated his support for “the cause of the slave,” and in another letter he described how the spread of Islam in the region seemed to extend slavery’s reach—“May not therefore the spread of the Gospel go hand in hand with the Abolition of the slave trade?” When Raffles returned to London in 1824, Wilberforce, Raffles, and their wives, Sophia Raffles and Barbara Wilberforce, spent many evenings together, and Wilberforce continued to praise Raffles’s “public spirit & Philanthropy” in their private letters.34

To be sure, Raffles often exaggerated his antislavery accomplishments. When he arrived in Batavia, the capital of Java, in 1811, he discovered a massive slave system. In 1814, the nearest date when numbers are available, there were 14,239 enslaved people in the city, which had a total population of 47,217. Ten years later, in 1824, the city’s enslaved population had declined by 1,753, partly on account of Raffles’s reforms, which included an annual tax on all enslaved people over the age of eight, a complete slave-trade ban, and a registry for all enslaved people on the island. And yet that drop paled in comparison to the 20,392 decline between 1788 and 1814. In other words, slavery had been declining at a much faster rate under Dutch rule than it did under Raffles’s reign. Raffles’s private correspondence also revealed him to be a highly cautious abolitionist. In 1812, for instance, he advised a Royal Navy official not to aggressively enforce his own slave-trade ban, lest he alienate the local slaveholding elites. If Parliament showed great concern for West Indian planters’ property rights, Raffles wrote to the officer in explanation, “How much more delicately situated must not the government of a newly captured island be?”35

Enforcing antislavery policies required more delicacy than Raffles let on, but he relied on a host of scientific arguments to promote those policies to the broader public. Among the most critical was his reworking of a common explanation for slavery rooted in natural history. Hot climates, naturalists had often argued, made indigenous populations lazy, which in turn made them vulnerable to enslavement by a small elite. In A History of Java, however, Raffles “shifted the blame” away from the tropical climate, as one scholar recently argued, and ascribed slavery’s existence to the islands’ previous Dutch and Chinese rulers. The native population had not known slavery until the Dutch and Chinese arrived, Raffles argued, adding that “the Europeans and Chinese alone” held slaves in the region.36

In truth, slavery was indigenous to Southeast Asia, but it differed markedly from the enslavement of Africans in the Americas. In traditional Southeast Asian societies, master and enslaved had mutual obligations to one another, which was not the case in the New World. In addition, Southeast Asians did not treat enslavement as a permanent, hereditary status, conferred only on outsiders, but as a temporary status reserved for their own communities. And perhaps most important, slavery often functioned as a social safety net in the wake of natural disasters. Earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanoes frequently left Southeast Asians without homes, families, or food, and thus, when natural disasters struck, the most vulnerable willingly sold themselves into slavery to obtain these basic needs. The very structure of Southeast Asia slavery, in other words, stemmed partly from the natural environment—the exact opposite case Raffles was trying to make.37

To be sure, Raffles did not entirely fabricate the idea of slavery being in some way “foreign.” When he arrived in Java, the Dutch were, proportionally, the largest slaveholding class (while the local Chinese elites owned the greatest number of slaves). Most slaves were from neighboring Southeast Asian islands, not Java itself. Moreover, by the turn of the nineteenth century, Dutch and Chinese slaveholders had begun to transform slavery from a status that could be shed within one’s lifetime to one that was intergenerational and treated as another form of property—it was becoming, in short, less indigenous and more European. Thus, when Raffles arrived, he would have seen a sizable Southeast Asian population being enslaved by “foreign” elites, and in a way that mimicked European-style slavery. But his insistence on Britain’s benevolent intentions—to say nothing of the embellishments of his own antislavery record—belied whatever claims he might have made to objectivity.38

Divorcing slavery from its environmental origins was not the only way Raffles used natural history to help abolitionists: presenting the region’s environment as ideal for agricultural production was another. The soil was Java’s “grand source of wealth,” he wrote. The “sugar-cane, the cotton tree, and the coffee plants, here flourish in great luxuriance. . . . No area of land . . . in any other quarter of the globe, could exceed it.” Fears of natural disasters were also exaggerated: volcanoes, far from posing a risk, accounted for the soil’s “extraordinary fertility.” He did not deny the frequency of earthquakes, but he downplayed their danger: European settlements “have never sustained any serious injury from them.” Raffles also went to great lengths to discount negative perceptions of the disease environment. Most tropical environments, from the West Indies to West Africa, had been notoriously known in Europe as a “white man’s grave.” But Raffles insisted that Java’s mountains and extensive coastline created constant “sea breezes,” which blew away the hot, stagnant air that was so conducive to tropical diseases. He not only included exact temperature measurements to prove Java’s comparatively cooler climate; he also relied on the best “professional men”—physicians, natural historians, botanists—to further legitimate his claims. “In point of salubrity,” these men asserted, according to Raffles, Java was equal to “the healthiest parts of British India, or of any tropical country in the world.”39

One of the men of science Raffles relied on was Thomas Horsfield, a former student of Benjamin Rush. Born in Pennsylvania, Horsfield was a physician and botanist who left the United States for Java in 1800, for unclear reasons; once there, he worked as a physician for the Dutch East India Company, then for Raffles and the British East India Company when they took over. Though Horsfield does not appear to have been directly involved in abolitionist politics, he embraced the general humanitarian ethos that suffused Rush’s teaching—the idea that science should serve humanitarian ends. He dedicated his University of Pennsylvania medical dissertation, a chemical analysis of poison sumac completed in 1798, to the physicians who trained him, including Rush. Medical research was a quest not for “wealth or grandeur,” Horsfield wrote on the dedication page, but for the “more solid and durable pillars of science and humanity.” Raffles, not long after meeting Horsfield in Java, published his research in Transactions of the Ba-tavian Society of Arts and Sciences, a scientific journal he created as lieutenant governor of Java. He also sent copies to scientific journals in Europe: “The papers of Dr. Horsfield are highly interesting to science,” wrote the editors of the Royal Institution’s journal, of whom William Allen was a member, in 1817.40

Raffles used Horsfield’s research to discredit a long-held rumor: that the East Indies was infested with a poisonous tree that made the islands virtually uninhabitable. (Ironically enough, Erasmus Darwin helped popularize the myth—“the hydra-tree of Death,” he called it in 1789.) Raffles tried to refute “the very extraordinary tales told of this tree” by citing Horsfield’s research on the plant in A History of Java. Having conducted more than twenty experiments with the plant’s sap on various animals, Horsfield was confident, Raffles wrote, that all the fantastical claims were “founded in fiction.” In addition, Raffles used Horsfield’s research to back up his claims about the soil’s fertility and the potential discovery of new medicines: several plants Horsfield discovered, Raffles wrote, would probably “become most valuable articles in general medicinal practice.” Horsfield thus added scientific credibility to Raffles’s research, and in the process he helped Southeast Asia seem like a viable region for free-labor alternatives to Britain’s Caribbean plantations.41

In A History of Java, Raffles repeatedly argued that East Indian free-labor plantations could replace slave plantations in “the West Indies,” but he pressed the point even more aggressively in private letters with AI leaders. Some of the most engaged abolitionists were naturalists themselves, like Edward St. Maur, the Duke of Somerset, a member of both the AI and the Royal Society and later a president of the Linnaean Society. “Our advantages over the West Indies are not only in soil, climate and labour, but also in constant markets,” Raffles wrote to Somerset on August 20, 1820. He then highlighted the promise of his own scientific experiments with tropical agriculture: “I am attempting to introduce the cultivation and manufacture on the same principle as in the West Indies,” he wrote, adding, “I find that sugar-work may be established here at less than one-sixth the expense which must be incurred at Jamaica.” No longer lieutenant governor of Java, Raffles was writing from Bencoolen, an old British outpost in nearby Sumatra. But his arguments echoed the ones he had made from Java—that if Britain colonized Sumatra, officials could both prevent slavery’s expansion and use the local population as paid labor. “I cannot help regretting that the public attention is not turned to the advantages which may result from colonizing this part of Sumatra,” Raffles wrote to Somerset. “The Chinese and natives would be the manual labourers,” and the “abolition of the slave trade” would “effectively destroy” the ability of slavery to take root.42

Britain’s abolitionist elites embraced Raffles as one of their own. In 1817 the AI proudly reported on Raffles’s efforts to abolish the slave trade, collect seeds, “promote the cultivation of the soil,” and “introduce amongst the Inhabitants [in Java] beneficial medical discoveries.” In 1823 Thomas Clarkson pointed to Raffles’s experiments with sugar cultivation in the East Indies as proof of profitable, humane alternatives to Caribbean slavery. Indeed, Clarkson wrote, colonizing and employing the indigenous population would be “a blessing to the Natives.” In 1828 the Anti-Slavery Reporter again referred to Raffles’s History of Java to highlight the many viable alternatives to West Indian slavery.43 And yet in doing so, abolitionists enmeshed themselves ever more deeply in Britain’s imperial project. The British never seized Sumatra, but in 1822 they took over Singapore, naming Raffles governor. British abolitionists did not view these colonization efforts as anathema to their humanitarian mission, but rather as essential to it: by encouraging free labor in the East, they could undermine slave labor in the West. Men of science were essential to this mission. Men like Raffles and Horsfield provided the scientific evidence abolitionists needed to make free-labor plantations in Southeast Asia seem like viable replacements for Caribbean slave plantations—plantations that abolitionists would increasingly depict as scientifically backward.

Promoting free-labor colonies in the East Indies and West Africa was a vital component of British abolitionism in the early nineteenth century, but no less critical was the promotion of amelioration reforms—that is, attempts to improve the conditions for enslaved people in the Caribbean itself. The most well-known reforms included the outlawing of whippings, creating a slave registry, mandating a weekly day of rest, and providing enslaved people with Bible instruction, but one understudied reform was abolitionists’ insistence that planters adopt scientific agriculture, especially the use of labor-saving technologies. In the first two decades of the nineteenth century, abolitionists argued that adopting modern agricultural technologies would make slavery not only more efficient but also more humane. Sympathetic men of science aided them by publicly testifying to modern technology’s benevolent influence, but amelioration stalled as planters learned to co-opt reforms to serve their own interests. Over time, abolitionists shifted emphasis, arguing not that planters needed to adopt technological reforms, but that slavery itself was an impediment to technological innovation.44
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Of all the technological improvements that abolitionists promoted, plows received the most attention. Throughout the Caribbean, enslaved people typically used hand-held hoes to plant sugarcane, rather than relying on animal-drafted plows. Abolitionists tried to convince planters that using plows would greatly expedite the first step in sugarcane cultivation—breaking up the soil—while also reducing the physical burden on enslaved laborers. Though plows were hardly a new implement, their widespread use throughout Europe had come to symbolize the technological advancement of European agriculture, particularly when writers contrasted it with non-European hoe-based agriculture. In 1814 the AI commissioned a widely read two-volume study, Mitigation of Slavery, that featured nearly twenty planter testimonials advocating adoption of the plow. The second volume was edited by William Dickson, a former Barbadian slaveholder turned abolitionist with a scientific reputation (he once taught mathematics in the island). In 1786 Dickson had moved back to London, eventually joined the SEAST and the AI, and helped edit many antislavery works, including Wadström’s Essay on Colonization (1794). In Mitigation of Slavery, Dickson argued that if planters adopted plows, along with other scientific agricultural reforms, slavery would die away so gradually “as not to be perceived.” Evidence of other planters who had successfully experimented with the plow would “prove . . . by a method established by the mathematicians, and followed by all skillful calculators,” that gradual emancipation could be both lucrative and humane.45

Perhaps the most respected planter Dickson cited was Edward Long, a Jamaican slave owner and naturalist. In History of Jamaica (1774), Long encouraged planters to apply insights from agricultural science to their plantations, from labor-saving technologies to “the aid of natural philosophy, chemistry, and some other branches of polite science,” lest it stay in the hands of “ignorant clowns.” Dickson singled out Long’s praise of one “machine” in particular: the plow. With two sets of horses, “a plough could do the same quantity of work in a given time, that one hundred Negroes could do in the same time,” Long wrote, in a passage Dickson often quoted. Other planters Dickson cited came to similar conclusions. “Mr. Ashley” said that he nearly “double[d] his crop . . . by means of the plough alone.” The anonymously written “Treatise on Planting” noted how plows gave “more ease to their slaves,” and cited Linnaeus to prove it. “Mr. Fitzmaurice,” a Jamaican planter, and George Woodward, of Barbados, also asserted that the plow “eases the Negroes.” Testimonies that enabled Dickson to prove, mathematically, that plows were cheaper than enslaved workers proved equally useful. From the returns of one planter, Dickson calculated that most planters could save “above 75 per cent” of input costs per acre by adopting the plow in lieu of enslaved laborers. A French slaveholder from Saint Domingue (Haiti) conducted his own comparison, complete with a graphic table, which Dickson reprinted: “Here, says our author,” was proof that a single plow could produce profits equal to forty enslaved workers hoeing “280 working days in the year.”46

Many of the planters Dickson cited had either died or supported slavery—or both. Edward Long died a year before Mitigation was published, and he never endorsed emancipation. Joshua Steele, a Barbadian planter who spoke “very favourably” of the plow, died in 1791, and despite experimenting with a host of amelioration reforms, never freed his workforce. Bryan Edwards, who rhapsodized about the plow in History of the West Indies (1793) and whom Dickson excerpted, died in 1800, and he was no fan of abolitionists. Dickson did not mention their deaths, which helped: after all, they could not retaliate. But Dickson did highlight their proslavery views whenever he could. Monsieur St. Venant, for instance, “is a decided enemy of negrophilisme,” he wrote, and supported the plow purely for “oeconomical doctrines.” The advantage was that a writer’s proslavery politics could preempt charges of bias. After all, though Dickson may have been an abolitionist, what would skeptics say to planters who made the same point?47

Of all the “fair trial[s]” with plows Dickson cited, his own may have been the most persuasive. Years earlier, in 1789, he had tested the plow against the hoe on a friend’s plantation, setting aside “between 150 and 200” acres for plowed cane, and roughly the same amount for hoed cane. If the experiment failed, Dickson wrote, it “would probably have condemned the plough to a long oblivion, and might even have been held up as proof . . . that Abolition itself, from which the experiment emanated, was a wild and pernicious project.” The results, to perhaps no one’s surprise, clearly favored the plow. His enslaved laborers “were unspeakably eased” by the tool, Dickson wrote; the quality of the plowed sugar far surpassed that of the hoed crop; and profits from the plowed cane “more than paid all the expence” of the initial experiment. Dickson even suggested that the technology made his enslaved workforce happier and less likely to rebel, citing the fact that none had revolted during the Haitian Revolution. Why, then, Dickson wondered, had “the plough . . . not been long ago generally introduced”?48

Dickson included several other scientific arguments that countered common planter critiques. To planters who said that the plow killed off too many caterpillars, which helped break down the soil, he argued that, if true, the plow should have also killed off unwanted insects like the termite. But it did not, he said, citing Smeathman’s work as evidence. To those who contended that the rocky soil easily broke plows, Dickson noted that plows were now made of iron, not wood, which ought to eliminate that concern. Did plows dry out the soil? Not at all, he said, pointing to the success of his own experiment. Were Africans too dimwitted to learn the science of plowing? Ridiculous: the enslaved people he tested his plows on quickly learned how to use them, and if anything it was the hot climate that “stunts and stupefies” both the white overseer and the enslaved African. What, then, was the “real” reason planters did not adopt the plow? Dickson asked. His evidence led his readers to one conclusion: the cruelty, if not the ignorance, the backwardness, of slaveholders themselves.49

Dickson’s emphasis on the plow obscured several important truths. For one thing, many of the reasons planters gave for not adopting the plow were valid. In many cases, plowing did dry out the soil, the stony soil did break plows, and the Caribbean’s mountainous terrain did make plowing difficult. More important, the focus on plows distracted from the many scientific innovations planters did embrace. In 1789, for instance, Jamaican planters famously imported Tahitian breadfruit from Joseph Banks, the Royal Society president, in a successful effort to find a low-cost, high-calorie foodstuff for enslaved laborers. In 1796 Caribbean planters imported a new breed of Indian sugarcane from William Roxburgh, the same botanist who sent seeds to Sierra Leone. Jamaican slaveholders also hired London chemists and purchased expensive scientific instruments—hydrometers, microscopes—all to increase efficiency. More broadly, by the turn of the nineteenth century British planters increasingly recast the wider amelioration narrative to suit their own ends. Rather than outright rejecting amelioration, many planters selectively implemented ameliorative reforms as a way to improve the image of slavery and ultimately ensure the institution’s survival.50

