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Portsmouth Conference Paper

Thinking about slavery and abolition has always posed something of a conundrum. On the one hand, it is abundantly clear that Britain was a major architect of the Atlantic slave system – between 1660 and 1807 British Empire ships carried approximately 3.4 million enslaved Africans from Africa to America, about 50% of all slave exports during this period. The bulk of these ‘slaves’ were shipped to the Caribbean; a smaller number, probably somewhere around 650,000 were imported into the North American colonies. In each case, enslaved Africans were vital to the economic success of plantation complexes that produced large quantities of staples (sugar, rice, tobacco, indigo) for export. The value of this trade to the British is indisputable. According to one recent estimate, the British Caribbean’s share of British exports and imports rose from 10% during the first half of the eighteenth century to 20% in 1815. The Atlantic slave system also provided a boost to British manufactures, although this is not quite the same thing as saying that it was responsible for Britain’s industrial ‘take-off’. In short, slavery was an unavoidable and, some might have said, necessary adjunct of Empire in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which is why the British spent so much money defending it.


That is one ‘story’. The other is Britain’s pioneering role in abolishing first the slave trade (1807) and then colonial slavery (1833). How did this come about? Explanations of ‘abolition’ generally fall into two camps; those which stress economic factors and those which stress humanitarian or ‘moral’ concerns. A key figure here is the Marxist historian, Eric Williams, whose controversial book, Capitalism and Slavery was published in 1944. There is not time here to go into all of Williams’s arguments. Suffice it to say that he believed that ‘abolition’ was primarily the result of economic forces. It was mercantilism that created the slave system, Williams argued, and ‘mature capitalism’ that destroyed it. This thesis rested on two fundamental assumptions: the first that the profits from slavery and the slave trade were responsible for Britain’s emergence as an industrial nation; and the second that abolition coincided with periods of ‘decline’ in the Caribbean economy. Abolition, in other words, was motivated purely by economic self-interest. As Williams put it: ‘When British capitalism depended on the West Indies [capitalists] ignored it. When British capitalism found the West Indian monopoly a nuisance they destroyed West Indian slavery as the first step in the destruction of West Indian monopoly.’


For obvious reasons, Capitalism and Slavery unleashed a bitter historical controversy that still continues unabated today. Many details of the so-called ‘Williams thesis’ have been revised or rejected outright. Seymour Drescher, to take one example, has argued that abolition (in this case of the slave trade) actually took place at a time of favourable economic trends for the British Caribbean economy. Similar doubts surround Williams’ assertion that ‘overproduction in 1833 demanded emancipation’. The crucial word here is ‘demanded’. Indeed, what I think disquieted many historians was Williams’s economic determinism – his belief that British economic development required the destruction of the Atlantic slave system. I stress this because I think most of us would accept that ‘abolition’ was in some way bound up with economic interests – the question is how exactly? One way of teasing out this complex relationship might be to look more critically at ‘free labour ideology’ – or, what David Brion Davis has recently identified as a ‘deep transformation’ in British and then American culture, namely, the ‘desire to dignify and honor labor’.


Another might be to look at the issue through the lens of those who opposed transatlantic slavery. Most of those who joined the ranks of the abolitionists were members of an increasingly leisured middle class that had risen on the back of the socio-economic changes of the second half of the eighteenth century: population growth, industrialisation, urbanisation, and expansion of the retail sector. Most were urban based and most were either Evangelicals or Nonconformists. This might sound suspiciously like a reformulation of the Williams thesis. My point is slightly different – namely that economic change produced social and political forces (articulated via a vocal middle class) that increasingly viewed slavery as outdated and inimical to human progress. Listen for a moment to the words of a group of local abolitionists (in this case, the Isle of Wight) who argued in 1788 that if the slave trade were abolished then ‘the diffusion of science, the influence of every humanising art, and especially the all-healing blessings of our religion would reach an exaltation and extent which the prepossessed and illiberal have never had in contemplation’.


