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Abstract 

Race and Abolition in the Anglophone Atlantic, c. 1730 – 1840 

by 
Sean Morey Smith 

 

The assumption that African-descended people were more able than European-

descended people to labor in the “hot” climates of southern North America and the 

Caribbean was an important justification for slavery in the British Empire since at least 

the early eighteenth century, and it continued to be invoked by both British and American 

enslavers after the Revolution. However, pro-slavery writers were not alone in making 

claims about the association of race and climate. A surprising number of anti-slavery 

activists agreed with their opponents that racial difference made people of African 

descent more able to live and work in hot climates. When the association between climate 

and race was challenged, it was almost always by black activists. Seemingly, even well-

meaning, radical abolitionists overlooked the damage done by repeating racial 

assumptions. This dissertation traces the various ways that climatic-racial arguments 

were used to attack and bolster slavery. It argues that the persistent and shared usage of 

these arguments demonstrates the flexibility of these widely shared ideas. This flexibility 

encouraged their spread and acceptance and enabled the application of climatic-racial 

ideas beyond slavery itself into debates over citizenship, subjecthood, and social and 

cultural belonging.  

This dissertation tracks the use of climatic-racial arguments in political debates 

related to slavery to reveal the many ways they could be deployed from the 1730s 

through the 1840s. However, this is not a history of abolition or emancipation. Instead, 
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case studies related to abolition show the persistence of climatic-racial argumentation. 

Focusing on the use of climatic-racial thinking also creates a new perspective from which 

to view the connections between race and abolition. This perspective puts specific 

elements of pro- and anti-slavery thought into closer proximity, demonstrating their 

shared premises. It also enables comparisons between how these ideas were varyingly 

deployed in the United States and Great Britain as well as their use by black and white 

activists. Additionally, it highlights how interpretations of nature and climate always 

reflect human cultural and political biases, and it explains how a specific kind of thought 

could change and persist across a period of dramatic change, such as abolition.  
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“Possibly, there is not that climate on earth, where the most laborious services might not, 

with proper encouragement, be performed by freedmen.”  

– Charles de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws (1748) 
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Introduction: The Climate of Race in Abolition 

Our position is thoroughly identified with the institution of slavery–the greatest 
material interest of the world. Its labor supplies the product which constitutes by 
far the largest and most important portions of the commerce of the earth. These 
products are peculiar to the climate verging on the tropical regions, and by an 
imperious law of nature, none but the black race can bear exposure to the tropical 
sun. 

– “A Declaration of the Immediate Causes which Induce and Justify the 
Secession of the State of Mississippi from the Federal Union,” January 9, 
18611 

In 1861, Mississippi followed South Carolina in declaring its secession from the 

United States. In its declaration of secession, quoted in the epigraph, Mississippi 

proclaimed its attachment to slavery and asserted that a “law of nature” required the labor 

of enslaved black people to raise crops in their near-tropical climate. This supposed 

connection between climate, race, and enslaved labor had been an important justification 

for slavery in the British Empire since at least the early eighteenth century and had 

continued to be invoked by both British and American enslavers after the Revolution. 

However, pro-slavery writers were not alone in making claims about the association of 

race and climate. A surprising number of anti-slavery activists agreed with their 

opponents that racial difference made people of African descent more able to live and 

work in hot climates. These writers used claims of black people’s supposed connection to 

hot climates and their ability to labor in hot places to blame the suffering of enslaved 

people on slaveowners rather than the climate or to bolster the case for including people 

of African descent in society. When the association between climate and race was 

challenged, it was almost always by black activists. Seemingly, even well-meaning, 

 
1 “Avalon Project - Confederate States of America - Mississippi Secession,” accessed November 

8, 2019, https://avalon.law.yale.edu/19th_century/csa_missec.asp. 
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radical abolitionists overlooked the damage done by repeating racial assumptions. This 

dissertation traces the various ways that climatic-racial arguments were used to attack and 

bolster slavery. It argues that the persistent and shared usage of these arguments 

demonstrates the flexibility of these widely shared ideas. This flexibility encouraged their 

spread and acceptance and enabled the application of climatic-racial ideas beyond slavery 

itself into debates over citizenship, subjecthood, and social and cultural belonging. 

Furthermore, the repeated enunciation of these ideas contributed to the codification of 

scientific racism by the middle of the nineteenth century. 

This project traces the use of climatic-racial arguments in political debates related 

to slavery to reveal the many ways they could be deployed from the 1730s through the 

1840s. Specifically, it examines the use of these ideas in six different cases: first, in 

colonial Georgia where slavery was initially banned; second, in Revolutionary-era 

Pennsylvania where the first gradual abolition act was passed; third, in debates over the 

Atlantic slave trade, which led to the US and Britain banning the Atlantic trade in 1808; 

fourth, in the wake of the Louisiana Purchase, where Congress attempted to ban the 

importation of enslaved people; fifth, with the 1820 Missouri Crisis and the compromise 

that allowed slavery in a temperate climate; and finally, in colonization movements 

aimed at relocating free black people to the West African colonies of Sierra Leone and 

Liberia. However, this is not a history of abolition or emancipation. Instead, I use these 

case studies to show the persistence of climatic-racial argumentation as well as the 

politicization of interpretations of climate. My examination of these cases explains how 

southern North America became associated with heat and the tropics, how even equality-

minded abolitionists became entrapped within racial assumptions, and how these ideas 
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provided the basis for the nominally “free” “second” British empire. Furthermore, I 

demonstrate that climatic-racial thought was deployed flexibly based on context and the 

goals of the activists using it. In doing so, I highlight just how mercurial and persistent 

one thread of racial belief could be.  

Focusing on the use of climatic-racial thinking in debates related to slavery 

creates a new perspective from which to view the connections between race and 

abolition. This perspective puts specific elements of pro- and anti-slavery thought into 

closer proximity, demonstrating their shared premises. It also enables comparisons 

between how these ideas were varyingly deployed in the United States and Great Britain 

as well as their use by black and white activists. Additionally, it highlights how 

interpretations of nature and climate always reflect human cultural and political biases, 

and it explains how a specific kind of thought could change and persist across a period of 

dramatic change, such as abolition.  

As a field, the history of the concept of race has been closely tied to the history of 

slavery. Historians have used race as a factor to explain the rise of slavery since at least 

the mid-eighteenth century, but humanists began investigating the constructedness of race 

and its history around the time of the Second World War.2 Early studies stressed its social 

construction and struggled against the existence of racial categories themselves, 

 
2 Scholars had used race to explain slavery even earlier, but the study of race as a concept rather 

than its use as an analytical assumption emerged in this period. For instance, scholars as opposed as U. B. 
Phillips and W. E. B. Du Bois made surprisingly similar assumptions about race and climate: W. E. B. Du 
Bois, The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade to the United States of America, 1638-1870, Oxford 
W.E.B. Du Bois 1 (1896; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, Life And Labor 
In The Old South (1929; Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1963). Also, people in the sciences had 
begun questioning the use of race as an analytical category earlier, in the interwar period: Elazar Barkan, 
The Retreat of Scientific Racism: Changing Concepts of Race in Britain and the United States between the 
World Wars (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992). 
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especially as scientific concepts. Ashley Montagu was perhaps the first scholar to attack 

head-on the scientific use of race. He dismissed “the hereditary or biological conception 

of race differences” as the product of “slavery and the growing opposition to it” in “the 

second half of the eighteenth century.”3 Giving race a history helped to undermine it as a 

natural measure of man. Montagu’s arguments posed two fundamental and often 

interrelated questions that scholars continue to wrestle with: first, just how scientific was 

race; and second, how, exactly, was race connected with slavery. This project explores 

both of these threads in new ways by broadening the traditional limits of “scientific” 

racism to include older conceptions of bodies’ relationships to climate and by examining 

the use of these ideas within debates over slavery. 

Scholars focused on the question of the race concept’s scientific bona fides have 

customarily studied the “scientific racism” of the mid-nineteenth century, a period in 

which ethnology and later anthropology emerged as recognized disciplines. These studies 

generally agreed that race science was, for contemporaries, “real” science. They also 

tended to divorce race science from slavery, either by starting their narratives with the 

abolition of slavery or by arguing theories of race had just as much, if not more, influence 

on free soil advocates than supporters of slavery.4 Over the last twenty years, historians 

have increasingly examined the medical theories that supported constructions of race. 

This perspective has led scholars to believe that racial theories emerged well before they 

 
3 Ashley Montagu, Man’s Most Dangerous Myth: The Fallacy of Race, 6th ed. (Walnut Creek, 

CA: AltaMira, 1997), 55–56, 60. 

4 William Ragan Stanton, The Leopard’s Spots: Scientific Attitudes toward Race in America, 
1815-59 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960); John S. Haller, Outcasts from Evolution: Scientific 
Attitudes of Racial Inferiority, 1859-1900 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1971); Nancy Stepan, The 
Idea of Race in Science: Great Britain, 1800-1960 (Hamden, Conn.: Archon, 1982). 
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became entrenched in anthropological sciences. Nevertheless, these scholars do not fully 

agree on when race took on a recognizable form. Some studies have focused on the 

historical usage of complexion as meaning more than color and including the entirety of a 

person’s humoral makeup. These scholars argue that the modern meaning of race as tied 

to skin color emerged sometime around 1800.5 Other scholars, especially those focused 

on medicine in the British empire, have used medical treatises to argue that codified ideas 

of race had emerged by the 1780s.6 While these studies do not agree on when, exactly, 

race emerged, they have increasingly acknowledged that theories of health played a role 

in race-making. Here, I adopt this broader framing that race science was preceded by and 

built on racialized ideas of health and that popular reiterations mattered as much as, and 

likely more than, formal theories. 

In contrast to the search for race’s scientific origins, cultural historians of race 

have tended to focus on earlier periods and have more closely linked race and slavery. 

Traditionally, historians of early English, and later British, America viewed race as a tool 

of enslavers who used it to buttress the institution of slavery. While early studies debated 

 
5 Roxann Wheeler, The Complexion of Race: Categories of Difference in Eighteenth-Century 

British Culture (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000); Rebecca Earle, The Body of the 
Conquistador: Food, Race, and the Colonial Experience in Spanish America, 1492-1700 (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012); Sharon Block, Colonial Complexions: Race and Bodies in Eighteenth-
Century America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018). 

6 Mark Harrison, Medicine in an Age of Commerce and Empire: Britain and Its Tropical Colonies, 
1660-1830 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010); Suman Seth, Difference and Disease: Medicine, 
Race, and the Eighteenth-Century British Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018). In 
earlier works, Harrison argued that medical ideas of race emerged later, in the 1820s and 30s, see Mark 
Harrison, “‘The Tender Frame of Man’: Disease, Climate and Racial Difference in India and the West 
Indies, 1760-1860,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 70, no. 1 (1996): 68–93; Mark Harrison, Climates 
& Constitutions: Health, Race, Environment and British Imperialism in India, 1600-1850 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1999). 
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which came first, slavery or race, they tacitly represented the two as inextricably related.7 

More recently, scholars have argued for a longer history of racial thinking tied to Iberian 

precedents that emerged from the Reconquista as well as early European encounters with 

people in Africa and the Americans.8 Despite their differences, this body of work 

generally agrees that racial ways of thinking, as well as the system of racialized slavery, 

were well developed by the end of the seventeenth century, even if they might not yet be 

fully systematized. This focus on origins has, however, led to less investigation of the 

persistence of racial thinking beyond the historical moments that inaugurated it. By 

examining the use of racial ideas in debates over slavery, this study explains their 

continued usage after the abolition of slavery. Specifically, it argues that the shared usage 

of climatic-racialism by pro- and anti-slavery activists encouraged the widespread 

assumption of racial differences after slavery. 

 
7 David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University 

Press, 1966); Winthrop D. Jordan, White over Black: American Attitudes toward the Negro, 1550-1812, 
2nd ed. (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2012); Edmund S. Morgan, American 
Slavery, American Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial Virginia (New York: Norton, 1975); George M. 
Fredrickson, The Black Image in the White Mind: The Debate on Afro-American Character and Destiny, 
1817-1914 (New York: Harper & Row, 1971). An excellent overview of this debate and its continuing 
historiographical implications is Rebecca Anne Goetz, “Rethinking the ‘Unthinking Decision’: Old 
Questions and New Problems in the History of Slavery and Race in the Colonial South,” The Journal of 
Southern History 75, no. 3 (2009): 599–612. 

8 James H. Sweet, “The Iberian Roots of American Racist Thought,” The William and Mary 
Quarterly 54, no. 1 (January 1, 1997): 143–66; Jennifer L. Morgan, “‘Some Could Suckle over Their 
Shoulder’: Male Travelers, Female Bodies, and the Gendering of Racial Ideology, 1500-1770,” The 
William and Mary Quarterly 54, no. 1 (1997): 167–92; Joyce E. Chaplin, “Natural Philosophy and an Early 
Racial Idiom in North America: Comparing English and Indian Bodies,” The William and Mary Quarterly 
54, no. 1 (January 1, 1997): 229–52; Joyce E. Chaplin, Subject Matter: Technology, the Body, and Science 
on the Anglo-American Frontier, 1500-1676 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001); Jennifer L. 
Morgan, Laboring Women: Reproduction and Gender in New World Slavery (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2004); Rebecca Anne Goetz, The Baptism of Early Virginia: How Christianity Created 
Race (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012). Others historians have debated whether race has 
been part of Western thought since classical antiquity. Compare Ivan Hannaford, Race: The History of an 
Idea in the West (Baltimore, MD: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, an imprint of Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1996); and Benjamin Isaac, The Invention of Racism in Classical Antiquity, new ed. (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2006). 
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Surprisingly few historians have wrestled with connections between the 

construction of race and the abolition of slavery. Instead, histories of abolition generally 

take racial categories as fixed. Davis Brion Davis, for instance, framed the central 

question of his “Problem of Slavery trilogy” as chattel slavery’s “profound moral 

contradiction” of “dehumaniz[ing] and animaliz[ing] fellow human beings,” that is, both 

acknowledging enslaved people’s humanity while reducing them to a lower non-human 

status.9 However, rather than examining racial thought as inflecting and responding to 

abolitionist debates, Davis described the race construct as abolition’s limiting factor, 

especially in the United States. By way of comparison, Davis and other historians of 

abolition have understood a presumed lack of racial anxieties in Britain as enabling the 

empire’s earlier emancipation.10 This study, however, explores racial thought as 

something used and transformed by pro- and anti-slavery activists, both American and 

British. Accordingly, it complicates Davis’s narrative that race made abolition easier in 

Britain in comparison to the United States. Race, and even racial thought, did nothing. 

Instead, people deployed these ideas in different ways to accomplish different goals, 

including abolishing slavery, maintaining the slave trade, and expanding the empire via 

the colonization of black people to Africa.  

In comparison to historians of abolition, historians of race have increasingly used 

pro- and anti-slavery works as sources to examine the development of racial ideas. These 

scholars have also analyzed texts authored by black people to understand how race was 

 
9 David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Emancipation (New York: Knopf, 

2014), 333. 

10 Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Emancipation, chaps. 10–11; see also Seymour 
Drescher, “The Ending of the Slave Trade and the Evolution of European Scientific Racism,” Social 
Science History 14, no. 3 (October 1, 1990): 415–50. 
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alternatively constructed and contested by the people subjected most often to racial 

denigration.11 The narrative that has emerged from these studies is one of complexity: 

Both black and white ideas of race were more varied than previously imagined. More 

importantly, these studies demonstrate that pro-slavery activists, or even white people 

more broadly, were not the only race theoreticians. This study agrees that racial ideas 

permeated eighteenth- and nineteenth-century culture and writings on slavery, and it 

seeks to incorporate sources from a range of writers, both white and black and both pro- 

and anti-slavery. However, by limiting its focus to climatic-racial argumentation, this 

project highlights the flexibility not just between kinds of racial thinking but even within 

a single aspect: the intersection of understandings of climate and race. 

Focusing on climatic connections to race renders the similarities between pro- and 

anti-slavery positions more starkly. From this viewpoint, radical abolitionists and those 

fighting for racial equality seem trapped in insurmountable categories of race. However, 

the historiography continues to see racial thought as fundamentally pro-slavery. For 

instance, Manisha Sinha’s magisterial recent history of American antislavery activism 

calls “racial science… a handmaiden of the proslavery argument” and argues “Racism 

suited proslavery aims and crippled antislavery efforts.”12 Sinha’s view of race and 

racism is that they are defined as what hurt black people’s efforts to escape slavery and 

achieve equality. In this mode, abolitionists cannot be racist because of their fight for 

 
11 Mia Bay, The White Image in the Black Mind: African-American Ideas about White People, 

1830-1925 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Bruce R. Dain, A Hideous Monster of the Mind: 
American Race Theory in the Early Republic (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2002); Britt 
Rusert, Fugitive Science: Empiricism and Freedom in Early African American Culture (New York: NYU 
Press, 2017). 

12 Manisha Sinha, The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2016), 309, 89. 
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equality. However, as I will show, many of these activists commonly resorted to similar 

racial claims as their opponents. We might term these well-intentioned advocates 

“racialist,” rather than “racist,” but the widespread use of these ideas contributed to the 

acceptance of their most bigoted expression. The point of highlighting racial assumptions 

among abolitionists as well as slavery apologists is not to denigrate their efforts. Rather it 

demonstrates how humans entrap themselves in assumed categories that they then 

unintentionally allow to perpetuate and to structure society and interpretations of nature.  

An emphasis on the shared climatic-racial assumptions of pro- and anti-slavery 

activists also reveals how debates over slavery were embedded in a larger culture that, for 

the most part, shared economic and cultural goals. Specifically, writers on both sides 

often used climatic-racialism to argue that their labor system, using either enslaved or 

free labor, was the more productive one or the one best able to extract production from 

people of color. For more than half a century, historians have debated the connection 

between capitalism and slavery. Some have argued that slavery enabled capitalism, some 

that capitalism led to abolition, and still others that slavery itself was capitalist.13 The 

stakes of these debates are greater than simply understanding the economic structure of 

slavery. Rather, they connect economics with culture, specifically how popular 

 
13 Eric Eustace Williams, Capitalism & Slavery (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

1944); Seymour Drescher, Econocide: British Slavery in the Era of Abolition (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 1977); Seymour Drescher, Capitalism and Antislavery: British Mobilization in 
Comparative Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987); Thomas Bender, ed., The 
Antislavery Debate: Capitalism and Abolitionism as a Problem in Historical Interpretation (Oakland, CA: 
University of California Press, 1992); Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the 
Cotton Kingdom (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2013); Sven 
Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A Global History (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2014); Sven Beckert and Seth 
Rockman, eds., Slavery’s Capitalism: A New History of American Economic Development (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016). 



Introduction  10 
 

antislavery emerged and how people historically made sense of nature.14 They also 

wrestle with just how radical antislavery activists were, especially since some rejected 

material wealth and even democracy.15 Here I argue that historical capitalism provided a 

common ground of values that activists utilized in debates over slavery. However, much 

like climatic-racial ideas of health, capitalism could be deployed in various way that 

either supported or contested slavery. This project shows that early attempts to end 

slavery attacked it as part of a larger system of amoral consumption and greed; later, 

more popular and successful attempts embedded attacks on slavery within the shared 

economic culture. Accordingly, both pro- and anti-slavery writers at times used climatic-

racial arguments to underscore the importance of black labor in the American South, the 

Caribbean, and West Africa, but even when they agreed on the form of the debate, they 

disagreed over whether African-descended people should be enslaved or not. 

The culture shared by pro- and anti-slavery activists went beyond capitalism. The 

continued reference to climatic-racial thinking also reflected what scholars agree is the 

defining trait of western modernity. Namely, many debaters shared the assumption that 

people and culture were separate from or existed outside of nature. This assumption was 

a fundamental building block of the social construction of science as we now think of it. 

However, as Bruno Latour has pointed out, this separation of man and nature is a myth 

we moderns tell ourselves because of its rhetorical and epistemological usefulness. Under 

 
14 For the connection between capitalism and understandings of nature that contributed to slavery, 

see Jason W. Moore, “The Rise of Cheap Nature,” in Anthropocene or Capitalocene?: Nature, History, and 
the Crisis of Capitalism, ed. Jason W. Moore (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2016), 78–115. 

15 W. Caleb McDaniel, The Problem of Democracy in the Age of Slavery: Garrisonian 
Abolitionists and Transatlantic Reform (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2013); Sinha, The 
Slave’s Cause. 
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the system of modernity, discussions of cultural problems can be understood by deferring 

to nature, and discussions of (human) nature can be understood by reference to culture. 

But this understanding is not iterative, that is the appeal outside of one domain into the 

next represents an attempt to appeal to a more fundamental law that is supposed to be 

fixed but, in reality, is just as constructed.16 Fundamentally, the appeal to climatic-racial 

logic in debates related to slavery was an attempt to move the contest away from critiques 

of human culture and root it in a shared understanding of nature. This attempt to appeal to 

a “deeper truth” was, as this project points out, ultimately an appeal to a construction of 

nature that was just as biased as activists’ starting position. How and when climatic-racial 

ideas were deployed varied by the arguments being made and the political context in 

which they were being made. 

By tracing climatic-racial ideas in the United States as well as the British Empire, 

this project demonstrates the importance of political structure on ideas of race. After the 

American Revolution, political debates about slavery were closely connected with those 

about racial citizenship and belonging. These debates were not so closely connected in 

the British Empire. The root of these differences have much to do with the relative 

location of slavery and competing ideas of citizen and subject. Rana A. Hogarth has 

recently demonstrated how racialized medical theories and practices moved between the 

British Caribbean and the American South.17 While ideas undoubtedly moved between 

these two regions, their expression was influenced by assumptions about people’s 

 
16 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, Reprint ed. 

(New York: Vintage, 1994); Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, trans. Catherine Porter 
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1993).  

17 Rana A. Hogarth, Medicalizing Blackness: Making Racial Difference in the Atlantic World, 
1780-1840 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2017). 
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relationship to the state that varied by political context. Ikuko Asaka has argued that that 

specific slave emancipations, such as when Britain freed American slaves during the 

Revolution, contributed to the development of climatic-racial thought and the increasing 

association of people of African descent with “tropical” places. While she carefully traces 

the differences between African Canadian and African American experiences with these 

climatic ideas, Asaka contends that their experiences were similar enough that they 

warrant analytical lumping as “African North Americans.”18 Asaka is right in suggesting 

that diasporic black people shared some experiences, but ultimately, the political cultures 

of the United States and Britain, as well as their geography, diverged enough that 

climatic-racial ideas were applied differently in these two contexts.19 Furthermore, 

Asaka’s timeline, starting with enslaved people freed during the American Revolution, 

greatly foreshortens the long history of slavery’s ties to climatic-racial thought. 

Focusing on racial thinking in abolition debates explains a key aspect in the 

persistence of racial thinking beyond the end of slavery. After all, if these ideas were tied 

only to slavery, they should have expired with that system. In the past few decades, many 

historians of the United States have turned away from seeing emancipation, and 

especially the Civil War, as a clean break between periods of slavery and freedom. 

Instead, freed people suffered due to lack of care and ongoing racial oppression during 

 
18 Ikuko Asaka, Tropical Freedom: Climate, Settler Colonialism, and Black Exclusion in the Age 

of Emancipation (Durham: Duke University Press, 2017). 

19 Other studies of the interrelation of place and race include Felix Driver and Luciana Martins, 
eds., Tropical Visions in an Age of Empire, First edition (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2005); 
Seth, Difference and Disease. 
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and well after the war.20 If pro- and anti-slavery activists agreed on the economic, social, 

and biological roles of people of color, then their continued marginalization and 

incomplete citizenship after emancipation should be considered much less surprising. 

Stressing the shared ground of racial thought shared by pro-and anti-activists therefore 

helps to explain why emancipation did not lead to greater changes and equality. 

The Medical Roots of Climatic-Racialism21 
The flexible construction and use of racial ideas enabled their application in a 

variety of contexts, including their continued use beyond slavery. Fundamentally, this 

flexibility arose from an attempt to root assumed social distinctions in nature, specifically 

the human body. Climatic-racial thinking, in particular, derived from a belief in the 

association of bodies and their health to their environment, especially its heat, food, and 

water. These ideas dated back to the origins of the Western medical tradition and 

persisted in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century medical and natural-historical works. The 

connection of these traditional ideas of bodies to racial ones encouraged the acceptance 

of racialist thinking. Furthermore, they tied bodies to place and climate, and it was the 

 
20 For instance, see Jim Downs, Sick from Freedom: African-American Illness and Suffering 

during the Civil War and Reconstruction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012); Stephen Kantrowitz, 
More Than Freedom: Fighting for Black Citizenship in a White Republic, 1829-1889, Reprint edition (New 
York: Penguin Books, 2013). An excellent review of the field is Carole Emberton, “Unwriting the Freedom 
Narrative: A Review Essay,” Journal of Southern History 82, no. 2 (May 2016): 377–94. Historians of the 
British Empire have similarly claimed that racial thought played a significant role in colonial governance 
past the end of slavery, see Thomas C. Holt, The Problem of Freedom: Race, Labor, and Politics in 
Jamaica and Britain, 1832-1938 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992); Henrice Altink, 
“Slavery by Another Name: Apprenticed Women in Jamaican Workhouses in the Period 1834-8,” Social 
History 26, no. 1 (2001): 40–59; Diana Paton, No Bond but the Law: Punishment, Race, and Gender in 
Jamaican State Formation, 1780-1870 (Duke University Press Books, 2004); Katherine Paugh, Politics of 
Reproduction: Race, Medicine, and Fertility in the Age of Abolition (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2017). 

21 Most of this section was originally published in Sean Morey Smith, “Seasoning and Abolition: 
Humoural Medicine in the Eighteenth-Century British Atlantic,” Slavery & Abolition 36, no. 4 (October 
2015): 684–703. 
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implication that different people belonged in different places that allowed writers to apply 

climatic-racial thinking to slavery, the slave trade, colonization, and national belonging.  

Curiously, the medical theories that influenced early modern understandings of 

slavery were largely based on ancient Greek and Roman medicine that did not 

differentiate bodies racially. Instead, these medical philosophies stressed the importance 

of specific environments in determining the physical and behavioral traits of individuals. 

Nevertheless, contemporary physicians and laymen relied on these ancient ideas of 

medicine and bodies when debating racialized slavery and the slave trade. Furthermore, 

the specific application of these medical theories varied to suit the political agendas of 

both sides of the abolition debate.  

For contemporaries, the meaning of “seasoning” derived from humoral medical 

tradition.22 This tradition had its origins in the canonical works of Hippocrates and Galen. 

Though these authors were only a few of many voices informing medicine in the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, their ideas remained influential, especially in 

lay ideas of bodies and health. The Hippocratic treatise “Airs, Waters, Places,” for 

example, stressed the impact of the local environment in determining people’s health, 

especially due to the relative heat or coolness of a place and the quality of its winds and 

 
22 Charles E. Rosenberg prefers to term this medical understanding of climatically-dependent 

health as the ‘airs, waters, places tradition’ emphasizing the impact of one Hippocratic work, but I have 
chosen the phrase ‘humoral medicine’ to reflect the emphasis on the body’s humors that the environment 
supposedly acted upon and the interrelated influence of both Hippocratic and Galenic medicine. Also, 
‘Airs, Waters, Places’ is linguistically unwieldy. Moreover, I often describe humoral medicine as a 
‘theory’. I intend this usage to mean a loosely composed set of ideas on the topic. See Charles E. 
Rosenberg, “Epilogue: Airs, Waters, Places. A Status Report,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 86, no. 4 
(2012): 661–70. 
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waters.23 Galen built upon Hippocratic medicine in part by specifying what factors 

influenced personal health. He described how age and individual differences resulted in 

unique constitutions that changed over a person’s lifespan.24 He also wrote that six 

external factors named the non-naturals (food and drink, sleep, exercise and rest, 

excretion, emotional and mental state, and the air, especially its heat) had to be regulated 

to keep the body in health or altered to bring it back into health.25 Within this framework, 

health was both a matter of individual constitution and of balancing the body’s inputs and 

outputs. Changing what entered the body could create a disequilibrium in the body’s 

humors which would result in illness, most usually evidenced by changes in bodily 

excretions. Most important for our purpose of understanding climatic-racial thinking, 

food and environmental elements such as heat, air, and water were considered inputs. 

Therefore, a person was assumed to be healthiest in the place they already lived. Within 

this system, the body was always in flux and significant changes in climate or other 

factors could push the body out of equilibrium and into illness.26  

Diseases were also unique, and fixed disease-causing entities, such as pathogens 

or genetic abnormalities, were almost entirely unimagined.27 Since diseases were instead 

 
23 Hippocrates, “Airs, Waters, Places,” in Hippocratic Writings, ed. G. E. R. Lloyd, trans. John 

Chadwick and W. N. Mann (New York: Penguin, 1983), 148–69. 

24 Elizabeth Lomax, “Diseases of Infancy and Early Childhood,” in The Cambridge World History 
of Human Disease, ed. Kenneth F. Kiple (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 148. 

25 Lawrence I. Conrad et al., The Western Medical Tradition: 800 BC to AD 1800 (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995), 141; Chaplin, “Natural Philosophy and an Early Racial Idiom in North 
America,” 237. 

26 Charles E. Rosenberg, “The Therapeutic Revolution: Medicine, Meaning, and Social Change in 
Nineteenth Century America,” in The Therapeutic Revolution: Essays in the Social History of American 
Medicine, ed. Morris J. Vogel and Charles E. Rosenberg (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1979), 3–6. 

27 Rosenberg, “The Therapeutic Revolution,” 6. 
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symptoms of an individual’s disequilibrium, no two were exactly the same. Each body 

had a different natural state of equilibrium and each disequilibrium was specific to the 

body and what caused it. Thus, every disease was unique, as was its cure. Health and 

cures were dependent on both the environment and the patient.28 This meant that every 

patient was unique as was every disease presentation and that therapeutic action had to be 

tailored to individual manifestations of illness. Nevertheless, many physicians poured 

significant effort and ink into classifying different kinds of imbalances and describing the 

most likely remedy for each.  