The plow argument also concealed another reality. Increased plantation productivity resulted from more than just European-derived scientific and technological innovations: it also resulted from the knowledge of enslaved la-borers. Many enslaved Africans came to the Caribbean with a deep knowledge of agriculture. They already knew how to grow rice, yams, plantains—crops indigenous to West Africa—and that meant less time learning how to grow them upon their arrival, which in turn meant greater productivity. Enslaved Africans also had a long history of using the hoe in Africa and were probably quite efficient with it. Thus, when abolitionists promoted the plow over the hoe, they were taking the very technology that may have contributed to greater efficiency out of enslaved Africans’ hands. In any event, plantation hoes were hardly the backward tool abolitionists made them out to be. Planters invested heavily in plow innovations, undoubtedly consulting with their enslaved laborers about which designs worked best. Scholars might debate how “African” the Caribbean hoe was, but it is critical to remember that, wherever the knowledge came from, it was honed and perfected by enslaved Afro-Caribbean people themselves, through the daily backbreaking work of plantation labor, and through their own ingenuity.51

By the mid-1820s, the abolitionist elites had begun to take a more confrontational tone. The changed tenor resulted as much from planter resistance to emancipation as from pressure from a younger, bolder, more diverse set of abolitionists—women, enslaved laborers, factory workers, Baptist and Methodist preachers. Though none of these groups was new to abolitionism, many were increasingly visible. In 1824 Elizabeth Heyrick became the first white abolitionist to publicly call for the immediate end to slavery; a year later, Lucy Townsend, barred from joining the exclusively male abolitionist societies, established the first female antislavery organization, in Birmingham, England. Enslaved people also asserted their voices with carefully timed revolts. The most famous occurred in August 1823, when roughly 10,000 enslaved people rebelled in Demerara, a British colony on the northern coast of South America. Testimonies revealed that the rebels were not rebelling out of blind rage, or even demanding immediate emancipation; they simply wanted planters to enact the amelioration reforms Parliament had recently recommended, such as Sundays off. Some rebels even pushed those boundaries, calling for “three days in the week for themselves, besides Sundays,” one eyewitness reported.52

Under these pressures, elite abolitionists in London began to focus less on encouraging planters to adopt modern technologies, and more on how planters’ alleged refusal to do so demonstrated slavery’s backwardness. In 1823 several founders of the AI established a new antislavery organization, the Anti-Slavery Society (ASS), which immediately became Britain’s preeminent abolitionist society. Though much of its core membership remained the same as the AI’s—Allen, Clarkson, Wilberforce—emancipation was its explicit goal, not simply amelioration (though it still insisted on gradual emancipation). In Clarkson’s inaugural essay announcing the ASS’s objectives, published in 1823, he mocked planters for refusing to adopt the plow. Though “the introduction of the plough has been opposed in the West Indies,” he wrote, citing Long, “it has been proven that one plough . . . would turn up as much land in a day, as one hundred Negroes could with their hoes!” In 1825 the ASS’s journal, the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter, wrote that “in no one instance had slavery and the use of mechanical inventions existed together.” Indeed, the very “use of slaves prevented the introduction of machinery.”53

Often abolitionists drew on political arithmetic, an antecedent to modern demographics, to drive home the point. Their data showed that, between 1808 and the early 1830s, the enslaved Caribbean population was declining at an average annual rate of .4 percent, and abolitionists linked that rate to the failure to adopt modern technologies, plows especially. In 1827 the ASS pointed to the “quite conclusive” fact of a “decrease in population,” and blamed it in part on sugarcane’s still being “executed not by ploughs and cattle . . . but by men and women” wielding hoes. The Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter quoted Raffles’s scientific agricultural reforms in the East Indies to prove that new technologies could literally save lives: in Java, the Reporter noted, the rate of reproduction increased when each farmer had “his own plough, [and] his own buffaloes and oxen.” These “unquestionable statistical facts” meant that modern technologies were “to be infinitely preferred . . . to the incessant compulsory toil of the Demerara slaves, which is no less rapidly wearing them down and wasting their numbers.”54

Occasionally, proslavery men of science offered counterarguments. In 1825 Major Thomas Moody, a proslavery military engineer who had served in the Caribbean, published a dissenting report from one that Parliament had commissioned to investigate Caribbean plantations. Moody insisted that all the scientific agricultural reforms abolitionists promoted had already been tried and had either failed or did little to improve enslaved people’s lives. He played up his scientific background: as “an officer of engineers” and “active member of agricultural societies” he had no “self-interest” to “bias [his] judgment”; he would stick only to “the most faithful exposition of the facts.” One of Moody’s most extensive critiques focused on why Caribbean planters did not use plows and similar “machinery.” In some regions, he argued, the soil made plows impractical, citing his own “fair experiment” in Guiana. In other places, planters did use plows, but their use did little to lengthen enslaved people’s lives, and it took twice as long to produce the same amount of sugar. Anyway, he claimed, enslaved people had poor work habits and often broke their tools. They had “no interest in the preservation of the tools they use,” Moody wrote, so why should planters trust them with expensive new machinery?55

Abolitionists had a response, but rather than back away from technological arguments, they deepened and expanded them. They noted that Moody had mentioned that “steam engines of great power” were erected throughout the West Indies—but that plows were used only sporadically. From these two facts, they reasoned that, while steam engines increased the speed of sugar processing, they did not increase the speed of sugar cultivation, and without plows to till the soil, enslaved laborers could not keep up with the new processing machines. “The introduction of steam engines may increase the demand for slave labor” when it was not coupled with other tools that expedited the planting process, the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter wrote. Though it was a logical argument, it downplayed an important truth. Planters were right: over the long term and in general, technological innovations helped fuel slavery’s expansion.56

The focus on planters’ alleged refusal to adopt new technologies was linked to another argument rooted in agricultural science: that slavery exhausted the soil by encouraging monoculture, or the planting of only one crop. Advocates of agricultural science argued, correctly, that planting a diversity of crops mitigated soil exhaustion, which made slaveholders, who often grew one cash crop exclusively, easy targets. “It seems, indeed, to be an inevitable law of Slavery, to curse the soil on which it is exhausted,” wrote the abolitionist James Cropper in 1824, reprinting an article by an American abolitionist. “No soil, however fertile, can resist the deteriorating effects of slave cultivation,” the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter wrote in March 1827. Abolitionists linked soil exhaustion to the lack of new technologies, arguing that if planters used animal-drafted plows, they would have more “manure” to “renew the fertility of the soil.” They even likened the soil to a machine that slavery inevitably broke: in the quest for quick profits, sugar planters overtaxed the soil in the same way that a “proprietor of a cotton mill,” interested only in fast money, would “infallibly abridge the duration of the machinery.”57

The overall impression was clear: slavery was at odds with agricultural science. And increasingly, abolitionists made that exact argument. In 1823 Clarkson scoffed at planters, who, he argued, would rather have “Negroes carry baskets of dung upon their head” than purchase “mules, or oxens, and carts.” He was done trying to persuade planters to adopt new technologies, and he insisted that the very nature of slavery prevented it: “From when does such a system arise?” he asked, referring to the lack of modern tools on Caribbean plantations; “It has its origins in slavery alone.”58

By the early 1830s, abolitionists in Britain, old and new, young and old, elite and not, had given up on planters’ promises to reform slavery themselves. Emancipation, not amelioration, had become abolitionists’ central goal. In 1832 Parliament passed the Reform Bill, which expanded the number of working- and middle-class male voters, who in turn voted into Parliament more than one hundred antislavery officials. British women, uniting under their own antislavery societies, forty in all, put a combined 350,000 signatures on scores of antislavery petitions in 1833. Methodist preachers matched them, spearheading 1,900 of the 5,000 petition drives the same year. No less central were enslaved people. On Christmas Day 1831, roughly 25,000 enslaved Jamaicans staged another well-organized revolt, one that came amid rumors that planters were stifling an emancipation bill working its way through Parliament. Many newcomers to abolitionism rejected gradualism in favor of immediatism—the immediate end to slavery—which the abolitionist elites, still in charge of the legislative process, increasingly accepted. And yet in the lead-up to the final emancipation bill, the abolitionist elites made two critical amendments: first, enslaved people would need to serve in a years-long unpaid “apprenticeship” before being fully free; and second, planters, not the enslaved, would be compensated.59

Given the clout of the abolitionist elites, it is not surprising that many of their arguments about slavery’s scientific backwardness made their way into Parliament. In 1832 Parliament convened its final committee to investigate Caribbean slavery. Repeatedly, the abolitionist-friendly committee members asked planters why they did not “substitute machinery for manual labor.” Sometimes they asked why “steam-engines” were not more widely used. But most often they focused on plows. “With reference to cane hole digging,” the committee asked, “why is not it now done by the plough?” “Because,” one planter responded sheepishly, slaveholders “ha[ve] not sufficient confidence in the superior benefits of machinery to manual labor.” A South Carolina slave owner testified that, in the South, the naturally increasing enslaved population was partly due to “the introduction of machinery,” which “tended to the preservation of the lives of the slaves.” Another person examined by the committee said that some Caribbean islands had “introduced the plough,” but “generally speaking, it is manual labor” that did all the work. Yet another attributed the lack of plows “to the prejudices of the planters.”60

On July 31, 1833, Parliament passed the Slave Emancipation Act, which went into effect on August 1, 1834. The bill required emancipated laborers to work for years in unpaid apprenticeships, though a revised bill abolished the apprenticeship system in 1837, and all enslaved laborers were finally set free on July 31, 1838, at midnight. The original bill also guaranteed compensation to slaveholders, not the enslaved, giving them the remarkable sum of £20 million, roughly 40 percent of Britain’s gross domestic product. Emancipation undoubtedly marked a sea change in the lives of the 775,000 women and men who took their first breaths of freedom on that pitch Black August 1 morning in 1838. But few of them doubted how much work lay ahead. Most of them were forced into labor contracts over which they had little control, and almost every aspect of their lives was closely regulated by white officials. What’s more, millions of Black people remained enslaved throughout the Atlantic world. William Gibson, a recently freed Jamaican man, conveyed the mix of emotions felt by many liberated Black people when, during an Emancipation Day celebration in 1838, he said, “Let us pray that our brothers and sisters in other lands may be made free”; he added, “And let us look for better freedom.”61

In the end, the abolitionist elites remained in control of the legislative process and, perhaps more important, in control of slavery’s image. By the 1830s slaveholders were increasingly seen not just as cruel and inhumane, but as the enemies of scientific progress. The arguments antislavery men of science made about the environments of West Africa and Southeast Asia, coupled with slavery’s alleged incompatibility with “mechanical inventions,” cast slavery as an archaic institution fundamentally at odds with modernity. To be sure, the British Caribbean’s post-emancipation decline in sugar productivity made certain kinds of social science arguments—particularly ones about the economic superiority of free labor—difficult to maintain.62 But abolitionists had always been most successful not when retrospectively debating the economic success of emancipation, but when arguing about what science and technology could do to eradicate slavery in the future. In the decades to come, Black and white abolitionists in the United States would expand on the scientific arguments British abolitionists perfected in their push toward emancipation. And in an age increasingly enthralled with science and technology, antebellum abolitionists would find it extremely useful to have science on their side.
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Antislavery in an Age of Science

In February 1861 Jonathan Baldwin Turner, a naturalist, inventor, and Republican Party organizer in Illinois, printed a lecture on racial science that he had been tinkering with for years. The “ESSENTIALS OF CHARACTER” of each race, he argued, were shaped by the natural environment. Black people, he claimed, could thrive only in climates closest to the equator, from where they emerged, whereas white people, having originated in climates nearest the poles, could thrive only in cooler temperatures. The problem, he argued, was that slavery was now preventing both groups from realizing their racial destinies—as separate and equal races on two different continents: “the democratic whites on the North, and the monarchial Blacks on the South.” In essence, Turner was making a scientific case against slavery using the theory of polygenism, which held that races were created separately and is often assumed to be a proslavery theory. Moreover, Turner argued that a new chemical technology would soon make it possible to transition from slave-grown cotton to free-labor, white-grown flax. To secessionists who clamored, “COTTON IS KING,” Turner countered: science would soon make a “QUEEN [of] FLAX.”1

Turner saw all the scientific evidence as pointing in the same direction: emancipate and colonize African Americans somewhere outside the United States. Turner also claimed, not without merit, to be speaking as an “abolitionist . . . the true friend of the Black man.” In the early 1840s, he hid runaways in Illinois and was fired from his professorship at Illinois College in part for promoting antislavery views. In 1854 he helped write parts of the antislavery platform for what became Illinois’s Republican Party, and on September 19, 1862, he had “a long talk” with Abraham Lincoln, an old friend, about the “Proclamation of Emancipation.” Turner’s antislavery views were not unique. Like many white antislavery men of science in antebellum America, he promoted a moderate form of antislavery that ultimately congealed in the Republican Party platform. Much like abolitionism’s Revolutionary era founders, the majority of antebellum white Northerners opposed to slavery believed that slave owners, not enslaved people, should be compensated. They were willing to experiment with voluntary Black colonization. They were skeptical of, and often hostile to, Black citizenship, and they promised to tolerate slavery where it existed and only stop its expansion westward. Ultimately, they hoped that a mix of political, economic—and scientific—solutions to slavery could be found before the issue tore the nation apart.2

The popularity of these moderate antislavery views is sometimes overshadowed by the period’s most radical abolitionist voices. Whether it is William Lloyd Garrison or Sojourner Truth, Abigail Kelley Foster or Frederick Douglass, radical activists have come to define the meaning of abolitionism in the antebellum period, despite being a small minority; in this chapter, following academic custom, the term abolitionism is reserved for radical activists, whereas antislavery is used for more moderate antislavery supporters as well as both groups together. Following the free Black communities’ lead, Garrison famously rejected the early movement’s gradualism and its toleration of colonization, and in 1833 he founded the American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS), the abolitionist movement’s largest organization before the Civil War. Unlike the first wave’s leadership, these new leaders created racially integrated organizations and embraced women as equal members, however uneasily. During the 1840s and 1850s, abolitionists splintered over tactical questions, such as whether to support political parties and political violence; but despite their divisions, collectively their activism spawned a powerful political party based on a fundamental opposition to slavery—the Republican Party—and turned slavery into the nation’s defining political issue.3

When the Civil War broke out, most abolitionists supported the Republican Party, though its modest antislavery platform made them “critical allies.”4 But not all Republicans, even those staunchly opposed to slavery, supported abolitionists. Men of science, at least in the North and Midwest, often shared the Republican Party’s cautious disposition: they could be ruthless critics of slavery, but they distanced themselves from calls for immediate, uncompensated emancipation and Black citizenship. Often moderate Republicans and like-minded men of science claimed that they were the true abolitionists, the ones who best embodied the spirit of the movement’s earliest leaders, whether Franklin or Rush. And they were not wrong.

Antislavery men of science kept their distance from the new abolitionist societies for a number of reasons. For one thing, objectivity was emerging as a hallmark of scientific credibility, and to lay bare the political implications of their work risked undermining the basis of their authority. In addition, the American scientific community was beginning to professionalize: scientific journals and societies were proliferating, colleges were establishing new scientific departments, and the federal government was significantly increasing funding for scientific research.5 All this encouraged men of science to uphold an image of disinterestedness. Another reason for distancing themselves from abolitionists was that many northern men of science still maintained close ties to their southern colleagues. As had happened with Silliman, northern men of science learned that expanding the nation’s scientific institutions often required them to soften their antislavery views. To be sure, antislavery ideas did not disappear from their work, but they were framed in ways that made it seem like adopting new scientific technologies would make slavery fade away without any struggle.