So much for the economy. What about the ‘moral’ arguments? This is perhaps the popular view of abolition – a humanitarian crusade that pitted the ‘Saints’ (and principally Wilberforce) against evil planters and slave merchants. Williams, of course, dismissed all of this out of hand. Others, however, made it their business to try and reconstruct the moral universe of eighteenth-century abolitionists. To take a few examples: We probably now know more than we ever did about religious revivalism and the roles played in the abolitionist movement by two groups, in particular: Evangelicals and Quakers. We also know much more than we ever did about the rise of compassionate humanitarianism during the late eighteenth century; that is, the emergence of new attitudes to children, animals, the poor and the dispossessed – all of which, we think, impacted on attitudes towards enslaved Africans. Similarly, we have a deeper understanding of urban cultures and the rise of notions like ‘civility’ – a kind of metropolitan outlook that stressed decency and good order. Finally, a huge amount of work has been done on what we might describe as ‘cultures of abolitionism’, that is, the ways in which abolitionist ideas seeped into public discourse during the late eighteenth century, principally through prints, plays, poetry, novels, and artefacts.      


But, having said all that, moral outrage was not the same thing as moral activism. Something (or someone) else was necessary to set the ball rolling. Recently, historians like Linda Colley and Christopher Brown have stressed the importance of the American Revolution in explaining the emergence of the early abolitionist movement. At an ideological level, the fate of Britain’s North American colonies unleashed a heated debate about political representation that was quite often framed in terms of slavery (disenfranchisement) and freedom (the vote). In this way, slavery began to take on a more immediate significance that was related to the political conditions of thousands of native-born Britons – many of whom were already pressing for parliamentary reform. The American Revolution, in other words, gave slavery political meaning. But it also had a more far-reaching effect. As Colley has argued, defeat in the American war (1775-83) brought with it a searching and sometimes painful re-evaluation of Britain’s standing as a once-victorious Protestant nation. One result of the loss of the American colonies was a move to tighten the reins of empire elsewhere, notably in Canada, Ireland, and, more slowly, in the British Caribbean. Another was a rise in enthusiasm for parliamentary reform, for religious liberalisation, for the reform of gaols and lunatic asylums; for virtually anything, in fact, that might prevent a similar national humiliation in the future.


The American Revolution also had a vital impact on abolitionism because it effectively divided British America, at the same time halving the numbers of slaves in the British Empire. Abolitionists were well aware of the importance of these events. ‘As long as America was ours,’ wrote Thomas Clarkson in 1788, ‘there was no chance that a minister would have attended to the groans of the sons and daughters of Africa, however he might feel for their distress’. Now, of course, things were very different. Seizing this opportunity, abolitionists (principally Quakers and Evangelicals like Wilberforce) set about organising the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade (1787), the first serious, nationwide abolitionist society. Chris Brown may be right in saying that each of these groups had their own interests in pursuing abolition (many Evangelicals, for instance, may indeed have seen abolition as a first stage in their wider campaign to reform the nation’s morals) – but the end result was the same. The years immediately following defeat in the American war prompted the first serious challenge to the cosy relationship between state interests and the Atlantic slave system. Britain had crossed the abolitionist threshold.

At this point, I think it would be helpful to say something about ways of describing the early abolitionist movement. Fifty or even twenty years ago it would have been perfectly natural to describe the history of ‘abolition’ in terms of a number of key historical actors, chief among them being William Wilberforce. More recently, however, historians have started to turn their attention away from the narrow confines of Parliament to the wider world outside Westminster. Adam Hochshild’s Bury the Chains (2005) is but one recent example of this attempt to explore the dynamics of ‘popular abolitionism’ – that is, grass-roots activity aimed at raising public consciousness about slavery and the result. As a result, we have become much more familiar with the techniques and strategies adopted by the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade (SEAST), which, with some justification, has been described as the prototype of the nineteenth-century reform organization. The members of the SEAST set out to create a constituency for abolition through the distribution of circular letters, books, and pamphlets. They were also quick to exploit the influence of the press and (in the case of Wedgwood’s famous cameo of the kneeling slave, ‘Am I not a man and a brother’) visual images and artefacts. Indeed, the full range of their opinion-building techniques is impressive, and anticipated many of the techniques employed by reformers in the nineteenth century. By and large, these were practical men (bankers, merchants, and manufacturers) who turned out to be peculiarly suited to the task of mobilising public opinion against the slave trade.

 
The SEAST’s long-term objective was to stimulate enough interest in ‘abolition’ to encourage mass petitioning. In fact, the history of the early abolitionist movement can be told in terms of two major petition campaigns, the first in 1788 and the second in 1792, when 519 petitions were presented to the House of Commons, the largest number ever submitted to the House on a single subject or in a single session. The numbers are indeed startling. In 1792 3,865 people signed the Edinburgh petition ‘on the spot at different tables all with the most admirable decorum’. The final figure was 10,885, exceeded only by the 15,000 to 20,000 reported to have signed the Manchester petition. In all, some 400,000 people put their names to petitions in 1792 – that is, about 13% of the adult male population of England, Scotland, and Wales.