While the influence of Hippocratic and Galenic medicine waxed and waned in the 

centuries between the ancient and early modern periods, Thomas Sydenham revivified 

these theories in the seventeenth century. He earned the name “the English Hippocrates” 

by emphasizing the importance of Hippocratic bedside observation. Meanwhile, 

physicians continued to practice in terms of the Galenic non-naturals and traditional 

treatments like cupping and bleeding.29 Despite the continued practice of Hippocratic and 

Galenic medicine in the eighteenth and into the nineteenth centuries, elite seventeenth- 

and eighteenth-century medical theoreticians dabbled in numerous new theories, such as 

those trying to explain the body in terms of chemical or mechanical processes under the 

influence of Cartesian atomism and Newtonian mechanistic physics. So while humoral 

medical theory remained significant to therapeutic practice and popular understandings of 

 
28 John Harley Warner, The Therapeutic Perspective: Medical Practice, Knowledge, and Identity 

in America, 1820-1885 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986), 58. 

29 Conrad et al., The Western Medical Tradition, 359–60. 
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medicine into the nineteenth century, especially when relating bodies and climates, it was 

increasingly interspersed with other ideas.30  

Humoral medicine was not just a theory held by educated medical elites. Medical 

advice literature based in humoral understandings of bodies and targeted at the reading 

public proliferated throughout the Anglophone world starting in the middle of the 

eighteenth century. Cheap print domestic medical guides, like John Wesley’s Primitive 

Physick (1744) and William Buchan’s Domestic Medicine (1769), proliferated, and all-

purpose almanacs contained medical and environmental information, as well as general 

and sometimes regional guides to healthy living.31 These genres of sources can help us 

gain an understanding of popular conceptualizations of medical theory in the period. 

Many authors intended these medical manuals to help Europeans and their descendants 

abroad maintain their own health and that of their families, but a number of them dealt 

specifically with tropical diseases and/or the health of African slaves. 

Eighteenth-century English health manuals that focused on tropical climates and 

African slave health relied on the humoral-medical view to explain differences in 

 
30 Andrew Wear, “Making Sense of Health and the Environment in Early Modern England,” in 

Medicine in Society: Historical Essays, ed. Andrew Wear (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 
120–22. On the importance of Hippocratic medicine to understanding health in the eighteenth-century, see 
James C. Riley, The Eighteenth-Century Campaign to Avoid Disease (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1987). 
On the wide ranging influence of mechanistic philosophy on the sciences and medicine, see Stephen 
Gaukroger, The Emergence of a Scientific Culture: Science and the Shaping of Modernity, 1210-1685 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), especially 373-5. 

31 Conrad et al., The Western Medical Tradition, 444–45; Charles E. Rosenberg, “Health in the 
Home: A Tradition of Print and Practice,” in Right Living: An Anglo-American Tradition of Self-Help 
Medicine and Hygiene, ed. Charles E. Rosenberg (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, in 
cooperation with the Library Company of Philadelphia and the College of Physicians of Philadelphia, 
2003), 2–3; Thomas A. Horrocks, “Rules, Remedies, and Regimens: Health Advice in Early American 
Almanacs,” in Right Living: An Anglo-American Tradition of Self-Help Medicine and Hygiene, ed. Charles 
E. Rosenberg (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, in cooperation with the Library Company of 
Philadelphia and the College of Physicians of Philadelphia, 2003), 112–46. 
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people’s physical traits as well as their illnesses. Despite the theoretical uniqueness of 

individuals’ constitutions, these works explained perceived differences in broad humoral 

terms. Similarly, Britons believed that Africans were accustomed to hot climates while 

Europeans were not. In this heavy-handed way, contemporaries used humoral theory to 

differentiate people based on their climate of origin in a way that approached race. 

Curiously, by dichotomously differentiating Africans and Europeans based on their 

climate of origin, contemporaries used a non-racial system of medicine to reinforce the 

racial order of slavery.  

The dependence of these works on humoral medicine to explain the emergence of 

this pattern of proto-racial differentiation parallels older explanations for bodily 

differences. The Hippocratic and Galenic traditions described women as “cooler” and 

“wetter” than men. Understood as variations on the same body, males’ extra heat 

supposedly gave them external sex organs while cooler females were left with internal 

ones.32 Similarly, they described how climate influenced culture, relative levels of 

civilization, and even human variety. For instance, “Airs, Waters, Places” attributed 

differences in skin color, gentleness, and beauty to the influence of climate and even 

argued that forms of government were the product of a combination of climate and 

“art.”33 All of these ideas remained influential into early modern times, and the 

established tradition of explaining male-female differences and cultural differences 

humorally served as a model for explaining the bodily differences between people from 

 
32 Thomas Walter Laqueur, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1990), 4–5. 

33 Hippocrates, “Airs, Waters, Places,” especially 159-69. 
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Europe and those from Africa.34 However, humoral theory explained that the 

environment of their homelands shaped their differences rather than heritable traits 

crucial to race. Furthermore, the application of the same system of health and indicated 

the fundamental similarity of all people. Just as men and women were seen as variations 

on the same body, so too were Europeans and Africans.  

Despite the profusion of philosophical and scientific works interested in 

differentiating species and humans in new ways in the seventeenth through the nineteenth 

centuries, medical practice and popular medical works continued to rely on humoral 

medical theory. Especially in the eighteenth century, theorizing about bodily differences 

and reproduction was rampant, and many of those theories suggested that bodily 

differences were heritable, a significant step toward thinking in modern racial terms.35 As 

racial thought and slavery developed, white laypeople and theoreticians increasingly 

believed that bodies had specific traits that were fixed, even across generations. 

According to this emergent thinking, a person of English descent would never become 

naturally healthy in South Carolina, even if they were born there, but a person direct from 

West African could be healthy there. Nevertheless, the older humoral model persisted 

alongside these newer ideas of fixed racial differences. Humoral medicine’s longevity 

and prevalence no doubt encouraged its continued use.  

Chapter Overview 
This dissertation explores the specific ways that the western medical tradition’s 

loose connection between climate and health were deployed by pro- and anti-slavery 
 

34 Joyce E. Chaplin, “Race,” in The British Atlantic World, 1500-1800, ed. David Armitage and M. 
J. Braddick (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 157–59. 

35 Chaplin, “Race,” 164–65. 
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activists in the United States and the British Empire. Specifically, it investigates the use 

of the association of African-descended people with laboring in “hot places” through six 

interrelated case studies where these climatic ideas of health were deployed in connection 

with racialized chattel slavery and attempts to either extend or abolish it. 

The first chapter examines how some colonists in Georgia combined claims of 

extreme heat in the colony with a belief in racial differences to argue for the legalization 

of enslaved African labor there. Slavery had been outlawed in Georgia almost 

immediately after its establishment. The founders of the colony had banned slavery for 

reasons only tangentially related to the institution, but the protracted contest that resulted 

in the legalization of slavery first provided the opportunity to utilize climatic-racial 

arguments for slavery and later served as an example of the need for enslaved Africans in 

the “heat” of southern North American and the Caribbean. Beyond being an opening 

salvo in debates over slavery, Georgia illustrates the flexibility of interpretations of 

climate and its connections to economic and racial thinking. 

In cooler places, climate was rarely an argument against racialized slavery, but 

abolitionist attempts to illustrate the horrors of slavery led some to use climatic-racial 

logic to attack the institution. As the second chapter shows, revolutionary-era 

Pennsylvania abolitionists created a new discourse that combined Christian ideals with 

Enlightenment definitions of humanity and freedom. While this novel approach 

contributed to the spread of antislavery activism in the nascent United States and Britain, 

it also made abolitionist thought vulnerable to shifting scientific understandings of the 

human. In the late eighteenth century, Enlightenment philosophes increasingly used 

material (even proto-biological) definitions of humanity, and abolitionists followed this 
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trend resulting in attacks on slavery rooted in innate racial differences. Ultimately, well-

meaning activists used arguments against slavery that assumed fundamental corporal 

differences between people from Africa and Europe, often in terms of their health and 

response to climates.  

These climatic-racial attacks on slavery became a crucial and well-used tool in 

British debates over the Atlantic slave trade, but they played virtually no role in 

American debates. In the third chapter, medical manuals for slave owners and overseers 

as well as medical testimony during British Parliamentary debates illustrate how enslaved 

people’s health, especially while crossing the Atlantic and then “seasoning” to American 

climates, was a point of concern for enslavers who strove to maximize the labor they 

could demand from their human property. British slave trade abolitionists relied heavily 

on debunking the association of African-descended people’s health with New World 

climates in order to highlight the mortality created by the slave trade. In the United 

States, the debate over ending the slave trade played out predominantly in terms of 

constitutionality. Additionally, the natural increase of the enslaved population in Upper 

South states like Virginia and Maryland meant that American enslavers did not 

unanimously agree on the need for slave imports. Because of these dramatically different 

political and demographic contexts, British and American arguments about abolishing the 

slave trade varied significantly. 

While climatic-racial arguments were virtually absent from debates over the 

Atlantic slave trade in the United States, they had been regularly invoked in the preceding 

five years. Chapter four narrates how political conflict over allowing the slave trade in 

the lands of the Louisiana Purchase led to debates over its climate. By focusing on 
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climate, both pro- and anti-slavery activists attempted to root their differences in 

interpretations of nature and bypass the deeper moral and political issues. After some 

initial restrictions, Congress permitted the slave trade to Louisiana, by allowing the 

limitations to expire quietly. 

Views on slavery and race continued to diverge in the United States and Britain in 

the nineteenth century. Increasingly, the place of free people of color mattered as much as 

slavery in both nations. Especially in the United States, anti-slave trade activism had 

found broad political support, even among slave owners, because it appealed to a 

growing fear of race war, enhanced the wealth of Chesapeake slave owners, and fed the 

growing association of whiteness and the American nation. This racial nationalism could 

also claim medical justification by stressing that the northern parts of the United States 

were unhealthy for African descended people. A decade and a half after debates over 

allowing the slave trade to Louisiana, the admission of Missouri as a state led to new 

debates over race and place in the lands of the Purchase. The fifth chapter explores the 

tension in Missourians desire for enslaved black laborers but not free black citizens. With 

Missouri, the climatic reasoning for slavery came into conflict with a conception of a 

white nation as Missourians argued the need for racial slavery at the same time that they 

expressed doubt at black people’s climatic-racial affinity for the area. 

The differing role climatic-racial thought played in British and American 

mindsets is perhaps most starkly rendered in their differing approaches to the 

colonization of free people of color to West Africa. In the United States, many whites 

believed that colonization would resolve the tension between enslaved black labor and 

limiting black citizenship. It was perhaps the strongest expression of antebellum racial 
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nationalism. As chapter six shows, efforts in the United States for colonization of freed 

people to Liberia was fundamentally premised on white nationalism, while in Britain 

colonization to Sierra Leone served a more imperial role. Most white Americans 

fundamentally wanted free blacks out of their country, but white Britons, already in large 

part separated spatially from black people, believed that their fellow black subjects both 

deserved some recompense for their services and that they could be put to use in the 

service of empire. If white men could not colonize Africa, then perhaps black ones could 

expand the empire there instead. Especially in the United States, black writers often 

rejected or complicated their association with the African climate because they had 

evidence that colonists were not healthy in West Africa and because they realized 

colonization was being used to deny them civil rights. Climatic-racial thinking was used 

to argue that people of African descent would be healthy in the West African climate and 

that they did not belong in the American North and the British Isles, but these ideas took 

on different valances depending on the political context in which they were deployed. 

Ultimately, climatic-racial thought was a political tool that turned loose 

interpretations of bodies and weather into usable “natural facts.” Writers flexibly used 

these ideas to argue both for and against slavery in a variety of contexts. While white 

activists generally agreed that people of African descent were a better fit for warmer 

climates than those from Europe, they disagreed over the morality of slavery and whether 

it should be used to coerce their labor. Most black authors, however, tended to understand 

any expression of innate racial difference as a threat to social and civic belonging, and 

many tried to highlight the flaws in climatic-racial thinking. This group of writers 

realized the damage that was possible from accepting even well-intentioned racial 
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theories. As this project demonstrates, shared assumptions of climatic-racial difference 

enabled a shared starting point in slavery debates and related contests. The prevalence of 

these shared assumptions then enabled the persistence of racial thought beyond the 

limited context of slavery and through the era of emancipation. Climatic-racial thought 

was not just a prop for slavery, rather it was a universal political tool. 
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Chapter 1: “Indispensably Requisite”: How African Slave Labor became Necessary 
in the Georgia Climate 

The Use and Labour of Negroes has been found indispensably requisite for the 
Climate and Cultivation of Lands in America… 

– Thomas Stephens, The Hard Case of the Distressed People of Georgia, 
17421 

Our entry into science and technology will be through the back door of science in 
the making, not through the more grandiose entrance of ready made science. 

– Bruno Latour, Science in Action, 19872 

One hundred years before king-in-Parliament approved the Slavery Abolition Act 

of 1833 and initiated the gradual emancipation of Britain’s slaves, the Trustees of 

Georgia banned slavery in their newly created colony. For nearly two decades, the 

Trustees successfully fought the pro-slavery “Malcontents” to maintain the exclusion, but 

a complex mix of political, religious, and economic changes ultimately led to the 

legalization of slavery on January 1, 1751.3 With slavery, the climatic-racial argument 

that the Georgia climate required the labor of enslaved Africans took on the status of fact. 

Not only would pro-slavery writers make climatic-racial arguments until the American 

Civil War, but many historians would continue to accept climate as a reason for African 

slavery in the Americas through much of the twentieth century. However, by carefully 

reconstructing how pro- and anti-slavery factions deployed knowledge of the natural 

 
1 Thomas Stephens, “The Hard Case of the Distressed People of Georgia, 1742,” in The 

Clamorous Malcontents: Criticisms & Defenses of the Colony of Georgia, 1741–1743, ed. Trevor R. Reese 
(Savannah, Ga.: Beehive Press, 1973), 263. 

2 Bruno Latour, Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers through Society 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987), 4. 

3 Great Britain and its colonies did not begin using the modern Gregorian calendar until 1752. The 
Julian calendar in use at the time ran 11 days behind for most of the eighteenth century, and England used 
March 25 as the beginning of the year. (Scotland moved the New Year to January 1 in 1600.) Dates in this 
chapter have been left in the Julian format, but the years have been updated to start January 1.  
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world to make their arguments during their debate, this chapter shows that the 

legalization of slavery in the colony was historically contingent on political decisions 

about how to evaluate the success of a colony. Furthermore, the introduction of slavery in 

Georgia was a crucial point in the development of the racialization of slavery and pro-

slavery rhetoric that would structure the future debate over slavery in the British Empire 

and the United States.4 That slavery came to be perceived as “natural” in Georgia by both 

contemporaries and modern historians demonstrates the success of the Malcontent’s 

climatic-racial fact-making. 

In making their political cases for and against slavery in Georgia, both the 

Trustees and the Malcontents built upon accepted knowledge of the natural world to 

support their positions. Eighteenth-century Britons shared common assumptions about 

the greater fertility of places in warmer latitudes, but the two factions used this 

foundation to build competing arguments. In support of the political structure they 

wished to create, the Trustees argued that the Georgian climate was the perfect mix of 

salubrious temperateness and warm climate productivity: Britons could work in the 

colony while remaining healthy and enjoying its greater fertility. In response, the 

Malcontents argued that their need for labor in Georgia could only be met by African 

 
4 As suggested by the epigraph, this chapter follows Bruno Latour’s “Rules of Method” and 

“Principles” to describe how the need for African slave labor in Georgia (and, by proxy, the rest of what 
would become the American South) became a “fact” for contemporary Britons and, later, Americans. In 
particular, it draws on his description of science’s “two faces: one that knows, the other that does not know 
yet” (p. 7). According to this distinction, a statement becomes a ready-made scientific fact when it “is 
devoid of any trace of ownership, construction, time and place” and is accepted widely enough that “it is 
inserted into other statements without further modification” (p. 23). However, before that can happen, 
scientists debate and structure the meaning of the statement in ways that depend “on localization, on 
chance, on appraising simultaneously the worth of people and of what they say” (p. 9), or essentially on 
human factors. Despite being socially constructed, facts have a special epistemic weight, especially as more 
people rely on them to make other facts. In this system, ready-made facts have the power to influence 
human actions. Though Latour does not use the term “fact making,” I use it here as shorthand for the 
process he described. See Latour, Science in Action, esp. 258-59. 
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slaves because the climate was too hot for white labor. Like the Trustees, the Malcontents 

believed the colony’s climate could produce commercially viable exotic products, but 

they refused to concede that it might be possible for whites to produce them profitably. 

While both sides used terms such as “white” and “negroes” to differentiate groups of 

people, the implications they drew from those terms differed. The Trustees planned a 

colony populated entirely by Britons, assumed to be white, but the Malcontents 

persistently declared that the climate of Georgia made it unhealthy for whites to labor 

there. From this climatic-racial perspective, they then argued that enslaved African labor 

was necessary for Georgia to grow and prosper. Only after the Malcontents made these 

claims about Georgia did the Trustees explicitly argue climatically that whites could 

successfully labor in their new colony.  

Ultimately, the conflict between the Trustees and the Malcontents over the 

salubrity of the climate of Georgia was settled by proxy. Changing circumstances 

unrelated to interpretations of climate weakened the Trustees’ political power and their 

ability to define the colony’s policy, leading to the introduction of African slaves. New 

leadership in the House of Commons, changing colonial geopolitics during the War of 

Jenkin’s Ear, and a re-imagination of slavery’s relationship to Christianity all contributed 

to permitting slavery in the colony. Even though new empirical evidence or natural 

knowledge did not decide the debate over slavery, the victory of the pro-slavery faction 

gave their interpretations of nature – the insalubrity of Georgia for whites and the need 

for African labor there – the status of fact. Specifically, the insalubrity of the Georgian 

environment for whites became widely assumed, and their inability to work in hot places 

would be a starting point of new debates over slavery that arose decades later, during and 
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after the American War of Independence, in the nascent United States and in Great 

Britain.5  

Historiography 
In the middle of the nineteenth century, scientists and social theorists used 

scientific language and authority to reify and naturalize the racialized social order that 

had arisen in European metropolises and their overseas colonies. Though scholars have 

long realized that this new “racial science” developed in part in response to African 

slavery in the Americas, exactly how slavery contributed to its emergence remains 

unstated.6 However, research has increasingly pushed the emergence of popular scientific 

ideas about the fixity of races from the 1850s back to the 1780s and argued that these 

ideas were buttressed by assumptions about different races being suited to different 

 
5 Examples of later pro-slavery writers connecting black labor to the southern climate are 

relatively common. For example, South Carolinian planter John Drayton made this sort of climatic 
argument for racial slavery in 1802. He explained that “negroes” were necessary to grow rice because 
“these situations are particularly unhealthy, and unsuitable to the constitutions of white persons; whilst that 
of a negro, is perfectly adapted to its cultivation. He can uncovered, stand the sun’s meridian heat… whilst 
a white person could barely support himself under the shade” (John Drayton, A View of South Carolina, as 
Respects Her Natural and Civil Concerns (Charleston: W. P. Young, 1802), 147). 

As late as the 1850s, pro-slavery writers such as the infamous Samuel Cartwright associated labor 
(and bondage) in the southern United States with good slave health: “The very exercise, so beneficial to the 
negro, as expended in cultivating those burning fields in cotton, sugar, rice, and tobacco, which, but for his 
labor, would, from the heat of the climate, go uncultivated, and their products lost to the world” (Samuel 
Cartwright, “Report on the Diseases and Physical Peculiarities of the Negro Race,” New Orleans Medical 
and Surgical Journal, 1851, 714. 

Literature connecting climatic understandings of disease and abolition is almost non-existent 
except for my work (Sean Morey Smith, “Seasoning and Abolition: Humoural Medicine in the Eighteenth-
Century British Atlantic,” Slavery & Abolition 36, no. 4 (October 2015): 684–703). However, the pro-
slavery arguments making the connection are well-known. For instance, see Joyce E. Chaplin, An Anxious 
Pursuit: Agricultural Innovation and Modernity in the Lower South, 1730–1815 (Chapel Hill, NC: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1993), 119. 

6 For instance, see Stepan, The Idea of Race in Science. Stepan uses slavery, and in particular the 
abolition movement, as a starting point for her study of racial science without explaining how abolition had 
made race an important issue (pp. x–xiii). 
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climates.7 Additionally, I have argued (and continue to argue in this dissertation) that 

political debates over abolishing the slave trade encouraged these climatic comparisons 

of different bodies.8 Though both the Georgia Trustees and the Malcontents used and 

debated these concepts of racial affinity to certain climates in their argument over slavery 

in the colony, their conflict has not informed scholars’ understanding of the emergence of 

racial science.  

While historians have long noted the odd case of slave-free colonial Georgia, they 

have regularly described it as an outlier, peripheral to the history of racialized slavery in 

British North America. Classic works on the rise of slavery dispute whether larger 

intellectual structures or the practicality of cost, demography, and politics played the 

most significant role in the institution’s development.9 Accordingly, they variously 

explain the emergence of slavery in the American South as the result of processes that 

contributed to the development of a racial slave regime over time and thus downplayed 

the significance of the purposeful decision to allow slavery in Georgia. For instance, 

Winthrop D. Jordan attributed the rise of racialized slavery to a series of “unthinking 

decisions” by Europeans before the eighteenth century.10 Nevertheless, he explained, 

“during the Georgia debate… an important point concerning physical difference was 

being made.” Jordan allowed that those climatic arguments for slavery would crystalize 

in the 1790s during imperial debates over slavery but failed to explore their connection to 
 

7 Harrison, “The Tender Frame of Man”; Harrison, Climates & Constitutions; Harrison, Medicine 
in an Age of Commerce and Empire; Seth, Difference and Disease. 

8 Smith, “Seasoning and Abolition.” 

9 Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture; Jordan, White over Black; Morgan, American 
Slavery, American Freedom. 

10 Jordan, White over Black, chap. 2, esp. 44. 
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the slavery debates in Georgia beyond a brief mention.11 More recently, Robin Blackburn 

took a similar tack, mentioning the controversy over slavery in Georgia only to dismiss 

its resolution largely as an extension of rice culture from South Carolina to Georgia.12 

Meanwhile, the relative importance of human and geographical factors has 

dominated how historians of Georgia have examined the eventual legalization of slavery 

in the colony. As early as the 1920s, southern apologists for the Civil War blamed racial 

servitude in Georgia, and the South more broadly, on natural factors. U. B. Phillips began 

his seminal Life and Labor in the Old South (1929) by declaring, “Let us begin with the 

weather, for that has been the chief agency in making the South distinctive.”13 Ruth 

Scarborough then built on Phillips’s state rights arguments in her study of Georgia to 

contend, “Although rulers sought to make the colony free, they were thwarted by the 

dictates of geography.”14 In her telling, the porous border along the Savannah River 

between South Carolina and Georgia enabled colonists to import slaves despite the ban 

and even perhaps with the knowledge of local officials. According to this view, Georgia’s 

climate became a point of debate between the Trustees and the Malcontents, but 

conditions on the ground ultimately dictated the allowance of slavery.15 

 
11 Jordan, White over Black, 264. 

12 Robin Blackburn, The Making of New World Slavery: From the Baroque to the Modern, 1492-
1800, 2nd ed. (New York: Verso, 2010), 464–65. 

13 Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, Life And Labor In The Old South, 3. 

14 Ruth Scarborough, The Opposition to Slavery in Georgia Prior to 1860 (1933; New York: 
Negro Universities Press, 1968), “Preface.” See Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, Georgia and State Rights, Rose 
ed. (1902; Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1984). 

15 Scarborough, Opposition to Slavery in Georgia, chaps. 2–3. 
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Other scholars of Georgia have stressed the human element that contributed to the 

institutionalization of slavery there. As Betty Wood argued in Slavery in Colonial 

Georgia, 1730–1775, the introduction of slavery into the colony was not the product of 

Jordan’s “unthinking decisions.” Instead, she contended, the Trustees of Georgia 

outlawed it early in the colony’s history and only allowed enslaved labor after prolonged 

political pressure from the Malcontents.16 More recently, Joyce E. Chaplin explained that 

the Georgia Malcontents “drew mostly on the English tradition of law that gave subjects 

the right to manipulate property free from interference by the state” in order to advocate 

for ownership of people of African descent.17 According to these narratives, Britons 

actively chose African slavery to be the dominant Georgia labor regime. Therefore, the 

Malcontents forced the Trustees to allow slavery via political pressure built on a number 

of arguments, including climatic ones.  

In the mid-1990s, Mart A. Stewart attempted to reconcile the cultural and 

geographical determinist approaches through the concept of landscapes, meaning the 

interplay of the natural environment with human’s conceptions of it and actions upon it.18 

While this approach successfully highlighted how nature prevented groups like the 

Trustees from constructing their imagined utopia in the Georgia lowcountry, it did little 

to explain why slavery was legalized there. Instead, Stewart fell back on economics, 

stating “slave labor was cheaper,” without considering why that was the sole 

 
16 Betty Wood, Slavery in Colonial Georgia, 1730-1775 (Athens, GA: University of Georgia 

Press, 1984), esp. 1-2; Jordan, White over Black. 

17 Chaplin, An Anxious Pursuit, 40–41. 

18 Mart A. Stewart, “What Nature Suffers to Groe”: Life, Labor, and Landscape on the Georgia 
Coast, 1680-1920, University of Georgia Press paperback edition (1996; Athens, GA: A Wormsloe 
Foundation Publication, 2002), 11–12. 
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contemporary metric for colonial success.19 This essay accepts Stewart’s contention that 

the Trustees failed to realize their goals “largely because the environment would not 

support the plan” without assuming slavery was the only way to build a colony.20  

While historians of race and slavery have largely overlooked Georgia, historians 

of Georgia have largely overlooked how their subject contributed to the enunciation of 

pro-slavery ideology. This chapter will connect these disparate historiographies. Building 

on Wood’s demonstration that conscious decisions led to slavery in Georgia, it will 

explain how the Georgia debate forced pro- and anti-slavery writers to make their 

positions explicit. Even if the institution had grown through a series of “unthinking 

decisions” before the colony’s settlement in 1733, its supporters publicly made and 

supported their pro-slavery position in the subsequent two decades. Because the debate 

over African slave labor required the explicit statement of arguments for and against 

slavery, it had a long-term impact on those discourses and set the stage for later 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century conflicts over expanding the institution or 

emancipating slaves. Crucially, the resolution of the debate and the admission of slaves 

into Georgia helped to racialize the defense of African slavery through naturalizing it in 

hot climates and identifying the American South as “hot.” Departing from historians’ 

suggestions that slavery was inevitable due to geography or climate, this chapter posits 

 
19 Stewart, What Nature Suffers to Groe, 3–4, 70. 

20 Stewart, What Nature Suffers to Groe, 3–4. 
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that perceptions of climate arose in conjunction with a perceived need for enslaved 

African labor.21 

Examining how Britons made facts about Georgia and slavery exposes how those 

facts have continued to affect historians’ perceptions of the necessity of slavery in the 

colony and the rest of the American South. Though historians from Phillips to Stewart 

have considered the impact of the environment on the development of slavery and slave 

societies in the American South, they have often fallen back upon racial assumptions of 

health that arose in the era of Trustee Georgia. For instance, scholars continue to explain 

the emergence and entrenchment of racial slavery via the perceived differential immunity 

of Europeans and Africans to diseases found in plantation colonies. However, many have 

also argued that plantations and the slave labor they required introduced those diseases, 

namely malaria and yellow fever, to those environments.22 The conclusion that yellow 

fever and malaria followed, rather than preceded, slavery in the coastal American South 

are further supported by demographic studies of Georgia mortality and cultural readings 

of South Carolinian promotional literature that argue that these “tropical” diseases only 

became a problem in southern North America after African slavery developed in the 

 
21 Stewart explains that “‘Natural resources’ are defined by society; their form and content are 

limited by nature, but the identification of them, the choice and use of them, and the creation of landscapes 
are shaped by those choices and uses are accomplished by humans who inhabit the environment” (p. 3). 
However, his analysis of the interplay between environmental and human factors in making the Georgia 
landscape does not include an analysis of the racialization of slavery. By contrast, this chapter takes as its 
focus how society’s definition of resources and its designs for them made racial interpretations of the 
natural world into facts. See Stewart, What Nature Suffers to Groe. 

22 John Robert McNeill, Mosquito Empires: Ecology and War in the Greater Caribbean, 1620-
1914, New Approaches to the Americas (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), chaps. 1–2, esp. 
32–33, 40–44, 52–57, 67; Peter McCandless, Slavery, Disease, and Suffering in the Southern Lowcountry 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 12–14, 43–45. 
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area.23 At the same time, contemporary calls for African slave labor in the British Empire 

were driven by a shortage of other sources of unfree labor and, by the time of Georgia’s 

founding, by governmental support for the slave trade.24 Therefore, the desire for coerced 

labor led to the articulation of a climatic-racial argument for slavery while the perceived 

biological reasons used by historians to explain the rise of slavery in southern North 

American only arose after planters justified enslaving Africans via the climate and after 

they introduced slavery.  

The Trustees’ Utopia 
Despite the environmental and epidemiological reasons scholars have given to 

explain slavery in southern North America, the Malcontents and the Trustees argued over 

slavery in terms of a largely shared understanding of human categories, climate, and 

climate’s relationship to natural products and human health. By the early eighteenth 

century, Britons had developed a language of racial categories (a set of racial idioms) 

without explaining why those categories existed (a racial ideology). Therefore, both the 

Trustees and the Malcontents used terms like “white,” “Indian,” and “negro” to describe 

broad groups of people, but at the start of their debate these terms implied social and 

religious standing and place of origin rather than an essentialist racial biology.25 For 

 
23 Gerald L. Cates, “‘The Seasoning’: Disease and Death Among the First Colonists of Georgia,” 

Georgia Historical Quarterly 64 (1980): 146–58; Sean Morey Smith, “Differentiating Hot Climates in the 
Anglo-American Experience,” in Atlantic Environments and the American South, ed. Thomas Blake Earle 
and D. Andrew Johnson (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2020), 21–37. 

24 Abigail Leslie Swingen, Competing Visions of Empire: Labor, Slavery, and the Origins of the 
British Atlantic Empire (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015). 

25 This difference between the use of “racial idioms” and a fully theorized racial ideology comes 
from the work of Joyce E. Chaplin. Rebecca Anne Goetz has traced how Virginians (and presumably other 
Britons) had created these sorts of labels by the end of the seventeenth century in response to assumptions 
that non-whites would never be true Christians. However, as Roxann Wheeler has explained, this 
terminology did not yet necessarily imply corporeal differences between these groups. See Joyce E. 
Chaplin, “Natural Philosophy and an Early Racial Idiom in North America: Comparing English and Indian 
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instance, the Trustees used “slave” and “Negro” interchangeably, occasionally specifying 

“Black Slaves.”26 This continued usage associates people of African descent with 

enslaved labor in the Americas without necessarily implying an essentialist racial 

reasoning for that regime. However, as this chapter later demonstrates, the Malcontents 

and their allies readily and repeatedly used a racial understanding of labor that associated 

black bodies with labor in hot climates. This was a new interpretation of older ideas about 

climate and health that implied innate bodily differences without explaining their cause or 

origin.  