Abolitionists, Black and white, saw how men of science were using science to promote an antislavery agenda. But the cautious antislavery politics of most men of science posed a problem: if abolitionists accepted their arguments, they might appear to be endorsing their tepid politics. Yet if they rejected them, they might limit the movement’s appeal. It was an “age of science,” Frederick Douglass said in 1854, and abolitionists could either turn away from science and risk being seen as against modernity—exactly the opposite image antislavery leaders had been generating since the movement’s inception—or they could engage with scientific ideas and shape them to their own ends.6 The difficulty was that abolitionists had so few men of science in their ranks, or at least ones accepted by the white scientific establishment. The few who did attain a measure of scientific legitimacy saw white men of science not even critique their work, but worse, ignore it. Moreover, Black men of science, even while challenging the anti-Black claims of the era’s racial science, sometimes replicated the very notions of biological determinism they tried to undermine.7

When it came to agricultural science, another prominent scientific field bearing on the debates over slavery, abolitionists—with a few notable exceptions—also chose to engage with rather than reject it. Black abolitionists were particularly conspicuous supporters. Some believed that Black people’s adoption of science and technology would help counter claims of intellectual inferiority, while others believed that adopting scientific agriculture would help free Black communities achieve economic independence. For still others, engaging in agricultural science would prove Black people’s commitment to scientific progress and, by implication, to the nation, which was increasingly devoted to its own scientific and industrial advancement. But perhaps most important, Black abolitionists of all kinds knew that most white Northerners, far larger in number than they were, increasingly looked to science as a savior. Black leaders may have had humbler hopes for science, but they were willing to sing its praises if it would broaden the movement and bring King Cotton to its knees.

The scientific study of race had taken a new turn in antebellum America. The earlier environmentalist framework had explained racial difference as a result of changes in the natural and social environment. It had stressed race’s malleability: the possibility that each race, if moved to a different climate and raised under proper social conditions, could become like any other. In addition, most environmentalists believed that all human beings descended from a single human pair, a theory known as monogenism. But during the antebellum period a more fixed view of racial difference took hold, one that was less beholden to monogenism and its biblical underpinnings. New scientific subfields, like geology and comparative anatomy, facilitated the shift to a more fixed understanding of race by lending greater weight to physical differences. Changes in society also heightened the attractiveness of racial fixity. Slavery had grown dramatically in the first half of the nineteenth century: nearly four million Black Americans were enslaved on the eve of the Civil War, which made the United States the largest slaveholding nation in the world. The free Black population had also risen sharply, increasing 450 percent between 1800 and 1860, from 108,395 to 487,970. The rapid growth of the enslaved and free Black populations made debates over emancipation and Black citizenship—and, by extension, debates over Black people’s innate capacity for freedom—suddenly urgent.8

Ethnology, a new scientific subfield devoted to race, promised answers. Ethnologists combined elements of geology, linguistics, natural history, anatomy, and craniology to limn alleged biological differences among racial groups. They generally split into two camps: monogenists, who believed that all races descended from a single human pair, and polygenists, who argued that the races were created separately, each suited to the particular natural environment of their origins. Polygenism is often remembered as a proslavery theory, and many proslavery thinkers certainly claimed it as their own. But what is sometimes overlooked is that northern men of science, some of them strident antislavery advocates, were its most important theorists.9

Polygenism’s earliest champion was not a proslavery Southerner. It was a Philadelphia Quaker and physician named Samuel George Morton—who, it turns out, relied heavily on the work of the first generation of antislavery men of science. Benjamin Rush’s medical lectures, Morton wrote, informed his ethnological research and had given him “such delight.” William Maclure helped finance his research: “Few cabinets of Natural History,” Morton wrote in July 1841, “have not been augmented from his stores.” Silliman sent Morton a skull, for which he felt “much obliged.” These antislavery allies enabled Morton to write Crania Americana (1839), a foundational text for the American school of ethnology, which rested on the premise that skull size was a proxy for intelligence. Morton’s chief claim was that Caucasians (white people) had, on average, the largest skulls and highest intellect, and that Ethiopians (Black people) had, on average, the smallest skulls and were by every measure “the lowest grade of humanity.” But his assertion of Black inferiority did not make his work unique, even among antislavery sympathizers: everyone from Rush to Wadström had depicted Black people as in some way deficient. What was unique was his insistence that these racial capacities were long-standing and unchanging. “Each Race was adapted from the beginning to its peculiar local destination,” he wrote; racial differences were, in a word, fixed, “independent of external causes.” It would be another decade before Morton openly backed polygenism, but by making racial differences impervious to change, he established a line that would separate antislavery racial theorists—whether polygenist or monogenist—from their proslavery adversaries.10

Morton never publicly denounced slavery, but throughout the 1840s he went out of his way to align his research with men of science who held well-known antislavery views. He dedicated Crania Americana to James Cowles Prichard, a leading British ethnologist with recognized antislavery sympathies. He also highlighted his ties to George Combe, a Scottish anatomist who wrote a “phrenological table” for Crania Americana and who called slavery “one of the most grievous wrongs ever perpetrated on humanity.” In associating his work with British men of science publicly opposed to slavery, Morton could protect himself from accusations of proslavery bias.

Ultimately, however, it may have been the validation his work received from American scientific journals in the North that secured its legitimacy.11 No one was more important in this regard than Benjamin Silliman. Combe lobbied Silliman to review Crania Americana in the American Journal of Science, the nation’s leading scientific journal, which praised the book as “the most extensive and valuable contribution to the natural history of man.” In a private letter Morton profusely thanked Silliman for “having given so much space to the review,” and he gently urged him not to publish another author’s work that contradicted his own. (Silliman obliged.) Silliman continued to publish Morton’s research into the late 1840s, a time when, in the wake of the Mexican-American War, slavery’s westward expansion emerged as the nation’s defining political issue. In 1847 the American Journal of Science printed Morton’s response to critics who questioned his assertion that two different races could not produce fertile offspring. Three years later, Silliman published Morton’s newest skull measurements, in which Morton claimed to “confirmatively establish” that the difference in size between Black and white skulls was the greatest of all races, a difference of “at least nine cubic inches.” In the same essay, Morton undercut the abolitionist argument that Black people descended from ancient Egyptians, which abolitionists often used as proof of Black potential. No, Morton claimed: ancient Egyptians were white.12

Morton’s ideas gave polygenism a respectable and apolitical gloss. But even more influential in this regard was Louis Agassiz. A Harvard professor born in Switzerland, Agassiz was trained by the era’s most revered men of science, including Alexander von Humboldt, the German geologist, and Georges Cuvier, the French paleontologist. In 1847 Harvard offered him a professorship in zoology and geology, lending U.S. science a measure of international prestige. Before arriving in the United States, Agassiz was a monogenist, though that began to change after he met Morton, as well as African Americans, in the United States. Indeed, Agassiz’s interest in polygenism seems indebted less to his support for slavery than to his aversion to free African Americans in the North. Upon arriving in Philadelphia in 1846, he wrote to his mother about his disgust at being served by a Black waitstaff: their “Black faces with their fat lips and grimacing teeth, the wool of their heads, their bent knees, their elongated hands” made him want to “leave in order to eat a piece of bread apart rather than dine with such service.” In the same letter, he began to question “the fraternity of humankind and the unique origin of our species.”13

By 1850 Agassiz had begun to argue unequivocally that Black people were a separate species. Like all flora and fauna, he argued, God had created each race for a particular “zoological province,” meaning that they could survive only in climates similar to ones in which they were created. Like Morton, Agassiz went out of his way to preempt criticism from antislavery Northerners. Writing in the liberal Boston journal the Christian Examiner, he patiently explained that even though the races were created separately, they were all part of the same human family. Therefore, Black people should still be treated decently: “It is because men feel thus related to each other,” he wrote, “that they acknowledge those obligations of kindness and moral responsibility which rest upon them in their mutual relations.” And yet treating Black people decently was not the same thing as treating them equally. Agassiz, even more emphatically than Morton, insisted that Black people were a distinctly inferior race that had no potential for improvement. “It will not do to assume their equality,” he wrote, “so long as actual differences are observed.” Rather than “treating them on terms of equality,” he concluded, it was wiser to promote only the kinds of changes in their condition that fit their natural constitutions. Agassiz seemed to intuit that many white antislavery Northerners, even if they disdained slavery, were skeptical of Black citizenship. What Agassiz offered, then, was a scientific rationale that could simultaneously justify emancipation and segregation.14

The legitimacy that Agassiz conferred on polygenism in the North enabled proslavery southern racial theorists to use his work for their own purposes. Perhaps obviously, Agassiz’s insistence that Black people not only were created separately, but also were irreversibly inferior, provided proslavery ideologues with a potent scientific claim. Agassiz himself notoriously contributed an essay to Types of Mankind (1854), a widely read polygenist text that barely concealed its proslavery bias. Written by Josiah C. Nott, an Alabama physician, and George Gliddon, an ethnologist and American ambassador based in Egypt, Types of Mankind also included an essay by Morton, who had died in 1851, that appeared to support polygenism. Nott’s writings made the book’s proslavery agenda clear, but it was Morton’s and Agassiz’s appended essays, which judiciously avoided any mention of slavery, that gave the work legitimacy.15

Morton’s and Agassiz’s contributions to Types of Mankind made polygenism difficult to refute. While most northern scientific journals (and even a few proslavery southern ones) harshly reviewed Types of Mankind, they either defended the integrity of Morton and Agassiz, or let certain problematic claims go unchallenged. For instance, the Philadelphia-based Medical Examiner wrote that Nott and Gliddon had “failed to establish any one point they have ventured to assert”—but it added that Morton’s “conclusions are entitled to profound respect.” Scientific American, based in New York, critiqued Agassiz’s logic yet insisted on his work’s integrity, something “we cannot say so much for that of either Dr. Nott or Mr. Gliddon.” When Nott and Gliddon published a sequel three years later, which included another Agassiz essay, the Buffalo Medical Journal called it “villainous.” But it reprinted without comment the claim that the “highest forms of monkey and lowest forms of negroes” were nearer to each other than Black people were to white people. When northern journals did critique polygenism, they tended to do so on religious grounds, not secular-scientific ones. But in doing so, they offered readers a stark choice—either accept science or accept religion—a distinction many at the time did not actually make. The result was to leave readers to judge the new science of race not on the evidence, but on the reputations of the men of science that provided it.16

Morton’s and Agassiz’s endorsements allowed polygenism to stay within the bounds of scientific respectability. But other northern men of science, ones with deep antislavery convictions, went further, shaping the theory to promote a broader antislavery agenda. Jonathan Baldwin Turner, a student of Silliman’s at Yale, a patented inventor, and the founding president of Illinois’s natural history society, articulated one of the period’s more elaborate antislavery polygenist accounts. Born in western Massachusetts in 1805, Turner had helped found Illinois’s Republican Party, and he successfully lobbied Congress to pass the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862, which helped create public universities nationwide. Turner’s interest in the practical sciences, rather than “abstract” fields like physics, was shaped by Silliman. In one of Turner’s few surviving student notebooks, he noted how Silliman emphasized the importance of “practical knowledge” over the kind that could only be “acquired from books,” which was “useless in the most common and daily interactions of life.” It was this kind of science—a “practical” science devoted to agriculture, manufacturing, and transportation—that Turner would eventually champion. And it was this kind of science that would allow him to discredit the image of science as an effete, elitist pursuit and instead align it with the era’s democratizing spirit, an ally to the era’s “American free laborer.”17

It was also at Yale that Turner began to engage in antislavery activism. In addition to his notebooks, Turner carefully preserved a signed copy of a pamphlet written by Ibrahima Abd al Rahman, an enslaved Guinean-born prince. In 1788, when Ibrahima was twenty-two, British enslavers captured him in Guinea, which led to his twenty-year enslavement on a Mississippi plantation. Fluent in four languages, Ibrahima snuck out letters to abolitionists, and by 1828 antislavery societies took notice, working with the American Colonization Society to free and resettle him in Liberia. Turner appears never to have joined the ACS, but he did attend a New Haven event for Ibrahima hosted by the “Managers of the Colonization Society,” which would have included Silliman. He also seems to have absorbed the ACS’s central message: emancipation without colonization was a nonstarter.18

Turner engaged in more radical antislavery activities when he moved to Illinois. In 1833 Illinois College offered him a job teaching rhetoric and science courses, but he quickly gained a reputation for his brazen antislavery lectures. He also helped fugitive enslaved people escape on the Underground Railroad—in the late 1830s, he aided “three colored women, who had escaped from the St. Louis slave market.” It was dangerous, thankless work. In 1842 a Kentuckian, looking out for Turner, warned him of a lynch mob that had pledged “the secret death of every abolitionist they can find.” In 1843, when he briefly worked as an editor for a local antislavery newspaper, an outraged reader castigated him for his sympathetic coverage of abolitionists who had been helping fugitives: how dare he give “sanction to a shameful assault”? In 1848 Illinois College fired him in part for these antislavery lectures.19

Yet even as Turner partook in and defended radical antislavery activities, he did so reluctantly. He avoided openly associating with abolitionists, and he never clearly answered the question that a Yale classmate asked him in a private letter in 1837: “Have you turned Abolitionist?” Most often, he equivocated. In an 1843 lecture he argued that “though one hates slavery,” the true abolitionist “will not be of a party”—that is, will not join an antislavery society or political party. In the same lecture, he distanced himself from abolitionists’ emphasis on Black citizenship. “Equality in society, in an absolute sense, is impossible,” he said, though he kept his subject vague, avoiding any mention of racial groups. Turner ultimately defies the simple distinction between abolitionist and moderate antislavery reformer, demonstrating that at times many people showed shades of both.20

By the mid-1850s he had given up his opposition to joining abolitionist organizations. In 1857 he joined the newly formed National Compensation Emancipation Society (NCES), a short-lived antislavery society that revived the gradualist agenda of the earlier generation and had named Benjamin Silliman its president.21 The NCES attracted few members, but its significance lay elsewhere. At root, its moderate antislavery agenda mirrored the prewar Republican Party’s—which is to say, the most politically palatable, most mainstream form of antislavery. Like the Republican Party, the NCES committed itself only to slavery’s nonextension, not to full-scale emancipation, and it encouraged slaveholders to free their enslaved laborers themselves rather than waiting for federal intervention. It prioritized national union over immediate emancipation, stayed silent on the question of free Black citizenship, and supported efforts to voluntarily colonize freed Black Americans outside the United States.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, many abolitionists pilloried the NCES: “When you ask us to give up our principles and subscribe to a falsehood, a libel against God and humanity, you cut off every true anti-slavery man from a participation in your work,” read an article in Frederick Douglass’ Paper in 1859. Yet other abolitionists tolerated it. Gerrit Smith, a leading white abolitionist, spoke at its first convention, in Cleveland; in 1859, when a local Delaware society held a convention, Frederick Douglass covered it favorably, not because he supported its agenda but because it was a promising sign: “the first Emancipation Convention ever held in a slave state.”22

The NCES also embodied the high hopes many antislavery Northerners had for a scientific solution to slavery. The organization’s 1857 manifesto—which Turner, scribbling on his copy, noted should be “carefully preserved”—made it seem that scientific advances were destined to keep the Union together, and only slavery was preventing the nation from becoming a unified, free white republic. “Steam and electricity have brought the extremest States nearer together,” it read, making the “necessity of each other’s productions . . . ten times greater.” The nation’s most visionary scientific goals—“like the Pacific Railway, a Ship-Canal across the Isthmus of Panama, or a Trans-Atlantic Telegraph”—could be achieved only through national union—and “slavery alone stands in the way of this glorious consummation.”23

Whereas the NCES focused on slavery’s being an obstacle to scientific progress, Turner promoted scientific education as a means of defeating slavery. Echoing Frances Wright and Joseph Priestley, Turner argued that access to a free scientific education, embodied in the land-grant college movement, would provide working-class Americans with the “scientific practical instruction” needed to outcompete and ultimately destroy slave labor. “If the Union is saved,” he said in 1857, at an agricultural fair promoting land-grant colleges, “it will not be by . . . demagogues at Washington,” or by radicals on either side of the slavery debate. It will be by the “forgotten and unknown” white laboring classes, who, through the “power of science,” will bring about the “POLITICAL salvation of man.” The cultivation of “science—mind—knowledge” would teach white workers how to use “the great labor-saving machines patented in the high court of heaven”; these machines would in turn drive slaveholders out of business. He depicted southern resistance to these colleges as the ultimate proof of slaveholders’ aversion to science. If southern schools taught science at all, he wrote, they focused only on impractical, elite, or abstract fields like “mathematics,” rather than the practical scientific subjects that were the “very foundations of all that knowledge [that] befits and ennobles a free man.”24