Moreover, the tactic worked – or so it seemed. In the ensuing debate the Commons resolved by 230 votes to 85 that the slave trade ought to be gradually abolished – the target date being 1 January 1796. But, as many of you will know, 1792 proved something of a false dawn. The House of Lords rejected the Commons’ resolution and on 5 June voted to postpone the business until the next session. Abolitionists then suffered further humiliation in 1793 when the House of Commons refused to revive the subject of the slave trade, in effect reversing the resolution of the following year. This is why narrating the history of abolition from below is potentially misleading. Ideally, one would want the story to end in 1792 – but in fact the slave trade agitation dragged on for another 15 years. For a period, especially between 1796 and 1804, it seemed to lose momentum altogether, as the country was engulfed by first the French Revolutionary wars and then the Napoleonic wars.


Then in 1804 the movement sprang back into life, presumably at the instigation of Wilberforce. This time the campaign was successful. Nevertheless, to understand why Parliament acted decisively in 1807, as opposed to 1792, raises another set of issues. For one thing, the cabinet was known to be in favour of the measure. Furthermore, the entry into Parliament of a batch of new liberal Irish MPS, following the Act of Union of 1801, we are told, subtly altered the disposition of pro- and anti-slavery forces in the House of Commons. By 1807 it also looked as though it would be possible to build an international coalition or ‘wall’ against the transatlantic slave trade, something that had seemed impossible during the 1790s. Denmark had already abolished the trade in 1802. The United States was expected to follow suit in 1808, while for different reasons Holland, Portugal, and France were all highly susceptible to diplomatic pressure.



One the other side of the equation, two further factors need to be taken into account. Slave populations in the Caribbean had never been able to reproduce themselves adequately; if anything, they suffered population decrease. But then around 1800 things changed – a modest increase in slave births over deaths, notably in Barbados, held out the prospect that at last the British sugar colonies might be able to reproduce themselves (instead of being reliant on the slave trade for fresh imports). The second factor is that the West India interest (or, at least, some parts of it) also proved amenable to reform. The acquisition of new territories in the West Indies, notably Trinidad, Berbice and Demerara, led many of the old planter interest to desert the anti-abolitionist ranks. Why? The simple reason is fear of competition; an expanding slave frontier in new territories would not only draw off supplies of slaves but also bring with it the risk of over-production. In other words, there was a strong economic interest here – not so much on the part of the British (or the House of Commons) but on the part of the planters themselves. In this sense, abolition of the slave trade was a pragmatic decision made in the knowledge that all parties (including many planters) could probably afford to dispense with it.


Yet, in saying this, there is little doubt that public opinion was behind the measure, or that many MPs were swayed by the moral arguments put forward by Wilberforce and his supporters. The death of William Pitt in 1806 also proved an important turning point. The new ministry, Lord Grenville’s ‘ministry of all the talents’, was known to be in favour of the abolition of the slave trade, and in figures like Charles James Fox it possessed vocal proponents of abolition. In the absence of any public clamour – there were no petition campaigns between 1804 and 1807 – the final drama was played out in Parliament. In 1806 Grenville’s government brought in a Bill prohibiting the slave trade to conquered Dutch Guiana. Seizing this opportunity, Wilberforce began to attach the provisions of his own Foreign Slave Bill to the proposed legislation. The tactic worked. The Foreign Slave Bill passed into law in 1806, paving the way for the Abolition Act of 1807, which outlawed the British Atlantic slave trade outright.

What I have been arguing for here, therefore, is a more nuanced account of the abolition of the slave trade – one that takes into account economic interests, religion, compassionate humanitarianism, politics, and debates about the morality and purpose of empire. And what is true for the early campaign is also true for the struggle against British colonial slavery. Here again, we can observe a number of different factors at play: debates about free trade and the vision of an economic order untrammelled by restrictions or controls; growing unease about the cost of maintaining slavery, particularly in the face of large-scale slave revolts in the Caribbean; humanitarian/religious concerns that continued to pick away at the injustice and inhumanity of slavery (wherever it existed). Abolition was never one-dimensional, or, for that matter, monolithic. Instead, it needs to be viewed as a broad-based and multi-faceted movement that encompassed a number of motives or ‘variables’, just as it encompassed a wide range of interests, both inside and outside parliament. 