In addition to sharing categories of humans, the Trustees and Malcontents also 

shared an understanding of humans’ relationship to climate. Eighteenth-century Britons 

had inherited scientific and medical theories about climate, though with some 

modifications, from the ancient Greeks and Romans. In particular, Aristotelian climate 

theory informed their expectations of Georgia’s climate. According to this ancient Greek 

framework, places at the same latitude shared a climate and the world had three 

latitudinal bands: the polar Frigid Zones, the equatorial Torrid Zone, and the comfortable 

 
Bodies,” The William and Mary Quarterly 54, no. 1 (January 1, 1997): 229–52, Rebecca Anne Goetz, The 
Baptism of Early Virginia : How Christianity Created Race (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2012), and Roxann Wheeler, The Complexion of Race: Categories of Difference in Eighteenth-Century 
British Culture (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000). 

Edward B. Rugemer has traced the use of “white” as a racial descriptor to Barbados in the late 
1640s, from where other slave societies slowly and unevenly picked it up. Its’ usage was widespread by the 
early eighteenth century. Edward B. Rugemer, Slave Law and the Politics of Resistance in the Early 
Atlantic World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018), 46. 

26 For instance, “An Act for Rendering the Colony of Georgia more Defencible by Prohibiting the 
Importation and Use of Black Slaves or Negroes into the Same” (1734) equates “Negroes” and “Black 
Slaves” in its title and uses the awkward phrase “Black or Blacks Negroe or Negroes” throughout the text 
to refer to the people being banned from the colony. See Allen D. Candler, ed., The Colonial Records of the 
State of Georgia (Atlanta and Athens, Ga.: Franklin Printing and Publishing Company and University of 
Georgia Press, 1904), 1:50-1. Lucien Lamar Knight edited volumes 25-26. Kenneth Coleman and Milton 
Ready edited volumes 20 and 27-32. Other references abbreviated CRG. 
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Temperate Zones. Theoretically, the heat of the Torrid Zone gave it an abundance of 

mineral and biotic wealth but also made it unhealthy for people. Though Aristotle argued 

that only the Temperate Zone could sustain human life, early modern Britons, especially 

those interested in the Caribbean sugar colonies, stressed that people were surviving in 

the Torrid Zone.27 By the time Georgia was settled in the 1730s, colonial promoters of 

Caribbean Islands debated those of Carolina over whether to consider the southern North 

American mainland as temperate despite its location within the classical definition of the 

Temperate Zone.28 Increasingly, more specific comparisons were made with European 

and Asian locales at the same latitude, and Britons repeatedly expressed in writing their 

belief that the same agricultural products could be grown at the same latitudes around the 

world. Consequently, promotional tracts for the Carolinas as well as Georgia highlighted 

the possibility of growing crops associated with the latitudinally-equivalent 

Mediterranean, including grapes for wine, olives for oil, mulberry trees for silk, and 

citrus trees for fruit among other products. The ability to grow these crops did not, 

however, imply a need for enslaved African labor. 

Starting with the literature they commissioned to support the colonization of 

Georgia, the Trustees argued that the colony’s warmer climate would produce a bounty of 

exotic crops and keep the settlers healthy. Building on a tradition of promotional 

pamphlets written to encourage immigration to Carolina and other British colonies, 

“Some Account of the Designs of the Trustees for Establishing the Colony of Georgia in 

America” made latitudinal assumptions about climate explicit:  
 

27 Karen Ordahl Kupperman, “The Puzzle of the American Climate in the Early Colonial Period,” 
American Historical Review 87, no. 5 (December 1982): 1278. 

28 Smith, “Differentiating Hot Climates.” 
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The Colony of Georgia, lying about the same Latitude with Part of Chine, Persia, 
Palestine, and the Maderas, it is highly probable, that when hereafter it shall be 
well peopled, and rightly cultivated, England may be supplied from thence with 
raw Silk, Wine, Oil, Dies, Drugs, and many other Materials for Manufactures, 
which she is obliged to purchase from Southern Countries.29 

In another tract published the same year, one of the leaders of the Trustees, James 

Oglethorpe, explained that he had “no Doubt of the kindly Growth… of every Vegetable 

that can be found in the best Countries under the same Latitude.”30  

Beyond simply assuming that these latitudinal climate models held for the 

southern reaches of the North American continent, Oglethorpe also pointed to the 

experience of settlers in South Carolina to demonstrate the potential of growing exotic 

Mediterranean products in Georgia. He explained, “They have already tried the Vine and 

the Silk-Worm, and have all imaginable Encouragement to expect that these will prove 

most valuable Staple-Commodities to them.”31 Therefore, both climate theory and British 

experience argued for a latitudinal climate model that supported the idea that settlers 

could grow exotic crops in Georgia, and none of these crops were associated with 

enslaved labor. He did, however omit any mention of rice, which had become a proven 

export in neighboring Carolina and was grown almost entirely with enslaved labor. 

Britons also shared a climatological understanding of health. Following the 

Hippocratic-Galenic healing tradition, they feared the impact of too much heat on their 

bodies’ constitutions. Having defined England as perfectly temperate, they feared 
 

29 Benjamin Martyn, “Some Account of the Designs of the Trustees for Establishing the Colony of 
Georgia in America, 1732,” in The Most Delightful Country of the Universe: Promotional Literature of the 
Colony of Georgia, 1717–1734, ed. Trevor R. Reese (Savannah, Ga.: Beehive Press, 1972), 72–73. 

30 James Oglethorpe, “A New and Accurate Account of the Provinces of South Carolina and 
Georgia, 1732,” in The Most Delightful Country of the Universe, 148. 

31 Oglethorpe, “Account of the Provinces of South Carolina and Georgia,” 144. 
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displacement to less temperate climates would unbalance their humors and lead them to 

develop diseases.32 In debates about admitting slavery in Georgia, the Trustees and the 

Malcontents agreed that the area was warmer than England and that too much heat was 

unhealthy for whites, but they disagreed over whether the colony was hot enough to be 

noticeably less salubrious and whether anything could be done to protect settlers against 

the heat. 

Oglethorpe, writing before the debates over slavery, expressly described the South 

Carolinian and Georgian climates as temperate and healthy in “A New and Accurate 

Account of the Provinces of South Carolina and Georgia.” Drawing on an early account 

of South Carolina, he explained, 

The Air is healthy, being always serene, pleasant and temperate, never subject to 
excessive Heat or Cold, nor to sudden Changes; the Winter is regular and short, 
and the Summer cool’d with refreshing Breezes… it never feels the cutting North-
West-Wind in that uneasy and dangerous Degree that the Virginians complain 
of… Nor on the other Hand doth this Country ever feel the intense Heats of Spain, 
Barbary, Italy, and Ægypt…33 

Taking climatic assumptions about health seriously, Oglethorpe stressed the temperate 

nature of the area’s climate, explaining it never got too hot or too cold. Furthermore, he 

made his case relative to the geographical spaces contemporaries would assume shared a 

climate with South Carolina and Georgia: Virginia to their immediate north, and 

Mediterranean lands sharing the same latitude. Oglethorpe’s description of Georgia fit 

with contemporary beliefs about climate, though his views admittedly bordered on the 

optimistic. 

 
32 Karen Ordahl Kupperman, “Fear of Hot Climates in the Anglo-American Colonial Experience,” 

William and Mary Quarterly 41, no. 2 (April 1984): 213–14; Chaplin, Subject Matter, 116–21. 

33 Oglethorpe, “Account of the Provinces of South Carolina and Georgia,” 123. 
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Other tracts echoed Oglethorpe’s faith in a salubrious climate in South Carolina 

and Georgia. For instance, Benjamin Martyn, the Trustees’ secretary in England, 

explained the colony had a good chance of success because provisions could be 

purchased in neighboring South Carolina while Georgians prepared to grow their own 

food and because “The Climate is known; the Air very clear, healthy, and almost always 

temperate.”34 While the Trustees were not yet worried about arguing against slavery, the 

repeated references in promotional literature to a temperate climate and Mediterranean 

crops would persuade readers that Georgia would not need enslaved labor. 

This shared medical understanding of climate also provided the Trustees and 

Malcontents with a common basis for disputing alcohol’s health effects. Though some 

historians have viewed the Trustees’ prohibition of rum in the colony as morally 

motivated, they significantly differentiated rum from other forms of alcohol. In fact, they 

understood alcohol to be a necessary tool for combating the potential heat of the 

Georgian climate and provisioned each man settled in Georgia with “44 Gallons of 

Strong Beer” and “64 Quarts of Melasses for brewing of Beer.”35 However, the colony’s 

founders and their supporters feared that rum specifically would lead to health problems 

and its availability for purchase would lead the subjects of their philanthropy, the “worthy 

poor,” into debt.36 One of the Malcontents’ mouthpieces, Thomas Stephens, argued for 

 
34 Benjamin Martyn, “Reasons for Establishing the Colony of Georgia, 1733,” in The Most 

Delightful Country of the Universe, 172. 

35 Benjamin Martyn, “An Impartial Enquiry into the State and Utility of the Province of Georgia, 
1741,” in The Clamorous Malcontents, 229. Women and children over the age of twelve similarly received 
molasses for brewing but no already made beer. As a brewer, I roughly estimate that two quarts of molasses 
would make five gallons of high alcohol content beer, rendering the total beer allotment for an adult male 
to be roughly 204 gallons per annum or over half a gallon per day. 

36 Georg Philipp Friedrich Von Reck and Johann Martin Bolzius, “An Extract of the Journals of 
Mr. Commissary Von Reck... and of the Reverend Mr. Bolzius [1734], 1734,” in Our First Visit in 
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rum in the colony despite the Trustees fears, claiming its “Prohibition… is greatly 

prejudicial to Trade, and injurious to the particular Circumstances of the People.” 

According to him, the Trustees needed to allow rum because the West Indies and Indian 

trades required it for barter and because “the Waters of these Countries require to be 

corrected by some Spirit; and Experience has approved no Liquor so universally 

agreeable to Americans as small Punch” made from rum.37 In fact, the stated purpose of 

the law banning rum and brandy was not just to protect settlers from their “hurtfull and 

pernicious” effects “to Man’s Body” but to prevent the spirits from being used in “the 

Indian Trade.”38 Both Stephens and the Trustees believed that drinking alcohol could 

benefit Georgia’s settlers, but they disagreed over whether the availability of rum would 

have negative consequences and whether settlers should have access to a common trade 

good. The Trustees banned rum predominantly because they wanted to promote an 

agrarian rather than commercial lifestyle. Stephens’s commercial defense of rum 

reflected a common thread in the Malcontent’s arguments for allowing slavery and 

making other changes in Georgia: they repeatedly used economic necessity as a reason 

for legal changes. This fundamental dispute over the goals of the colony, specifically 

whether it should be focused on commerce, shaped nearly all debates about colonial 

policy in Georgia, including those over slavery. 

 
America: Early Reports from the Colony of Georgia, 1732–1740, ed. Trevor R. Reese (Savannah, Ga.: 
Beehive Press, 1974), 77; Francis Moore, “A Voyage to Georgia, Begun in the Year 1735 [1735–1736], 
1744,” in Our First Visit in America, 86–87, 92, 98–99; Moore, 4:197. 

37 Stephens, “The Distressed People of Georgia,” 265. 

38 CRG, 1:44-45. 
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The Trustees made their interpretations of Georgia’s climate central to their plans 

for the colony. Emerging from a Parliamentary committee on debtor prison reform, the 

Trustees’ core principle in creating settlements was to give the “worthy” poor, debtors, 

and underemployed an opportunity to provide for themselves and their families. Quickly, 

however, this idea merged with previous unrealized plans for the area between South 

Carolina and Florida. Therefore, the Trustees built their plans for Georgia on the four 

pillars of defending South Carolina from Spanish Florida and the region’s Indians, 

providing an outlet for the “worthy poor” in Britain, producing exotic products not 

already available within the empire, and making foreign Protestants subjects of the 

British King.39 As expressed in Georgia’s charter and other publications, these 

foundational impulses became intertwined and presented as a single interlocking system: 

His Majesty having taken into his Consideration the miserable Circumstances of 
many of his own poor Subjects, ready to perish for Want; as likewise the 
Distresses of many Foreigners, who would take Refuge here from Persecution; 
and having a princely Regard to the great Danger the Southern Frontiers of South-
Carolina are exposed to, by Reason of the small Number of white Inhabitants 
there, hath out of his fatherly Compassion towards his Subjects been graciously 
pleased to grant a Charter for incorporating a Number of Gentlemen by the Name 
of THE TRUSTEES FOR ESTABLISHING THE COLONY OF GEORGIA IN AMERICA.40 

The Trustees connected colonization with hopes of growing the kingdom with new 

subjects and enriching it with unique goods. As their secretary Martyn wrote, “the 

Riches, and also the Number of Inhabitants in Great-Britain will be increased by 

importing at a cheap rate from this new Colony the Materials requisite for carrying on in 

Britain several Manufactures… which at present we purchase with our Money from 
 

39 For a more in-depth study of the evolution of the conceptualization of Georgia, see Trevor 
Richard Reese, Colonial Georgia: A Study in British Imperial Policy in the Eighteenth Century (Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 1963), chap. 1. 

40 Excerpt from the royal charter establishing Georgia as quoted in Martyn, “Some Account,” 70. 
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Foreign Countries at dear Rates.”41 According to this model, the benefit of commerce 

accrued to the nation or empire, not the individual, and the Trustees hoped to make 

Georgia a useful part of the empire rather than a place for individual gain. 

In order to achieve the goals laid out in the charter, The Trustees and their agents 

began to design and later implement a land scheme constructed around small 

landownership. By limiting the amount of land an individual owned, they hoped to ensure 

a significant population density of males that could defend the colony and South Carolina 

against Spanish and Indian incursions. To ensure the presence of males in the colony, 

they implemented a restrictive “entail male” inheritance system by which lands could 

only be passed to male children, otherwise reverting to the Trustees’ ownership.42 The 

colony’s creators intended these measures to prevent absentee landownership and 

guarantee every plot of land would have at least one adult male available for military 

duty.  

Reconciling small landownership with the goal of producing exotic goods and 

enriching Britain, the Trustees believed the greater warmth and fertility of Georgia’s 

climate would allow it to produce exotic goods, like wine and silk, which they associated 

with latitudinally equivalent Mediterranean climates. These goods had the additional 

benefit of not already being produced within the empire and, so the Trustees believed, of 

not requiring physically demanding labor. As Martyn explained, 

 
41 Martyn, “Some Account,” 72. 

42 Milton L. Ready, “Land Tenure in Trusteeship Georgia,” Agricultural History 48, no. 3 (1974): 
esp. 354. 
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[T]he Country is extremely rich and fruitful. It produces white Mulberry-Trees 
wild, and in great Abundance. The Air, as it is healthy for Man, (the Latitude 
about 32,) is also proper for the Silk-worms; and as Care is the principal Thing 
requisite in nourishing and feeding these, every Person from Childhood to old 
Age can be of Use.43 

In short, the Trustees believed silk the perfect crop for Georgia because it was also grown 

along the same latitude in places along the Mediterranean coast and in China and a 

variety of people, including the young and infirm who would have had trouble finding 

other work, could participate in its production. Not only would silk contribute something 

new to the empire, it did not require strenuous labor, much less enslaved people. 

Not content simply to plan, the Trustees also included requirements to encourage 

silk production in their land tenure rules. To help bring their sericulture dreams to 

fruition, they “oblige[d] the People to keep a sufficient Number of white Mulberry-Trees 

standing on every Acre, or else plant them where they are wanted” as a condition for 

landownership in the colony.44 Specifically, the “Rules of 1735” required charity 

colonists with grants of fifty acres to plant 100 mulberry trees, while those who paid their 

own way had to plant 1,000 trees per 100 acres.45 

Oglethorpe and other Trustees believed that silk would create new financial 

opportunities for England. They also believed that their colony would produce cheaper 

silk than any other European source because the land grants to the “worthy” poor meant 

that as settlers they could produce raw silk without the added overhead of rent. This 

cheap silk, in turn would “supply a rich Manufacture to their Mother-Country” such that 

 
43 Martyn, “Reasons for Establishing Georgia,” 161. 

44 Martyn, “Reasons for Establishing Georgia,” 162. 

45 Ready, “Land Tenure in Trusteeship Georgia,” 354. 
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“Great Britain [would] then be able to sell Silk-Manufactures cheaper than all Europe.” 

Furthermore, because of their profits, the planters would “make large Demands upon us 

for our Home Commodities.”46 Using what was essentially a mercantilist understanding 

of wealth, Oglethorpe and the Trustees argued that the benefit of a colony growing silk 

lay in keeping money within the imperial system while drawing in money from other 

nations. The Trustees’ secretary made the case even clearer, arguing that Great Britain 

could save £500,000 per annum if Georgia raised silk for manufacturing centers in the 

metropole “instead of paying a [metaphorical] Tribute… as we do now to Italy, France, 

Holland, and the East-Indies.”47 Furthermore, the Trustees had no wish to compete with 

products already being produced within the empire. As William Stephens, their secretary 

in the colony, explained, “Things might be produced, and perhaps more immediately 

profitable to the Planters; but it is apprehended, that it is not any Business of this Colony, 

nor any Benefit to the Trade of England, to interfere with what other English Plantations 

have produced, such as Rice, etc.”48 In short, the Trustees argued that commerce should 

primarily benefit the nation, rather than the individual. And they based their plans for the 

colony around that premise. Even though enslaved Africans growing rice in neighboring 

Carolina was enriching planters there, the Trustees pushed Georgia to grow other crops 

that would add to, rather than compete with, things already produced within the empire. 

Additionally, their proposed crops, such as silk, were not associated with enslaved labor. 

 
46 Oglethorpe, “Account of the Provinces of South Carolina and Georgia,” 144–45. 

47 Martyn, “Reasons for Establishing Georgia,” 164–66. 

48 William Stephens, “A State of the Province of Georgia, 1742,” in The Clamorous Malcontents, 
11. William Stephens was the father of Thomas Stephens, and their differing positions on Georgia created a 
family split which appears to have lasted until William’s death. 
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The Trustees also incorporated the charter’s stated goal to take in persecuted 

refugees into their plan to develop sericulture. Though unspecified in the charter, 

contemporary Britons understood “refugees” to mean Protestant Christians fleeing from 

religious persecution. Especially after the 1707 Acts of Union made Scotland and 

England into the new political entity of Britain, Britons understood their national identity 

to be rooted in Protestantism.49 Building on this conception of national character, the 

Trustees and others argued that they could bolster the might of Britain by incorporating 

persecuted Protestants from elsewhere in Europe. Almost ten years before Oglethorpe led 

settlers to Georgia, Jean Pierre Purry requested permission to settle in South Carolina 

with other Swiss Protestants and argued that Britain would benefit by allowing them to 

do so.50 In making his request, he argued that Britain needed to populate the southern 

reaches of South Carolina to defend against French and Spanish encroachment and 

“because the wealth and fertility of a country can be developed only by the cultivation of 

the soil and the great increase of its population.” He continued to explain that “colonies 

of good Protestants” from abroad could settle there “without depopulating England.”51 

Essentially, Britain could tap existing supplies of foreign Protestants just waiting to 

pledge fealty to a properly Protestant prince. When developing their own colony, the 

 
49 Linda Colley argued for the importance of Protestantism to British identity after the Union in 

Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837, 2nd ed, Yale Nota Bene (New Haven, Conn: Yale 
University Press, 2005). Ned C. Landsman traced its continuing importance to colonial Britons in America 
in Ned C. Landsman, From Colonials to Provincials: American Thought and Culture, 1680-1760 (New 
York: Twayne Publishers, 1997). 

50 Ultimately, Purry made a contract with the British government for land in return for bringing 
people to his settlement. He founded Purrysburg in the southern reaches of South Carolina, on the north 
bank of the Savannah River, in 1732. Trevor R. Reese, ed., The Most Delightful Country of the Universe, x. 

51 Jean Pierre Purry, “Memorial Presented to His Grace My Lord the Duke of Newcastle upon the 
Present Condition of Carolina, and the Means of Its Amelioration, 1724,” in The Most Delightful Country 
of the Universe: Promotional Literature of the Colony of Georgia, 1717–1734, ed. Trevor R. Reese 
(Savannah, Ga.: Beehive Press, 1972), 60–61. 
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Trustees followed this established line of thought and invited German-speaking 

Salzburgers to settle, reasoning, “[B]y giving Refuge to the distressed Saltzburghers and 

other persecuted Protestants, the Power of Britain, as a Reward for its Hospitality, will 

be increased by the Addition of so many religious and industrious Subjects.”52 Simply 

put, adding more Protestants, a group with whom Britons already identified, would 

strengthen the nation. While the comparison was left unstated, enslaved Africans were 

seen as a security threat rather than as potential subjects. 

Luckily for the Trustees, many of the possible immigrants had already been 

exposed to silk cultivation, which would help support their sericulture goals. As Ben 

Marsh’s study of silk culture in South Carolina explains, the 1730s and 1740s witnessed a 

reorganization of the international silk market, as a plethora of Protestant countries 

sought to develop local silk industries by encouraging the immigration of their co-

religionists fleeing persecution. In fact, potential immigrants exploited Britons’ lack of 

knowledge of the silk industry. For instance, Purry, a wine grower by trade, promised that 

his Swiss immigrants would bring sericulture knowledge with them if they settled in 

South Carolina.53 Looking for their own silk experts, the Trustees of Georgia “engag’d 

two or three Piemontese to go and settle in Georgia, and instruct the People” in raising 

silk.54 The Trustees continued to pay for the conveyance of potential silk experts to the 

colony seemingly whenever the opportunity arose. For example, in March 1741, the 

 
52 Martyn, “Some Account,” 71. 

53 Ben Marsh, “Silk Hopes in Colonial South Carolina,” Journal of Southern History 78, no. 4 
(November 2012): 824–25, 830–31. 

54 Martyn, “Reasons for Establishing Georgia,” 162. 
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Trustees agreed to settle German-speaking Protestants who had petitioned for 

transportation to Georgia in order to participate in sericulture there.55  

The Trustees made sericulture a crucial aspect of their plan for the new colony 

that was shaped as much by political belief as by understandings of nature. Many of the 

Trustees considered part of the Parliamentarian “country party,” including Oglethorpe, 

purposefully constructed the Georgia Plan around the concept of small landholdings 

because of their adherence to Harringtonian political theory. In works such as The 

Commonwealth of Oceana (1656), James Harrington argued for limited individual land 

holdings as the basis of liberty in order to ensure proper living and the equitable 

distribution of power. In part, the Trustees drew on these theories in reaction to the 

Settlement of the Glorious Revolution of 1688, the concomitant establishment of the 

Bank of England in 1694, and the collapse of the South Sea Bubble in 1720. The 

Revolution had empowered the emerging commercial class at the expense of the landed 

gentry, and the establishment of the Bank demonstrated their new political clout. The 

economic troubles induced by the bursting of the South Sea Bubble helped to encourage 

distrust of the new commercial system and to put Sir Robert Walpole and the “country 

party” in power in the House of Commons. The Trustees in Commons with their country 

leanings hoped to use Georgia much like a city upon a hill as an example to England of 

the righteousness of agrarian agriculture and gentry landownership.56  

 
55 CRG, 2:357-58. 

56 Thomas D. Wilson, The Oglethorpe Plan: Enlightenment Design in Savannah and Beyond 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2012), 201; Roy Porter, The Creation of the Modern World: 
The Untold Story of the British Enlightenment (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2000), 188–94. 
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The Trustees’ goal was not to outlaw slavery; rather the Trustees hoped that 

outlawing slavery would help them fulfil their goals of putting poor whites to work and 

protecting Carolina from the Spanish. Some historians have suggested that Oglethorpe 

was an abolitionist when Georgia was founded or became one soon thereafter.57 He was 

not.58 Oglethorpe, like many of the Trustees, was interested in an agrarian and landed 

idea of labor and wealth, and he contested slavery less in moral terms than in terms of the 

economic and social system he wanted to create. His politics were not against slavery per 

se, rather he was against slavery undermining the Trustees’ project in Georgia. The slave 

system posed a threat to the military security of Georgia as a border colony and an 

economic threat to small land ownership and family farms. In fact, Oglethorpe joined the 

board of the Royal African Company (RAC) about the same time he was involved in 

creating slave-free Georgia. William A. Pettigrew has narrated how the RAC, which had 

originally held a monopoly on the African slave trade, was attacked politically by 

independent traders in the wake of the Glorious Revolution. By using the new power of 

Parliament and appeals to the public, independent traders succeeded in getting the RAC’s 

monopoly revoked in 1712. The RAC then pivoted to a denunciation of African slave 

traders and increasing discussion of Africans’ humanity. Oglethorpe became a director of 

the RAC in the 1730s when the company’s rhetoric fretted about the growth of 

commercial society, the decline of agrarianism, and the increasing acceptance of 

 
57 Wilson, The Oglethorpe Plan, 202–6. 

58 Wood, Slavery in Colonial Georgia, 3. Disagreement over the degree to which Oglethorpe and 
other Trustees were “prototype abolitionists” largely derives from a letter Oglethorpe wrote to Granville 
Sharp in 1776 and whether he was accurately remembering or portraying his earlier opinions on slavery. 
Admittedly, Oglethorpe did express his distaste for slavery in the 1730s, but his statements were made in 
the context of maintaining the larger Georgia system. 
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individual self-interest as a political goal.59 It was these worries, and the values that they 

implied, that both drew him to the RAC and motivated his policy ideas for Georgia.  

In this political milieu, the Trustees outlawed and argued against African slavery 

largely because they feared it would undermine their project of creating a colony for 

Britons unable to find work in the metropole. Furthermore, small landownership 

theoretically made slavery unnecessary because an individual family could work the 

entirety of their own plot. To accomplish the stated goals of securing South Carolina, 

providing an outlet for Britain’s “worthy poor,” and creating a space for persecuted 

Protestant immigrants, the Trustees outlawed slavery. They feared that slavery would 

make whites lazy, indebt already poor colonists to slave merchants, hurt the colony’s 

ability to defend itself, limit the settlers’ ability to identify slaves fleeing to Spanish 

Florida, and ultimately undermine their political vision.60 These ideas were based both in 

traditional philosophies about the natural world and in controversial, increasingly 

minority-held, political opinions. Both of these sets of ideas informed the Trustees’ ban 

 
59 William A. Pettigrew, Freedom’s Debt: The Royal African Company and the Politics of the 

Atlantic Slave Trade, 1672-1752 (Chapel Hill: Oxford University Press, 2013), esp. 193-5. 

60 These opinions were most clearly expressed in pamphlets issued in response to the Malcontents’ 
own publications arguing for reforms in Georgia, including the admission of slaves. See Martyn, “Impartial 
Enquiry into the Province of Georgia,” 139–47; Benjamin Martyn, “An Account Shewing the Progress of 
the Colony of Georgia in America from Its First Establishment, 1741,” in The Clamorous Malcontents, 
190–93, 201, 217–17. 

Despite these larger concerns, the text of the law focused on the immediate dangers of slavery, 
namely physical violence. The Trustees explained that “Settling Colonys with Black Slaves or Negroes 
hath Obstructed the Increase of English and Christian Inhabitants therein who can in case of War be relyed 
on for… Defence and Security” and that slaves could be incited to “Insurrections[,] Tumults[,] and 
Rebellions” (CRG, 1:50). 
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on slavery in Georgia, but neither made direct claims, either positive or negative, about 

the need for enslaved labor.61 

The Malcontents’ Demands 
While the Trustees built their design upon widely accepted understandings of 

climate and political economy, they did not have a monopoly on how to deploy ideas 

about the natural world. Roughly two years after the colony’s founding, a pro-slavery 

faction began to emerge in Georgia. Named “the Malcontents” by the Trustees and their 

agents, this group used their own interpretations of traditional theories of climate to 

undermine the Trustees’ design in support of their own economic and political theories. 

They argued that the Trustees’ land tenure system disincentivized improving land in the 

colony, that more labor was needed, and that the climate was unhealthy for whites. Many 

of the Malcontents used the last two of these arguments as evidence that they needed 

African slaves to work the land. In opposition to the Trustees’ “country party” political 

philosophies, these activists argued for wealth in capital as well as in land and the 

individual right to own slaves and enter into debt transactions.  

Though some colonists expressed pro-slavery arguments as early as 1733, the 

most famous expression of the Malcontent position, A True and Historical Narrative of 

the Colony of Georgia, in America, was published in 1741 after a handful of petitions to 

 
61 According to my narrative, the Trustees outlawed slavery in Georgia not because of any 

problem with the institution itself but because it got in the way of their other plans. The next section 
explores how the Malcontents pioneered climatic-racial pro-slavery arguments before the emergence of a 
cohesive, popular anti-slavery platform. (Before the middle of the eighteenth century, anti-slavery was 
limited to a few fringe groups and personalities such as Quakers.) In this way, accidental anti-slavery led to 
the beginnings of a pro-slavery plank that would go on to influence the development of more well-known 
anti-slavery thought. To understand anti-slavery, we need to start with pro-slavery arguments. Compare to 
Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture. 
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the Trustees resulted in only minor changes.62 In that work, a Malcontent ringleader, 

Patrick Tailfer, and others quoted an earlier letter that they had sent to the Trustees 

stating their demands to improve the colony:  

“1st, The Want of a free Title or Fee-simple, to our Lands; which if granted, 
would both induce great Numbers of new Settlers to come amongst us, and 
likewise encourage those who remain here chearfully [sic.] to proceed in making 
further Improvements… 2d, The Want of the Use of Negroes, with proper 
Limitations… such as so many to each white Man, or so many to such a Quantity 
of Land…”63 

The Malcontents argued that the possibility of land reverting to the Trustees if the owner 

lacked a male heir and thus disenfranchising a surviving wife or daughters limited 

interest in migrating to the colony and developing one’s land once there. Furthermore, 

they suggested African slaves could remedy the limited supply of labor in the colony. 