Turner’s ability to alloy the image of science to his antislavery views served a number of purposes. For one thing, it helped him dismiss more radical abolitionist positions. If science supported his agenda, one of gradual emancipation and voluntary colonization, then all the alternatives could be seen as going against scientific truth. Using science to buttress his ideas also made his antislavery views look more rational, the reasonable middle ground between two extremes. In 1857 he told a group of farmers that if they supported “professorships, endowments, and universities” devoted to “agriculture, the most elevating science and the most noble study,” they would avoid the warpath on which abolitionists and fire-eating secessionists were placing the nation. Offering white laborers a free public education also made antislavery an easier pill to swallow. For many free white workers—farmers, mechanics, artisans, especially in the Midwest—opposition to slavery was rooted less in their moral discomfort than in the threat slavery’s expansion posed to their ability to acquire western land.25

Turner’s political allies in Illinois understood these dynamics. In 1856 Owen Lovejoy, the brother of the murdered abolitionist printer Elijah Lovejoy and a Republican congressman from Illinois, wrote to Turner that a free and practical education would make the common white laborer “more loyal to his country”—that is, less likely to side with secessionists. One year later, Lyman Trumbull, Illinois’s antislavery Republican senator who helped write the Thirteenth Amendment, fretted over the “spread and perpetuation of negro slavery and the degradation of white labor,” as he wrote in a private letter to Turner, and let him know that he “re-read [Turner’s] pamphlet in regard to Industrial Universities” and felt it was “a good one.” In effect, Turner and his antislavery allies attracted white laborers’ support not only with promises of free government land, or “homesteads,” and not only with moral arguments, but also with promises of a free scientific education, one that would help them till the land more efficiently and without slave labor. In the process, the alliance between science and antislavery was updated for an age of free labor.26

Turner often appealed to a white-solidarity ethic and used the language of racial science to do so. You are the “representatives of a new race,” he told a group of white farmers at an Illinois agricultural fair in September 1857 while promoting land-grant colleges. “You have mind, which they had not,” he had said to a similar group four years earlier, in explaining how white people had conquered the continent while Native Americans were now, he claimed, “an extinct race.” Therefore, it was not surprising that he turned to ethnology to promote his antislavery views. In The Three Great Races of Men (1861), Turner adapted several polygenist arguments made by Morton and Agassiz to fit his own antislavery agenda. Like Morton and Agassiz, he insisted that the differences between the races were so “extreme” and “hereditary” that the two could not possibly live as equals in the same environment. Like them, he argued that Black and white people were both fully human and God’s children, even if they were created separately. But unlike them, he argued that Black people were in no way inferior and were simply suited to a climate similar to that in their place of origin. And unlike them, he insisted that Black people could improve.27

Turner’s essay began with a central premise: Black and white people were “two extreme races . . . two extreme civilizations” now living in a climate suited only to one. Each of the “three great races” (the third being Asian) was created by God to thrive only in its climate of origin. Black people’s “natural home,” he argued, was nearest the equator, preferably Brazil. Moreover, he claimed that the alleged essential characteristics of each race, their “natural tendencies,” could be explained by each group’s environmental origins. Black people, having originated in tropical environments where their wants were few, naturally exhibited “indolence, ease, quiet, grace and repose.” They were innately emotive, a people of the heart, which accounted for their intense loyalty and fervent religiosity. White people, by contrast, originated in northern “polar” climates, which explained their intellectual, pioneering, and conquering nature. Coming from climates where nature provided them with little, white people excelled in “mechanics, science, metaphysics,” all of which they needed to survive in their unforgiving, primordial natural environment.28

Turner’s theory provided a perfect scientific rationale for his antislavery views. By emphasizing Black people’s alleged indolence and loyalty, he could condone slavery, but only momentarily and only where it already existed. Yet by stressing the ability of Black people to improve, and insisting on their full humanity, he could argue that emancipation was, sooner or later, a necessity. “The negroes . . . are actually rising in the scale of being,” and “therefore demanding for themselves a broader sphere of freedom, just as we and all others have done,” he wrote. Moreover, his contention that Black people were created separately but still fully human allowed him to support their removal to equatorial climates, where they could build free Black monarchies that complemented, rather than replicated, natural “white” democracies. Their loyal nature made them natural monarchists, he argued, while their comparative lack of intellect explained why, in the temperate United States, they could never be made “a SAFE democrat,” the “political machinery” of democracy being simply too complicated for Black people to operate. His claim that Black people were ill-suited to democracy also allowed him to support emancipation without citizenship, or what he called “practical freedom.” After all, he argued, Black people had every right to deny citizenship to white people in their own equatorial monarchies, where whites were ill-suited, just as white people had every right to deny Black people citizenship in the temperate United States: “For the white race could not survive the one, nor could the Blacks endure the other.”29

Turner’s lecture was not an outlier. It was in high enough demand that he delivered it “to a great variety of audiences,” beginning in 1857. Some white abolitionists even asked him for copies. In 1863 Robert Collyer, a British-born white abolitionist preacher in Chicago, said he was “very anxious to get it, immediately,” according to John Kennicott, a wealthy antislavery botanist and close friend of Turner’s. Collyer was about to give one of his “sledge hammer sermons on the character of the negro,” Kennicott wrote to Turner: “He is an abolitionist, like the rest of us, and believes we shall yet have to ask aid from the Negro to end the war.”30

Other prominent men of science published variations on Turner’s theme. Thomas Ewbank, a British-born founder of the American Ethnological Society and head of the U.S. Patent Office from 1849 to 1852, offered his own version in 1860. Like Turner, he wrote that the question of slavery “is as much a question of natural philosophy”—that is, of science—“as of moral and political economy.” While he was less willing to grant Black people any comparable advantages over white people, his core argument was essentially the same: each race was “constituted to flourish best in climates akin to its native one”; the only solution was to emancipate and colonize them in a tropical climate. Ewbank also shared Turner’s belief that science in general held the key to emancipation. As head of the U.S. Patent Office, Ewbank helped Turner publish his “State Agricultural University” plan (an outline of what the curriculum and mission of an agricultural university should look like), and Ewbank’s own ethnological essay argued that if the nation invested in new forms of energy, like steam power, electricity, and coal, it could be used to power new machines that would replace slave labor. The real “friends of the negro,” he claimed, were men of science, not abolitionists; for it was men of science who could work on “promoting the application of inanimate force”—energy—to new slavery-eradicating machines. Enslaved people should not look to radical abolitionists “for ‘signs’ of emancipation,” he scoffed: they should look to “the agency of physical science to hasten its approach.”31

Ewbank’s essay, published in 1860, was a last-ditch effort to stave off war. He pointed to science as a way to soothe sectional anxieties, emphasizing that slavery would neither need to end immediately, nor last long if scientific ingenuity was put to work. Yet even after Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, on January 1, 1863, other prominent men of science published similar works. Edward Bissell Hunt, a Yale-educated chemist employed by the Army Corps of Engineers and a frequent contributor to Silliman’s American Journal of Science, published his own account just a few weeks after the proclamation was announced. He was thrilled that Harper’s, based in New York and opposed to slavery, published an excerpt.32

Titled Union Foundations: A Study of American Nationality as a Fact of Science, Hunt’s essay cheered slavery’s imminent demise, but it put rather plainly what many white Northerners opposed to slavery had long felt: “Towering far above the social problem of slavery or freedom for the negro rises this momentous question of races”—meaning, for white people, what to do with Black people once they were free? He would answer the question, like Ewbank, not with moral suasion, the Garrisonian approach that emphasized slavery’s sinfulness, but by using “the cold light of Science.” Ethnology clearly indicated that “North America belongs to the Caucasian race,” Hunt wrote, and it “is not a natural home for the negro. . . . He belongs within the tropics, whence he came.” Like Turner, he played to slaveholders’ sympathies, conceding that slavery had civilized Black people to a point, but it was now getting in the way of enslaved people’s progress. Slaveholders had done what they could, in other words, and it was now time to emancipate black people and let them create “a destined African empire” somewhere in South America. The alternative was stark: Black people would “inevitably be eliminated” living in a climate unfit for their constitution, and in so close proximity to a white race that was in “every way the strongest.” With science as his witness, he claimed it was a “fatal error” to push Black people “away from the tropics into regions consecrated to white labor.” Therefore, he advocated “friendly deportation.” For Hunt and many like him, there was “no other solution for our race problem.”33

The antislavery agenda all these men supported—gradual emancipation coupled with voluntary colonization—seems like an anomaly in hindsight. But it was in fact a continuation of the early abolitionist agenda, and it was what many moderate Republicans, particularly those in power, initially had in mind. In the first year of the Civil War, President Lincoln experimented with colonizing Black Americans in Panama, on a piece of land the indigenous population named Chiriquí. A patented inventor himself, Lincoln also believed, like Turner and Ewbank, that science would facilitate the effort, specifically by using chemists to search for coal in the region, in the hope of establishing a viable industry for future Black settlers. Lincoln eventually abandoned colonization in the face of abolitionist pressure, wartime necessity, African Americans’ refusal to emigrate, and the brazen escape of tens of thousands of enslaved men and women during the war. But long before the conflict, and well into it, Lincoln shared colonizationists’ ambivalence about Black citizenship. On April 14, 1862, Lincoln tried to convince free Black leaders in Washington, D.C., to support colonization, and he sounded much like Turner: “We have between us a broader difference than exists between almost any other two races,” he told Black leaders summoned to the White House. “I think your race suffer[s] very greatly . . . by living among us, while ours suffer from your presence.”34

Five months later, Turner spoke with Lincoln about emancipation. Turner was in Washington visiting his son, who was recovering from wounds he received while serving in the Union army. While there, Turner gave a sermon to African Americans who had freed themselves by running to Union lines, and he tried to convince “them myself of colonization.” Turner then visited Lincoln, an old political ally. According to a letter Turner wrote to his wife, Rhodolphia, on September 19, 1862, Lincoln made a joke about abolitionists, saying that a few of them had recently tried to put the fear of God in him. The war was God’s will, the abolitionists said, and would not end “without the freeing of negroes.” Lincoln replied, “Is it not a little strange that the Lord should tell this to you, who have so little to do with it, and not tell it to me, who has a great deal to do with it!” After a good laugh, Turner wrote, the “sly old coon” pulled the Emancipation Proclamation out of his pocket, as if to acknowledge that slavery’s time had come. In mocking abolitionists, both men underestimated their role in the emancipation pro-cess. But they were quite right in suggesting that, if Black people were to be free, it would ultimately happen on terms set by white politicians, people whose politics proved far less visionary than many abolitionists had hoped.35

Abolitionists, Black and white, clearly had a problem on their hands. The respect polygenism received in northern scientific circles, to say nothing of southern ones, threatened to undermine a central part of their agenda: full Black citizenship. But rejecting scientific arguments simply because they supported a more conservative agenda risked making themselves appear out of touch. “This is, you know, an age of science,” Frederick Douglass told a graduating class of seniors at Western Reserve College in Ohio in 1854, in a lecture about ethnology. Like everyone else, he was in awe of what science had recently achieved: railroads, steamboats, telegraphs, which together had “almost annihilated . . . time and space.” He had hoped that these magnificent new technologies would bring humanity closer: oceans, instead of borders, would become “bridges—the earth a magnificent hall—under which a common humanity can meet in friendly conclave.” So enthralled was Douglass with science that, after the war, he planned to write “a lecture on Banneker,” and he encouraged an early biographer to do the same, emphasizing that “such examples of mental industry and success” would be eagerly consumed by “newly emancipated people.” Given his hopes for science, he was therefore troubled, deeply troubled, that “a phalanx of learned men—speaking in the name of science” was now arguing that Black people had separate origins.36

Many abolitionists shared Douglass’s disappointment. In contrast to the religious fanatics Lincoln made them out to be, abolitionists believed science would help advance their agenda. Many hoped that racial science would help prove that Black people were, without qualification, the same as white people, descended from the same human pair. “Next to our Maker do we revere Science as the clearest manifestation of his law which he has vouchsafed for us,” wrote the Black abolitionist newspaper the Colored American in 1839. It was “therefore almost with the anguish that springs from blasted hope” that the editors had to report on the “flimsy attempt to demean” Black people with racial science. Abolitionists soon began to say what few within the scientific community would: far from being immune to the politics of slavery, science was being subsumed by it. In 1841 James McCune Smith, the nation’s first Black physician, lambasted ethnologists for “bend[ing] science to provoke popular prejudice.” In 1849 James Russell Lowell, a white abolitionist, wrote in the AASS’s newspaper, the National Anti-Slavery Standard, that polygenism’s sudden popularity proved that “slavery demands the expurgation of science.”37

But even as abolitionist newspapers denounced polygenism, they did not reject the larger science of which it was a part: ethnology. Nor did they question the integrity of prominent polygenist theorists like Agassiz. In 1850 the National Anti-Slavery Standard covered Agassiz’s theory respectfully. Reprinting an article from a Boston newspaper, the Standard allowed Agassiz’s central claim to go unchallenged: that the “unity of the human race and the diversity of their origin . . . were two separate questions”—in other words, that even if Black people were created separately, they could still be fully human. It also allowed him to assert, without comment, that his theory had no bearing on the “political question of the Negroes.” The article ultimately concluded that Agassiz’s theory posed no danger to abolitionism, since it comported with the biblical account of Creation, and thus kept intact the abolitionist premise that Black people, because they were human, should be treated just like any other human being. Even when Agassiz contributed to Types of Mankind, Garrison’s Liberator shielded Agassiz from the vitriol it heaped on the book’s main authors, Nott and Gliddon. “With the exception of Agassiz’s contribution,” read the Liberator’s review, “the whole book is saturated with colorphobia of the most virulent kind.” It also printed a letter defending Agassiz from accusations that he was selling himself out to slaveholders: “I see nothing in his essay [Types of Mankind] to implicate him, in any way, in the pro-slavery aims and proclivities of the book.”38

That two of the nation’s most prominent abolitionist papers—the Liberator and the National Anti-Slavery Standard—tolerated, if not quite accepted, Agassiz’s work suggests, as historians have long known, that many white abolitionists either were blind to their own anti-Black biases or had a high tolerance for others’. The editors of both papers, Garrison and Sydney Howard Gay, were white, but their radical politics did not make them immune to the racial prejudices that saturated their world. Indeed, it was their paternalistic treatment of Black abolitionists that led Black leaders to organize independently in the 1850s. James McCune Smith, despite a close friendship with Gerrit Smith, the white abolitionist who spoke at the NCES, did not hide his disdain for the AASS’s official silence on the question of full Black equality: “It is a strange omission in the Constitution of the American Anti-Slavery Society,” he wrote to Gerrit Smith on March 31, 1855, “that no mention is made of Social Equality, either of slaves or Free Blacks, as the aim of that Society.”39

But white abolitionists were not the only ones to keep Agassiz’s work within the bounds of legitimate discourse. Douglass’s 1854 commencement speech, despite otherwise attacking polygenism, ultimately allowed, as a thought experiment, the possibility that his own case for monogenism was wrong. What if, he asked, “they are able to show very good reasons for believing the negro to have been created precisely as we find him in the Gold Coast? . . . Does it follow, that the negro should be held in contempt?” He answered with an unequivocal no: after all, “a diverse origin does not disprove a common nature.”40 In essence, he affirmed what Agassiz, Morton, and Turner had long been arguing—that separate origins did not mean Black people were not human. It would be easy to dismiss Douglass’s entertaining of polygenism as mere rhetoric, but a more intriguing possibility is that Douglass, understanding polygenism’s legitimacy in the antislavery North, could not afford to reject the theory entirely. To do so risked alienating too many white people, people he knew who, whatever their anti-Black biases, would be essential to emancipation. Faced with a wrenching choice, Douglass, ever the pragmatist, allowed white Northerners to believe what they wanted to believe—that Black people were somehow fundamentally different—even if he still refused to deny Black people their humanity. It was a brutal choice, but one that arose from a context outside his control.

Douglass admitted that he was not “scientific,” and his comments could carry only so much weight. But abolitionists did have some bona fide men of science in their ranks. The most prominent was James McCune Smith, who, like Banneker, was that rare thing: a Black man of science whom white people acknowledged as such. Smith was born into slavery in New York City in 1813, the child of an enslaved woman named Lavinia and her owner, Samuel Smith, a white merchant. New York State’s 1827 Emancipation Act freed Smith, and as a youth he attended Manhattan’s African Free-School, where his classmates included other future Black abolitionist elites: Henry Highland Garnet, Samuel Ringgold Ward, and Philip Bell. Despite Smith’s being a standout student, Columbia College rejected him because he was Black. But he was accepted to the University of Glasgow, where James Watt, inventor of the steam engine, had studied, and where Smith received a medical degree. New York City’s Black community raised the money for Smith’s tuition, and when he returned to the city in 1837, he plunged into a career as a physician and editor, becoming one of the nation’s most prominent Black abolitionists.41

To a significant degree, Smith overcame the barriers preventing Black men from receiving scientific recognition. In the 1840s he published two articles in prestigious medical journals edited by white men, and in 1856 he was inducted into the nearly all-white American Geological Society. Yet when it came to his actual ideas—and specifically, ones bearing on racial science—white scientific authorities rarely cited his work.42 Moreover, he often felt the need to cite white authorities to legitimate his own claims, as if he knew that the broader public would not take his work seriously otherwise. In 1844, for instance, he quoted Edward Jarvis, a white Harvard-trained physician sympathetic to abolitionism, who came to the same conclusions that he did about the notorious 1840 U.S. census. The census suggested that Black people living in free states suffered from insanity in far greater numbers than those living in slave states, the implication being that freedom made Black people mentally ill. Jarvis’s article cast doubt on the census (a “bearer of falsehood,” he called it), but Smith went further, trying to prove that freedom was in fact beneficial to Black health. According to Smith, New York City records showed that Black mortality rates dropped significantly after emancipation. The data “cannot be charged with fanaticism,” he concluded: they “give cold, silent evidence” that “freedom has not made us mad; it has strengthened our minds by throwing us on our own resources and has bound us to American institutions with a tenacity which nothing but death can overcome.”43

The 1840 census was not directly about polygenism, but Smith proved equally adept at challenging that theory as well. In the late 1850s he wrote a pair of essays that dismantled polygenism’s central claims and offered an alternative monogenist account that promoted the abolitionist aim of freedom and Black citizenship. When Smith focused on critiquing polygenism, his work was necessary and poignant, offering Black readers, always his most receptive audience, a sophisticated rebuke to the day’s vicious new form of scientific racism. Smith’s critique rested on two core premises: first, that all races derived from a single human pair, and, second, that physical differences emerged only on account of changes in the natural and social environment. Like eighteenth-century environmentalists, he believed that race was rooted in the external environment and was malleable, not fixed. He also emphasized the ability of all racial groups to improve. Given the potential for each group’s racial progress, it was “incumbent on every American citizen who holds dear the cause of Human Progress” to overthrow the “caste which slavery has thrown in our midst.”44

The strength of Smith’s critique lay in his decision to attack polygenism on its own terms: the terms of ethnology. In an 1859 essay, for instance, he challenged the notion that Black people’s skulls were closer in size to apes’ than to white people’s by showing craniologists’ idiosyncratic use of evidence. He quoted James Cowles Prichard, the widely respected white British monogenist, who argued that the “skulls of the African and the white” shared a “uniform resemblance” and therefore represented “the sublime argument of the unity of the human race.” To counter the claim that differences in skin color were proof of separate origins, Smith highlighted the works of Morton and Edward Wilson, the latter a white British physician. Even a polygenist like Morton acknowledged that the skin tones of Native Americans, allegedly a separate species, ranged from white to Black, Smith wrote, which suggested that color was not a reliable indicator of separate origins. Meanwhile, Wilson’s “microscopic science” demonstrated that all human bodies, regardless of outward appearance, were “made up of very minute cells” that looked identical under a microscope—proof that all races were more similar than different. In another 1859 essay Smith pointed out the absurdity of the polygenist claim that Anglo-Saxons were racially “pure”: Did not history prove that they were a mix of Celtic, Dutch, Asian, and Germanic peoples? he asked. “Far from being a distinct race of mankind, endowed as a race with a superior genius,” Smith concluded, “this Anglo-Saxon race is an admixture of all the Indo-European races.”45

But Smith did not limit himself to a critique of polygenism. Instead, he retooled ethnology into a radical abolitionist science, one that promoted both emancipation and Black citizenship. In both his 1859 ethnological essays, he argued that all human races improved by intermixing. The most advanced civilizations in history, he claimed, were ones where the natural geography encouraged interracial mixing. The achievements of Greco-Roman, Asian, and Egyptian civilizations could all be explained by their proximity to water and their relatively navigable terrain. By contrast, the deeper one traveled into any one of these continents, the more racially “pure” its inhabitants became, and the less civilized. “Not only is the dwelling and assembling together of men an essential condition of civilization,” he concluded, but “the larger the dwelling together, the greater is their advancement.”46

A favorable climate also encouraged racial progress, he argued. The temperate climate of the United States was ideal for all racial groups, and it was already showing that Black people, if moved from tropical Africa to the United States, would gradually improve. Black Americans had become “not only far superior, in physical symmetry and development, to pure Africans now found on the coast, but actually equal in these respects [to] the white race of the Old Dominion [Virginia].” If for Smith climate no longer stood in the way of Black people’s racial progress, neither did geography. Technology could solve whatever challenges the vast and uneven topography of the United States presented: “having, in the Steam Engine, a means of keeping alive the intercourse between the various sections of this territory,” Black people could mix more easily not only with each other, but, most important, with white people too. On occasion Smith inverted the racial hierarchy: whiteness, not Blackness, he wrote, was the “color of defect.” But Smith’s larger point was not that white people were innately inferior: it was that both races needed each other to improve, and anyone who defended either slavery or colonization was defying the logic of science.47

If the scientific scaffolding was removed, Smith’s racial theory promoted a political agenda that was visionary. He was arguing for immediate emancipation and full Black rights at a time when most Americans thought both were impossible. He was making the case that diversity was the nation’s strength, not its weakness: “As our motto indicates, E PLURIBUS UNUM,” he wrote, “From many nations . . . are made up the unity of the American People.” The problem was that in using racial science to make these arguments, he sometimes replicated the racial stereotypes he tried to undermine. In an 1849 article, he examined an African-born teenager living in New York, named Henry, and he wrote that he came from “the lowest grade of Barbarism to which the human family can be sunk.” Smith was trying to show that Henry’s embrace of Christianity and American mores proved that beneath outward appearances all humans could change, and, thus, all were the same. Nevertheless, it led him to denigrate indigenous African societies and hold up Euro-American societies as the ideal to which all other cultures ought to aspire. Other social groups—women, Jews, Catholics—did not come off any better. By repeatedly praising the “manhood” of Toussaint-Louverture, the Haitian revolutionary, and using him as prime evidence of Black humanity, he perpetuated limiting, if widely held, gender stereotypes. Similarly, by praising Jewish wealth and Catholic political power and claiming they were rooted in nature, he provided scientific cover to equally disturbing myths.48

The deeper issue was not the stereotypes Smith perpetuated, but the assumption that racial science forced all its practitioners to accept: that race was a fact of nature, and perhaps immutable to change. Smith himself was aware of the dangers of thinking this way. In an 1843 essay he tried to counter the claim that he was being biologically deterministic, reemphasizing that the destiny of all racial groups was rooted in the external environment, not in biology or bloodlines, and therefore that all racial groups were in essence the same.49 But even this form of extreme environmentalism could be deeply deterministic. After all, whether one explained racial characteristics in terms of innate biology or the external environment, one was still accepting the premise that race was rooted in nature and could be changed only through natural processes. Whether race was malleable or fixed, rooted in the natural environment or in the blood, to adopt scientific ways of thinking about race was to downplay the social foundations of all group identities, and to ignore the role that agency, contingency, and history played in shaping one’s future.

Smith’s critique of polygenism was not the only route taken. John S. Rock, another Black man of science and an abolitionist, chose another tack. Born free in Salem, Massachusetts, Rock received a medical degree from the American Medical College in Philadelphia in 1852, and he gained a reputation for challenging ethnologists’ anti-Black claims in the lead-up to the Civil War. In his only surviving lecture, printed in the Liberator on March 12, 1858, Rock wasted little energy trying to prove Black people’s sameness in scientific terms. Instead, he undermined claims of white superiority by focusing on the historical record, showing that, if placed under similar social conditions, white people would act no differently from how Black people were then acting; thus, any emphasis on biological or even environmentally conditioned racial differences were, for all intents and purposes, meaningless. Rock homed in on the claim of Black people’s allegedly innate servility. Theodore Parker, a prominent white abolitionist in Boston, had recently tried to ease white northern anxieties about abolitionists, whose agitation they feared would provoke a slave revolt. Not to worry, Parker argued in a widely circulated lecture: Black people were content in slavery, for if they were naturally more rebellious, they would have ended slavery decades ago, with “the stroke of an axe.”50

Rock was not pleased. He responded with his own essay, which argued that the only reason Black people did not revolt more frequently was that they were vastly outnumbered. In any event, if Black people were naturally content in slavery, how did Parker explain “the history of the bloody struggles for freedom in Hayti?” What of the runaways, “hundreds annually,” who escaped north: was that not resistance? And if the love of liberty was proof of white superiority, why did so many white people “not dare open [their] mouth” against slavery? Rock went on to argue that “sooner or later” Black people’s military service in an inevitable war against slavery would put to rest any claim of servility. But unlike Smith or even Douglass, Rock did not bother paying lip service to the accomplishments of white civilization: “I do not envy the white man the little liberty he enjoys,” he wrote. “It is his right, and he ought to have it. I wish him success, though I do not think he deserves it. But I would have all men free.”51

Rock may have rejected scientific theories of race, but he refused to deny the importance of race as a social identity. “White men may despise, ridicule, slander and abuse us,” he said, “but no man shall cause me to turn my back on my race. With it, I will sink or swim.” He was under no illusions about the need for white people to help Black people end slavery and achieve full citizenship—“but we must not rely on them. They cannot elevate us. Whenever the colored man is elevated it will be by his own exertions.” He argued that Black people would gain full equality only when they took control of their own affairs—economically, politically, educationally: when they did so, they would “wield a power that cannot be misunderstood.”52 Rock may have underestimated the extent to which that process was already under way, and the extent to which forces were arrayed against Black Americans. But he understood that race, however meaningless in terms of science, carried immense social significance. The nation would become a true democracy not by denying that race existed, he suggested, but by learning how to live with it.

Rock ultimately challenged racial science not with more science, but with logic and with history. In doing so, he offered another way of understanding race—one rooted in history, and subject to change—that provided readers with a plausible counter-narrative to the powerful claims of ethnology. Yet for Rock, much like Smith and Douglass, the alternative—to refuse to engage with ethnology—was no option at all. As Douglass said in his 1854 speech, to stay silent on ethnology’s claims was to leave the realm of science open to its exploitation by anti-Black intellectuals. “The neutral scholar is an ignoble man,” he said. “The lukewarm or the cowardly will be rejected by earnest men on either side of the controversy.” Perhaps it was because Douglass was not a man of science himself that he was more willing to highlight the flaws in scientific thinking: “Scientific writers, not less than others, write to please,” he said. Like anyone else, they might “sacrifice what is true to what is popular.” Douglass understood, in other words, that science was shaped by society and was perhaps forever constrained by the blinkered worldviews of the people who create it.53

Ethnology was not the only scientific discipline that mattered to antebellum abolitionists. Equally important, and far less well studied, was agricultural science. Agricultural science was a loosely defined discipline based on the idea that the scientific study of soil, crops, husbandry, and agricultural machinery could make agriculture more efficient. British abolitionists used it remarkably well in the lead-up to Caribbean emancipation, and antislavery men of science in antebellum America followed in their tracks. In the United States, the discipline had roots in the Revolutionary period, when Benjamin Rush founded one of the nation’s first scientific agricultural societies, the Philadelphia Society for Promoting Agriculture, in 1785. But the field came into its own in the antebellum period. Scientific agricultural journals flooded bookstores. Advocates such as Turner lobbied Congress to create an agency devoted to agricultural science—the origins of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, established by antislavery Republicans in 1862—and pushed Washington to support land-grant colleges in the hope that these schools would conduct cutting-edge agricultural research.54

Throughout the antebellum period, northern antislavery men of science routinely portrayed slavery as fundamentally at odds with agricultural science. Some presented slavery as hindering the implementation of scientific reforms. In 1839 the Boston botanist William Kenrick published a letter in the New England Farmer, a prominent agricultural journal, that argued that if only Virginians would emancipate their enslaved laborers, white farmers would “flock” to the South and, armed with their knowledge of scientific agriculture, replenish its depleted, slave-worn soils. In no time, Kenrick wrote, the dilapidated Virginian countryside would turn into “the garden of all the Atlantic States.” In 1861 Turner argued that anywhere slavery spread, “all industry and mechanical skill [were] penalized.” Four years earlier, the New York Tribune, the nation’s largest newspaper and a leading advocate of both scientific agriculture and antislavery, wrote that the only thing preventing slaveholders from adopting labor-saving technologies was the “stumbling block of slavery.”55

Others argued that new technologies could peacefully wean the nation off slave-grown cotton. Edward Everett, a Harvard University president who established the Lawrence Scientific School in 1847, the precursor to Harvard’s engineering school, and who brought Agassiz to the university, presented agricultural inventions as the best, most peaceful means of ending slavery. “Agricultural machinery,” he argued in 1854, as a U.S. senator from Massachusetts, would be the “most likely means by which the emancipation of the slave may be brought about.” In 1860 Thomas Ewbank, the former head of the U.S. Patent Office, wrote that steam-powered plows and other unforeseen technologies were the last best “hope for the negro”; he added, “The ultimate extinction of human slavery depends on it.”56

Everywhere slavery was depicted as exhausting the soil and, in consequence, feeding slavery’s westward expansion. The “ruinous system” of slavery was squarely to blame for “the list of ‘Virginia worn-out lands,’ ” read an 1849 letter in the Cultivator, an agricultural journal based in Albany, New York. The New York Tribune routinely portrayed cotton planters as scientifically ignorant. In an 1851 article, it argued that slaveholders plainly defied agricultural science by insisting on planting one profitable crop alone—cotton—rather than rotating several crops, as advocates of scientific agriculture urged. “Not only is the soil thereby exhausted,” it wrote, but the “population [is] led to scatter.” In his Three Great Races pamphlet, Turner argued that nature would do what God had ordained if slavery expanded northward—“for he smites every Northern soil with barrenness and with curses, on which the slave is permitted too long to linger.” In 1863 Edward Bissell Hunt, the Yale-educated chemist, wrote that slavery leached the “carbonaceous and nitrogenized ingredients of its soil,” concluding that the “worn-out land of Virginia, and the desolate circuit of abandoned plantations . . . are monumental protests against such frauds on the soil.”57

But, crucially, many of these men, though they publicly opposed slavery, disassociated themselves from abolitionists. Science was objective, they stressed, impervious to political influence. Indeed, it was on account of their work’s disinterestedness, they claimed, that a scientific solution to slavery would be “effectual, without being violent . . . injurious to no class, but advantageous to all interests,” wrote Ewbank. In 1852 Augustus Hascall, an agricultural reformer and antislavery congressman from upstate New York, argued that creating a national agricultural department “would do more to cure slaveholders of their slaveholding monomania than all the lectures that Abolitionists have ever read or written.” One year earlier, the New York Tri-bune wrote something similar: “Science has not generally paid much regard to the sacredness of vested interest”; therefore, “if a new discovery or invention is brought forward which promises benefit to the nation and to mankind, we shall not suppress it nor oppose it because Mr. A. or Mr. B. will be a loser.”58

These scientific claims were potentially useful to abolitionists, but they also had the potential to undermine their radical agenda. As some abolitionists would eventually point out, any attempt to promote a scientific solution to slavery might weaken public support for more aggressive political action. Yet it was also true, as other radicals would suggest, that scientific arguments might keep moderate white Northerners within the broader antislavery fold. If scientific arguments made these Northerners feel that they did not have to sacrifice their sense of reason, of objectivity, to a cause many saw as being hijacked by intemperate radicals, then so be it. It was an age of science, as Douglass might have put it, and to neglect a scientific argument because of its co-option by more moderate political forces would be to let too good an opportunity go to waste.