Though Tailfer and his coauthors allowed that the number of slaves might need to be 

limited, they likely only acquiesced to such limitations because slavery was the most 

extreme of their demands. Simply put, the Malcontents believed that there should be only 

limited restrictions on land transactions or on the people that they put to work on it. They 

 
62 Patrick Tailfer, Hugh Anderson, and David Douglas, A True and Historical Narrative of the 

Colony of Georgia, In America, From the First Settlement Thereof until This Present Period (Charles-
Town: P. Timothy, 1741). On the development of the pro-slavery faction in Georgia, see Wood, Slavery in 
Colonial Georgia, chap. 2.  

As early as 1733, Peter Gordon, a civil officer appointed by the Trustees, complained in an 
unpublished journal of three factors he believed undermined the Georgia project: “The first is the tenure by 
which the lands are held. The second is the prohibiting of negroes. And the third is the placing the 
government in the hands of people who are so farr from being qualified or equall to so great a trust” (Peter 
Gordon, “Journal of Peter Gordon [1732–1735],” in Our First Visit in America, 27). In February 1735, 
Elisha Dobree explained in a letter to the Trustees that he had “been Desired by the most Noted Freeholders 
here [in Georgia] to Draw a Petition to Your Honle Board… to have Negroes here Under Some 
Restrictions” (CRG, 20:217-18). Tailfer and others wrote the Trustees in the same year to argue that 
improving land in Georgia was “next to an impossibility… without the Use of Negroes” because “white 
Servants not being used to so hot a Climate can’t bear the Scorching Rays of the Sun.” In the same letter, 
they explained that slaves were cheaper than white servants and that the servants often stole from them or 
ran away (CRG, 20:364-67).  

63 Tailfer, Anderson, and Douglas, True and Historical Narrative, 91–92. 
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wanted individuals to be free to pursue wealth as they saw fit, not only as it benefited the 

nation. 

Tailfer and his confederates also argued for slavery in terms of their 

understanding of commerce. Though the Trustees argued for producing silk in part 

because it did not conflict with the products of other colonies, the Malcontents lamented 

that the colony’s reliance on white labor impeded their ability to compete with their 

countrymen. Quoting a passage from an earlier letter written to Oglethorpe, Tailfer 

complained, “‘all the neighboring Colonies, by Reason of their Negroes, prosecute all 

Branches of [Trade] at a sixth Part of the Expense we can; they would forever preclude us 

of any Benefit therefrom.’” Not only did this preclusion hurt the settlers, it also hurt “‘the 

Nation’” by requiring “‘a perpetual Fund for making up all those Deficiencies.’”64 

According to this model, Georgia was draining British resources rather than bolstering 

the empire because it drew off government funds rather than created commerce. 

Crucially, in the Malcontents’ understanding of commerce, individuals contributed to the 

nation’s wealth by producing market goods at competitive prices. This mindset was 

indicative of “court party” political philosophy after the Glorious Revolution that 

believed that commerce could generate wealth and held that personal wealth contributed 

to the development of culture and to obedience to the government. Whereas the Trustees 

celebrated Harrington’s focus on landownership as the basis of citizenship, Malcontent 

political philosophy mirrored the increasingly predominant opinion of the era that David 

Hume crystalized in his Treatise of Human Nature (1740).65 In calling for the legalization 

 
64 Tailfer, Anderson, and Douglas, True and Historical Narrative, 104. 

65 Porter, The Creation of the Modern World, 194–201. 
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of slavery in Georgia, the Malcontents hoped to gain wealth through this commercial 

view of maximizing personal profit. 

As a medical practitioner, Tailfer made pronouncements about the Georgian 

climate’s impact on different bodies’ constitutions in order to further the economic 

argument in favor of African slave labor.66 Specifically, he made one of the earliest 

published cases stating the perceived differences between African and European bodily 

constitutions:  

The Falling of Timber was a Task very unequal to the Strength and Constitution 
of white Servants; and the Hoeing the Ground, they being exposed to the sultry 
Heat of the Sun, insupportable; and it is well known, that this Labour is one of the 
hardest upon the Negroes, even tho' their Constitutions are much stronger than 
white People, and the Heat no Way disagreeable nor hurtful to them; but in us it 
created inflamatory Fevers of various kinds both continued and intermittent; 
wasting and tormenting Fluxes, most excruciating Cholicks, and Dry-Belly-Achs 
[etc.]67 

 
66 Tailfer was widely recognized as a medical practitioner, but exactly what kind is debatable. On 

the title page of A True and Historical Narrative, he is listed as an “M.D.,” but other sources identify him 
vaguely as a doctor, a surgeon, and even an apothecary-surgeon. For instance, Benjamin Martyn 
derogatorily referred to him as an “Apothecary Surgeon,” and John Wesley referred to him as “Dr. Tailfer” 
in his published diary (Martyn, “An Account Shewing the Progress of Georgia,” 216; John Wesley, “An 
Extract of the Rev. Mr. John Wesley’s Journal [1735–1737], 1739,” in Our First Visit in America, 206). 
Though the differences between these categories have been largely subsumed into a doctor-pharmacist 
dichotomy today, historically these categories differed but overlapped and often corresponded to class as 
well as professional distinctions with physicians normally being of higher class than surgeons, who were 
considered above apothecaries. 

In an earlier letter to the Earl of Egmont, a Trustee leader, one of Tailfer’s coauthors, Hugh 
Anderson, had expressed concern that the climate may be too hot for immigrants from Britain, but had 
acknowledged that “to explain how the heat may occasion those many diseases that they are Subject to is 
the Province of a Phisician Only” (Anderson to Egmont, March 3, 1739, CRG 22:99). As Anderson 
implied, Tailfer’s medical background helped support his claims about the relationship between bodies and 
climates, including the need for African slave labor in Georgia. The Malcontents published tract also took a 
different form than Anderson’s letters to Egmont. Anderson used scientific language to appeal to Egmont 
as a member of the Royal Society, but the pamphlet he wrote with Tailfer and David Douglas was more 
political in tone, appealing to the reading public of the British Empire. See Mart A. Stewart, “‘Policies of 
Nature and Vegetables’: Hugh Anderson, the Georgia Experiment, and the Political Use of Natural 
Philosophy,” The Georgia Historical Quarterly 77, no. 3 (1993): 473–96. 

67 Tailfer, Anderson, and Douglas, True and Historical Narrative, 50. 
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Not only did Tailfer expressly describe the colony’s climate as too hot for white labor, he 

also differentiated “white Servants” from “Negroes” in terms of their ability to work in 

the heat. This was possibly the first positivist climatic-racial argument for slavery. 

Though colonial promoters had always admitted that differences between the climate of 

England and those of the West Indies and Carolina could potentially put Britons’ health 

at risk, I have found virtually no trace of positive climatic arguments for African labor in 

the Americas before the Malcontents spent nearly two decades amplifying it through 

colonial and metropolitan publications. However, this argument of racial climate affinity 

would echo into the twentieth century: first, as this work shows, with the nineteenth-

century debates over ending slavery; then with later nineteenth-century scientific racism; 

and finally in the form of tropical medicine’s racial assumptions.68 Tailfer based this 

argument in established popular medical knowledge, but it alone did not determine that 

Britons would introduce slavery into Georgia. 

Despite Tailfer’s novel application of climatic-racial thought, it was not entirely 

without precedent. European descriptions of Africa had routinely emphasized the heat of 

its climate since the sixteenth century, even going so far as to connect the heat to the 

darker skin tones found there.69 Outside of climate, texts from this period also portrayed 

Africans as constitutionally different, especially in gendered terms.70 Then as the English 

 
68 David Arnold, Warm Climates and Western Medicine: The Emergence of Tropical Medicine, 

1500-1900 (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 1996); Warwick Anderson, Colonial Pathologies: American 
Tropical Medicine, Race, and Hygiene in the Philippines (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006); 
Harrison, Climates & Constitutions; Harrison, Medicine in an Age of Commerce and Empire; Seth, 
Difference and Disease. 

69 Michael Guasco, Slaves and Englishmen: Human Bondage in the Early Modern Atlantic World 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014), 61–62. 

70 Jordan, White over Black, chap. 1; Morgan, Laboring Women, chap. 1. 
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began settling in the Americas, early seventeenth-century writers stressed the importance 

of temperate climate to healthy settlement in the Americas, and they racialized Native 

Americans in terms of their health and healing technologies.71 These works helped to 

establish a dichotomy between the fitness of the English to temperate places and of 

Africans to hot ones, but they did not connect heat with African slavery in the Americas. 

Even early accounts of such slavery did not assume the climate required it. Richard 

Ligon’s classic account of Barbados repeatedly described the heat and danger of that 

island’s climate to white settlers without connecting them to slavery. He explained, for 

instance, “our bodyes having bin used to colder Clymates, finde a debility, and a great 

fayling in the vigour, and sprightliness we have in colder Climats.”72 However, Ligon 

stopped short of turning the threat of heat-induced illness in Barbados into a need for 

enslaved Africans. Writing some eighty years before the Malcontents’ call for slavery in 

Georgia, Ligon repeatedly described enslaved people of African descent, but he focused 

on their appearance and their mental capabilities and never claimed they could better 

labor in Barbados.73 Furthermore, Ligon stressed that “Christian servants” labored 

alongside “negroes” in Barbados. Guides to plantation management in early eighteenth-

century Carolina similarly mentioned slaves without justifying their presence, and 

medical manuals recommending the treatment of African slaves as different from that of 

 
71 Guasco, Slaves and Englishmen, 177–78; Chaplin, Subject Matter. 

72 Richard Ligon, A True & Exact History of the Island of Barbados Illustrated with a Mapp of the 
Island, as Also the Principall Trees and Plants There, Set Forth in Their Due Proportions and Shapes, 
Drawne out by Their Severall and Respective Scales (London: Humphrey Moseley, 1657), 27. 

73 Ligon, A True & Exact History of the Island of Barbados, 46–55. This has not stopped some 
historians from stating that Ligon believed that Africans were more able to bear the tropical heat than 
Europeans. While this is a reasonable inference from his writing, Ligon did not actually make the claim, 
much less use it to argue for racialized slavery. See Jenny Shaw, Everyday Life in the Early English 
Caribbean: Irish, Africans, and the Construction of Difference (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
2013), 82. 
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whites only became popular in the second half of the eighteenth century.74 The 

Malcontents’ built on a growing tradition of differentiating white and black bodies in 

terms of climate, but their claim that hot places required enslaved Africans to labor was 

new. 

Despite the Malcontent’s emphasis on the heat of Georgia’s climate, the colony 

had more problems growing crops because of the cold than the heat. Unlike the 

Caribbean, Carolina and Georgia were too cold for sugar production, and even many of 

the crops planned for Georgia failed because of seasonally cool temperatures. For 

instance, a hard freeze in 1745 killed many of the mulberry trees’ new growth. The freeze 

led to a lack of leaves to feed the silkworms, and the burgeoning industry, which had 

finally been showing signs of success, was almost destroyed. Grape vines were also 

destroyed in the 1745 freeze, and a few years later, orange trees were reported to have 

burst due to freezing temperatures. Attempts to grow olives similarly failed to bear fruit, 

and while the cause is less obvious, the cold may have destroyed that crop as well.75 In 

the context of these many failures, the Malcontents’ representation of Georgia as too hot 

was clearly a choice. The climate was not in absolute terms hot, though its warmest 

temperatures were certainly greater than those in Britain. Instead, it was both cooler and 

warmer than expected or hoped. Georgia’s southerly position in comparison to England 

encouraged both the Malcontents and the Trustees to believe it was warm, but when the 

Malcontents interpreted the climate as too hot for white labor, they were choosing both 

which temperature extreme to represent and what it meant. 
 

74 Smith, “Differentiating Hot Climates.” 

75 Julie Anne Sweet, William Stephens: Georgia’s Forgotten Founder, Southern Biography Series 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2010), 139–41. 
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Ultimately, the Malcontents chose to represent the Georgia climate as too hot for 

white laborers because they believed they should be unfettered to pursue the commercial 

opportunities they wanted to, how they wanted to. Their writers claimed that the climate 

required African laborers as only one element of a larger economic argument for slave 

labor. Tailfer made this clear by framing reports of sick whites in economic terms: “[T]he 

Yearly Sickness of each Servant, generally speaking, cost his Master as much as would 

have maintained a Negro for four Years.”76 For Tailfer, white illness mattered because it 

affected the cost of labor, not simply because of humanitarian concern. The relative cost 

of a servant and the perceived impact of the climate, rendered in economic terms, led the 

Malcontents to desire African slavery. They were uninterested in the Trustees’ goals of 

putting whites to labor and protecting other colonies. Instead, the Malcontents were 

motivated almost exclusively by personal economic interest. 

The Slow Collapse of Slave-Free Georgia 
Ironically, Tailfer published his Narrative after he left Georgia for South 

Carolina. In fact, the same geopolitical events that drove him north likely also made his 

arguments more appealing to their metropolitan audience by hurting Georgia’s 

development. The War of Jenkin’s Ear erupted between Spain and Britain in 1739 and 

tested Georgia’s stated purpose of defending South Carolina from Spanish Florida. 

Appointed commander-in-chief of Georgia and the Carolinas in 1737, Oglethorpe took 

the offensive and besieged St. Augustine in the summer of 1740. However, the siege 

failed, and many of the Malcontents, including Tailfer, fled the colony that autumn and 

 
76 Tailfer, Anderson, and Douglas, True and Historical Narrative, 51. 
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winter in fear of a Spanish reprisal.77 Naval warfare hurt the economy of many of 

Britain’s colonies, but Georgia’s youth made it particularly vulnerable as it reduced 

immigration. Beyond driving away colonists, the war likely also hurt the Trustees’ 

attempts at producing raw silk. It prevented access to Iberian mulberry seeds and 

silkworm eggs, and the threat of violence discouraged knowledgeable sericulturists from 

immigrating.78 These factors hurt Georgia’s continued growth and inadvertently 

supported Tailfer’s claims that the colony was not developing apace. Ultimately, 

Oglethorpe and Scottish Highlanders, who had settled in southern Georgia near the 

mouth of the Altamaha River, decisively defeated a Spanish invasion at the Battle of 

Bloody Marsh in July 1742, effectively ending the conflict in the region. However, the 

colony had already paid a demographic and commercial toll that some metropolitan 

observers attributed to a failure of the Trustees’ design. By defeating the Spanish and 

establishing a strong de facto border, the Scottish-turned-Georgian Highlanders fulfilled 

one of the colony’s stated purposes to defend South Carolina. However, by stressing 

economics as the fundamental way to determine a colony’s success, the Malcontents 

effectively circumvented the military success of the colony. For them, free access to 

commerce and wealth through the use of slavery mattered more than Georgia’s defensive 

capabilities. 

Though Tailfer and the Malcontents79 made medical arguments for introducing 

African slave labor into Georgia, they did not succeed in convincing the Trustees or 

 
77 CRG, 4:651, 655. Anderson had already left in 1739 as war with Spain loomed. 

78 Marsh, “Silk Hopes in Colonial South Carolina,” 815–16, 835–36. 

79 “Tailfer and the Malcontents” should be a band name, preferably for an emo band from Georgia. 
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Parliament to change Georgia’s slave policy until 1751. As historian Betty Wood 

explains, “What changed after 1735 were not the malcontents’ arguments but their 

political stratagems.”80 According to Wood, the intervention of Thomas Stephens in the 

metropolitan political arena began to put pressure on the Trustees for a change in policy. 

Working as an agent for the Malcontents in England and being unable to change the 

Trustees’ minds directly, Stephens quickly turned his efforts to convincing the House of 

Commons not to continue to support Georgia unless the Trustees altered their existing 

policies.81 

Politics mattered more than medical arguments in metropolitan circles. The 

Trustees had lost influence in the House of Commons with the General Election of 1741. 

Not only did ten Trustees fail in their reelection bids, but also the Prime Minister, Sir 

Robert Walpole, with whom they had an informal alliance to continue funding the 

colony, fell from his position. In fact, the colony’s association with Walpole may have 

further damaged its standing in the eyes of the Parliamentarians who took control. In 

February 1742, after Walpole’s ouster but before Stephens lobbied Parliament, the House 

of Commons narrowly defeated a grant to support Georgia that they had renewed 

annually for nearly a decade.82  

Seeing an opportunity, Stephens petitioned Commons to pressure the Trustees to 

change their policies for Georgia. However, perhaps because of the ongoing war with 

Spain, the immediate response nominally reinforced the Trustees’ position. After 
 

80 Wood, Slavery in Colonial Georgia, 25. 

81 Wood, Slavery in Colonial Georgia, 34–35. 

82 Richard S. Dunn, “The Trustees of Georgia and the House of Commons, 1732-1752,” William 
and Mary Quarterly 11, no. 4 (1954): 561–62. 
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deliberations, the Committee of the Whole House suggested six resolutions in support of 

the colony that the Commons passed on June 29, 1742, including one censuring Stephens 

after they found his petition contained “false, scandalous, and malicious Charges, tending 

to asperse the Characters of the Trustees.” Though one resolution stated, “That it will be 

an Advantage to the Colony of Georgia, to permit the Importation of Rum into the said 

Colony,” the House did not suggest other changes to the Trustees’ policies.83 

Nevertheless, the political factiousness of the slavery issue led to a vote for an 

amendment to add the phrase “as also the Use of Negroes” to the resolution encouraging 

the importation of rum, but the amendment failed on a 34-43 vote.84 The Trustees model 

of developing a colony to defend Carolina, to put the worthy poor to labor, to incorporate 

foreign Protestants, and to grow exotic crops was losing political clout, and so was their 

associated policy of prohibiting slavery. 

Shifting political winds had hurt the Trustees’ ability to get money from 

Parliament more than Stephens’s petition had. However, the colony’s directors began 

reconsidering their policies within weeks of the June 29 resolutions. On July 14, the 

Common Council that performed the business of the Trustees petitioned “the king in 

Council” to permit “the importation of Rum from His Majesty’s Colonies.” They also 

directed their secretary in the colony “to make Enquiry among the people of the Province 

whether it is their opinion in general that it is proper to admit the use and introduction of 

 
83 29 June 1742, The History and Proceedings of the House of Commons, vol. 13 (London: 

Richard Chandler, 1743), 271–72. 

84 “29 June 1742,” Journal of the House of Commons: Volume 24, 1741–1745 (London: His 
Majesty's Stationery Office, 1803), 288. The low vote total indicates that many Members of Parliament did 
not indicate a choice, likely indicating their absence. Perhaps, a small pro-slavery faction believed they 
could sneak the amendment through.  
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Negroes.”85 Clearly, the Trustees believed they needed to respond to the new political 

situation in order to reobtain Parliamentary funding and favor. 

As early as 1735 when the Malcontents began petitioning for slavery in Georgia, 

two groups of colonists began arguing to keep the institution out of the colony. In 1742, 

the German-speaking Salzburgers around Ebenezer and the Highland Scots around 

Darien and Ft. Frederica continued to support the Trustees’ ban on slavery in the colony. 

Despite their shared anti-slavery sentiments, the two groups resisted slavery on 

overlapping but ultimately different grounds.86 In a petition to Oglethorpe that was 

reprinted as a pamphlet by the Trustees, the Highlanders echoed the Trustees’ official 

position. They argued that “The Nearness of the Spaniards,” the greater usefulness of “a 

white Man” in comparison to “a Negroe,” the danger of debt incurred in buying slaves, 

the potential for slave revolt, and the moral repugnance of “perpetual Slavery” made the 

institution too dangerous for Georgia.87 

 Though the Salzburgers expressed many of the same concerns over slavery, they 

stressed its potential dangers, both moral and physical, to the white people of the colony. 

Rather than counter the Malcontents’ economic and environmental claims directly, they 

preferred to argue according to their own value system. Traveling through Charleston on 

their way to Georgia in 1734, the Salzburgers’ Commissary recorded in a diary published 

the same year reasons why his group opposed slavery in Georgia:  
 

85 CRG, 5:648. 

86 For detailed accounts of the Salzburgers and Highlanders, see George Fenwick Jones, The 
Salzburger Saga: Religious Exiles and Other Germans along the Savannah (Athens: University of Georgia 
Press, 1984); Anthony W. Parker, Scottish Highlanders in Colonial Georgia: The Recruitment, Emigration, 
and Settlement at Darien, 1735-1748 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1997). 

87 Martyn, “An Account Shewing the Progress of Georgia,” 169–70. 
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There are five Negroes to one White… Baptism is rarely administer’d to the 
Children of the Negroes, and Marriage is not in use amongst them; but they are 
suffer’d promiscuously to mix, as if they were a Part of the Brute Creation. Being 
thus used, lays amongst them a Foundation of Discontent; and they are generally 
thought to watch an Opportunity of revolting against their Masters.88 

In short, by leaving their African slaves in a state of moral debauchery and spiritual 

ignorance, masters risked revolt. The slaves threatened their masters with spiritual and 

corporeal chaos because the owners failed to introduce them to proper religion and moral 

living. The Salzburgers likely interpreted their observations that masters in Carolina left 

the enslaved unbaptized and unmarried as evidence that masters cared little for the 

spiritual lives of their human property and would do nothing to convert them. Based on 

the fears that slavery would corrupt their community and even threaten it with violence in 

case of a slave revolt, the Salzburgers continued to resist slavery through the 1740s.  

Just as the Trustees did not have a monopoly on interpreting how the climate 

could be used best economically, the Salzburgers did not have a monopoly on the 

Christian interpretation of slavery. Early evangelicals working in Georgia and South 

Carolina effectively developed a counterargument to the anti-slavery claims of the 

Salzburgers, claiming that slavery provided the opportunity to teach and convert slaves. 

John Wesley, the most preeminent of the future founders of Methodism, held a different 

view of African slaves’ potential for religion. In his published diary, he told the story of a 

“young Negroe” he met in South Carolina who despite being “born in Barbados, and 

[living] there in a Minister’s Family from a Child” had not learned Christianity. 

However, he spent the day teaching her about God and her soul. Wesley then reported, 
 

88 Von Reck and Bolzius, “The Journals of Von Reck and Bolzius,” 45. Echoing Von Reck’s 
statement, Bolzius made an almost identical claim in his own diary: “there are more Black than White 
People here; who all are kept at Work, but not Christianity. Few are Baptized; the rest live like Brutes, in 
relation to the Seventh Commandment” (p. 55). 
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“The Attention with which this poor Creature listen’d to Instruction is inexpressible. The 

next Day she remembered all, readily answered every Question; and said She would ask 

Him that made her, to shew her how to be good.”89 Later that same week, Wesley 

reported meeting “a Negro-Lad” that he “found both very desirous and very capable of 

Instruction.” In the diary, Wesley followed these stories with a plan “to instruct the 

American Negroes in Christianity” which involved teaching some slaves who would then 

preach at area plantations.90 The Salzburgers did not argue that Africans could not learn 

Christianity, but that masters’ disinterest in converting their slaves posed a moral threat to 

their community. In contrast, Wesley described cases of the enslaved converting and 

presumably escaping the moral turpitude the Ebenezer residents associated with them.91 

This new evangelical emphasis on converting enslaved Africans could be used to attack 

the religious argument against permitting slavery in Georgia. 

Though Wesley did not see slavery as a positive good because it provided an 

opportunity to teach African-descended people about Christianity, one of his evangelical 

friends effectively did. George Whitefield, another Methodist preacher in the making, 

built on Wesley’s idea to teach Christianity to African slaves. Though assigned by the 

Anglican Church to preach in Georgia, Whitefield took many trips to South Carolina 

where he got to know slave owners who shared his evangelical leanings. With the help of 

the Bryans, a family of wealthy slave-owners, Whitefield preached Christianity to some 

 
89 Wesley, “Mr. John Wesley’s Journal,” 218–19. 

90 Wesley, “Mr. John Wesley’s Journal,” 219. 

91 Though the religious dimension of race is not my focus here, the idea that slaves could be 
converted seems to overturn an earlier belief that they were “hereditary heathens” as described in Goetz, 
The Baptism of Early Virginia. 
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slaves there in the early-1740s until his proselytizing led to him being charged with libel 

against the clergy.92 By the mid-1740s, however, Whitefield had taken a more extreme 

stance on slavery, perhaps more for financial than spiritual reasons. He acquired a South 

Carolina slave plantation and argued “that Georgia never can be or will be a flourishing 

province without negroes.” Furthermore, he rationalized bringing African slaves to the 

Americas “to make their lives comfortable and lay a foundation for breeding up their 

posterity.”93 Essentially, Whitefield had moved from Wesley using the opportunity of 

slavery to teach Christianity to actively campaigning for the enslavement of Africans in 

order to convert them. This new faith-based argument for slavery helped to undermine 

the Salzburgers’ own religious reasons against introducing slavery to Georgia.  

The Salzburgers actively countered Whitefield’s claim of the goodness of slavery. 

Preferring to focus on saving the white souls already around him in Georgia, Bolzius 

sarcastically counseled Whitefield if he wished “to imploy his Strength & time to 

Convert Negroes, he has in Carolina a Large Field.”94 Essentially, the Salzburger 

preacher claimed that other southern North American colonies already had enough slaves 

to minister to and that no more needed to be introduced into Georgia for that purpose. 

Despite this argument, Bolzius ultimately gave into pressure from others in Georgia due 

to their perceived threats and wrote in 1748,  

 
92 Alan Gallay, “Planters and Slaves in the Great Awakening,” in Masters and Slaves in the House 

of the Lord: Race and Religion in the American South, 1740-1870, ed. John B. Boles (Lexington: 
University Press of Kentucky, 1988), 26–28. 

93 Quoted in Gallay, “Planters and Slaves in the Great Awakening,” 33. 

94 CRG, 24:434-44, quotation on p. 444. On Whitefield and Bolzius’s disagreement, see Wood, 
Slavery in Colonial Georgia, 64, 66. 
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I humbly beseech their Honors [The Trustees] not to regard any more our or our 
Friend’s Petition against Negroes not if they are bountifully disposed to forgive 
the present bold step of several Inhabitants in bringing over black Slaves from 
Carolina to our Province and to allow the introduction of them. We beg humbly to 
lay the use of them under such restrictions that it be not a discouragement but 
rather an encouragement to poor white Industrious people to settle and live in this 
happy Climate.95 

Bolzius had essentially folded and asked for slavery to be allowed under proper 

regulations. Even in asking the Trustees to ignore the earlier Salzburger petitions against 

legalizing slavery, their leader continued to claim that Georgia was a “happy Climate” 

and to advocate for conditions protecting white labor in the colony. Only on the slavery 

issue did he bend under what he perceived as great pressure, though not so far as to reject 

the possibility of white labor in the Georgian climate. When Bolzius removed his 

community as the last remaining support of the Trustees’ slavery ban, the colony’s 

managers changed their policy and allowed human property in Georgia. However, the 

Malcontents’ climatic labor arguments had not swayed the Salzburgers and likely not the 

Trustees either. 

Even as the Trustees began to dismantle the Georgia Plan first by altering land 

tenure and later by allowing slaves, neither they, the Malcontents, Members of 

Parliament, nor slave-owning planters in South Carolina gave up on sericulture. They all 

continued to believe in latitudinal theories of crop production. For example, the Trustees 

continued to implement and renew policies designed to encourage silk production. On 

May 24, 1751, after slavery had been legal for over four months, the Trustees’ Common 

Council passed resolutions approving paying for the passage of Anthony Pages and his 

 
95 CRG, 25:289. In a later letter, Bolzius claimed to feel threatened by other colonists and 

expressed doubt that planters would obey any restrictions placed on the use of African slaves (CRG, 
25:285). 
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family “They being experienc’d in the Culture of Silk.” The same day, they also allowed 

Bolzius to plant mulberry trees with money he owed to the Trust rather than repay the 

money, and they approved continuing for another calendar year a long-held policy of 

granting a monetary bounty to Georgian women who learned to spin silk.96 Even into the 

1760s, sellers emphasized the presence of mulberry trees on plantations in South Carolina 

to encourage buyers, and, in 1769, Parliament passed a new bounty on raw silk.97 

Clearly, the Trustees’ reading of the southern North American climate as Mediterranean 

and thus suitable for sericulture continued into the era of slavery in Georgia. Slavery was 

not driven or accompanied by a new view of the climate. Instead, politics and the 

emphasis on an individual freedom to conduct commerce as well as a restatement of 

Protestant views on slavery enabled the legalization of slavery.  

Even Tailfer’s 1741 pamphlet, which railed against the Trustees’ prohibition on 

African slavery, complained about sericulture in terms of metrics of production, not in 

terms of possibility. He wrote, “now, after so great Time and Charge, there are not so 

many Mulberry-Trees in all the Province of Georgia, as many one of the Carolina 

Planters have upon their Plantations; nor so much Silk made there in one Year, as many 

of those Planters do Make[.]” Like the Trustees, Tailfer believed that silk could be grown 

in South Carolina and Georgia but lamented that so few trees and so little production had 

come of the colony’s efforts. Rather than blame the climate, he argued that fault lay with 

“the Ruling Powers in Georgia” for failing to plant the mulberry trees in the right soil.98 

 
96 CRG, 2:507-11. 

97 Marsh, “Silk Hopes in Colonial South Carolina,” 840, 850. 

98 Tailfer, Anderson, and Douglas, True and Historical Narrative, 60. 
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Tailfer’s contrast of Georgia and South Carolina’s silk production did not include a direct 

comparison of the colonies’ labor systems. However, South Carolina planters did not 

believe sericulture was incompatible with African slavery, meaning that Tailfer intended 

his criticism of Georgia’s silk production to show the need for enslaved African labor in 

the colony and to further demonstrate the inadequacies of the Trustees’ governance and 

economic viewpoint.99 Even after the Malcontents had fled Georgia ahead of conflict 

with Spain and acknowledged the veracity of the Trustees’ plans for growing 

Mediterranean crops, they had succeeded in getting African slavery legalized in the 

colony.  

Conclusion 
Ultimately, metropolitan politics, war, and new religious ideas undermined the 

Trustees’ plan for Georgia. The environment, and especially the soil, hampered their 

hopes for small landholdings and white labor in the colony as Mart Stewart claimed. 

However, continued support for Trustee policies, such as those encouraging sericulture, 

indicates that the Malcontents and Trustees shared a common understanding of climate 

even as their metrics for Georgia’s success differed. In the end, the Malcontents’ metric 

of individual financial success in an open market gained enough adherents in the colony 

and in the metropole to render meaningless the Trustees’ metric of putting whites to 

labor. The triumph of the Malcontents’ view of what made a colony successful forced the 

introduction of slavery into the colony and gave credence to all of their arguments, 

including the climatic-racial ones about the need for enslaved African laborers. Because 

they stated their view of the climate in terms of medicine and natural philosophy, the 

 
99 Marsh, “Silk Hopes in Colonial South Carolina,” 836, 838–39. 
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necessity of African slave labor in Georgia became a fact both about the colony’s climate 

and about African bodies, and slavery’s now institutionalized presence in the colony 

reified these beliefs. 

In their victory, the Malcontents made racial slavery necessary in Georgia. Of all 

their arguments, only their interpretation of the Georgian climate as too hot for white 

labor specifically linked slavery to the colony’s location. Though built on existing, 

widely-held scientific and medical beliefs that people from a given climate would be 

unhealthy if moved to a different climate, the Malcontents published perhaps the first 

declaration that people from “hot” Africa were needed to work in warm Georgia. In 

successfully advocating for slavery, the Malcontents’ positions became accepted as truth, 

and the need for African slavery in hot climates (even in areas traditionally in the 

Temperate Zone) became fact. Underlying this fact was another assumption: African 

bodies were fundamentally different from white ones and only they could remain healthy 

while working in “hot” Georgia. While the Malcontents stopped short of a full-fledged 

racial ideology linking the ability of Africans to labor in hot places with an innate, 

heritable racial essence, they had forcibly and publicly articulated the association of 

African bodies with labor in hot climates and “proven” the necessity of enslaved African 

labor in Georgia. In the future, Georgia would be seen as proof that racial slavery was 

needed in the American South, encouraging the westward spread of the not-so-peculiar 

institution, and pro-slavery arguments for the next century would rely on this fact to 

argue for the necessity of bound labor. As in Georgia, other moments of debate over 

slavery and the slave trade led to the enunciation of climatic-racial arguments for slavery, 

and over time they expressed a clearer belief in the innate differences between African 
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and European bodies. Just as Tailfer and the Malcontents used interpretations about 

bodies and climates to argue for slavery, both antislavery and proslavery writers would 

contribute to the essentializing of human differences as they used scientific and medical 

understandings of bodies to argue about slavery. 
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Chapter 2: Freedom and the Circle of Humanity: Quakers, Enlightenment Rhetoric, 
and the Limits of Humanization 

Our anxiety to perpetuate and extend the blessings of freedom, and enlarge the 
circle of humanity, induce us to remind you of the bill for emancipating the 
children born of negro and mulatto parents.  

– Pennsylvania Executive Council to General Assembly, read September 
9, 17791 

Antislavery pamphleteers rarely made their claims of African-descended people’s 

humanity explicit, but as the epigraph suggests the battle for abolition required “the circle 

of humanity” to be enlarged. Eighteenth-century abolitionists invoked ideals of universal 

benevolence and humane action to convince white Britons and Americans that the plight 

of Africans, whether enslaved or potential targets for enslavement, warranted attention 

and redress. Pennsylvania Quakers, namely John Woolman and Anthony Benezet, 

pioneered this style of argument against slavery in the middle of the eighteenth century, 

and its form was closely followed by later abolitionists. In making these arguments, 

Woolman, Benezet, and their successors made use of a widespread but roughly defined 

set of “liberal ideas” that had coalesced in the mid-eighteenth century and drew from 

latitudinarian Christianity as well as Enlightenment thought. This liberality held that 

individuals should avoid prejudice or narrow-mindedness based on their local 

experiences and instead strive to act morally toward all people.2 While religious and 

moral arguments against human property predominated, the language of humanity 
 

1 Journals of the House of Representatives of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania... [1776–1781], 
Early American Imprints, Series 1 17658 (Philadelphia: John Dunlap, 1782), 364. 

2 J. M. Opal, “The Labors of Liberality: Christian Benevolence and National Prejudice in the 
American Founding,” The Journal of American History 94, no. 4 (2008): 1085–88. See also Evan 
Radcliffe, “Revolutionary Writing, Moral Philosophy, and Universal Benevolence in the Eighteenth 
Century,” Journal of the History of Ideas 54, no. 2 (1993): 221–40; W. Caleb McDaniel, “Philadelphia 
Abolitionists and Antislavery Cosmopolitanism,” in Antislavery and Abolition in Philadelphia: 
Emancipation and the Long Struggle for Racial Justice in the City of Brotherly Love, ed. Richard Newman 
and James Mueller (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2011), 149–73. 
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reflected the starting point of the abolitionist position by the 1770s, namely that enslaved 

people of African descent were entitled to freedom because they were human and people 

should universally care for other humans. However, the very category of “human” and 

even “species” were under debate in the eighteenth century as natural historians 

attempted to make sense of the variety of the earth’s animal and plant life. By connecting 

their pleas to end slavery and the slave trade with the concept of humanity, early 

abolitionists unintentionally created the possibility that their opponents could redefine 

“human” to exclude the victims of slavery. 

Historians have previously acknowledged the impact of liberal thought on early 

antislavery activists, especially Quakers and their successors, but they have not 

considered their ties to changing Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment definitions of 

“human.” Quaker activists, such as Benezet, tried to invoke feelings of universal 

benevolence by narrating the conditions of life for African people and thus make them 

familiar to his audience and thus worthy of sympathy. In doing so, Benezet and others 

connected Christian monogenism with Enlightenment definitions of humans as a unique 

category of physical beings who had developed culture. Ironically, it was this use of the 

Enlightenment discourse of humanity (in comparison to religious deferments to the soul) 

that enabled racialist thinking to persist within antislavery.3 Though Quakers like Benezet 

and Woolman used the prevailing mid-century Enlightenment cultural definition of 

humanity (l’homme moral), the definition of man became increasingly rooted in the body 

 
3 In this chapter, I use “discourse” in a Foucauldian sense to mean a shifting set of ideas that can 

be used in conjunction or in opposition to each other. Such a discourse includes “the different possibilities 
that it opens of reanimating already existing themes, of arousing opposed strategies, of giving way to 
irreconcilable interests, of making it possible, with a particular set of concepts, to play different games.” 
Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Pantheon Books, 
1972), 36–37. 



Chapter 2  72 
 

in the last quarter of the eighteenth century (l’homme physique). And it was this literal 

embodiment of man that made human difference a problem of (emergent) biology rather 

than culture or divine grace and thus made race heritable.4  

Historiography 
Since abolitionist Thomas Clarkson published the first history of the abolition of 

the slave trade in 1808, historians have recognized the critical role of Quakers (members 

of the Religious Society of Friends), and especially Anthony Benezet, in pioneering 

antislavery convictions and rhetoric.5 David Brion Davis argued for the importance of 

Friends to fomenting sustained agitation against slavery, going so far as to write, “It 

would be difficult to exaggerate the central role Quakers played in initiating and 

sustaining the first antislavery movements.”6 Davis understands Quaker abolitionism to 

have arisen suddenly around the middle of the eighteenth century when the Seven Years 

War sparked smoldering tensions as Friends wrestled with increasing affluence and fears 

over the corrupting influence of that wealth. According to this model, antislavery 

provided Quakers “a way of proscribing a form of selfish economic activity without 

repudiating the pursuit of wealth.”7 Thus, Quakers provided a model for “the capitalist 

 
4 For this terminology, I rely on Robert Wokler, “From l’homme Physique to l’homme Moral and 

Back: Towards a History of Enlightenment Anthropology,” History of the Human Sciences 6, no. 1 
(February 1993): 121–38. 

5 Thomas Clarkson, The History of the Rise, Progress, and Accomplishment of the Abolition of the 
African Slave-Trade, by the British Parliament, 3 vols. (New York: John S. Taylor, 1836). Also see, 
George S Brookes, Friend Anthony Benezet (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1937); 
Christopher Leslie Brown, Moral Capital: Foundations of British Abolitionism (Chapel Hill: Published for 
the Omohundro Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia by the University 
of North Carolina Press, 2006), chap. 7. 

6 David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, 1770-1823, 2nd ed. (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 215. See Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture; Davis, 
The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, passim. 

7 Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture, 332. 
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mentality” of using humanitarianism as a justification for their pursuit of wealth and to 

avoid accusations of greed. Other emerging capitalists then followed a similar 

development.8 In contrast to Davis’s model of the sudden eruption of Quaker antislavery 

sentiment, Brycchan Carey argues that Quakers had a long history of antislavery writings, 

starting with their founder George Fox, and that the ongoing discussion of slavery 

developed and refined Quaker antislavery discourse to the point that it was convincing to 

people outside of the Society of Friends.9 Rather than conceptualizing Quakers as the 

first capitalists and thereby discovering capitalism’s innate antislavery humanitarianism, 

Carey maintains that the development of well-honed antislavery rhetoric led to the 

popularization of abolitionism. 

Within the debate over the suddenness of Quaker antislavery sentiment, other 

scholars debate the relative importance of two Pennsylvania Quakers, John Woolman and 

Anthony Benezet, in advocating against slavery. Both men were active in Pennsylvania 

Quaker circles in the mid-eighteenth century, and both are credited with first pushing the 

Philadelphia Yearly Meeting to denounce slavery, which it did first tentatively in 1754 

with “An Epistle of Caution and Advice concerning the Buying and keeping of Slaves.”10 

Scholars who focus on the individual contributions of Woolman and Benezet stress the 

novelty of their arguments and rhetorical forms. They thereby support Davis’s claim of 

 
8 Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture, chap. 10; Davis, The Problem of Slavery in 

the Age of Revolution, chap. 5. 

9 Brycchan Carey, From Peace to Freedom: Quaker Rhetoric and the Birth of American 
Antislavery, 1657-1761 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012). 

10 Anthony Benezet, “An Epistle of Caution and Advice Concerning the Buying and Keeping of 
Slaves (1754),” in The Complete Antislavery Writings of Anthony Benezet, 1754–1783: An Annotated 
Critical Edition, ed. David L. Crosby (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2013), 6–11. Crosby 
holds that Benezet was the primary author of the epistle, hence the citation here, but I believe that 
attribution unlikely (see note 25).  



Chapter 2  74 
 

the sudden emergence of Quaker antislavery sentiment. While they generally agree with 

Davis that worry over the impact of affluence and commercial culture motivated 

Woolman and Benezet’s activism, they decenter the “rise of capitalism” narrative in 

favor of individual motivations and choice.11 When these biographers describe the 

rhetorical innovations of their subjects, they point to the influence of Enlightenment 

thought as making Woolman’s and Benezet’s texts revolutionary in the history of 

antislavery. Though the earlier Quaker writers stressed by Carey used the language of 

Christian religion, Woolman and Benezet integrated arguments from Scottish and French 

philosophes and evidence from travel narratives and other sources.12 As described by 

Maurice Jackson, Benezet coupled Enlightenment philosophy and travel narratives to 

argue for the full humanity of the enslaved: “Anthony Benezet transformed eighteenth-

century discourse about slavery by using empirical knowledge of Africa to combat the 

existing negative image of Africans as lawless, heathen savages and even as not fully 

human.”13 However, the reliance of Jackson and others on specific citations and 

arguments have overlooked how the very description of Africans as having government 

and culture helped portray them as human. Benezet’s tracts were not simply uses of 

 
11 For recent examples, see Maurice Jackson, Let This Voice Be Heard: Anthony Benezet, Father 

of Atlantic Abolitionism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009); Geoffrey Gilbert Plank, 
John Woolman’s Path to the Peacable Kingdom: A Quaker in the British Empire (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 

12 David L. Crosby, “Anthony Benezet’s Transformation of Anti-Slavery Rhetoric,” Slavery & 
Abolition 23, no. 3 (December 1, 2002): 39–58; Jonathan D. Sassi, “Africans in the Quaker Image: 
Anthony Benezet, African Travel Narratives, and Revolutionary-Era Antislavery,” Journal of Early 
Modern History 10, no. 1/2 (February 2006): 95–130; Jackson, Let This Voice Be Heard. 

13 Maurice Jackson, “The Social and Intellectual Origins of Anthony Benezet’s Antislavery 
Radicalism,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies 66 (1999): 92; Jackson, Let This 
Voice Be Heard, xii, 72–74, quotation on 72. Similarly, Manisha Sinha has argued that Benezet “made 
Africans appear as the civilized victims of European barbarism (The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 21). 
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Enlightenment philosophy directed against slavery, they also drew on understandings of 

humanity that defined humans as beings capable of civilization and moral improvement. 

This framing embodied larger trends in liberal thought that advocated for universal 

benevolence, or caring for all people. However, by premising their defense of Africans on 

their humanity, Quakers and other abolitionists enabled counterarguments that offered 

other definitions of “human.” 

Historians of slavery have recognized that enslavers and pro-slavery writers 

wrestled with the humanity of their enslaved property, but they have not considered how 

abolitionists invoked the category of “human.” Scholars have argued that slave owners 

and overseers benefitted from the human skills and abilities of enslaved people but that 

enslavers also sought to denigrate these laborers to a lower, animal-like status in order to 

exercise greater control.14 Focusing instead on how categories of difference could combat 

slavery, David Eltis has suggested that abolition came about as Europeans expanded the 

status of non-enslavable “insider” to previously “outsider” Africans and their displaced 

descendants.15 While not cast in terms of “humanity,” Eltis highlights the importance of 

the social construction of categories to how people deal with one another. As eighteenth-

century Quakers and other abolitionists worked to make a case against slavery, they drew 

upon liberal concepts like universal benevolence to expand the category of “insider.” 

They described the capacity of African-descended people for civilization and 

 
14 Compare David Brion Davis’s argument that enslavers’ dehumanization of their human property 

rendered the enslaved as “animalized humans” and that that process was “the key to race” (The Problem of 
Slavery in the Age of Emancipation (New York: Knopf, 2014), 7.) to Walter Johnson and Edward R. 
Rugemer’s position that slave owners relied on the enslaved’s human capacities (Johnson, River of Dark 
Dreams, 207–8; Rugemer, Slave Law and the Politics of Resistance in the Early Atlantic World, chap. 2.). 

15 David Eltis, The Rise of African Slavery in the Americas (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), esp. 281–84. 
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benevolence to situate them better within the category of human, a belonging that even 

enslavers acknowledged. However, as the category of human became politicized, it was 

deployed in increasingly contested ways. Significantly, an increasing focus on the 

corporeality of humans from the 1770s and the waning acceptance of the rhetoric of 

avoiding prejudice and narrow-mindedness in the 1790s contributed to the use of bodily 

traits to differentiate people racially. 

Early Quaker Antislavery 
About the same time that Englishmen formalized the categories of racialized 

slavery, some Quakers began expressing their misgivings about owning people.16 

Regarded as the original statement of Pennsylvanian Quaker antislavery sentiment, “The 

Germantown Protest Against Slavery” from 1688 laid out an argument against slavery 

rooted in the Christian ideal “that we shall doe to all men, licke as we will be done 

ourselves.” Often referred to as the “Golden Rule,” this sentiment reflected the biblical 

verse Matthew 7:12. While they (rightly) assumed that slaves were men, the protest’s 

four signers made it explicit that their definition included African-descended people, 

writing that the Golden Rule should be applied “macking [sic.] no difference of what 

generation, descent or Colour they are.”17 Additionally, they referred to their sect’s 

pacifism as a reason to disclaim human property, contending that slavery could only lead 

slaveholders to violence by hypothetically asking whether “these masters and mastrisses 

 
16 For the importance of the seventeenth century to the formation of English ideas of racial 

slavery, see T. H Breen and Stephen Innes, “Myne Owne Ground”: Race and Freedom on Virginia’s 
Eastern Shore, 1640-1676 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980); Goetz, The Baptism of Early 
Virginia. 

17 William D. Keel, “Transcription of Germantown Friends’ Protest Against Slavery, 1688,” 
Yearbook of German-American Studies 23 (1988): 219. 
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[would] tacke the sword at hand & war against these poor slaves” in case of a rebellion.18 

As committed pacifists, Quakers feared the corrupting influence of slavery upon 

themselves and their society as much or more than its impact on the victims of 

enslavement. For the next century, crusading Quakers relied on these two arguments, the 

Golden Rule and the Quaker commitment to pacifism, to fight against slavery. While 

both points implicitly invoked the humanity of the enslaved, these early abolitionists 

rarely explained how they knew the enslaved were human.  

Brycchan Carey shows that Quakers continued to debate their sect’s relationship 

to slavery throughout the first half of the eighteenth century. While these deliberations 

did not always reach print, the relative consistency of the arguments and repeated 

references to early works demonstrate a continuing conversation.19 The famous Quaker 

antislavery writers of the early 1700s, John Hepburn, Ralph Sandiford, Elihu Coleman, 

and Benjamin Lay, continued to argue for the sinfulness of enslaving fellow humans in 

terms of the Golden Rule and Quaker pacifism. When they argued for the humanity of the 

enslaved, they did so in religious terms. For instance, Hepburn in the preface to his The 

American Defence of the Christian Golden Rule (1715) explained that he set out to 

denounce “the Anti-christian Practice in making Slaves of them who bear the Image of 

God, viz. their fellow, Creature, Man.”20 Building on the creation story from the first 

chapter of Genesis, Hepburn argued that African-descended people were human because 

 
18 Keel, “Germantown Protest,” 220. 

19 Carey, From Peace to Freedom. 

20 John Hepburn, The American Defence of the Christian Golden Rule, or An Essay to Prove the 
Unlawfulness of Making Slaves of Men (New York: Thomas Lowry, 1715). 
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they, like Europeans, shared the form of God. Color never entered into Hepburn’s 

understanding of humanity, nor did place.  

Sandiford took a different approach. Before arguing positively for the humanity of 

the enslaved, he first rejected biblically based arguments that Africans or Indians were 

descendants of either Cain or Ham and thus cursed to the condition of permanent 

servitude.21 He went on to make an argument analogous to those that would soon be 

made about slavery in Georgia (see Chapter 1): slaves are taken to “unnatural Climates, 

which is hard for them to bear whose Constitutions are tendered by the Heat of their 

Native Country; for God that made the World, and all Men of one Blood, that dwell upon 

the Face of the Earth, has appointed them Bounds of their Habitations.”22 While this 

description allowed for human differences due to climate, Sandiford anchored it in a 

divine ordinance to leave all people in their native environments. Coleman followed 

Sandiford’s example of rejecting slavery in terms of the Curse of Cain or Ham and 

continuing to assume the humanity of the enslaved.23  

Benjamin Lay’s rambling All Slave-Keepers That Keep the Innocent in Bondage, 

Apostates (1737) is difficult to condense, yet he made religious statements for the unity 

of man that included enslaved people. In doing so, he also reiterated Sandiford’s plea to 

leave people in their home climates:  

 
21 Ralph Sandiford, A Brief Examination of the Practice of the Times, by the Foregoing and the 

Present Dispensation... (Philadelphia: Benjamin Franklin and Hugh Meredith, 1729), 3–5. 

22 Sandiford, A Brief Examination of the Practice of the Times, 6. 

23 Elihu Coleman, A Testimony against That Antichristian Practice of Making Slaves of Men. 
Wherein It Is Shewed to Be Contrary to the Dispensation of the Law and Time of the Gospel, and Very 
Opposite Both to Grace and Nature. (Boston, 1733), 8–9. 
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I suppose the pure holy eternal Being, which made of one Blood all Nations of 
Men to dwell upon the face of the Earth, did not make others to be Slaves to us, 
any more then we to be so to them; if God has appointed the Bounds of their 
Habitations, What Man fearing God, dare to remove or receive them when they 
are removed?24 

Like the essays of his fellow Friends, Lay argued for the application of the Golden Rule 

to people outside of Europe based on their shared humanity that was rooted in a Christian 

understanding of man’s single origin. These early abolitionists did not feel a need to 

define humanity beyond assertions that all people were “of one blood,” a scriptural 

definition of man based in divine agency and design. 

In the 1750s, Quakers in Pennsylvania reached a preliminary consensus against 

slavery. Under pressure from John Woolman, in particular, the Philadelphia Yearly 

Meeting decided to denounce slavery in 1754, and it convened a committee to publicize 

its views to other Quakers. The resulting “An Epistle of Caution and Advice Concerning 

the Buying and Keeping of Slaves” (1754) did not argue for slaves’ humanity, opting to 

simply assert that they fell under the umbrella of “Mankind” and to describe how 

enslavers had “inhumanly torn [the enslaved] from what they esteemed a happy situation” 

“in their native country.”25 Following a passage commonly repeated since at least 

Hepburn, the “Epistle” supported its contention of the inhumanity of the slave trade by 

 
24 Benjamin Lay, All Slave-Keepers That Keep the Innocent in Bondage, Apostates... 

(Philadelphia: Benjamin Franklin, 1737), 61. 

25 Benezet, “Epistle of Caution and Advice,” 9. In the last century, the “Epistle” has most often 
been attributed to either John Woolman or Anthony Benezet, and in the last decade a consensus has 
emerged in favor of Benezet. However, it was the product of a committee, and neither Woolman nor 
Benezet signed it. Admittedly, the committee included Benezet and had an early draft of Woolman’s 
Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes (printed later the same year), but the need to attribute single 
authorship to the “Epistle” seems rooted in the hagiographic nature of early histories of abolition. For the 
debate over authorship of the “Epistle,” see Plank, John Woolman’s Path to the Peacable Kingdom, 108–9, 
256-7n54; David L. Crosby, ed., The Complete Antislavery Writings of Anthony Benezet, 1754–1783: An 
Annotated Critical Edition (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2013), 236–37. 



Chapter 2  80 
 

describing how “these poor creatures are stolen away, parents from children and children 

from parents” and of slavery more general by lamenting “the frequent separation of 

husbands from wives and wives from husbands.”26 This rhetoric stressed the humanity of 

Africans by making them familiar through the common language of family. Though it did 

not engage with African ideas of family held by recent arrivals and possibly creole slaves 

as well, this description rendered the situation of the enslaved familiar to white readers. It 

did not, however, innovate on earlier Friends’ arguments about the humanity of the 

enslaved.  

Even past the middle of the eighteenth century, leading Quaker antislavery 

activists reiterated the Golden Rule and pacifism to argue against slavery while assuming 

a shared definition of humanity that included the enslaved. However, new natural-

historical language began to creep in. John Woolman’s famous Considerations on the 

Keeping of Negroes (1754) buttressed the earlier arguments of Quaker antislavery 

activists to avoid violence and to follow the Golden Rule by arguing for the humanity of 

the enslaved. Woolman cited Genesis 3:20, part of the creation story, to argue “that all 

nations are of one blood.”27 He then continued on to reiterate the same point with the 

emergent language of species: “We allow [negroes] to be of the same species as 

ourselves.”28 Though most of the Considerations were concerned with the moral effects 

 
26 Benezet, “Epistle of Caution and Advice,” 8–9. 

27 John Woolman, Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes: Recommended to the Professors of 
Christianity of Every Denomination (Philadelphia: Tract Association of Friends, 1754), 3. 

28 Woolman, Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes, 4. While “species” was not a new word, 
its usage to mean a fundamentally similar group of plants or animals had emerged in the seventeenth 
century and had come into increasingly common usage in the eighteenth century. Using Google Ngram to 
get a rough sense of the usage rate of “species” in Anglophone writing, it steadily increased in usage 
between the early seventeenth century and the late eighteenth century with a significant uptick in popularity 
around 1750. See “Species, n.,” in OED Online (Oxford University Press), accessed April 27, 2018, 
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that holding slaves had on the owners, Woolman suggested the humanity of the enslaved 

in both religious and natural-historical terms because the category of the human was 

fundamental to the terms of the debate. After all, if proslavery activists did not recognize 

the humanity of their property, then arguments about the treatment of humans would be 

meaningless. Despite Woolman’s good intentions, In the coming decades, fellow-Quaker 

Anthony Benezet would incorporate more Enlightenment understandings of humanity 

into his antislavery tracts and make the humanity of the enslaved a more prominent 

theme.  

Benezet’s Enlightenment 
Anthony Benezet inaugurated the use of Enlightenment rhetoric in abolitionist 

writings and collapsed literary distinctions between descriptions of people in Africa and 

the enslaved in the West Indies.29 After the Quakers of the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting 

moved against slavery in 1758 and decided to exclude slave traders from their meetings, 

Benezet publicized arguments against slavery beyond his circle of Friends, pushing for 

Pennsylvania to extract itself from the slave trade.30 Unlike his Quaker predecessors, 

Benezet supplemented “Golden Rule” and pacifist arguments with Enlightenment 

understandings of liberty and humanity. As historian Robert Wokler has explained, mid-
 

http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/185995; “Google Ngram Viewer,” accessed April 27, 2018, 
https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=species%2BSpecies&year_start=1600&year_end=1900&
corpus=15&smoothing=5&share=&direct_url=t1%3B%2C%28species%20%2B%20Species%29%3B%2C
c0. 

29 Carey argues that the shift in rhetoric inaugurated by Benezet was due to his purposeful 
targeting of a larger audience. Benezet’s “Observations on the Enslaving, Importing and Purchasing of 
Negroes” “is not directed toward Friends in the Delaware Valley at all but is instead the opening shot in the 
campaign for a complete abolition of the Atlantic slave trade” (p. 178). I am less interested in why 
Benezet’s rhetoric broke with earlier Quakers than in how it did so. Carey, From Peace to Freedom, chap. 
5. 

30 Gary B. Nash and Jean R. Soderlund, Freedom by Degrees: Emancipation in Pennsylvania and 
Its Aftermath (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 54. This policy of exclusion clarified a 
prohibition on buying slaves from 1755.  
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eighteenth-century Enlightenment philosophes argued that civilization was natural to 

man. In this sense, civilization meant affecting history and not being wholly subject to 

nature. Though humans were not predetermined to become civilized, their lack of instinct 

and any physical restraints enabled them to undergo this development. For the 

philosophes, this ability to become civilized was the defining feature of humanity, 

separating it from the rest of the “Great Chain of Being.”31 This concept was also 

invoked by mid-eighteenth-century liberal ideas of universal benevolence that held that 

people naturally cared for all humans. Benezet used this widely held opinion in a unique 

way. If only humans had culture, he would prove the humanity of Africans and their 

descendants by illustrating that culture to his European and Euro-American audience. He 

therefore included descriptions of African society and culture in his antislavery tracts to 

prove the African capacity for culture and to make them more familiar to his readers. 

This rhetorical move revolutionized descriptions of both slavery and race by treating 

them in the same work.32 

In “Observations on the Enslaving, Importing, and Purchasing of Negroes” (first 

published in 1759), Benezet argued that the French and Indian War, which was 

threatening western Pennsylvania, was God’s retribution for the colony’s involvement in 

the slave trade. While Benezet repeatedly described the trade as “inhuman” in the tract, 

he did not make a case for the humanity of the enslaved. Instead, he complained of the 

“unchristian or rather inhuman practice” of slave traders that was “inconsistent with the 

 
31 Wokler, “From l’homme Physique to l’homme Moral and Back,” esp. 128. 

32 For the persistent distinction between these bodies of literature and the importance of place 
more generally, see Andrew S. Curran, The Anatomy of Blackness: Science and Slavery in an Age of 
Enlightenment (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013); Seth, Difference and Disease. 
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gospel of Christ, contrary to natural justice and the common feelings of humanity.”33 But 

Benezet’s largest concern was the trade’s effect on his own culture, leading him to 

describe the slave trade as “destructive of human society [meaning his own] and 

inconsistent with the peace and prosperity of a country.”34 Benezet argued that enslavers 

failed to live up to liberal principles and the natural benevolence of mankind. In doing so, 

they hurt not only themselves but infected society with immoral examples that threatened 

Pennsylvania. 

Perhaps in an effort to reach beyond the religious community of the Quakers, 

Benezet began to argue explicitly for the humanity of the enslaved in the 1760s. His 1762 

tract, A Short Account of that Part of Africa Inhabited by the Negroes, started with an 

attempt to demonstrate the humanness of Africans vulnerable to enslavement by 

associating the terminology of “Negroe” with words like “humanity.” It described “the 

Negroe trade” as “contrary to the dictates of reason and the common feelings of 

humanity” and as destroying “so great a number of innocent people.”35 A Short Account 

then stated that this opposes “the nature of the divine call, the purpose of which is to 

introduce an universal and affectionate brotherhood in the whole human species.”36 

Throughout the rest of the work, Benezet quoted experts from a range of fields to argue 

for the humanity of people of African descent and for the application of universal 

 
33 Anthony Benezet, “Observations on the Enslaving, Importing and Purchasing of Negroes (1759-

1760),” in The Complete Antislavery Writings of Anthony Benezet, 1754–1783: An Annotated Critical 
Edition, ed. David L. Crosby (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2013), 15, 19. 

34 Benezet, “Observations on the Enslaving of Negroes,” 20. 

35 Anthony Benezet, “A Short Account of That Part of Africa Inhabited by the Negroes (1762),” in 
The Complete Antislavery Writings of Anthony Benezet, 1754–1783: An Annotated Critical Edition, ed. 
David L. Crosby (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2013), 28–29. 

36 Benezet, “A Short Account of Africa,” 29. 
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benevolence to them. He began by citing a law professor who held that “As, soon, 

therefore, as [a slave] comes into a country in which the judges are not forgetful of their 

own humanity, it is their duty to remember that he is a man, and to declare him to be 

free.”37 Additionally, Benezet furthered this argument of common humanity by drawing 

on a passage from a Scottish philosopher stating, “under Christianity… the distinctions of 

nations are removed, as to the point of humanity and mercy as well as natural right.”38 

Benezet also relied on passages from the anonymous Two Dialogues on the Man-trade to 

make this stance even more explicit: 

The African blacks are as properly and truly men as the European whites; they are 
both of the same species, and are originally descended from the same parents… 
To trade in blacks, then, is to trade in men; the black-skinned and the white-
skinned being all of the same species, all of the human race, are by nature upon an 
equality.39 

By drawing on such a range of fields, Benezet sought to make a robust case both for the 

humanity of the enslaved that incorporated the diversity of conceptions of humanity 

available in his culture and for the application of liberal benevolent action to the 

enslaved. Unlike his predecessors, he did not limit his case to the passive reference to the 

enslaved as part of humanity or to biblical arguments for the unity of mankind. Instead, 

his inclusion of rhetoric, law, and natural history invoked liberal thought that combined 

aspects of Christianity with ongoing Enlightenment debates about the nature of man and 

its relation to the rest of nature. 

 
37 Benezet, “A Short Account of Africa,” 45. 

38 Benezet, “A Short Account of Africa,” 47. 

39 Benezet, “A Short Account of Africa,” 49. 
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A Short Account also used travel narratives and other sources to demonstrate the 

existence of agriculture and government in Africa and thus the civilization of the 

potentially enslaved. This form of argumentation essentially relied on a cultural 

understanding of humanity that defined people according to their capacity for civilization. 