In part, northern men of science advocated scientific solutions to slavery because they felt that abolitionists were needlessly pushing the nation toward war. Scientific and technological solutions offered a soothing alternative, one that fit neatly within the enduring Enlightenment belief in scientific progress as the means toward social improvement.59 Yet another reason northern men of science supported scientific solutions was that some of them, even ones with staunch abolitionist credentials, had lucrative ties to slave owners.

Nowhere was this clearer than with John Pitkin Norton. Born in Albany in 1822, he was the nation’s first professor of agricultural chemistry, a position Yale created for him in 1846, and the author of Elements of Scientific Agriculture (1851), one of the nation’s first textbooks in the field. When Norton began studying chemistry at Yale, under Silliman, in 1840, he regularly attended the Connecticut Anti-Slavery Society’s meetings. He found Black abolitionist speakers particularly captivating. In a March 20, 1841, entry in his unpublished diary, he wrote enthusiastically about an electrifying speech by James W. C. Pennington, “a colored man from Hartford” and prominent abolitionist. In May 1841 he heard Henry Highland Garnet, another leading Black abolitionist, speak of the “the horrors of a servile war,” and he found it no less thrilling. The antislavery activism of his parents—his father, a wealthy industrialist, helped found the Connecticut Anti-Slavery Society—was a great influence on him. But perhaps most significant was the intimate relationship he formed with several Amistad rebels. In 1839 fifty-three enslaved West Africans seized control of their slave ship, La Amistad, originally bound for Cuba, and redirected it to Long Island. Norton’s father helped fund their successful Supreme Court freedom suit two years later, a victory that momentarily united a splintering abolitionist movement.60

The Norton family housed several liberated rebels until they were able to return to Sierra Leone, so the younger Norton had the opportunity to form a bond with them. In his diary he seethed at white neighbors who feared their presence: “People will in a few days learn that these thirty Africans are not about to murder every inhabitant,” he wrote in March 1841. But not everyone was convinced. In September a white mob assaulted one of the captives, an event that Cinque, the group’s famous leader, privately recounted to Norton. Though he did not go into details, Cinque told Norton that he “put his hand on him”—the assaulter—“& he fell down,” Norton’s underline evincing his private excitement. Other rebels were more forthcoming. Kenna “was very communicative,” Norton wrote, “and told me the whole story of his capture & conveyance to Cuba” and “interesting facts about the Mendi country.” Norton seems to have got along with the rebels, but there was no shortage of suspicion. In one instance, a group whom Norton had been teaching English quizzed him on the meaning of a word. They already knew its meaning, but they wanted to be sure he was not deceiving them.61

Norton remained involved in antislavery activities through the mid-1840s. But like Turner’s, his antislavery views defy simple categorization. He rejected colonization yet attended at least one meeting of the local ACS chapter (and “hope[d] they will do well”). He joined racially integrated abolitionist societies and opposed essentialist racial thinking—finding particularly appalling an anti-Black writer who thought “barbarism & stupidity” were “an essential of their character.” But when it came to women’s equality, he was no radical. In his diary he wrote that he opposed the inclusion of “women’s rights” in the Connecticut Anti-Slavery Society platform, and he probably supported the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society (AFASS), founded in 1840 by abolitionists, including his father, who rejected the AASS’s support for women’s equality. But unlike the AFASS, which opposed antislavery political parties, Norton wrote approvingly of the Liberty Party, the nation’s first official antislavery party, founded in 1840. And though his antislavery activism tapered off after he began teaching chemistry at Yale in 1846, he continued to attack slavery in print. In 1851 he published an article denouncing proslavery congressmen for refusing to offer an official welcome to the antislavery Hungarian revolutionary Lajos Kossuth: “Has it come to this, that we at the North who oppose slavery may not lift up our voice on behalf of suffering humanity elsewhere?”62

Yet even while attacking slavery in newspapers, he began to soften the antislavery comments in his scientific work. In 1850 he went out of his way to appease his New York City editors, who worried that the antislavery remarks in a new book that he had edited, The Farmer’s Guide to Scientific and Practical Agriculture, would prevent its sale in the South. In an unpublished early draft, Norton described slavery as an inherent check on scientific progress: “Southern Agriculture has to contend with the difficulties arising from the inherent defects of slave labour that are unknown to the North,” he wrote. “However just,” his editors responded in a letter dated February 19, 1850, the remarks “may, in consequence of the extreme sensitivities of the subject of Slavery in the Southern States, prejudice the sale of the Book in that direction.” Norton decided to cut the “offensive matter” and ultimately bent over backward to appease slaveholder sensibilities. In the final version he wrote that the slaveholder “does not, it is true, do the work with his own hands; but he can encourage good work among his people.” He acknowledged that planters worked under certain constraints—such as the need to “keep the movements of the subordinate in check.” But no matter the peculiarities of their labor system, he assured slaveholders that they would find his book useful.63

But even as Norton appealed to slaveholders, he included several veiled critiques. He wrote, for instance, that “our Northern states are taught to consider honest labor honorable,” which, though not an explicit attack on slavery, implicitly functioned as one. He presented northern agricultural practices as far more scientific than southern ones: “We”—meaning Northerners—“are far in advance of many southern districts.” But perhaps most significant was his vision for the nation’s agricultural future. He argued that the Union should promote “Indian corn . . . our greatest national crop”; unlike any other crop, especially cotton, it grew everywhere, “from north to south, and from east to west.” Conspicuously, Norton ignored the fact that southern cotton was then dominating the nation’s economy: in 1850 it accounted for 53 percent of the nation’s exports. His claim that corn could replace cotton was rooted not only in a scientific claim—that it could grow in most climates—but also in its nationwide cultural resonance. For both sections of the Union, corn symbolized a founding national myth: that Native Americans graciously welcomed European colonists and passed the torch onto the continent’s new inhabitants. By reminding Northerners and Southerners of their shared origins, the passage used agricultural science to offer a solution to their sectional divide.64

Norton did not stop at corn, however. In The Farmer’s Guide he presented a celebrated recent invention, the McCormick reaper, as the embodiment of the nation’s idealized values: freedom, openness, technological progress. In contrast to eastern states, whose rocky and hill-pocked topography stymied the machine’s use, it was “in the broad, unbroken, smooth fields of the West, [where] these machines find their natural sphere of action.” Much as Maclure’s 1817 geological map had, Norton was depicting the west or, more specifically, the Midwest, as freedom’s natural home; as proof, he pointed to the widespread use of the McCormick reaper, manufactured in Chicago, throughout the Midwest’s free-labor wheat fields. Only in a region naturally blessed with good soil, a temperate climate, and relatively flat terrain, and only in a place so implicitly innocent—that is, a place without slavery—could a technological innovation like the McCormick reaper take root. Of course, Norton did not mention that the McCormick family first designed the machine on Virginia plantations. Nor did he mention that it was now helping revive slavery in Virginia and Brazil. Perhaps he did not realize it; perhaps he did, and preferred not to mention it. Either way, his vision of modern machines plowing through free and open western prairies offered a hopeful scientific alternative to the slave-based reality.65

The delicacy of Turner’s antislavery critiques can in part be explained by his growing reliance on slaveholders for income. When Yale created a professorship for him in its new School of Applied Chemistry in 1847, the position came without a fixed salary. Like many science faculty today, he was working in a soft-money environment—that is, he needed to generate his own income. He found one reliable revenue stream in planters, who paid him handsomely to run soil analyses from his laboratory at Yale. Another source came from writing for southern agricultural journals, most notably the Soil of the South. The writing job paid well—ten cents a word, or roughly one hundred dollars an article, which meant that the income he earned from the nine articles he wrote for Soil of the South in the fall of 1851 and in 1852 nearly equaled the average annual salary of a Yale professor, which was $1,150. Unsurprisingly, he avoided any mention of slavery in his Soil of the South articles, and he often used them to promote his “chemical analysis” business.66

The Soil of the South’s editor, William Chambers, anticipated Norton’s potential unease with writing for a publication marketed to slaveholders. In his initial letter to Norton, Chambers wisely framed the job as an opportunity to advance science and national union, rather than help slave owners. “Practical men” were editing the journal, Chambers assured Norton, subtly distancing himself from nakedly proslavery agricultural science writers like Edmund Ruffin. He also played to Norton’s nationalist instincts, writing that “science and practice would ‘both be benefited by Union.’ ” Last, Chambers emphasized how the journal would help Norton promote science to an audience woefully in need of it: “Our planters need the light of science, and we believe that you, better than any other man in our country, are prepared to give it to them.” Norton must have been flattered, but he also must have realized that, in taking the position, he would need to soften his antislavery language. As Silliman had learned decades earlier, promoting science in a slaveholding union came at the price of compromising one’s antislavery views.67

The need for self-censorship did not occur only when writing for southern journals. It was also something Norton had to consider when writing for northern publications. In the fall of 1851 Norton agreed to write for the Plow, a New York-based journal edited by Solon Robinson. Abolitionists had recently vilified Robinson for contributing to De Bow’s Review, a leading proslavery journal, but for Norton the benefits seemed to outweigh the costs. The Plow’s editors assured Norton that their journal would have “the largest circulation of anything of that kind in the U.S.” and would help “both you and your department grow.” Moreover, Robinson could help Norton promote a land-grant college he was trying to build in Albany—a college that would, Norton wrote, start “indoctrinating [students] with a love of science.” The plans Norton drew up for the college included the “full instruction in scientific agriculture, engineering, mining & chemistry,” and Norton had received verbal teaching commitments from some of the nation’s leading men of science, including the Princeton geologist Arnold Guyot, the Harvard mathematician Charles Sanders Peirce, and Louis Agassiz. To alienate Robinson, who exchanged several letters with Norton about the college, would be to sacrifice his scientific dreams on the altar of abolitionism.68

Norton did not live to see his dream realized: he died of tuberculosis in September 1852, barely thirty years old. But he did write at least one article for the Plow. Published in February 1852, it portrayed science as inherently moral, a field of study that combated the darkness of prejudice with the light of reason. The journal’s “name is significant in more senses than one,” Norton wrote. “In your hands it will come to represent a moral plow, driving through the tough sand & tangled roots of error & prejudice.” Norton did not mention slavery directly, but he did write that anywhere modern plows were found in “Southern States,” there was promise for agriculture to become “something above the mere exertion of muscular strength.” In other words, wherever machine technology took root, slave labor would no longer be necessary. He was being deliberately vague, of course, but that was a skill experience had taught him, a skill one needed when promoting science in a slaveholder’s union.69

Norton may have muted the antislavery messages in his scientific work, but other men of science were less inhibited. In the 1850s, with slavery increasingly under attack, men of science on both sides of the Atlantic began to promote technological innovations as a way to reduce reliance on slave-grown cotton. One of the most talked about inventions, and one that has received minimal scholarly attention, was a newly patented machine that promised to make flax into a cheap and humane alternative to cotton. The advantage of flax was that it grew in temperate climates, ones largely inhabited by white farmers, especially in the Midwest and Ireland. The problem was that raw flax was heavy to transport, and when turned into cloth, it was stiff, scratchy, and brown—far less desirable than soft, white cotton. But those problems seemed to be solved in 1851, when a Brazilian chemist, aided by a London chemistry professor, invented a flax-processing machine and pitched it as a solution to slavery. In no time, antislavery supporters in the United States, from moderate antislavery Republicans to radical abolitionists, began pointing to the invention as proof that slavery’s days were numbered.

The flax machine was first unveiled in 1851 at the Great Exhibition in London. The exhibition was a major international event, covered widely in the press, and attracted the world’s political and intellectual elites, thousands of common visitors, and even a few Black abolitionists. It was also a showcase for Britain’s scientific, industrial—and moral—progress; several of the inventions on display were intended to demonstrate how modernity and morality went hand in hand. To no one’s surprise, slavery hung over the entire affair. “The abolition of slavery,” wrote London’s Morning Chronicle, referring to slavery’s recent demise in much of the Caribbean and Latin America, was the chief impetus behind many of the agricultural inventions on display. The flax machine’s main inventor was Pierre Claussen, who had come to England by way of Brazil. According to one journal, he was “formerly an extensive cotton-grower and slave-owner in Brazil,” though journalists more frequently cited his scientific credentials, all in an effort to bolster his invention’s legitimacy. The Morning Chronicle, for instance, highlighted Claussen’s work as a chemist with the Brazilian Institute, a scientific society devoted to practical inventions. It also noted that he was “well-known as the inventor of the circular loom,” and that, as a botanist, he had donated numerous plants to natural history museums throughout Europe.70

Claussen’s flax machine was relatively simple. First, a device mechanically separated the useless flax stalk from the valuable fiber; then, a boiling vat rinsed the fiber in a patented chemical solution. Despite its simplicity, or perhaps because of it, it was a major attraction at the exhibition: Queen Victoria and Prince Albert “inspected [the machine] with considerable attention,” wrote the Chronicle, and it took home a prize for best new invention. Claussen marketed his machine to fit the temper of the times. By 1850 Britain had taken the lead in the international campaign against the transatlantic slave trade, and many Britons took great pride in the fact. Between 1807 and 1850, Britain signed anti–slave trade treaties with more than a dozen nations, from Bolivia to Brazil. The treaty system drastically reduced the number of enslaved Africans shipped across the Atlantic: by the 1850s, the annual rate fell to 15,000 people per year, the lowest it had been since the early seventeenth century. Of course, the legislative successes coexisted with darker realities. Signatory nations often refused to enforce the ban, and evasion became routine. Americans were particularly notorious smugglers, helping transport 275,000 enslaved Africans to Brazil in the 1840s alone. Meanwhile, between 1838 and 1860, Britain imported 145,000 indentured servants (“coolies”), nearly half from British East India, to its Caribbean islands to replace enslaved laborers, and while not slavery, the indentured servant system bore many similarities to it.71
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Fig. 5a. Claussen’s flax machine, straw breaker, 1851.
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Fig. 5b. Claussen’s flax machine, chemical solution bath, 1851.

Pierre Claussen, a Brazilian chemist, debuted his flax machine at London’s Great Exhibition in 1851. Claussen claimed his invention would turn flax into a cheaper alternative to slave-grown cotton and force planters to emancipate their enslaved laborers. Black and white abolitionists in the United States heralded Claussen’s machine as the death knell of slavery. Fig. 5a depicts the machine that separated the raw flax straw from the valuable fiber. Fig. 5b shows the chemical solution bath that made the flax fiber as soft as cotton. From The Preparation of Long-Line Flax-Cotton, and Flax-Wool, by the Claussen Processes (1852) by Dr. John Ryan. Courtesy of Hathitrust.org / Getty Research Institute.