Benezet explained that his use of these sources would make apparent “that the Negroes 

are generally sensible, humane, and sociable people, and that their capacity is as good 

and as capable of improvement as that of whites.”40 For instance, he included 

descriptions of the agricultural regimes of people along the Senegal and Gambia Rivers 

and elsewhere to demonstrate Africans’ “judgment and industry.”41 Benezet also quoted a 

description of the kingdom of the “Jalofs” (more commonly the “Wolofs,” now 

understood to be an ethnic group) as having set governmental positions, including 

“several ministers of state” and a “treasurer” as well as a hierarchy in which “alkairs” 

govern “towns or villages.”42 By relating this African culture in mostly European terms, 

Benezet hoped to make African people seem more familiar. He also intended to 

demonstrate their capacity for culture as well as their sense of universal benevolence. 

Describing Africans practicing settled agriculture and familiar governmental forms 

portrayed them as “civilized” and similar to Europeans. Additionally, Benezet attributed 

any negative or contradictory reports of African reactions to Europeans to “abuses which 

 
40 Benezet, “A Short Account of Africa,” 30. 

41 Benezet, “A Short Account of Africa,” 35–37. 

42 Benezet, “A Short Account of Africa,” 37. 
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the Africans have so often suffered from the Europeans.”43 Whatever problems whites 

had seen with African society were a response to the slave trade.  

Despite his attempts to portray the humanity of Africans, Benezet described how 

they differed from whites due to their respective climates of origin. He allowed that “the 

extreme heat in many parts of Guinea” was “neither agreeable nor healthy to the 

Europeans, yet it is well suited to the constitution of the Negroes.” He went on to explain 

that “those heats” made the area so abundantly fertile that “grain and fruit will grow in 

the greatest plenty” “with little labor.”44 Ultimately, Benezet slid back into familiar 

patterns of climatic difference that had been introduced to Western thought by the 

Ancient Greeks and continued until Benezet’s times in the writings of Buffon and other 

natural historians. Though historians such as Winthrop D. Jordan have described climatic 

comparisons of people as conveying equality by suggesting the possibility of change, 

these differences could also seem permanent when stated in terms of corporeal 

constitutions that did not include a mechanism of change.45 Thus, environmentalism 

suggested a common humanity even as it differentiated people. 

Statistical analysis of eighteenth-century Quaker antislavery writings further 

demonstrate the radical rupture between Benezet and his Quaker predecessors. By 

comparing the relative frequencies of words in these texts, Benezet’s works appear as a 

separate genre. “Principal component analysis” (“PCA”) can be applied to the frequency 

of words in a group of texts in order to determine how similar the word usage is in those 

 
43 Benezet, “A Short Account of Africa,” 35. 

44 Benezet, “A Short Account of Africa,” 35, additionally see 30. 

45 Jordan, White over Black, 286–87. 
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texts and which word frequencies vary the most between them. This process essentially 

groups texts into genres and indicates which words differentiated those genres.46 Upon 

running a PCA on a corpus of texts, including Benezet’s and other eighteenth-century 

Quakers’ antislavery works (the “Quaker Corpus,” Table 1), Benezet’s texts appear 

remarkably different. As can be seen in Figure 1 and Figure 2, PCAs group his works (in 

red) apart from the other Quaker antislavery texts, suggesting a distinct form or genre. In 

both cases, Benezet’s works cluster to the right, with Woolman (in pink) providing an 

intermediary between them and the bulk of the corpus further to the left.  

  

 
46 “Principal component analysis” (“PCA”) is a statistical method developed to determine the 

relative importance of variables on differentiating multiple data points. In this case, each text is treated as a 
data point influenced by the frequencies of the words that make it up, and the analysis statistically 
determines which word frequencies vary most significantly across the texts, thereby making them distinct. 
The output of this process is a number of “principal components” that describe the differences in texts in 
terms of which word frequencies matter the most. These principal components can be represented 
graphically in two dimensions by comparing any two calculated principle components. In the following 
examples, the two most significant principal components (“PC1” and “PC2”) are used to graphically 
compare various works. Before running this analysis, “stopwords” were removed. “Stopwords” are 
common words such as articles and conjunctions that structure sentences and provide grammatical context 
but convey relatively little meaning on their own and thus are unhelpful to genre analysis. 
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Year Author Title (shortened) 
1715 Hepburn, John The American Defence of the Christian Golden 

Rule 
1729 Sandiford, Ralph Brief Examination of the Practice of the Times 
1733 Coleman, Elihu Testimony against Making Slaves of Men 
1737 Lay, Benjamin All-Slave Keepers Apostates 
1754 Unknown Epistle of Caution and Advice 
1754 Woolman, John Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes 
1760 Benezet, Anthony Observations on Enslaving, Importing, and 

Purchasing 
1762 Benezet, Anthony Short Account of that Part of Africa 
1762 Woolman, John Considerations on Keeping Negroes, Second Part 
1767 Benezet, Anthony Caution and Warning to Great Britain 
1771 Benezet, Anthony Historical Account of Guinea 
1774 Benezet, Anthony Notes to Wesley’s Thoughts Upon Slavery 
1778 Benezet, Anthony Observations on Slavery 
1783 Benezet, Anthony Short Observations on Slavery 
Table 1: List of works used in the “Quaker Corpus” principal component 
analyses.47  

 
47 The digital source texts used in this study came from a variety of sources. The works of 

Hepburn, Sandiford,  Coleman, Lay, and Woolman are part of “Evans Early American Imprint Collection,” 
accessed June 2, 2017, http://quod.lib.umich.edu.ezproxy.rice.edu/e/evans/. The works attributed to 
Benezet are from Crosby, The Antislavery Writings of Benezet. 
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Figure 1: PCA of Quaker corpus. In this figure, the two most significant principal 
components (“PC1” and “PC2”) calculated for the Quaker Corpus (see appendix) 
are used to graphically display groupings or genres of texts. According to this PCA, 
Benezet’s works are closely grouped in the center-right, indicating they differ 
dramatically from earlier Quaker antislavery works that are spread on the left side. 
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Figure 2: PCA of stemmed Quaker Corpus. In comparison with Figure 1, the words 
in the corpus were “stemmed” before the analysis was run. Stemming removes the 
ends of words in order to count different forms of a word as the same word. For 
example, stemming groups both “slaves” and “slave” as one tem “slave.” However, 
it is a heuristic process and thus not perfect. “Slavery” and “slaveries” would be 
grouped as “slaveri” but would be kept separate from the “slave” group. Stemming 
is not a better or worse way to analyze word frequency, but it provides another view 
of the data, helping to confirm or trouble conclusions from PCAs run on unstemmed 
texts. In this case, Benezet’s writings are again a distinct clump on the right, but 
they clump more loosely, with his 1778 Observations on Slavery an outlier. Unlike in 
Figure 1, the other Quaker tracts are split into two relatively distinct groups, with 
Coleman and Hepburn clustering away from the works of Lay, Sandiford, 
Woolman, and the 1754 “Epistle of Caution and Advice.” 
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Figure 3: PCA of Quaker Corpus with the 12 most significant terms biplotted. 
While the PCA took the relative frequencies of the 2,000 most common words into 
account, this figure illustrates the impact of the twelve most significant words in 
differentiating the texts. The length of the arrow associated with each word 
indicates the magnitude of its effect, and the direction indicates that texts in that 
direction have significantly higher rates of that word. For instance, this graph shows 
that “god” appears with much greater frequency in most Quaker antislavery works 
than in those of Benezet (with Woolman’s 1762 Considerations on Keeping Negroes, 
Part Second an interesting minor exception). In this analysis, the twelve most 
significant words were (in order) “love,” “god,” “practice,” “making,” “negroes,” 
“friends,” “spirit,” “see,” “will,” “man,” “good,” and “holy.” As the figure shows, 
Benezet’s works include much higher rates of the term “negroes” than other 
Quaker works and much lower rates of terms like “god,” “love,” “holy,” and 
“spirit.” 
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Figure 4: PCA of stemmed Quaker Corpus with the 12 most significant terms 
biplotted. In this analysis, the twelve most significant words were (in order) 
“practic,” “love,” “negro,” “make,” “christian,” “lord,” “liberti,” “see,” “may,” 
“slave,” “spirit,” and “trade.” Benezet includes more words like “trade,” “negro,” 
and “slave” with his 1778 Observations on Slavery using “liberti” unusually 
frequently. The split between Coleman and Hepburn, on one hand, and Lay, 
Sandiford, Woolman, and the 1754 “Epistle of Caution and Advice,” on the other 
hand, can be attributed to the former group using “practic” and “christian” more 
comparisons to the latter’s “love,” “lord,” and “spirit.”  

In comparison to the unstemmed PCA (Figure 3), the pattern of Benezet’s works 
(As well as Woolman’s Considerations…, Second Part) being separated from earlier 
Quaker works remains. However, different words were the most significant. In the 
stemmed PCA, no form of “god,” “friends,” “will,” “man,” “good,” or “holy” are in 
the 12 most significant. “Christian,” “lord,” “liberti,” “may,” “slave,” and “trade” 
are conversely absent from the most significant terms in the unstemmed PCA. 
Despite these differences in specific terms, the importance of Christian religious 
language and observational language about slavery in differentiating these works 
demonstrates that the two PCAs are revealing the same underlying changes. 
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In order to understand why the PCA grouped Benezet’s texts apart from the 

others, we can visually represent the impact of the various words as rays or vectors, 

indicating the direction and magnitude of the impact of each word. Figure 3 and Figure 4 

show that Benezet used forms of “negro” more frequently and “spirit,” “love,” and 

“practice” less frequently than earlier quaker abolitionists. Additionally, “god” appears 

more commonly in Quaker works in Figure 3, while “christian” appears more often in 

them in Figure 4. Taken as a whole, the works of Benezet’s predecessors contain higher 

incidences of religiously inspired language, while those of Benezet contain more 

descriptive words, including “slave,” “negro,” and “trade.” This does not mean that 

religious language is absent from the writings of Benezet. However, the frequency of 

terms like “christ,” “god,” and “love” is dramatically lower in Benezet’s works (generally 

by more than half) relative to their predecessors (see Figure 5), while “negro,” “slave,” 

and “trade” appear more regularly (see Figure 6). The PCA illustrates a statistical change 

in language that I interpret as a shift not so much away from religious injunctions against 

slavery but rather toward including more observational information about enslaved 

people. Benezet included this information to prove the humanity of Africans and 

demonstrate that they should receive European benevolence. Some of Benezet’s essays, 

for instance, include biblical quotations but do not invoke “god” or “christ” directly.48 

Instead of simply asserting the common humanity of Europeans and Africans in the eyes 

of God as many of the earlier tracts did, Benezet’s works as well as Woolman’s 

Consideration on Keeping Negroes, Second Part used examples to demonstrate the 

 
48 For instance, Anthony Benezet, “Observations on Slavery (1778),” in The Complete Antislavery 

Writings of Anthony Benezet, 1754–1783: An Annotated Critical Edition, ed. David L. Crosby (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2013), 220–25. 
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existence of “civilization” and humane behavior in Africa in order to argue for their 

moral capacity as humans. Accordingly, these later works spent more time discussing the 

enslaved and Africans, hence the greater predominance of nouns referring to them and 

their enslavement.  

Benezet’s move to arguing against slavery via liberal values that positioned 

enslaved and potentially enslaved people as both objects of benevolence and subjects 

capable of benevolence became a crucial model for future abolitionists. Both in 

Revolutionary Pennsylvania and in late eighteenth-century Britain, antislavery authors 

used Benezet’s works as models. Examining Pennsylvania’s antislavery writers from the 

1770s with PCAs of their word frequencies indicates that they followed Benezet’s model 

of using observational rather than religious language to argue against slavery. The 

“Pennsylvania Corpus” (Table 2) includes works of both Quaker and Revolutionary 

antislavery writers. As Figure 7 and Figure 8 show, Benjamin Rush, a signer of the 

Declaration of Independence, and Thomas Paine, the famed revolutionary pamphleteer, 

both authored antislavery tracts in the years immediately preceding the Revolutionary 

War that closely mirrored those of Benezet, rather than earlier Quaker abolitionists. They 

too used observational language such as “people,” “trade,” “slavery,” and “negro” rather 

than “god,” “love,” “lord,” and “spirit.” By the 1770s, abolitionist discourse in 

Pennsylvania had been revolutionized. 
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Figure 5: Word frequencies of “christ,” “god,” and “love” in stemmed Quaker 
Corpus, per 100,000 words. Works are arranged chronologically within each group, 
except that the Benezet works are listed as a group after the other works, leaving 
Woolman’s 1762 work out of order. Usage of the term “christ" drops dramatically 
after 1760, reflecting a break with previous writers and within both Woolman’s and 
Benezet’s writing. “God” is less frequent (by roughly half or more) in Benezet’s 
works and in Woolman’s 1762 work. Usage of “love” is more varied, peaking in 
1754 but appearing overall less prevalently in Benezet’s works. All of these changing 
frequencies point to less emphasis on religious appeals against slavery in the 
writings of Benezet and in the “Part Second” of Woolman’s work. 
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Figure 6: Word frequencies of “negro,” “slave,” and “trade” in stemmed Quaker Corpus, 
per 100,000 words. Works are arranged chronologically within each group, except that 
the Benezet works are listed as a group after the other works, leaving Woolman’s 1762 
work out of order. While the usage of “negro,” “slave,” and “trade” vary widely overtime 
in the corpus, they appear more consistently in Benezet’s works and Woolman’s 1762 
work. The wide variation in the frequency of “negro” and “slave” in earlier texts explains 
Coleman and Hepburn’s separation from the other non-Benezet texts, as does Sandiford 
and Lay’s use of “trade” (See Figure 4). From this small set of frequencies, Benezet’s 
writings could not be definitively separated from those of other Quaker abolitionists, but 
when aggregated across 2,000 words as the PCA does, the pattern becomes conspicuous. 
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Year Author Title (shortened) 
1715 Hepburn, John The American Defence of the Christian Golden Rule 
1729 Sandiford, Ralph Brief Examination of the Practice of the Times 
1737 Lay, Benjamin All-Slave Keepers Apostates 
1754 Unknown Epistle of Caution and Advice 
1754 Woolman, John Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes 
1760 Benezet, Anthony Observations on Enslaving, Importing, and Purchasing 
1762 Benezet, Anthony Short Account of that Part of Africa 
1762 Woolman, John Considerations on Keeping Negroes, Second Part 
1767 Benezet, Anthony Caution and Warning to Great Britain 
1771 Benezet, Anthony Historical Account of Guinea 
1773 Rush, Benjamin An Address on Slave-Keeping 
1773 Rush, Benjamin Vindication of the Address 
1774 Benezet, Anthony Notes to Wesley’s Thoughts Upon Slavery 
1775 Paine, Thomas African Slavery in America 
1778 Benezet, Anthony Observations on Slavery 
1783 Benezet, Anthony Short Observations on Slavery 
Table 2: List of works used in the “Pennsylvania Corpus” principal component 
analyses.49 

 
49 The digital source texts used in this study came from a variety of sources. The works of 

Hepburn, Sandiford,  Lay, Woolman, and Rush are part of “Evans Early American Imprint Collection.” 
The works attributed to Benezet are from Crosby, The Antislavery Writings of Benezet. Paine’s text came 
from “Thomas Paine: African Slavery In America,” accessed June 2, 2017, 
http://www.constitution.org/tp/afri.htm. 
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Figure 7: PCA of Pennsylvania Corpus with the 12 most significant terms biplotted. 
In this analysis, the twelve most significant words were (in order) “slavery,” “upon,” 
“lord,” “liberty,” “colonies,” “trade,” “spirit,” “people,” “love,” “unto,” “practice,” 
and “think.” As in the Quaker Corpus (see Figure 3 and Figure 4), Benezet’s works 
appear distinct from other Quaker works, with Woolman providing an 
intermediary step. Additionally, the works of Thomas Paine and Benjamin Rush, in 
particular, cluster closely with those of Benezet. Again, the spiritual language of the 
Quakers (“love,” “spirit,” “lord”) differentiates their work from the more 
observational language of Benezet, Paine, and Rush (“people,” “trade,” slavery,” 
“colonies”). 
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Figure 8: PCA of stemmed Pennsylvania Corpus with the 12 most significant terms 
biplotted. In this analysis, the twelve most significant words were (in order) “god,” 
“lord,” “negro,” “slaveri,” “slave,” “christian,” “make,” “right,” “upon,” “nation,” 
“practice,” and “liberti.” As in the unstemmed PCA of the Pennsylvania Corpus 
(Figure 7), Benezet’s works clump with those of Paine and Rush, apart from other 
Quakers’ works. Again, the difference is the more observational language of 
Benezet, Paine, and Rush. 

The form of Benezet’s arguments against slavery also had an outsized influence 

on British activists. Though Granville Sharp has often been recognized as a crucial spark 

in lighting the fire of British abolitionism due to his involvement in the Somerset and 

Zong court cases, his literary style was not the model for later antislavery campaigners. 

PCAs of the “Anglo-Atlantic Corpus” (Table 3) reveal that Sharp’s excessive reference to 

British law and specific opponents, such as Mr. Thomas Thompson, made his works poor 
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models for his successors. Instead, authors such as John Wesley and the Quaker London 

Yearly Meeting followed Benezet’s example by the 1770s, preferring terms such as 

“negro” and “slavery” to “bretheren” and “law” (see Figure 9 and Figure 10). As can be 

seen in more detail below, even famed freedmen autobiographers Ottobah Cugoano and  

Year Author Title (shortened) 
1754 Woolman, John Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes 
1760 Benezet, Anthony Observations on Enslaving, Importing, and Purchasing 
1762 Benezet, Anthony Short Account of that Part of Africa 
1762 Woolman, John Considerations on Keeping Negroes, Second Part 
1767 Benezet, Anthony Caution and Warning to Great Britain 
1771 Benezet, Anthony Historical Account of Guinea 
1772 Sharp, Granville Appendix to the Representation 
1773 Rush, Benjamin An Address on Slave-Keeping 
1773 Rush, Benjamin Vindication of the Address 
1773 Sharp, Granville Essay on Slavery 
1774 Benezet, Anthony Notes to Wesley’s Thoughts Upon Slavery 
1774 Wesley, John Thoughts Upon Slavery 
1775 Paine, Thomas African Slavery in America 
1776 Sharp, Granville Just Limitation of Slavery 
1778 Benezet, Anthony Observations on Slavery 
1783 Benezet, Anthony Short Observations on Slavery 
1783 Cooper, David Serious Address to the Rulers of America 
1784 London Yearly Meeting The Case of our Fellow Creatures 
1786 Clarkson, Thomas Essay on Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species 
1787 Cugoano, Ottobah Thoughts and Sentiments on Slavery 
1789 Equiano, Olaudah Interesting Narrative 
1793 Sharp, Granville Letter to a Gentleman in Maryland  
Table 3: List of works used in the “Anglo-Atlantic Corpus” principal component 
analyses.50 

 
50 The digital source texts used in this study came from a variety of sources. The works of 

Woolman, Rush, Wesley, Cooper, the London Yearly Meeting, and Clarkson are part of “Evans Early 
American Imprint Collection.” The works attributed to Benezet are from Crosby, The Antislavery Writings 
of Benezet. Paine’s text came from “African Slavery In America.” The works of Sharp, Cugoano, and 
Equiano came from “Eighteenth Century Collections Online,” accessed April 25, 2018, 
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/ecco/. 
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Figure 9: PCA of Anglo-Atlantic Corpus with the 12 most significant terms 
biplotted. In this analysis, the twelve most significant words were (in order) “law,” 
“men,” “first,” “negroes,” “slavery,” “brethren,” “mr,” “et,” “two,” “many,” 
“foundation,” and “liberty.” While Granville Sharp might have inspired imitation, 
British antislavery writers preferred to follow Benezet and Woolman’s examples. As 
can be seen, Clarkson, Cooper, Cugoano, Equiano, and Wesley all authored works 
that clump with those of Benezet. Sharp’s uniquely extensive use of legal language 
comes through in the distribution of “law.” Additionally, he repeatedly referred to 
“Mr. Thompson,” leading “mr” to be a term that strongly differentiates his work 
from other late-eighteenth-century abolitionist works. 
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Figure 10: PCA of stemmed Anglo-Atlantic Corpus with the 12 most significant 
terms biplotted. In this analysis, the twelve most significant words were (in order) 
“law,” “servant,” “foundat,” “men,” “first,” “negro,” “slaveri,” “thompson,” “mr,” 
“christian,” “natur,” and “brethren.” As in Figure 9, British antislavery tracts 
clump closely with Benezet’s works, while those of Sharp are distinct outliers. 
Again, Sharp’s use of “law” and the repeated references to “Mr. Thompson” set his 
works apart. 

Olaudah Equiano relied on Benezet’s model of describing civilization in Africa in order 

to illustrate the damage of the slave trade and the humanity of African-descended people. 

Benezet’s language had become the form for future British antislavery tracts.51 

Both Pennsylvanians and Britons in the last third of the eighteenth century 

followed Benezet’s word choice and form to argue against the trade and ownership of 

 
51 For another scholar’s similar argument, see Jackson, Let This Voice Be Heard, chap. 8.  
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human bodies. This choice reflected the popular acceptance of liberal values in the era of 

the American Revolution and the following decade.52 However, abolitionist arguments 

continued to evolve. After the passage of Pennsylvania’s gradual abolition act in 1780, 

denizens of the new state turned toward racial arguments that differentiated people in 

terms of bodily differences. Meanwhile, British antislavery tracts continued to mimic 

Benezet’s cultural arguments for African humanity, even as doctors and politicians 

increasingly entered the debate and inflected it towards corporeal understandings of 

people.  

Benezet’s Revolutionary Successors  
By the 1770s, public calls for the end of African slavery began appearing in 

Philadelphia newspapers. The Philadelphia Yearly Meeting first instructed Friends to free 

their slaves in 1774 and then began disowning slave owners in 1776.53 Philadelphia 

physician and later Pennsylvania representative to the Continental Congress, Benjamin 

Rush, published An Address to the Inhabitants of the British Settlements in America, on 

the Slavery of the Negroes in America in 1773 that augmented Benezet’s cultural 

arguments with corporeal descriptions of enslaved people to argue against slavery. The 

Address contended that people of African descent had the same mental and moral 

faculties as those from Europe but slavery “debased, and rendered [them] torpid.”54 Thus, 

they had the human capacity for culture even if they were not able to exercise it. Where 
 

52 Radcliffe, “Revolutionary Writing, Moral Philosophy, and Universal Benevolence in the 
Eighteenth Century”; Opal, “The Labors of Liberality.” 

53 Nash and Soderlund, Freedom by Degrees, 89–90. An early example of a letter to the editor 
suggesting gradual emancipation is in Pennsylvania Gazette, January 30, 1772. 

54 Benjamin Rush, An Address to the Inhabitants of the British Settlements, on the Slavery of the 
Negroes in America. To Which Is Added, A Vindication of the Address, in Answer to a Pamphlet Entitled, 
“Slavery Not Forbidden in Scripture; or, A Defence of the West India Planters.,” 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: 
John Dunlap, 1773), 2, http://name.umdl.umich.edu/N10229.0001.001. 
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Benezet had described civilization in Africa to demonstrate the cultural progress of the 

people there and thus their humanity, Rush considered how the experience of slavery 

stunted slaves’ development and rendered their capacity for civilization harder to notice. 

He also allowed that Africans differed from Europeans due to their “blackness” which 

“subjects the Negroes to no inconveniencies, but on the contrary qualifies them for that 

part of the Globe in which providence has placed them. The ravages of heat, diseases and 

time, appear less in their faces than in a white one.”55 This alteration to the established 

abolitionist rhetoric reflected a shift in the Enlightenment understanding of man that 

emerged in the 1770s. Due to the influence of Rousseau and others who argued that 

civilization was not natural to man, language theorists in the 1770s, such as Lord 

Monboddo, postulated that apes only lacked language because they had not learned it 

yet.56 This extremist position pushed philosophes of the late eighteenth century to rethink 

what separated man from animal. The human capacity for benevolence and culture that 

Benezet and other abolitionists relied on became increasingly contested by those who 

believed that such a capacity could not be proven or disproven. Instead, Buffon’s 

definition of species as a group of organisms that could reproduce together took on a new 

salience. Mankind would be increasingly defined solely in terms of their physical body, 

and a new kind of specialist, the comparative anatomist, would determine membership in 

the species.57  

 
55 Rush, An Address on the Slavery of the Negroes, 3–4. 

56 Robert Wokler, “Tyson and Buffon on the Orang-Utan,” Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth 
Century 155 (1976): 2301–19. 

57 Robert Wokler, “Anthropology and Conjectural History in the Enlightenment,” in Inventing 
Human Science: Eighteenth-Century Domains, ed. Christopher Fox, Roy Porter, and Robert Wokler 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 44. The transition also fits with the emergence of 
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This increasing skepticism of human’s innate capacity of benevolence and culture 

and the accompanying focus on physical bodies crept into Pennsylvania’s abolitionist 

discourse, growing slowly but with a strong continuity to the older cultural arguments. 

After Rush’s Address was published, a “West-Indian” quickly responded. He directly 

attacked the pillars of the arguments first circulated among the Quakers that Benezet had 

popularized and transformed and that had been taken up by non-Quakers like Rush. He 

argued that “Slavery [was] not forbidden by Scripture” and rejected abolitionist 

representations of African religion and culture in order to undermine abolitionist claims 

of African-descended people’s humanity. Discounting “the relations of voyagers into 

distant countries,” the West-Indian stated, “I never could observe the Africans have the 

most distant idea of a supreme Being.”58 According to this position, Africans lacked the 

capacity for religion and thus were inferior. The West-Indian also reiterated climatic 

arguments for slavery that the Georgian Malcontents had used (Chapter 1) and that 

appeared in a different form in some abolitionist works. First, he used Rush’s allowance 

that Africans’ color “qualifies them for hot countries” to argue that they and not “our 

white fellow subjects should toil in these sultry climates.”59 The West-Indian then went 

on to argue that any “barbarism” in Africa “cannot be attributed to climate” because 

 
Foucault’s Modern Age during which “organic structures” would be the basis of epistemology, see 
Foucault, The Order of Things. Bruce R. Dain, however, has argued that American race theorists regularly 
mixed cultural and physical understandings of humans (Bruce R. Dain, A Hideous Monster of the Mind: 
American Race Theory in the Early Republic (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2002)). I 
believe Dain is correct that earlier scholarship overstated the completeness of a switch from cultural to 
physical ideas, but a noticeable shift still occurred.  

58 Richard Nisbet, Slavery Not Forbidden by Scripture, or a Defence of the West-India Planters, 
from the Aspersions Thrown out against Them, by the Author of a Pamphlet, Entitled, “An Address to the 
Inhabitants of the British Settlements in America, upon Slave-Keeping” (Philadelphia: [John Sparhawk], 
1773), 20, 22. 

59 Nisbet, Slavery Not Forbidden by Scripture, 10. 
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“Moors, who are situated at no great distance from the blacks, have always made a figure 

in history, and the Egyptians were one of the first nations that became eminent for their 

progress in the arts.”60 By denouncing the influence of climate on limiting African 

civilization, this tract furthered its argument for the incapacity of Africans for religion 

and culture. The West-Indian’s rebuttal to Rush attacked abolitionists’ cultural arguments 

against slavery and even rejected the possibility that location mattered to human 

civilization. Instead, the West-Indian suggested some innate, likely corporeal, difference 

that prevented Africans from developing.  

Rush’s response furthered a physical conception of man even as it rejected the 

West-Indian’s pro-slavery arguments, point by point. Rush published his answer in a 

pamphlet entitled A Vindication of the Address later in 1773. The Vindication again made 

claims about the religion and culture in Africa but focused more heavily on slave 

demography and the difficulty of maintaining slave numbers in the West Indies. In order 

to blame their enslavement for blacks’ falling numbers in the Caribbean, Rush claimed 

“The Africans multiply in their own Country with a Rapidity that is hardly credible, 

and… they are exempted from those Diseases which prove so fatal to the Europeans that 

come amongst them.”61 While Rush intended these statements to buttress his claims of 

the damage enslavement caused to African-descended people, they also reinforced 

concepts of innate difference.62 Slavery hurt enslaved people’s expression of culture, but 

assumed differences between black and white bodies were proof that treatment, not 

 
60 Nisbet, Slavery Not Forbidden by Scripture, 23–24. 

61 Rush, An Address on the Slavery of the Negroes, 33–34. 

62 For an extended discussion of how the very category of blackness led to medical support for 
racial differences, see Hogarth, Medicalizing Blackness. 
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climate, was the problem. The implication that color marked deeper differences between 

African and European bodies would remain submerged in the following decade while 

abolition became increasingly acceptable to Rush’s fellow Pennsylvanians, but its deeper 

impact would emerge after the new state legislated the gradual end of slavery. 

In 1774, the slave trade took on revolutionary importance as the (First) 

Continental Congress included a ban in its “Association” agreement. Essentially, “a non-

importation, non-consumption, and non-exportation agreement” designed to 

economically pressure metropolitan Britain to repeal the Intolerable Acts, the 

Association’s second point was an agreement to “neither import nor purchase, any slave 

imported after the first day of December next; after which time, we will wholly 

discontinue the slave trade.” While aimed at hurting British commercial interests, the 

Association agreed to “neither be concerned in [the slave trade] ourselves, nor… hire our 

vessels, nor sell our commodities or manufactures to those who are concerned in it.”63 

Upon hearing the news, Rush feverishly wrote to Granville Sharp “the whole of the 

colonies (Georgia excepted which was not represented at the Congress) have agreed 

never to import any more slaves into America,” concluding naively “This resolution does 

our Congress the more honor as it was proposed and defended entirely upon moral and 

not political principles.”64 Though Rush undoubtedly overstated the moral concerns of 

the congress, many of his contemporaries shared a commitment to stop the slave trade, 

even if only to hurt Britain financially.  

 
63 Journals of the Continental Congress, 1774-1789 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government printing 

office, 1904), 20 October 1774, 76–77. 

64 Benjamin Rush and Granville Sharp, “The Correspondence of Benjamin Rush and Granville 
Sharp 1773—1809,” ed. John A. Woods, Journal of American Studies 1, no. 1 (1967): 13. 
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Other would-be revolutionaries, such as the famous pamphleteer Thomas Paine 

railed against slavery on moral grounds. Paine published two tracts against slavery in 

1775 in the Pennsylvania Journal. These essays updated many of Benezet’s arguments 

about divine retribution for participation in the slave trade to relate them to the emerging 

war with metropolitan Britain. Paine argued that Britain’s traffic in “human flesh” and 

“the horrid cruelties exercised by Britain in the East Indies” would lead “the Almighty 

[to]… finally separate America from Britain.” He went on to suggest that, “our first 

gratitude be shown by an act of continental legislation, which shall put a stop to the 

importation of negroes for sale, soften the hard fate of those already here, and in time 

procure their freedom.”65 Especially for the Pennsylvanians pushing for separation from 

Britain, Britain’s political tyranny over its colonies was also expressed in its support for 

the slave trade. However, by the time the Second Continental Congress ratified the 

Declaration of Independence in 1776, political momentum for curtailing slavery had 

slackened.66 

In Pennsylvania, the antislavery impulse cultivated by the Quakers had spread to 

revolutionaries like Thomas Paine but lay dormant during the early years of the 

Revolutionary War. Instead, patriot efforts focused on creating and maintaining 

government bureaucracy and armies. Then in September 1777, the British Army 

occupied Philadelphia, the seat of the Continental Congress and the Pennsylvania General 

 
65 Thomas Paine, “A Serious Thought,” in The Life and Works of Thomas Paine, ed. William M. 

Van der Weyde, Patriots’ edition, vol. 2 (New Rochelle, N.Y.: Thomas Paine National Historical 
Association, 1925), 1–2. See also Thomas Paine, “African Slavery in America,” in The Life and Works of 
Thomas Paine, ed. William M. Van der Weyde, Patriots’ edition, vol. 2 (New Rochelle, N.Y.: Thomas 
Paine National Historical Association, 1925), 3–10. 

66 Nash and Soderlund, Freedom by Degrees, 89. 
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Assembly, and loyalist publishers lambasted the hypocrisy of Congress owning slaves. 

On March 18, 1778, the Pennsylvania Ledger published a report of Congressional forces 

mustering and building boats “on the Monongehela, a few miles above Fort Pitt.” The 

article remarked that “There are also 450 Negroes… belong[ing] to the Congress and 

their connections” and criticized Congress as a group of “men who had art and cunning 

enough to seduce the happiest people on earth from a state of the most perfect freedom, 

into that of the most abject slavery.”67 Additionally, the Pennsylvania Royal Gazette 

celebrated a judgment by the Scottish Lords of Session “in favor of the UNLIMITED 

FREEDOM of the blacks” in Scotland by denouncing the rebellious Americans’ 

hypocritical rhetoric concerning slavery. “America with all her pompous boasts of 

Liberty, must droop her head and blush… America contending for freedom upon the 

seale of natural right, has now in absolute slavery near a half a million of Negroes, ruled 

by the most cruel and despotic sway.”68 Because the rebels described their fight as an 

attempt to escape political slavery and tyranny despite many continuing to own enslaved 

people, Loyalists could easily call them hypocrites and attack them for being tyrants 

themselves. 

In June 1778, British forces left Philadelphia, and Congress and the rebel state 

government returned. During the occupation, the patriots had won a decisive victory at 

Saratoga in October 1777 and signed an alliance with France in February 1778. The 

revolutionaries seemed to be winning, and some in the Pennsylvania government returned 

to the problem of slavery. With the occasional prompting of the Executive Council, 
 

67 Pennsylvania Ledger, March, 17, 1778. The article also appeared in the Pennsylvania Evening 
Post on the same day.  

68 Royal Pennsylvania Gazette, April, 17, 1778.  
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Pennsylvania’s General Assembly began intermittently considering a bill for the gradual 

abolition of slavery in the state. The Quakers had lost political standing in Pennsylvania 

with their pacifist stance during the French and Indian War, and the new state’s 

Revolutionary constitution had put political power firmly in the hands of Philadelphia 

radicals and their backcountry supporters. Nevertheless, George Bryan, a member of that 

coalition and the state’s first vice president, as well as other Assemblymen continued the 

push for the amelioration of slavery through the early years of the war with restrictions 

on the slave trade.69 With the British withdrawal, antislavery activism took on a new 

dimension with the introduction of a gradual abolition bill to the Assembly on August 21, 

1778. The Assembly tabled this first bill but formed a committee in February 1779 to 

bring a gradual abolition bill of its own.70 Essentially taking up the loyalists’ accusations 

of hypocrisy, the committee’s bill denounced slavery as “highly detrimental to morality, 

industry, and the arts” and claimed that people fighting for their own freedom should also 

grant it to their slaves.71 Ultimately, this bill made it through two of the required three 

readings, and the Assembly ordered it printed for public comment before eventually 

recommending the next Assembly act on it as the session ended in October.72 The next 

Assembly almost immediately formed a committee to craft yet another gradual abolition 

bill. The bill returned from this committee included a longer preamble that both made a 

bigger point of connecting British tyranny to the tyranny of slavery and presented itself as 

 
69 Arthur Zilversmit, The First Emancipation: The Abolition of Slavery in the North (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1967), 124–26. 

70 Journals of the House of Representatives of Pennsylvania [1776–1781], 218, 303–4. 

71 Pennsylvania Packet, March 4, 1779.  

72 Journals of the House of Representatives of Pennsylvania [1776–1781], 317, 319, 390. 
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an act of gratitude for delivery from the British. The bill then moved quickly through its 

first two readings and was printed for public consideration by the end of 1779.73 

In the closing weeks of 1779 and the first two months of the new year, objections 

from both abolitionists and proslavery activists were circulated in Pennsylvania. Like 

Rush and his West-Indian opponent, these tracts often made reference to presumed 

corporeal differences that bordered on climatic racialism. One abolitionist complained 

that the twenty-eight years of required servitude before the children of slaves would be 

freed was excessive and that stronger enforcement was needed to punish owners found 

circumventing the law.74 Meanwhile, a lost memorial presented to the Assembly against 

the act argued that free children of slaves would be left in a worse condition than their 

parents without their masters’ patriarchal support or that they might be captured and 

smuggled into slavery elsewhere.75 In this comment period, abolitionists occasionally 

brought up climatic theories that related black bodies to labor in hot climates. The 

Pennsylvania Packet made a thinly veiled plea for support of the gradual abolition bill by 

printing Book XV of Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws, which examined the relationship 

of climate to slavery. In it, Montesquieu concluded, “Natural slavery, then, is to be 

limited to some particular parts of the world. In all other countries, even the most 

laborious works of society may be performed by freemen… Possibly there is not that 

climate upon earth, where the most laborious services might not, with proper 

 
73 Pennsylvania Packet, December 23, 1779; Journals of the House of Representatives of 

Pennsylvania [1776–1781], 392, 394, 398–99. 

74 Pennsylvania Gazette, February 2, 1780.  

75 Evidence of this memorial comes from reactions against it; see Pennsylvania Packet, December 
25, 1779, January 1, 1780. Another technical argument in favor of changing the law so immigrants could 
keep their slaves appeared in Pennsylvania Gazette, January 26, 1780. 
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encouragement, be performed by freemen.”76 While the Packet implied that the 

Pennsylvanian climate, and perhaps any climate, did not require enslaved labor, a letter to 

the editor of another paper differentiated the climate of Pennsylvania from that of the 

enslaved. “Phileleutheros” explained that in slaves’ “native country… the warmth and 

fruitfulness of the climate” let them “live by easy labour.” He went on to say that “in this 

climate most who are used to hard labour without doors begin to fail soon after thirty.”77 

This association of African descended people at once both with living in hot climates and 

with easy labor relied on an essential climatic-racial difference at the same time it used it 

to argue that enslaved labor was unnatural for people from hot places. These descriptions 

allowed for enslaved Africans to be differentiated from Pennsylvania’s other denizens in 

terms of their climatic fitness. Thus, even as they argued against slavery, these 

abolitionists supported the status quo of racial differentiation. 

The General Assembly passed “An Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery” on 

March 1, 1780. Its drafters included a justifying preamble that called on biblical 

justifications that “all are the work of an Almighty hand” and explained that because God 

had delivered the colonies from the power of Great Britain, the state wished to “remov[e] 

as much as possible, the sorrows of those who have lived in undeserved bondage” in 

order to “to manifest the sincerity of our profession, and to give a substantial proof of our 

gratitude.”78 Much as Thomas Paine had suggested during the initial hostilities between 

 
76 Pennsylvania Packet, January 27, 1780. The paper appears to have printed a copy of the first 

English translation of Montesquieu’s work, see Charles-Louis de Secondat baron de Montesquieu, The 
Spirit of the Laws: A Compendium of the First English Edition, ed. David Wallace Carrithers (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1977). 

77 Pennsylvania Gazette, February 2, 1780. 

78 Pennsylvania Packet, March 30, 1780.  
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the colonists and the British, the Pennsylvania Assembly explained their desire to end 

slavery as a show of thanks to God who had delivered them from Britain by remedying 

the ongoing moral problem of slavery.  

“An Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery” intentionally freed no slaves in 

order to avoid infringing on individual property rights but nevertheless began the slow 

process of ending slavery in Pennsylvania. The law released “all persons, as well as 

Negroes and Mulattos as others, who shall be born in this state” from being “deemed and 

considered as servants for life or slaves.” It required that owners wishing to keep their 

current slaves register them with select county officials by November 1, while those not 

registered were to “deemed, adjudged, or holden… as freemen and freewomen.” Children 

of enslaved people would serve their parents’ masters in the same manner as indentured 

servants until the age of twenty-eight, when they would be truly free. Though the law 

prevented “a slave” from “bear[ing] witness against a freeman,” it overturned other acts 

concerned with trying, importing, and managing slaves. It also failed to ban interracial 

marriage, a provision that had been included in earlier bills.79 

Despite a lack of public printed resistance to the passage of the gradual abolition 

bill, denunciations of its passage and attempts to roll back its provisions began quickly. In 

response to the act, twenty-three members of the House of Representatives immediately 

denounced the bill. Printed as part of the official minutes, the signers of the dissentient 

avoided criticizing abolition specifically, instead censuring its timing and the rights given 

to freed people. Complaining that formerly enslaved people should not have been “made 

 
79 Pennsylvania Packet, March 30, 1780.  
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free citizens in so extensive a manner,” the signers contended that “they would have been 

well satisfied, and the Legislature would have sufficiently answered their humane 

purposes… without giving them the right of voting for and being voted into offices, 

intermarrying with white persons, confronting them with their masters, and being 

witnesses in every respect during the limited time of their servitude.” According to these 

dissenting representatives, liberal ideals were satisfied with freeing enslaved people, and 

granting citizenship was a step too far. The argument that former slaves were given too 

many rights became a mainstay of grousing against the abolition act. The dissentient 

stated these concerns in environmentalist terms that suggested that slaves might be 

culturally inferior but that free living could lead to their improvement. Following the 

logic of improvement, the act’s dissenters suggested that the assembly could have 

increased the freed people’s “privileges” as they became “more civilized and better 

qualified to receive them.”80 However, the complaint against intermarriage portrayed a 

new anxiety over the blurring of boundaries previously considered fixed. If the social 

position of slavery and black people’s inability to participate in government would no 

longer separate blacks and whites, the dissentient implied that a more fixed idea of bodily 

difference based in reproductive separation was needed. As would happen in the 

postbellum American South, emancipation forced whites to find a basis for their 

supremacy outside of slavery, and a repudiation of racial “intermixture” served to make 

the fluid reality of race appear fixed.81 

 
80 Journals of the House of Representatives of Pennsylvania [1776–1781], 436. 

81 C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow, Commemorative edition (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002); Martha Hodes, White Women, Black Men: Illicit Sex in the Nineteenth-
Century South (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1997). Hodes also makes a direct connection 
between political rights for freedmen and fears over their supposed sexual desire for white women. In 
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Supporters of the abolition bill rallied to its defense, but they stopped short of 

rejecting the arguments physique of its detractors. A few weeks after the bill’s passage, 

the Pennsylvania Packet published the dissentient as a letter to the editor followed by a 

point-by-point retort. The author, who signed his letter as “Liberal,” countered the 

dissenters’ arguments by explaining, “the Constitution [of Pennsylvania] secures to 

everyone equal liberty,” meaning that freed people could not have been denied the right 

to vote or to give testimony whether specified by the law or not. Having chosen a 

pseudonym that implied resistance to prejudice, “Liberal” went on to question whether it 

would “be consistent with natural right for a Legislature to prohibit” interracial marriage 

but agreed that such unions should be avoided. The author contended that social pressure 

should be sufficient to prevent such matches, writing “As to their marrying whites, is not 

the difference of colour, and the approbrium which fixes on a white; who takes a black 

mate to his bed, a restraint beyond any law?” Additionally, “Liberal” assured “the 

people” that allowing former slaves to vote would not upset the governmental status quo 

through electing “rascally whites, nor the debased blacks.”82 While the assertion that 

African-descended people would not change the political landscape could be a ploy to 

dilute complaints about the gradual abolition act, the acceptance of interracial marriage as 

a legitimate problem meant that abolitionists publicly at least acknowledged a widespread 

belief in heritable, physical differences between black and white people rooted. Thus, the 

emancipation of people of African descent left them without full membership in society. 

 
newspaper commentaries on Pennsylvania’s gradual abolition, presumably white writers repeatedly decried 
racial “intermarriage” without specifying that black men would marry white women. 

82 Pennsylvania Packet, March 25, 1780. 
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Whatever their position on slavery, Philadelphians continued to see freed people as racial 

“Others.”83  

While abolitionists expressed hope for the cultural and moral improvement of 

freed people in environmentalist terms that stressed improvement was achievable for all 

humans, formerly enslaved people increasingly became differentiated in terms of their 

bodies. Gary Nash has demonstrated that despite efforts at racial harmony in 

Pennsylvania in the last decades of the eighteenth century, “Negrophobia” won out in the 

nineteenth century, with the increase of racial discrimination in the 1820s and 30s. Failed 

attempts to outlaw free African Americans from living in the state were followed by 

increased racial violence and reduced access to public education and other institutions.84 

These attempts at a more complete racial exclusion had been foreshadowed by 

Pennsylvanians’ responses to the passage of gradual abolition, and continued resistance 

to the intermarriage of blacks and whites suggested that people of African descent were 

inherently incapable of  moral improvement and cultural belonging. 

Complaints about the law and its effects increased after the November 1, 1780, 

deadline for registering slaves. The deadline, coupled with a “minor” conservative 
 

83 This explicit debate over whether interracial marriage should be regulated legally or by social 
condemnation is a particularly explicit example of the various techniques of Michel Foucault’s biopower as 
it applies to race. See Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1 (New York: Pantheon Books, 
1978). Additionally, Ann Laura Stoler has written extensively on biopower and race in colonial locations: 
See Stoler, “Racial Histories and Their Regimes of Truth,” Political Power and Social Theory 11 (1997): 
183–206; Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial Rule (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002). 

84 Gary B. Nash, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphia’s Black Community, 1720-
1840 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991). James Brewer Stewart built on this culmination of 
violence to argue that “racial modernity” had developed in the North by the late 1830s (James Brewer 
Stewart, “The Emergence of Racial Modernity and the Rise of the White North, 1790-1840,” Journal of the 
Early Republic 18, no. 2 (1998): 181–217). While outward signs of racial prejudice grew in the 1820s and 
1830s, I do not believe that they constitute a break that constitutes the new “racial modernity” that Stewart 
argues for. 
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counter-revolution in the October 1780 election that led to the balancing of the 

conservative and radical factions in the assembly, likely spurred the surge in protests.85 

Starting in November 1780 and continuing into 1783, petitioners regularly asked the 

General Assembly for extensions to register their slaves, to register specific slaves 

directly, or to exempt slaveholders from certain counties or from other states from the 

gradual abolition act.86 Though some of the petitions claimed ignorance of the law in 

asking for an extension, newly freed people knew enough about the law to petition to 

keep their freedom at least twice.87  

Despite the ongoing petitions to the assembly, few Pennsylvanians challenged the 

gradual abolition act in print before or after its passage. In a rare example of a printed 

denunciation of the law, the Pennsylvania Journal ran a single, long letter to the editor 

across three issues in January and February 1781. Seeking to reject most of the common 

antislavery arguments, the unsigned epistle used a variety of biblical sources concerned 

with slavery among “the Israelites” to counter religious arguments against slavery as well 

as appeals to natural law to argue that some crimes required punishment by “perpetual 

servitude.” The letter writer never disputed the humanity of the enslaved but clearly 

portrayed them as a distinct group. In order to contend that slavery could be passed 

rightfully across generations, the letter explained, “The transactions of a nation, or its 

 
85 Robert Levere Brunhouse, The Counter-Revolution in Pennsylvania, 1776-1790 (Harrisburg: 

Pennsylvania Historical Commission, 1942), 89–90; Zilversmit, The First Emancipation, 133. 

86 Journals of the House of Representatives of Pennsylvania [1776–1781], 537, 540, 547, 562, 
570, 573, 576, 586, 591–92, 594–95, 607, 667, 679, 690–92; Minutes of the First Session, of the Sixth 
General Assembly, of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania... [1781], Early American Imprints, Series 1 
17295 (Philadelphia: John Dunlap, 1781), 568, 582, 604, 612, 689; Minutes of the First Session, of the 
Seventh General Assembly, of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania... [1782], Early American Imprints, 
Series 1 17663 (Philadelphia: John Dunlap, 1782), 892. 

87 Journals of the House of Representatives of Pennsylvania [1776–1781], 607, 690. 
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representatives, affect, not only the present members of that nation, but their successors 

also, so that the successors are accountable for the transactions of their predecessors.” 

This argument rendered enslaved people as belonging to a different “nation” than their 

white owners and neighbors, a nation whose membership was determined by line of 

descent. Additionally, the author argued that freeing enslaved people of color would lead 

to “a great increase of Mulattoes; for as the negroes in general are much addicted to 

venery.” He feared that racial intermixture would confuse inherited social roles. Though 

implicitly disagreeing with “Liberal” who had denounced the dissentient, the author of 

the Journal letter tacitly agreed with his opponent that interracial sex was taboo.88 

Though continuing to run ads for the sale of slaves as well as for runaways past 

the end of the registration period, the Journal printed a retort to its own anonymous three-

part letter. This counter-letter, signed “Liberalis,” uniquely discussed the issue of skin 

color as the basis for proslavery arguments directly. After countering the anonymous 

epistle’s arguments supporting the enslavement of prisoners of war, Liberalis made an 

insightful, if theoretically obvious point, that the anonymous writers’ “arguments, if 

weighty, must support the reducing to slavery of every prisoner we take from the 

British.” Liberalis agreed that his opponent did not “apply them to this purpose,” but only 

to “avoid[] the opprobrium which such an idea must certainly excite.” Instead, the letter 

writer only “trie[d] to vindicate the enslaving of Negroes and Indians, as if the dusky 

skins of these people made a difference in the rights of mankind, or as if God... did not 

consider All as equally objects of his providential care.”89 In his response, Liberalis 

 
88 Pennsylvania Journal, January 31, February 5 and 21, 1781. 

89 Pennsylvania Journal, April 4, 1781. 
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neatly highlighted the hidden subtext of the entire debate over legal slavery, namely that 

skin color mattered. Liberalis followed liberal thought in arguing for the universal 

application of laws to all humans regardless of traits such as color, and he made the point 

by stressing how selective attempts to prove the legality of slavery based on color voided 

the arguments entirely. While Liberalis remained silent on the issue of the intermarriage 

of people of different color, he argued that both universal law and God did not 

differentiate people based on their color. In doing so, he implied that color should not be 

unequivocally connected to status. 

Ultimately, the assembly made only minor changes to the gradual abolition act in 

the years following its passage. It exempted slaveholders “taking refuge [from the 

Revolutionary War] in this state” from the abolition law in September 1781, but the issue 

of extending the registration period effectively came to a close when an attempt to refer 

the issue to a committee to draft a remedy bill failed by one vote in March 1782.90 

Though these legislative actions brought closure to the passage of the abolition act, 

people of color continued to face discrimination and increasingly limited opportunities 

over the following generations.91 

Even antislavery activist Benjamin Rush reiterated claims of racial difference 

rooted in the physical body at the end of the eighteenth century. In the 1790s, Rush first 

claimed that people of African descent would not be infected by yellow fever and then 

claimed that their blackness was caused by disease. Though Rush progressed towards less 

 
90 Journals of the House of Representatives of Pennsylvania [1776–1781], 693–96; Minutes of the 

Sixth General Assembly of Pennsylvania [1781], 585; Zilversmit, The First Emancipation, 136–37. 

91 Nash and Soderlund, Freedom by Degrees, chap. 6; Nash, Forging Freedom.  
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fixed ideas of race, he nevertheless made repeated appeals to corporeal differences to 

explain it. When a yellow fever epidemic struck Philadelphia in 1793, Rush first assumed 

the contemporary medical wisdom that African-descended people in the city could not 

catch the disease because of some unspecified physical difference. As the epidemic 

continued, he quickly realized his error, first believing they could catch yellow fever but 

not die from it, and finally admitting “The Negroes are everywhere submitting to the 

disorder.”92 Despite the realization that blacks could suffer from yellow fever and were 

thus more corporeally like whites than he had previously assumed, Rush continued to 

look for physical explanations for racial difference. In a 1799 essay that he had been 

preparing since at least 1797, Rush argued that black skin resulted from leprosy and that 

African-descended people could be “cured” of their color if physicians found a 

treatment.93 According to historian Eric Herschthal, Rush developed this radical theory in 

response to white fears of black citizenship in the 1790s as race increasingly became seen 

as a proxy for citizenship, but these fears and their connection to corporal difference had 

sprung into the public consciousness earlier, after the passage of the gradual abolition 

law.94 While white Pennsylvanians may have nursed these fears for years, the French and 

 
92 Benjamin Rush, “To Mrs. Rush, 25 September 1793,” in Letters of Benjamin Rush, ed. L. H. 

Butterfield, vol. 2 (Princeton, NJ: Published for the American Philosophical Society by Princeton 
University Press, 1951), 684. This progression can clearly be seen in letters to his wife dated 6 September 
(pp. 653-5), 22 September (pp. 674-6), and 25 September,1793. 

93 Benjamin Rush, “Observations Intended to Favour a Supposition That the Black Color (As It Is 
Called) of the Negroes Is Derived from the Leprosy,” Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 
4 (1799): 289–97; the preparation of the essay was earlier mentioned in Benjamin Rush, “To Thomas 
Jefferson, 4 February 1797,” in Letters of Benjamin Rush, ed. L. H. Butterfield, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Princeton, 
NJ: Published for the American Philosophical Society by Princeton University Press, 1951), 785–86. 

94 Curiously, Herschthal frames Rush’s medical theory against the post-Revolutionary ideas of 
citizenship and the increasingly free black population of Philadelphia but not the passage of the gradual 
abolition law (admittedly passed a decade earlier). Eric Herschthal, “Antislavery Science in the Early 
Republic: The Case of Dr. Benjamin Rush,” Early American Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal 15, no. 2 
(Spring 2017): 274–307. 
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Haitian Revolutions compounded these fears and led to waning appreciation for liberal 

values, especially universal benevolence.95 In this context, Herschthal is undoubtedly 

correct that Rush publicized these views in order to convince his fellow white Americans 

that race would not be a problem for the American republic, though he took the odd 

position of arguing that black Americans could simply become white. Despite Rush’s 

implications that curing slaves’ blackness would ameliorate the problem of non-white 

citizenship upon emancipation, he was addressing the problem of race in terms of 

physical difference. While he had previously argued for both the intellectual capabilities 

of black people and their differing physical responses to climate, his claims in the 1790s 

were predominately focused on corporeal differences, even as he tried to explain them 

away. Not only had Rush already demonstrated his proclivity to resort to physical causes 

to explain difference (a proclivity likely encouraged by his medical training), the eclipse 

of liberality in the 1790s likely encouraged his continued focus on bodily differences. 

Benezet’s Influence in Britain 
As in Pennsylvania. Benezet’s writings had an outsized effect on antislavery 

writing in Britain. However, British abolitionists did not make such a clear turn toward 

physical understandings of humanity. Thomas Clarkson purposefully aped Benezet’s 

form in his university thesis. Religious writers such as John Wesley and the Quaker 

London Yearly Meeting also followed his Enlightenment rhetoric, as did black writers 

Olaudah Equiano and Ottobah Cugoano, who penned autobiographical slave narratives. 

All of these antislavery writers followed Benezet’s precedent in describing African 

culture in order to humanize the victims of enslavement. While Granville Sharp provided 

 
95 Opal, “The Labors of Liberality,” 1105–6. 
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an alternative model for abolitionist discourse after he successfully supported James 

Somerset in suing for his freedom, Clarkson, Wesley, the London Quakers, Equiano, and 

Cugoano all chose Benezet as their template.  

From the 1770s, Christian ministers and organizations in Britain favored 

Benezet’s observational, liberal-inflected language over solely religious exhortations 

against slavery when crafting their abolitionist tracts. Laid out as a series of bulleted 

thoughts, John Wesley’s 1774 Thoughts upon Slavery discussed the institution of human 

property in a natural-historical style, first laying out its definition and history before 

delving into the specifics of African slavery in the Americas. Wesley built on Benezet’s 

descriptions of Guinea and other coastal parts of Africa to argue for the presence of 

culture and thus humanity there. Relying on travel accounts, he described areas inland of 

“the Senegal-Coast” as “‘so well cultivated, scarce a spot day un-improved.’”96 Wesley 

also repeated Benezet’s description of the Jalofs with their king and “several ministers” 

as well as the common abolitionist refrain that “All the natives of this coast, though 

heathens, believe there is one GOD.”97 Following Benezet’s model, Wesley’s presented 

Africa has having cultural elements similar to those of Europe: they had settled 

agriculture, governmental hierarchy, and even the potential for Christianity. Wesley also 

remarked on how slaves came into European hands “by fraud” and through wars 

encouraged by white traders.98Again following Benezet, these observations countered 

legal understandings of enslavement, especially through capture in “just wars.” Only after 

 
96 John Wesley, Thoughts upon Slavery, Reprint (Philadelphia: Joseph Crukshank, 1774), 7. 

97 Wesley, Thoughts upon Slavery, 8, 12. 
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laying out this information about slavery did Wesley turn to Christian concepts of mercy 

and the threat of God’s retribution to provide motivation to act based on his 

descriptions.99 The Quaker London Yearly Meeting similarly enumerated the horrors of 

slavery when petitioning Parliament to end the slave trade. The English Friends rehashed 

descriptions of unjust wars spurred into existence by unscrupulous slave traders and the 

“many children… stolen privately.”100 This tract’s brevity and its focus to support 

legislative efforts against the slave trade stopped it from engaging with the full range of  

Benezet’s arguments about the humanity of Africans, but it nevertheless continued to 

favor the observational language of the suffering of the enslaved to support moral 

arguments rooted in Christianity. Both Wesley and the London Yearly Meeting followed 

Benezet’s example of inflecting antislavery arguments with descriptive accounts of 

slavery.  

Other British antislavery activists also followed the genre norms developed by 

Benezet to argue against slavery. Famously, Thomas Clarkson took up the problems of 

the legality of slavery, the conditions of slavery, and the demographic failures of West 

Indian slavery in An Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (1785). 

Like other abolitionists, he rejected the legality of Africans’ enslavement, described the 

terrible conditions of the enslaved, and finally concluded with appeals to God’s 

judgement for Christians to abandon slavery. Clarkson also explicitly invoked the 

potential of Africans for “genius” and cited the examples of Phillis Wheatley and Ignatius 
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Sancho to show that properly treated slaves could become educated and create artistic 

works.101 This argument for the potential of African-descended people was, again, a 

liberal argument for their inclusion in a cultural definition of humanity. However, 

Clarkson also made a corporeally based reproductive argument for the humanity of 

Africans. 

It is an universal law, observable throughout the whole creation, that if two 
animals of a different species propagate, their offspring is unable to continue its 
own species. By this admirable law, the different species are preserved distinct… 
Now, if we apply this law to those of the human kind, who are said to be of a 
distinct species from each other, it immediately fails. The mulattoe is as capable 
of continuing his own species as his father.102 

Using Buffon’s definition of species, Clarkson explicitly argued that Africans were 

human because they could successfully interbreed with other humans and thus should be 

treated accordingly. While Rush turned toward physically differentiating Africans from 

Europeans in order to blame planters for slaves’ demographic decline in the West Indies, 

Clarkson here used a physical concept of mankind to argue for the unity of the species. 

Ironically, that argument for human unity was rooted in interracial reproduction, which 

both pro- and anti-slavery activists in Pennsylvania had feared. When Clarkson discussed 

the death toll among slaves in the West Indies, he describes their “seasoning” as “the time 

which an African must take to be so accustomed to the colony” and during which “if 

three in four survive… the bargain is highly favourable.”103 Rather than assume that 
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Africans are already acclimated to the climate by virtue of their physical differences, 

Clarkson used human similarity to stress the suffering imposed on imported African 

slaves. While Clarkson like Rush began incorporating material definitions of humanity 

into his abolitionist tracts alongside culturally focused ones popularized by Benezet, 

Clarkson used them to stress human similarities rather than differences.  

Cultural understandings of man also created a unique space for former slaves to 

discuss their enslavement. Not only would black writers prove African-descended 

people’s capacity for civilization, artistry, and benevolent action, those with memories of 

Africa could uniquely speak to the existence of civilization, culture, and religion there. In 

Britain, Ottobah Cugoano and Olaudah Equiano both asserted African births which gave 

them the opportunity to testify to the cultures and civilizations found in Africa.104 

Cugoano structured Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the 

Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species… (1787) as tract of natural religion rather 

than a narrative, but his appeals to his African past add weight to many of his judgments. 

In describing his own kidnapping into slavery, he admitted that “some of the Africans in 

my country keep slaves,” but rejected any similarities between being owned in Africa and 

the New World: “I may safely say, that all the poverty and misery that any of the 
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27, no. 3 (December 1, 2006): 317–47; Vincent Carretta, “Response to Paul Lovejoy’s ‘Autobiography and 
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inhabitants of Africa meet with among themselves, is far inferior to those inhospitable 

regions of misery which they meet with in the West-Indies.”105 In the rest of the Thoughts 

and Sentiments, Cugoano attacked religious bases for slavery such as the Curse of Ham 

by using both sophisticated readings of biblical sources and contemporary scientific 

theory. He rejected the idea that dark color indicated a curse of servitude and asserted 

“That all mankind did spring from one original, and that there are no different species 

among men.”106 While in many ways these arguments were a return to an emphasis on 

the Golden Rule, Cugoano engaged with understandings of a material understanding of 

man rooted in contemporary natural history to argue against separating humanity by 

color. 