Even if slavery’s slow death concealed new forms of coercive labor taking its place, abolitionists on both sides of the Atlantic—and shrewd marketers like Claussen—gladly hitched their sails to the antislavery winds. In an 1851 pamphlet aimed at investors in the United States and Britain, Claussen appealed directly to antislavery sympathies: “The abolition of slavery will be accelerated by the success of the Company,” he wrote, referring to the business he formed to sell the technology. He cited two American newspapers that highlighted his invention’s antislavery potential, adding that “the natural sagacity of the Americans is directed to this subject.” For Britons there were additional benefits. Most important, it would help with the “employment of the poor” in Ireland, where many farmers had recently been devastated by the Great Famine of 1845–49. “When it is considered that British cotton is the produce of free instead of slave labour,” Claussen wrote, there was no reason not to invest in his company.72

Claussen was careful to balance moral arguments with economic ones, but not all men of science were so cautious. John Ryan, a chemistry professor at the Royal Polytechnic Institute who seems to have had a financial stake in Claussen’s company, unabashedly claimed that the flax machine would lead to the total “extinction of human slavery, with all its cruel and debasing horrors.” When Ryan touted the machine’s emancipatory potential during a lecture at the Polytechnic Institute in January 1852, the audience erupted in applause. Critics accused Ryan of gaming a righteous cause, but he countered that the flax machine had been studied by “most distinguished members of the scientific and manufacturing world,” and all had given it their approval.73

Many men of science did in fact examine Claussen’s machine, but they often distanced themselves from explicit political claims. James Thomas Way, the official chemist for the Royal Agricultural Society of England, published a lengthy chemical analysis of a finished flax fiber, but he made no mention of slavery; he alluded to it only indirectly, noting that the flax invention would decrease Britain’s dependence “upon the United States for cotton.” Scientific American, reporting from New York in March 1851, referred to the antislavery implications of Claussen’s invention—it “causes so much talk in England and in this country”—but presented its analysis as purely scientific, apolitical, not mere “talk.” Yet in the end it gave it the periodical’s approval: it “is certainly a philosophic idea.” The tempered tone of these reports did not mean that their authors were, in reality, disinterested. Quite the opposite: it was precisely because so many newspapers, politicians, and abolitionists highlighted the antislavery implications of Claussen’s invention that they did not have to make their own politics explicit. By endorsing the technology, men of science and science journal editors could maintain an image of neutrality while tacitly promoting an antislavery agenda.74

Abolitionists of all kinds sensed an opportunity. One of the first abolitionist papers to endorse Claussen’s machine was Frederick Douglass’s North Star in January 1851. Ten months later, the editors of the Anti-Slavery Reporter, the journal of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society (BFASS), appealed to cotton manufacturers to invest in “flax cotton, discovered by M. Claussen.” The same article cited James Way’s chemical report, as well as another scientific study proving that flax was not as “exhaustive” of the soil as some critics supposed. In 1855, after Claussen’s invention proved a failure, the BFASS promoted another, improved flax machine that immediately appeared in its wake. “Chemical solvents are making of flax fibre a more than rival for the Mississippi fibre which underlies the Southern system of labour,” it wrote, arguing that the technology spelled “THE DOOM OF THE COTTON-HAND.”75

But few were as enthusiastic as Horace Greeley. The editor of the New York Tribune, Greeley became an outspoken antislavery Republican in the 1850s, and he had long been a champion of scientific agriculture. He hired Solon Robinson to write an agricultural column for the Tribune and sent a reporter to London’s Great Exhibition to report on the new agricultural technologies, including Claussen’s flax machine. Greeley was always quick to connect his antislavery politics to scientific agriculture, and nearly all his articles on the machine tied it to the antislavery cause. The fiber Claussen produced was “scarcely distinguishable from the Sea Island sample,” a Tri-bune reporter wrote enthusiastically on June 23, 1851, referring to the South’s main cotton fiber. On account of Claussen’s invention, “slavery will lose one of its principal supports,” the Tribune wrote later that summer. It also informed readers that a sample of “fabrics manufactured . . . by Claussen’s process” could be “inspected at the Anti-Slavery office” on Beekman Street, in lower Manhattan. Greeley ultimately portrayed slaveholders as competing not only against abolitionists and politicians, but against science itself. As the Tribune put it: “Perhaps South-Carolina would secede from Chemistry as well as from the Union of Common Sense.”76

Northern interest in flax technologies increased on the eve of, and during, the Civil War. In March 1860, Greeley’s Tribune pointed to the latest U.S. Patent Office report that referred to a new flax machine, concluding that “FLAX [IS] TO SUPERCEDE COTTON” and that, since “every State can grow flax,” it would “weaken the only prop which American Slavery possesses.” The New England Farmer, Massachusetts’ leading agricultural journal, sounded a similar note: “SCIENCE is king—not cotton,” the editors wrote in January 1861, referring to yet another flax machine. By August 1862, the Civil War now raging, the New England Farmer wrote that “the invention of machinery for spinning flax satisfactorily and cheaply would at once depose and overwhelm King Cotton.” Jonathan Baldwin Turner, in his Three Great Races lecture, was unambiguous in his praise of “QUEEN FLAX,” as was Edward Everett, the Harvard president and founder of its Lawrence Scientific School. On September 12, 1861, Everett told farmers in upstate New York that growing flax would aid the Union effort. He noted that London’s Association for the Advancement of Science had recently reported “the most promising experiments” on a different flax machine—yet more evidence that “the fibre of flax” could substitute “the tissues for which cotton has hitherto been employed.”77

For abolitionists, one of the dangers of the flax machine was that many of its loudest champions did not have the same goals or strategies as they did. Greeley, for instance, stayed silent on the question of Black citizenship, and when the war began, he argued that the South should be allowed to leave the Union peacefully, even if it meant keeping slavery intact. He often denounced radical abolitionists, and he tended to speak of flax technologies as a substitute for, rather than a complement to, their moral and political program. In 1853 the Tribune argued that “ ‘moral suasion’ has been found to have very little effect upon the slaveholder”; it added, “They will give up slavery only when they can’t keep them any longer with positive and palpable loss.” The paper went on to argue that, unlike activists or politicians, science cared not a whit about the fate of slavery, and it was therefore the “most legitimate and inoffensive” way of “acting against” it. The Boston Journal, also skeptical of abolitionists yet opposed to slavery, sounded a similar note. In October 1861 it wrote that the “genius [who] shall perfect machinery for the manufacture of flax into cotton at a low cost will do more for the abolition of slavery than a thousand Senators who confine themselves to making speeches against the institution.”78

Abolitionists, Black and white, men and women, saw how Northerners framed new inventions like the flax machine as an alternative, rather than a complement, to their agenda. Yet with a few notable exceptions, abolitionists generally supported technological arguments anyway. They did so not because they naively believed science or technology could single-handedly solve the problem of slavery, but because technological solutions could aid their own political programs. Abolitionists’ support for the flax machine was in part premised on the belief that it would help their larger boycott of slave-grown cotton. Since the 1790s abolitionists had been creating “free produce associations,” which, like the modern fair-trade movement, bought only free-grown products and were usually organized by middle-class women. Confined to the home and responsible for household purchases, women found that these boycott organizations could provide them with a way to engage in political activism. In the 1830s, as cotton production soared, Black and white women abolitionists in the United States revived slave-grown boycotts. In 1836 the interracial Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society (PFASS) reissued an essay by the British abolitionist Elizabeth Heyrick, which called for an earlier boycott against slave-grown sugar. A few years earlier, Lydia White, a white antislavery Quaker in Philadelphia, opened the nation’s first free-produce store, and by the 1850s there were dozens more like them.79

Black men also supported boycotts. Alexander Crummell and Henry Highland Garnet promoted the free-produce movement in lectures throughout England in the early 1850s. In 1852 Jacob C. White Jr., a prominent abolitionist in Philadelphia, gave a rousing lecture to his largely Black audience urging them to embrace the free-produce movement. If more free-produce stores existed, he said, “I doubt that there could be found one colored person in fifty that would put themselves to the least trouble in order to patronize the store that sold the free produce.” He was clear that boycotts alone would not cause “abolition of Slavery,” but at the very least, he argued, they would guard against charges that free Black people were not acting “with consistency.”80

Less radical, more mainstream white antislavery supporters were happy to associate flax with the free-produce movement—but only when it served their purposes. In 1853 Greeley’s Tribune published a letter from a member of the American Free Produce Association applauding Greeley’s “Agricultural experiment” with flax, but he did so even while positioning flax—and, by extension, science—as a more viable route to emancipation than what radical abolitionists had on offer. Yet it was a sign of abolitionists’ pragmatism that they supported flax technologies anyway. The National Anti-Slavery Standard, the AASS’s official newspaper, reprinted several Tribune articles about Claussen’s machine. Even after Claussen’s invention failed, the Standard continued reporting on subsequent flax experiments. In 1854 it reported that, although “the experiment of Claussen in making poor cotton out of good flax failed,” another inventor, with just “a few chemicals,” seemed to be succeeding. The National Era, the paper of the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, also reprinted several Greeley articles on the “invention from Chevalier Claussen.”81

Both the National Era and the National Anti-Slavery Standard were edited by white abolitionists. But Black-controlled abolitionist papers also gave flax machines their support. Douglass’s North Star had been writing about flax machines well before Greeley. On January 16, 1851, it reported not only on Claussen’s machine, but also on a similar new technology that combined “chemical and mechanical means” to spin flax on “cotton machinery.” Douglass’s subsequent periodical, Frederick Douglass’ Paper, continued in a similar vein, reprinting several flax machine articles from Britain’s Anti-Slavery Reporter. Douglass did not limit himself to American cotton either: he touted scientific solutions that might undermine slave-based agriculture in other slave societies, particularly Brazil, Cuba, and Puerto Rico. In 1854 he enthusiastically reported on a chemical paper written by Justus Liebig—a revered German chemist, whom Norton briefly studied under—which suggested that asparagus might be a substitute for coffee. “The illustrious German chemist” had found a strand of asparagus containing a chemical similar to caffeine, Douglass wrote; if free laborers grew it in the United States, it might bankrupt coffee planters throughout the Atlantic world and force them to emancipate their enslaved laborers.82

Black abolitionists outside the United States also supported technological solutions to slavery. Henry Bibb, who escaped his Kentucky plantation in 1842 and founded a free Black settlement in Canada, extolled Claussen’s machine. In July 1851, writing in his Canada-based newspaper, Voice of the Fugitive, he quoted directly from “the pen of Mr. Greeley at the World’s Fair”—that is, the Great Exhibition—and urged all formerly enslaved people in Canada to grow flax in light of the invention. “The fugitive slaves should be standing in the front ranks of this experiment,” Bibb wrote, “which is destined to work out the emancipation of our chattelized race.” Other Black leaders in northern states also encouraged flax cultivation on account of the promising new inventions. In 1853 the Ohio State Convention of Colored Freemen passed a resolution to promote flax cultivation among Black farmers: “Resolved,” it read, “that to the colored farmers of this State be hereby suggested the propriety of considering the cultivation of flax—and of aiding, thereby, as much as in their power, the cotton flax movement.” Black editors in Philadelphia urged free Black inventors to experiment with their own flax machines. “We advise our inventive readers to examine and see if they cannot produce improvements in flax dressing machinery,” wrote the Christian Recorder, the newspaper of Philadelphia’s African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) Church, on September 5, 1853.83

The reasons Black and white abolitionists supported scientific solutions were often similar. Both groups believed that scientific solutions would exert economic pressure on slaveholders. Both also believed that scientific solutions might keep northern economic pragmatists on their side, ones who cared little for abolitionists but could be swayed by appeals to the nation’s economic interests. But Black abolitionists also had reasons particular to their communities. For many Black leaders, supporting scientific solutions merged with a larger integrationist philosophy. Embracing science signaled a commitment to the nation’s economic development and, by extension, to the nation itself. For this reason, Black integrationists, women as well as men, urged Black audiences to engage with scientific knowledge whenever they could. Maria W. Stewart, an early Black abolitionist and teacher, routinely implored Black audiences to master scientific subjects: “Where can we find among ourselves the man of science?” she asked a group of Bostonians in 1833. “Where are our lecturers in natural history, and our critics in useful knowledge?” In the 1850s the abolitionist and educator Sarah Mapps Douglass (no relation to Frederick) made botany, geography, and anatomy central to her curriculum at the Institute for Coloured Youth, a prominent Black school in Philadelphia. Because Black support for scientific education was often tied to a larger uplift strategy—premised on the notion that Black self-improvement would facilitate white acceptance—Black support for science represented a broader claim on citizenship.84

The racial barriers in Black people’s way, however, made acquiring scientific knowledge difficult. In the North, free Black Americans were barred from scientific societies as they were from most civic institutions. In response, Black communities created their own intellectual societies, ones that made scientific topics central to their intellectual programs. The Banneker Institute, established in 1854 in Philadelphia, was representative. The institute held regular lectures open to paying members on topics ranging from mathematics to botany. In 1855, for instance, Sarah Mapps Douglass lectured on anatomy; four years later, Henry Black spoke about Linnaeus. Jacob C. White Jr., a mathematics teacher and cofounder of the institute, had long argued that attaining scientific knowledge would aid the larger fight for full citizenship. When, on May 24, 1855, he was invited to deliver a lecture at the Institute for Coloured Youth, on the occasion of a visit by the Pennsylvania governor, he highlighted the school’s emphasis on practical scientific subjects, particularly “the mechanical arts and agriculture.” Though free Black people were “not recognized in the political arrangements of the commonwealth,” White said, the school would show that Black people were “nevertheless preparing ourselves for a future day when citizenship” would be possible.85

Black leaders supported the creation of their own industrial colleges for the same reason they promoted scientific education in general: they would provide Black laborers with the practical scientific skills they needed to make themselves valued citizens. In 1853 Charles L. Reason, a professor of mathematics at New York Central College and a revered teacher within the Black community, worked with Frederick Douglass to create “The Colored People’s Industrial College,” though lack of funds prevented it from materializing. Reason’s desire for an industrial college was largely the same as Turner’s—empowering common laborers—but with one key difference. Turner understood science to be an inherently white enterprise, a form of knowledge white people created themselves, and one that only white people could truly understand. By contrast, Reason saw science as racially inclusive. Everyone could and ought to engage with science, he wrote, “everyone man and everyone woman, equipped by its discipline to do good battle in the arena of active life.” In an 1854 essay promoting the college, Reason argued that Black people would never truly be free until they attained the means to support themselves in an increasingly mechanized society—they would remain “in what Geologists call, the ‘Transition State,’ ” no longer enslaved, but far from free. A practical scientific education would not only make Black people self-sufficient, he believed, but also show how they could be “to the assistance of the entire American people.”86

Of course, not all Black Americans who embraced science were integrationists. Emigrationists—ideological adversaries of integrationists like Douglass—also believed that science could help liberate Black people, but it would not necessarily increase the respect they received from white Americans. Unlike integrationists, emigrationists believed that entrenched anti-Black racism made fighting for Black citizenship a fool’s errand. In principle (if not always in practice), they opposed the white-led ACS and its Liberia settlement and hoped instead to create Black-controlled nations that would “regenerate their race,” as Martin Delany, a leading emigrationist, wrote in 1861. But they were no less committed to ending slavery, and they believed that independent Black communities could use their economic power to undermine slavery’s profitability. To that end, emigrationists championed the free-produce movement and saw science as buttressing its mission. In addition, Delany—who founded a short-lived Black settlement in modern-day Nigeria in 1859—argued that if free Black colonies in Africa adopted scientific agriculture to cultivate cotton and convinced British manufacturers to buy from them rather than from American cotton planters, it would “furnish an irresistible motive to Emancipation.”87

Science, in fact, suffused Delany’s entire African emigration plan. He briefly attended Harvard Medical School in 1850, leaving only in the face of fierce white opposition. But he continued to engage in scientific activities, writing essays on ethnology and astronomy for the Anglo-African Magazine and attending the International Statistical Congress, a prestigious scientific conference in London, in 1860. Like Smeathman, he used his scientific reputation to bolster his claims of West Africa’s natural fecundity—cotton “grows profusely in all this part of Africa,” he wrote—offering it as proof that a free-labor African colony could easily outcompete slave plantations. In addition, he recruited Black men of science exclusively to join him on his expedition to West Africa, in large part to prove, publicly, that Black men were just as capable of conducting the kinds of scientific expeditions that white explorers had long been carrying out on Black people’s behalf. Delany’s published report on his 1859 expedition, Official Report of the Niger Valley Exploring Party (1861), highlighted the scientific backgrounds of the original all-Black group, including “Dr. Amos Aray, surgeon, a highly intelligent man,” and “Dr. [James H.] Wilson . . . a physician, surgeon, and chemist.” But limited funds meant that only one actually joined him: Robert Campbell, a Jamaican-born man educated at the Institute for Coloured Youth in Philadelphia, and “a very accomplished Chemist.”88

Delany also worked closely with at least one white flax technology promoter whose antislavery politics contrasted sharply with his own: Benjamin Coates. As a member of the Pennsylvania Colonization Society, Coates was eager to help Delany promote Black emigration to Africa. Coates funded Delany’s scientific expedition to the Niger River Valley and wrote that “this new discovery of the process of preparing flax” would help defeat slavery. Despite their political differences—Coates supporting Black emigration because he did not believe in Black citizenship, Delany because he did not believe Black citizenship was possible—they agreed on one thing: science could help bring down slavery.89

To be sure, not all radical abolitionists supported scientific solutions to slavery. The most prominent dissenter was William Lloyd Garrison. Before the war broke out, Garrison routinely denounced flax technologies, steam engines, and scientific solutions of any kind. To him, they were based on an economic understanding of slavery that contrasted sharply with his own. Slaveholders kept their captives not for financial reasons, he argued, but for psychological ones—they craved the power far more than the money. “It’s not profit that makes slavery so devilish, but man’s love of power,” he wrote. Therefore, no amount of economic pressure, whether hastened by science or not, would convince slaveholders to relinquish their enslaved laborers. They needed a moral reckoning.90

In the Liberator’s issue of October 18, 1861, Garrison attacked the liberal Boston Journal for writing that the “genius” who discovered a flax substitute “will do more for the abolition of slavery than a thousand Senators.” Nonsense, he replied, and in any event, “the humane [reason] is infinitely more important.” Three years earlier, he had railed against the Atlantic Monthly for making a similar claim. The magazine’s Boston-based editors opposed slavery, but they were wary of starting a war over it and tried to cool the national furor by arguing that technology would solve the problem: “With our prodigious development of mechanical invention,” the Atlantic wrote, “the time for chattelizing men . . . has passed by.” Garrison was all too happy to reprint a slaveholder’s reply, which argued that new technologies would only make slavery more profitable: “If we do ever plow by steem [sic],” the slave owner wrote, “we’ll turn our niggers into Pickers—make more cotton and sell it at less a price.” Here Garrison was critiquing white antislavery moderates, but he aimed his fire at more radical Black abolitionists too, and for the same reason. Slaveholders craved “the possession of absolute power” more than money, he scolded Black abolitionists in 1850, after several of them had embraced the free-produce movement. Promoting flax technologies in particular would, he argued, simply make Northerners less reliant on slave-grown cotton and delude them into thinking they were untouched by slavery’s “contamination.”91

In one sense, Garrison was right: slavery was not just about money, it was about power. But he could make that argument because he had a luxury that Black abolitionists lacked: the luxury of moral purity. Many Black abolitionists had experienced the brutality of slavery firsthand, and they had family members still enslaved. Black abolitionists felt the daily ostracism that came with being Black in America, a stigma many of them believed would not lessen as long as slavery remained intact. And never in the nation’s history had a political party been founded on a principled opposition to slavery. The Republican Party’s antislavery platform may have been less bold than Black abolitionists hoped, but they saw it as a vehicle to push through a more radical agenda. Science functioned in the same way. Black abolitionists did not believe science was the solution to slavery, but many white Northerners did, or wanted to, and Black abolitionists needed their support. If it meant promoting scientific solutions to achieve their goals, so be it. Science was power, and with the power scientific arguments gave them, they would set about making America free.

Scientific arguments featured prominently in antebellum antislavery discourse, just as they had throughout the antislavery movement’s long history. But as opposition to slavery became widespread in the North, antislavery scientific arguments increasingly served agendas that abolitionists themselves—a radical minority in the antebellum period—rejected. Mainstream white antislavery advocates turned polygenism, often thought to be a proslavery racial theory, into a racial science that could support gradual emancipation and colonization. Meanwhile, northern men of science depicted slavery as scientifically backward and presented technological solutions to slavery as a more peaceful alternative to radical abolitionist agitation. Radical abolitionists nonetheless embraced scientific and technological arguments. Sometimes their ethnological theories perpetuated dangerous scientific conceptions of race, but more important was their decision to engage with and challenge scientific racism rather than ignore it. Black and white abolitionists’ support for technological solutions was similarly prudent. It represented neither a capitulation to political moderation nor a naive belief in technological solutionism, but instead a keen understanding that realizing their radical agenda required serious engagement with, not blithe disregard for, the ideas of the society they sought to change.




Conclusion

On December 6, 1865, with the ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment, slavery was finally abolished. The Thirteenth Amendment was an extraordinary document, not least because it ended slavery immediately and without owner compensation, an agenda only radical abolitionists had imagined possible before the war. Lincoln ran on an antislavery platform, but his moderation had always been his main appeal. Eighteen months into the war, Lincoln continued to keep emancipation off the table: “My paramount object in the struggle is to save the Union,” Lincoln wrote to Horace Greeley on August 22, 1862. “If I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone, I would also do that.” Lincoln believed that immediate emancipation would alienate the border states, as well as many of his own supporters; he therefore preferred to quietly experiment with more modest antislavery measures. But not a single slave state entertained his offers, and free Black leaders scoffed at his proposal for emancipation in exchange for their support of colonization. Not until Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, on New Year’s Day, 1863, did the war become an “abolition war,” as Douglass called it. Even still, emancipation could not be put into effect until the Union Army regained control of the seceded states. As many Black abolitionists suspected, emancipation would come only through force. “Sooner or later, the clashing of arms will be heard in this country,” said John Rock, the Black abolitionist physician, in 1858, “and the Black man’s service will be needed.”1

In recent years historians have rightly emphasized the importance of Black agency to emancipation. The fugitives who escaped to Union lines at the start of the war prompted Union generals, and ultimately Lincoln and Congress, to issue limited emancipation decrees as a threat to the South, hoping such actions would bring Confederate leaders to the bargaining table. After the Emancipation Proclamation, Black enlistees, many of them formerly enslaved, became essential foot soldiers in the Union Army, making up one-tenth of its enlistees. As emancipation became interwoven with the war’s mission, more and more white Northerners, once skeptical of immediate emancipation, slowly began to accept it.2

But modern-day interpretations that highlight Black agency do not necessarily reflect the views of historical subjects. To many white people, both during and after slavery, emancipation came about not because of the agency of Black people, but because of the backwardness of slaveholders themselves. What this book has tried to show is how that perception came into being. To be sure, the image of slaveholders as backward, as the enemies of progress, had many sources, including a broader economic narrative that cast slavery as less efficient than wage labor. But another crucial, and connected, source was the scientific critiques that abolitionists used to discredit the institution. For at least a century before the Civil War, antislavery men of science and their abolitionist allies drew on reams of scientific evidence—medical, agricultural, botanical, chemical, geological, demographic—and proposed numerous technological solutions to slavery, all of which cast slavery as inimical to progress at odds with a world defined by science and technology. Slavery, abolitionists argued, prevented planters from adopting machine technologies that could easily replace slave labor. Physicians showed how slavery caused many of the diseases from which Black people suffered. Botanists, naturalists, and explorers extolled the natural environments of Sierra Leone, Java, and the expanding American frontier, suggesting that these regions would provide ideal alternatives to slave plantations.

Black people were excluded from early abolitionist and scientific societies, but they nonetheless found ways to promote a similar scientific narrative. Whether it was Benjamin Banneker’s antislavery almanacs, Paul Cuffe’s and John Kizell’s botanical research and expeditions in Sierra Leone, or Maria W. Stewart’s, Sarah Mapps Douglass’s, and Charles L. Reason’s insistence that Black people embrace a scientific education, Black leaders saw science and technology as essential tools in their own struggle for freedom. Yet it was seldom easy: white antislavery elites rarely consulted them about the political ends to which their scientific ideas were being used, and their antislavery racial theories often assumed a degree of Black backwardness, something Black intellectuals were not immune to themselves. All too often, the technological solutions to slavery promoted by white antislavery elites—from steam engines that might replace slave labor to flax machines that might destroy cotton’s profitability—functioned as a kind of anti-politics: a way to avoid political action. In moments of crisis, it was convenient to turn to science and technology to solve the problems that society lacked the will to fix.

Though this book has focused on how abolitionists used scientific ideas to cast slaveholders as the enemies of progress during the era of slavery, the image of slavery as scientifically backward hardly went away after emancipation. Almost as soon as the Civil War ended, northern men of science held up the North’s victory as proof of the natural affinity between science and emancipation. In April 1865, William P. Atkinson, a professor at the newly founded Massachusetts Institute of Technology, argued that the spread of scientific knowledge in the North before the Civil War had made emancipation possible. By emphasizing fact over theory, evidence over dogma, a scientific worldview, he claimed, had enabled Northerners to see slavery for what it was: cruel, inefficient, backward. By contrast, Britain’s neutrality during the war could be explained by its political class’s being educated in a university system that “utterly ignores the great body of modern physical science.” Only politicians who were averse to science could take “sides with slaveholding assassins in a war waged for republican freedom.”3

Black abolitionists helped cement the image of slavery as scientifically backward. In Frederick Douglass’s final memoir, published in 1881, he depicted the technological sophistication of New Bedford, Massachusetts, the city to which he escaped in 1838, as the mirror opposite of the slave-dependent, technology-starved South. Speaking of New Bedford, he wrote, “Here were sinks, drains, self-shutting gates, washing-machines, wringing-machines, and a hundred other contrivances for saving time and money.” He concluded, “In a word, I found everything managed with much more scrupulous regard to economy . . . than in the country from which I had come.” Commenting on his return to his former owner’s plantation in 1881, he marveled at how the labor that was once completed by sixty enslaved people was now “by the aid of machinery . . . accomplished by ten men.”4

In the twentieth century, scientists, government officials, and popular science writers updated this narrative with only minor alterations. In 1937 the federal government published a report, authored by a blue-ribbon committee of academic scientists, that studied the social implications of new technologies. The report noted that every epoch in human history had been characterized by “new inventions or discoveries, which increase his comfort, his safety, his intelligence, or his well-being,” and went on to explain slavery’s demise, in all societies, as a result of technological breakthroughs. “Human slavery has given place in modern civilized lands to mechanical power, which has placed a new valuation on human life.” One year later, Silas Bent, a popular science writer, published a book titled Slaves by the Billion, which argued that new domestic appliances—refrigerators, gas stoves, washing machines—could emancipate “housewives” from the drudgery of domestic chores, just as inventions had “liberated from a condition of servitude” the enslaved of the past. In 1962 Gerald Piel, publisher of Scientific American, repeated the claim: “Slavery was abolished only when the biological energy of man was displaced by mechanical energy in the industrial revolution.” He added, “Slavery became immoral when it became technologically obsolete.”5

These depictions were not confided to scientists and a public beholden to an Enlightenment-era narrative that equated science with progress. Academics more skeptical of Whiggish interpretations also cast slavery and science in oppositional terms. In 1942 the Marxist sociologist Edgar Zilsel argued in a classic essay, titled “The Sociological Roots of Science,” that the Scientific Revolution was the product of an emerging capitalist society. As class barriers separating artisans from scholars broke down in early modern Europe, knowledge derived from manual labor—from experimentation—grew in prestige, and the idea of modern science was born. In the same essay, Zilsel contrasted early modern Europe with the Greco-Roman classical world. The reason the classical world never had a scientific revolution, he argued, was that “machinery and science cannot develop in a civilization based on slave labor.” The explanations he offered—that slave labor devalued manual labor; that the availability of slave labor discouraged mechanical invention; that slaves, being unskilled, were unlikely to develop scientific or technological knowledge—could have been written by Joseph Priestley himself.6

Perhaps the most prominent modern historian to depict slavery and science as diametric opposites was Eugene Genovese. In his influential studies of slavery, written in the 1960s and early 1970s, Genovese cast slavery as a fundamentally retrograde, antimodern, precapitalistic institution. As such, he argued that scientific knowledge and modern technologies—like the labor-saving plow—had only limited appeal in the South, and he cited Zilsel’s work as proof that societies based on slave labor were inhospitable to science. “Negro slavery retarded technological progress,” Genovese wrote in The Political Economy of Slavery (1965), adding that slavery “encouraged ways of thinking antithetical to the spirit of modern science.” Like Zilsel, Genovese was writing from a Marxist perspective. In describing the South’s slave-based economy as backward, he did not mean to praise northern capitalism or the scientific and technological advances he believed capitalism made possible. Indeed, the long afterlife of slavery’s image as incompatible with science and technology might in part be explained by its wide ideological appeal. Intellectuals who saw science, capitalism, and freedom as of a piece and worth celebrating have been just as likely to depict slavery as scientifically backward as Marxist scholars more critical of capitalism.7

Of course, the notion that slavery thwarted scientific progress has been crumbling in the decades since Genovese’s work appeared. Since at least the 1970s, scholarship demonstrating how slavery shaped racial science has become so rich that historians and the public alike sometimes assume that proslavery ideologues had a monopoly on scientific ideas. More recent scholarship highlighting slavery’s importance to the production of other forms of scientific and medical knowledge, coupled with a growing literature highlighting the technological sophistication of many plantations, threatens to obscure our appreciation of just how well the enemies of slaveholders—the abolitionists—seized the mantle of science for themselves. Even scholars of the antislavery movement have largely left the study of science, medicine, and technology to their slavery-focused colleagues. Whether this results from a belief that racial science was the only realm of science that mattered in the debates over slavery—and therefore that slaveholders “won” the scientific debate—or from a wariness of reviving outdated interpretations that cast abolitionists as enlightened heroes and paragons of modernity, the effect is the same: we simply lack an appreciation of the crucial role that scientific knowledge, in its broadest sense, played in undermining slave regimes.

This study claims to be neither a comprehensive study of all the forms of scientific knowledge abolitionists and their scientific allies mobilized, nor a direct challenge to the recent scholarship showing slavery to be in fact deeply modern—that is, inextricably tied to capitalism, science, medicine, and technology. Rather, it offers a counterpoint to this scholarship, arguing that from the moment the organized abolitionist movement took shape, slaveholders were depicted as antimodern—the enemies of progress—and in no small part because abolitionists successfully cast slaveholders and their institution as scientifically backward. The scientific ideas antislavery men of science and abolitionists drew on were necessarily wide-ranging—geological, medical, technological, chemical, astronomical—in part because, at the time, the disciplinary boundaries of science were more fluid, and in part because focusing on a narrow scientific discipline fails to capture the broader picture abolitionists were painting. Indeed, it has been the singular focus on racial science—on questions of biological difference—that has led scholars to miss this larger story. Abolitionists were most successful in claiming the scientific mantle for themselves not when they attacked anti-Black racial science—though they did that plenty—but when they drew on all the forms of scientific knowledge at their disposal. Unlike popular perceptions of abolitionists today, few at the time would have seen them as making only a moral argument: they were also making a scientific one. And it worked.

The success of their scientific narrative—their science of abolition—should also force us to rethink some basic assumptions within the history of science, medicine, and technology today. For the past few decades, scholars have rightly rejected histories that cast scientific knowledge as an unabashed source of human progress, and they have instead highlighted the many ways Western science has sanctioned oppressive social hierarchies. While this study does not attempt to overturn this newer narrative—indeed, it is deeply informed by it—it does hope to offer a generative contrast. The story of the science of abolition suggests that scientific knowledge knowledge did not only bolster oppression, but also helped combat it.

To be sure, this book is not calling for a return to old Whiggish narratives of science. The history told here has been at pains to show how too much faith in science could make large swaths of society susceptible to the fiction that scientific and technological progress would inevitably destroy slavery. In this regard, Black abolitionists offer useful insights. Having experienced science as a source of both oppression and liberation, they were particularly well positioned to understand science’s power—and its limitations. They were under no illusions that science was impervious to human influence: “Scientific writers, not less than others,” often “sacrifice what is true to what is popular,” Douglass wrote in 1854.8 Nor did they see slavery or the racism that underwrote it as a problem that science and technology could fix—science might offer useful tools in their struggle for emancipation, but it was no substitute for political action. Yet rather than allow the abuses of scientific knowledge to curdle into cynicism, Black abolitionists realized the need to engage with scientific ideas and shape them to their own ends. In doing so, they showed us not only how scientific knowledge could be used to uphold systems of oppression, but also how it could be transformed into a source of liberation.
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