Much like Cugoano’s essay, Olaudah Equiano’s Interesting Narrative (1789) used 

the author’s identity as an African to provide a first-hand account of Africa and the 

enslavement of Africans around the Atlantic. However, he focused on his personal 

narrative to argue for the humanity of Africans by illustrating their cultural development. 

As Benezet had done, Equiano briefly described the kingdom where he claimed to be 

born.107 He also called special attention to his people’s propensity for religion, explaining 

“the natives believe that there is one Creator of all things, and that he lives in the sun… 

They believe he governs events, especially our deaths or captivity; but, as for the doctrine 

of eternity, I do not remember to have ever heard of it: some however believe in the 
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106 Cugoano, Thoughts and Sentiments on the Traffic of the Human Species, 30–37. 

107 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative and Other Writings, ed. Vincent Carretta, Revised 
edition (New York: Penguin Books, 2003), 32–33. 
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transmigration of souls in a certain degree.”108 Though Equiano portrayed his people’s 

religion as containing flaws such as believing God lived in the sun, they had uncovered 

elements of truth such as divine omnipotence and the immortality of souls. Equiano 

included these descriptions to convince his white audience that Africans had government 

and possessed the capacity for Christian religion. Uniquely, he also discussed the medical 

practices of his homeland.  

These magicians were also our doctors or physicians. They practised bleeding by 
cupping, and were very successful in healing wounds and expelling poisons. They 
had likewise some extraordinary method of discovering jealousy, theft, and 
poisoning; the success of which no doubt they derived from their unbounded 
influence over the credulity and superstition of the people.109 

Equiano portrayed native African medicine much like native religion: both had 

significant parallels to European practices but retained incorrect, “primitive” aspects. In 

the case of medicine, his people rightly understood the efficacy of cupping and bleeding, 

but they superstitiously believed that their healers could also suss out thieves and others 

who harmed the community. The practice of medicine, like religion and government, 

demonstrated the cultural development of the people of Equiano’s Africa.  

Equiano rooted his descriptions of Africa in a cultural understanding of humanity, 

and he discussed his purported homeland in terms of the Enlightenment four-stages 

development theory. This loose theory had crystalized in the writings of Anne Robert 

Jacques Turgot and Adam Smith by the 1770s, and it postulated that human societies 

progressed according to their means of subsistence. Humans naturally started as hunter-

gatherers, then could transition to pastoral society as they developed property. Next, 
 

108 Equiano, The Interesting Narrative and Other Writings, 40. 

109 Equiano, The Interesting Narrative and Other Writings, 42. 
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some advanced to settled agriculture, and finally a rare few became commercial. In 

theory all humans could complete this entire process with time and the proper conditions, 

but for eighteenth-century Europeans, their society was clearly the epitome of human 

progress.110 Much like he had done with descriptions of African religion and medicine, 

Equiano used these ideas both to illustrate that African culture had developed and that it 

could develop further. This narrative reflected both the Christian progression from Old 

Testament Judaism to an improved New Testament understanding of God and the 

Enlightenment belief in the capacity of humans for cultural improvement. Specifically, 

Equiano repeatedly mentioned that “The chief employment in all these countries was 

agriculture” and that in his travels as a slave, he “saw no mechanics whatever.”111 These 

specifics placed African culture in the third stage of development, making them as 

cultured as any but commercial Europeans. Additionally, Equiano compared the religious 

rituals of his homeland to those of the Jews. They “practised circumcision like the Jews” 

and “had many purifications and washings; indeed almost as many, and used on the same 

occasions… as the Jews.”112 Because Christians understood Judaism as the historical 

predecessor to Christianity, Equiano’s contrasts implied that African religion, like their 

mode of subsistence, trailed behind that of Europe but could be improved. This use of 

developmental theory again stressed the capacity of Africans for cultural and moral 

improvement.  

 
110 Ronald L. Meek, Social Science and the Ignoble Savage, Cambridge Studies in the History and 

Theory of Politics (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1976). 
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Conclusion 
By the end of the eighteenth century, abolitionist writers in both the United States 

and Britain had followed Anthony Benezet’s example of incorporating liberal and 

Enlightenment understandings of humanity into their antislavery works. These writers 

continued to refer to Christian moral arguments against owning other humans, but they 

now focused on describing the condition of the enslaved and proving their humanity. 

Ironically, by using the liberal language of universal benevolence, abolitionists made 

their arguments vulnerable to it falling out of favor and to changing natural-historical 

ideas of humanity. While Benezet had stressed a strongly cultural reading of Africans’ 

humanity, changes in Enlightenment philosophy by the 1770s allowed for increasing 

reference to the physical traits of Africans in comparison to Europeans. This physical 

emphasis on human difference suggested a deeper difference that would persist even after 

emancipation: though no longer enslaved, people of Africa descent would continue to be 

excluded from white society on the basis of race. As in Pennsylvania, even antislavery 

activists perceived innate, physical differences. Despite religious and increasingly 

scientific arguments for the humanity of the enslaved, abolitionists accepted (whether 

intentionally or not) race as a fallback position that enabled them to avoid the pervasive 

proslavery concern of “miscegenation.” Though abolitionists had repeatedly 

demonstrated the cultural and moral capacity of enslaved African people, the late 

eighteenth-century abandonment of universal benevolence and an increased emphasis on 

physiology and anatomy as a basis for determining humanity left black Americans and 

Britons differentiated from whites within the realm of humanity. They were humanized, 

but only to a point. Freed people remained racial outsiders. 
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Chapter 3: “One Third More Died in the Seasoning”: Humoral Medicine and the 
Atlantic Slave Trade 

On 12 May 1789, William Wilberforce introduced a motion in the House of 

Commons to abolish the slave trade. In a speech that would become a widely published 

example of gifted oratory, he argued for the abolition of the trade because of the extreme 

misery and mortality it caused the enslaved. Furthermore, he reasoned that the low cost of 

importing slaves gave planters little financial reason to maintain their slaves’ health and 

life.1 In arguing the great mortality of importing Africans to the West Indies, Wilberforce 

explained “one third more [African slaves] died in the seasoning, and this in a climate 

exactly similar to their own, and where, as some of the witnesses pretended, they were 

healthy and happy.”2 At first, this passage seems a direct complaint about the high 

mortality of slaves, but by adding that these slave deaths occurred “in a climate exactly 

similar to their own,” Wilberforce marshalled contemporary understandings of 

“seasoning” that inextricably connected climate and health. Though historians of African 

slavery in the Atlantic have appreciated the high mortality of seasoning slaves, they have 

not investigated how contemporaries understood the cause of this mortality and how 

ideas of health and seasoning became intertwined with the abolition debate. Both Britons 

and Americans regularly deployed seasoning as an argument against the slave trade from 

the 1760s through its prohibition in 1807 and 1808. While the use of the seasoning 

 
1 Reginald Coupland, Wilberforce: A Narrative (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1923), 188–89.  

Most of this chapter previously appeared as Smith, “Seasoning and Abolition.” Reused with 
permission. 

2 William Wilberforce, “On the Slave Trade,” in The Eloquence of the British Senate; Being a 
Selection of the Best Speeches of the Most Distinguished English, Irish, and Scotch Parliamentary 
Speakers, from the Beginning of the Reign of Charles I. to the Present Time., ed. William Hazlitt, vol. 2 
(Brooklyn, NY: Thomas Kirk, 1809), 403.  
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argument followed the common assumption that different people belonged in different 

climates, it also questioned whether enslaved Africans fit in any climate in the Americas. 

In this way, seasoning both upheld and challenged climatic-racial thinking. Nevertheless, 

it fundamentally asserted a difference between African- and European-descended people 

in terms of their relationship to climate and health. 

This chapter narrates how abolitionists politicized a medical concept in order to 

deride the slave trade and explores the implications of that argumentation on racial 

thought. The idea that bodies had to acclimate to a new climate, which contemporaries 

often referred to as “seasoning,” was first used to explain the illnesses newly imported 

enslaved Africans experienced in the Americas and was then used by abolitionists to 

argue against the presumed naturalness of African slavery in the Americas. As such, 

seasoning was a highly influential, yet malleable concept that spanned medical, political, 

and natural-philosophical debates in the British Empire. Because seasoning theoretically 

attributed the illness to movement between climates rather than to innate, heritable traits, 

it was not strictly speaking a racial conception of disease. However, Britons and Euro-

Americans deployed the concept in ways that reinforced differences between themselves 

and Africans. Africans and Europeans were represented as distinct categories with 

opposing climatic associations and dangers. White writers repeatedly associated Africans 

with hot, equatorial climates and their illnesses with cool climatic elements; conversely, 

they described Europeans as suited to temperate climates and endangered by extreme 

heat. Furthermore, these humoral ideas of difference were often connected with natural-

historical ones based in classification rather than healing. Racial theories were never 

completely separate from medical concepts like seasoning. Ultimately, seasoning 
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supported assumptions about black-white racial differences despite attributing these 

differences to home climates rather than heritable traits. 

Historians have discussed the importance of both climate and seasoning in a 

variety of ways, but they have largely overlooked how those ideas were applied to 

enslaved African bodies and how they shaped the slavery debate. Instead, scholars have 

focused on either the white fear of hot climates or the social and demographic toll of 

seasoning on slaves. Historians of African slavery in the Americas have discussed 

seasoning, but they have conceptualized it as a period of sickness and social adjustment 

that newly arrived slaves experienced upon their arrival in the Americas. They have 

rightly pointed out the high rates of mortality, the difficulty of social adjustment, and the 

incredible feeling of dislocation that recently enslaved people must have experienced. 

They have used seasoning as a watchword for illness, mortality, financial loss, and social 

and labor adjustment.3 Perhaps the most concise and archetypal example of this literature 

is Vincent Brown’s description of seasoning as a period when newly arrived “Africans 

confronted a host of mortal dangers” including “the new disease environment” and “the 

grinding labor routine.”4 This analytical use of the term has greatly furthered the Black 

Atlantic paradigm by stressing the effects of Africans’ adjustment to slavery. However, 

 
3 For example, see Peter H. Wood, Black Majority: Negroes in Colonial South Carolina from 1670 

through the Stono Rebellion, The Norton Library (New York: Norton, 1974); B. W. Higman, Slave 
Population and Economy in Jamaica, 1807-1834 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976); Richard 
B. Sheridan, Doctors and Slaves: A Medical and Demographic History of Slavery in the British West 
Indies, 1680-1834 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); Vincent Brown, The Reaper’s Garden: 
Death and Power in the World of Atlantic Slavery (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008); Alexander 
X. Byrd, Captives and Voyagers: Black Migrants Across the Eighteenth-Century British Atlantic World 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2010). 

4 Brown, The Reaper’s Garden, 50. 
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this usage has also obscured seasoning’s historical meaning. For contemporaries, 

seasoning was a medical phenomenon, not a social or labor one.  

Historians of British antislavery and the abolition movement have similarly 

overlooked the medical aspect of the slave debate. The long-term debate over the 

economic impact of ending the slave trade and abolishing slavery has largely 

overshadowed discussion about what the contemporary arguments for doing so were.5 

Again, this scholarly literature has usually discussed seasoning as a period of increased 

slave mortality or as a period of labor adjustment.6 Admittedly, Richard B. Sheridan 

briefly discussed the impact of the parliamentary abolition debates on contemporary 

interpretations of seasoning and slave morbidity. However, Sheridan’s focus on 

demography limited his analysis of medical theory, which is the focus of this chapter.7  

Historians of white colonial settlement have long remarked on the impact of 

contemporary understandings of climate on patterns of colonial development. For 

decades, historians such as Philip D. Curtin, Karen Ordahl Kupperman, Joyce E. Chaplin, 

and Peter McCandless have explored European and especially British fears of hot 

climates as well as the concomitant construction of acclimatization vernacularly referred 

to as seasoning.8 While these scholars and others have successfully argued that 

 
5 The most significant works on the economic debate over slavery abolition include Williams, 

Capitalism & Slavery; Drescher, Econocide. More recently, the debate has been renewed by David Ryden, 
West Indian Slavery and British Abolition, 1783-1807 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 

6 For instance, see Drescher, Econocide, 135. 

7 Richard B. Sheridan, “Slave Demography in the British West Indies and the Abolition of the 
Slave Trade,” in The Abolition of the Atlantic Slave Trade: Origins and Effects in Europe, Africa, and the 
Americas, ed. David Eltis, James Walvin, and Svend E. Green-Pedersen (Madison, WI: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1981), especially 265-6. 

8 Though many writers have commented on this subject, some pertinent examples that span the 
last half century include Philip D. Curtin, The Image of Africa: British Ideas and Action, 1780-1850 
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understandings and fears of climate played a significant role in shaping patterns of white 

settlement outside of Europe, they have largely overlooked how those concepts were 

applied to enslaved African bodies, even those being relocated to new environments. 

Nevertheless, contemporaries applied their system of medical theory that linked 

environment and health to African bodies as well as to European ones. In this system, 

African bodies differed from European ones because they were acclimated to hotter 

climates, while European bodies were acclimated to cooler ones. While technically non-

racial because of its reliance on climate, this dichotomous hot-cold comparison reinforced 

the racialized structure of slave society.  

Seasoning’s “humoral” context 
By the mid-1500s, Britons used the term seasoning to refer to the period of illness 

newcomers from Europe experienced upon arriving in the Americas.9 They employed the 

term to refer to bodily adaptation to a variety of climates (as well as the diseases that 

were evidence of this acclimatization), but the dramatic mortality in the hotter southern 

colonies, especially in the West Indies, made it a particularly common example of 

seasoning. In the first decade of the eighteenth century, “seasonings” became commonly 

defined in dictionaries as “an Aguish Distemper, which Strangers are subject to, in the 

West-Indies, upon their first coming,” with Ague defined as “a Disease proceeding from 

a hot and dry Distemper of the Blood; which is known by a violent Motion of the Pulses 

and a shaking Fit.”10 This definition both stressed the influence of a strange climate on a 

 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1964); Kupperman, “Fear of Hot Climates”; Chaplin, An Anxious 
Pursuit; McCandless, Slavery, Disease, and Suffering in the Southern Lowcountry. 

9 Chaplin, Subject Matter, 151–52. 

10 Edward Edward Phillips, The New World of Words: Or, Universal English Dictionary, 6th ed. 
(London: J. Phillips, 1706), 21, 595. The 6th edition was the first to include a definition for ‘seasonings’. A 
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body and highlighted its association with heat and dryness. This meaning would be 

broadened and extended to African slaves by the middle of the eighteenth century. 

Nevertheless, historians have generally overlooked seasoning’s intellectual backdrop 

when applying the word to African slaves in the Americas.  

For contemporaries, seasoning’s meaning derived from humoral medical 

tradition.11 As described in the introduction, medical writers in classical antiquity, 

especially Hippocrates and Galen, believed that people were healthiest in their home 

climates and that relocation to a new climate would lead to disease. Galen specified six 

external factors that influenced personal health, which he named the non-naturals (food 

and drink, sleep, exercise and rest, excretion, emotional and mental state, and the air, 

especially its heat).12 Within this framework, health was both a matter of individual 

constitution and of balancing the body’s inputs and outputs. Changing what entered the 

body could create a disequilibrium in the body’s humors which would result in illness, 

most usually evidenced by changes in bodily excretions. Most important for our purpose 

of interrogating the popular medical understanding of seasoning, food and environmental 

elements such as heat, air, and water were considered inputs. Because they differed by 

 
similar definition for ‘ague’ first appeared in the 5th edition in 1700. Other publishers’ dictionaries seem to 
have widely copied these definitions, though some earlier source may yet be identified. In these quotations 
and others in this essay, the letterform has been modernized (e.g. the long s has been replaced with the 
miniscule s form). 

11 Charles E. Rosenberg prefers to term this medical understanding of climatically-dependent 
health as the ‘airs, waters, places tradition’ emphasizing the impact of one Hippocratic work, but I have 
chosen the phrase ‘humoral medicine’ to reflect the emphasis on the body’s humors that the environment 
supposedly acted upon and the interrelated influence of both Hippocratic and Galenic medicine. Also, 
‘Airs, Waters, Places’ is linguistically unwieldy. Moreover, I often describe humoral medicine as a 
‘theory’. I intend this usage to mean a loosely composed set of ideas on the topic. See Rosenberg, 
“Epilogue.” 

12 Conrad et al., The Western Medical Tradition, 141; Chaplin, “Natural Philosophy and an Early 
Racial Idiom in North America,” 237. 
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location, they represented the potential health impact of moving between climates. 

Within this system, the body was always in flux and significant changes in climate or 

other factors could push the body out of equilibrium and into illness.13 Seasoning was 

one such potential illness. 

Seasoning, and the concept of seasoned individuals, appeared repeatedly in the 

medical manuals intended for use by slave owners and travelers abroad. In these texts, 

humoral medical theory operated as the primary, or often sole, explanatory framework for 

slaves’ diseases, the mental trauma of their introduction to slavery, and the perceived 

differences between white and black bodies. Emerging scientific ideas of race were 

surprisingly absent in these works, likely because medicine still relied on humoral theory 

to explain diseases. Furthermore, emphasis on climate and heat made humoral medicine 

uniquely suited to answering the problem that medical guides sought to answer: namely, 

why people got sick when moved to new places. Theories of human difference were not 

yet particularly helpful in explaining rates of illness or mortality. Guides like Wesley’s 

and Buchan’s, as well as those interested in slave bodies, preferred vernacular reiterations 

of Hippocrates and Galen rather than contemporary theories that influenced the 

development of scientific racism by renowned natural historians such as Carl Linnaeus 

(d. 1778), Georges-Louis Leclerc Comte de Buffon (d. 1788), or Johann Friedrich 

Blumenbach (d. 1840).  

Seasoning explained sickness as acclimation to a new climate in comparison to an 

old one, but in practice white bodies were always described as having to season to heat 

 
13 Rosenberg, “The Therapeutic Revolution,” 3–6. 
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while black ones seasoned to coolness. Even in the tropical Caribbean, sea breezes 

supposedly cooled the islands enough to make African-born slaves ill. Curiously, by 

dichotomously differentiating Africans and Europeans based on their climate of origin, 

contemporaries used a non-racial system of medicine to reinforce the racial order of 

slavery. The problem of illness brought on by long-distance travel that these manuals 

were attempting to solve was better described in terms of the effects of the environment 

on the body than in terms of any other theory of innate, fixed biological difference. 

Contemporaries blamed the dislocation for illnesses that befell travelers: new places led 

to new diseases in unseasoned bodies. Combined with the tradition of explaining 

differences between people within the same framework, humoral medicine must have 

seemed the obvious way to explain both climate-specific diseases and the apparent 

difference in their effects on different populations. The emerging natural-philosophical 

concept of ‘race’ was unnecessary, and perhaps unhelpful, in explaining the perceived 

health differences between Europeans and Africans, even as their differences were being 

reinforced non-racially by humoral medicine.  

Slave seasoning and medical manuals  
By the mid-eighteenth century, when popular medical works proliferated, those 

interested in slave health reflected over a century of popular thought concerning the 

relationship between hot climates and health. Manuals interested in enslaved people’s 

health were structured as advice for slave owners and managers. Whereas earlier works 

centered on white bodies associated with a cool, temperate climate, medical manuals 

focused on enslaved black bodies inverted the advice because they represented their 

subjects as coming from a hot, tropical environment. While theoretically anchored in an 

environmentally focused explanation of bodily difference, these sweeping comparisons 
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helped to dichotomously differentiate European and African bodies proto-racially. As 

will be demonstrated, medical advice literature operated on the assumption that Britons 

were acclimated to cool climates, and thus needed to be kept cool in the colonies, while 

Africans were acclimated to hot climates, and thus needed to be kept warm.14  

Eighteenth-century medical works relied on humoral understandings of medicine 

and defined seasoning via humoral theory. For instance in An Essay on the More 

Common West-India Diseases (first published in 1764, republished with additional notes 

by William Write in 1802), James Grainger, a physician and sometimes planter working 

in St. Kitts and possibly Antigua as well, demonstrated humoral medicine’s application to 

bodily differences and tropical diseases. He moved quickly from mentioning the diversity 

of African slaves usually available for purchase in the West Indies to promoting a 

uniform process of seasoning applicable to all of them. He differentiated among former 

Africans by culture, while stressing that their “native climates” made them vulnerable to 

certain disorders based on their points of origin.15 Nevertheless, he then described how to 

season them as a homogenous group: 

When brought to the plantation, new Negroes should forthwith be clothed, and put 
under the care of some sober elderly person, if possible from their own country, 
who must be answerable for having their food regularly given to them. Their food 
should be as little different from what they eat at home as may be; and this must 
be learnt from their country folks.16 

 
14 For examples of how whites dealt with hot climates see Kupperman, “Fear of Hot Climates.”  

15 James Grainger and William Wright, “An Essay on the More Common West-India Diseases,” in 
On the Treatment and Management of the More Common West-India Diseases (1750-1802), ed. J. Edward 
Hutson (Kingston, Jamaica: University of the West Indies Press, 2005), 9. 

16 Grainger and Wright, “An Essay on the More Common West-India Diseases,” 10. 
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While from a modern perspective these measures might be seen as providing some small 

psychological comfort, contemporaries designed them to ease the humoral disequilibrium 

brought on by a new climate and new food, which were both ‘non-naturals’ that in 

Galenic terms influenced constitutional health. Slaves needed clothing to keep them 

warm, since they were seen as humorally hot and thus threatened by relative coolness. 

Similarly, familiar food reduced the magnitude of the disequilibrium by keeping one 

bodily input constant. Keeping as many of the non-naturals as unchanged as possible 

reduced the magnitude of disequilibrium and allowed the body to adjust without a severe, 

potentially fatal, reaction. Similarly, a new slave who might be despondent and not eat 

could have their humoral balance and mental state (another non-natural) restored by 

proper food and care under the supervision of an elderly slave.17 Controlling clothing and 

food intake was thought to maintain slaves mentally as well as physically.  

Beyond prescribing clothing, Grainger emphasized the potential impact of 

wetness and coldness on seasoning slaves in his discussion of certain times of the year 

and places that were more dangerous to slave bodies. Many Caribbean islands consist of 

a central mountain range or highland area, surrounded by a lower coastal plain. The 

higher areas are often significantly more temperate than the coastal areas. The islands 

generally also experience a “wet season” with higher rainfall from June to November. 

Britain’s two largest sugar colonies, Jamaica and Barbados, fit both of these patterns. 

Taking this sort of topographical information into account, Grainger repeatedly 

mentioned that “New Negroes” in the mountains or in the rainy season were more likely 

 
17 For a discussion on the relationship between mental states and humors see Conrad et al., The 

Western Medical Tradition, 426. 
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to “catch cold,” a potentially fatal condition.18 While clothing and food could partially 

protect enslaved people’s humors from the environment, some parts of the climate were 

still dangerous enough to be avoided if at all possible. This fear of the impact of coolness 

on slaves stood in direct comparison to Europeans’ fear of heat on their own bodies. 

While they sought to keep Africans warm, white colonists actively sought to keep 

themselves cool, often by locating their houses in cooler areas such as on higher 

ground.19 Though contradictory on the surface, these fears over the impact of climate on 

health reflected contemporary medical theory. Perceived differences between African and 

European bodies were attributed to their differing climates of origin, and their bodies 

each needed to be maintained in a way that reflected the relative heat and wetness of their 

homelands, until they acclimated to their new climate. In this context, the adjustment to 

slavery was one of a change of humoral balance brought on by a new climate and new 

food: for contemporaries, seasoning was humoral not social. 

Other medical works also stressed the humoral differences between Africans and 

Europeans based on their climate of origin. James Lind, a Royal Navy Surgeon famous 

for developing the cure for scurvy, wrote An Essay on Diseases Incidental to Europeans 

in Hot Climates with the Method of Preventing their Fatal Consequences (1768) to help 

protect Europeans rather than African slaves from tropical diseases. Nevertheless, he 

clearly demonstrated a belief in concrete humoral differences between European bodies 

and African ones. Significantly, he treated both Europeans and Africans as homogenous 

groups and often directly stated the humoral basis for understanding diseases. He 

 
18 Grainger and Wright, “An Essay on the More Common West-India Diseases,” 11–12. 

19 Kupperman, “Fear of Hot Climates,” 234. 
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described the quality of the air as the main determinant of health in the West Indian 

colonies and argued that heat was the main cause of illness among Europeans.20 Lind 

argued that because heat was especially dangerous to Europeans when doing strenuous 

labor like cutting trees, “the purchasing of negroes on the coast of Guinea can be 

justified” because “it does not seem consistent with British humanity to assign such 

employments to a regiment of gallant soldiers, or to a company of seamen.”21 He 

believed that “the natives, and such others as are perfectly seasoned to the country” 

should perform such work.22 While Lind was arguing that slaves were more expendable 

than soldiers or sailors, he was also implying that Africans did not need to season to hot 

environments; they already met his criteria of a seasoned person ready to work. In Lind’s 

view, slaves were humorally adjusted to hot climates and thus more likely to survive hard 

labor in them than whites. 

Like Grainger, Lind assumed that “Guinean” constitutions were acclimated to 

heat. Historians have often noted the belief among Europeans that they were less able to 

work and remain healthy in hot climates than Africans. As mentioned earlier, Europeans 

had been describing body and character differences in these terms for centuries and 

adding Africans into this system was a logical, if self-interested, extension of this long-

lived theory of climate. However, these ideas had the insidious side-effect of 

differentiating whites and blacks dichotomously in terms of climatic adaptation. In doing 

 
20 James Lind, An Essay on Diseases Incidental to Europeans in Hot Climates with the Method of 

Preventing Their Fatal Consequences (London: printed for T. Becket and P. A. De Hondt, in the Strand, 
1768), 107–9, 113. 

21 Lind, An Essay on Diseases, 132, 134. 

22 Lind, An Essay on Diseases, 141. 
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so, they supported the presumed “naturalness” of African slavery and the perceived 

differences between Africans and Europeans. Despite humoral medicine’s non-racial 

emphasis on climate influencing a body’s constitution, contemporaries often used it to 

reinforce the racial order of slavery.  

Physicians also referenced seasoning in medical works focused on other topics 

unrelated to the tropics or slavery, implying wide use and understanding of the term. 

Physician Thomas Glass, for instance, mentioned it in a 1767 letter primarily concerned 

with whether small pox inoculations were useful to protect against the disease. Firmly 

embedded in the humoral tradition though discussing a communicable disease, Glass 

argued that for inoculation to be successful the patient had to go through a dangerous 

fever which he likened to the seasoning process.  

[T]o make that change and alteration in the nature and constitution of the body 
[that grants immunity from small pox]… a fever seems absolutely necessary. – To 
alter likewise the constitution, and accommodate it to a new climate, which is 
called the seasoning, a fever is most commonly employed.23  

A fever was evidence of humoral change: if a patient was inoculated but did not get a 

fever, they would not gain immunity. Glass used seasoning as part of a medical metaphor 

intended to make his point about the importance of fevers more readily understandable. 

His passing reference indicates that seasoning was a well-known process among his lay 

audience and that it was widely understood to involve fevers.24  

 
23 Thomas Glass, A Second Letter from Dr. Glass to Dr. Baker, on Certain Methods of Treating 

the Small-Pox, during the Eruptive State (London: W. Johnston, 1767), 24. 

24 While inoculation often sounds like proof of an understanding of germs or at least contagion to 
modern ears, physicians and their patients largely understood the process in humoral terms. See Sara 
Stidstone Gronim, “Imagining Inoculation: Smallpox, the Body, and Social Relations of Healing in the 
Eighteenth Century,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 80, no. 2 (2006): 256–58. 
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Most medical manuals and accounts of the West Indies directed at the reading 

public used the term seasoning. These works assumed that lay readers had a working 

understanding of humoral medicine akin to a modern person’s basic understanding of 

germs. While these works accepted that Africans and Europeans shared characteristics 

with their continental co-inhabitants, these traits were due to the specific environment of 

these climates, namely that Africa was hotter than Europe. Humoral theory implied a 

common humanity that varied due to the effects of local environments, rather than 

inheritance, but physicians also used it to differentiate Europeans and Africans 

dichotomously.  

Antislavery activists began using enslaved Africans’ seasoning to attack the slave 

trade almost immediately after early slave medical manuals began to appear. Writing in 

1767 just after Grainger and before Lind, Massachusetts-born and Harvard-educated 

Congregational minister Nathaniel Appleton included seasoning in a tract denouncing 

participation in the slave trade. Appleton structured his pamphlet a letter warning a friend 

from participation in the trade. He argued that “however profitable the trade may be to 

some adventurers, yet that it is contrary to humanity, christianity [sic.], the interest of the 

province, and of private families.”25 He repeated increasingly common abolitionist 

concerns that slaving violated the biblical commandment against stealing and that slave 

revolts posed a threat to the colonies.26 He also referenced seasoning to stress the death 

toll incurred by the trade: “Upon a moderate computation it is reckon'd that 10, or 12,000 

die yearly on their passage, and, in seasoning, either [6] in the sickly islands or in the cold 
 

25 Nathaniel Appleton, Considerations on Slavery. In a Letter to a Friend. (Boston: Edes and Gill, 
1767), 3. 

26 Appleton, Considerations on Slavery. In a Letter to a Friend., 11–13. 
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climates.” Appleton blamed enslaved people’s mortality on their owners greed leading to 

“close confinement” during their passage and hinted that enslaved Africans died in the 

Caribbean because the islands were naturally “sickly” and on the North American 

continent because of its “cold.”27 Appleton ended his tract with a postscript quoting a 

poem written by Grainger thereby revealing his knowledge of the physician’s writing.28 

In the following decade, abolitionists on both sides of the Atlantic used the 

existence of seasoning and its human victims to indict the slave trade. Quaker William 

Dillwyn, writing from Pennsylvania in 1773, lamented “the complicated distress” 

experienced by enslaved Africans “forceably torn from… their native state” and forced to 

labor “in our southern colonies and islands.” Added to this, he grieved “the great portion 

of them die on the passage to, and in what is called the seasoning in America.”29 The 

same year, a posthumous pamphlet by Dillwyn’s fellow Friend, John Woolman, was 

printed in London. That pamphlet, much like Dillwyn’s, decried “some thousands are 

computed to die every year, in what is called the seasoning,” which Woolman blamed on 

the “grief,” “different diet,” and “hard labour” they were subjected to.30 Both “diet” and 

“grief” related to Galenic non-naturals commonly understood to effect a person’s health. 

While Grainger had invoked these factors in an effort to propose preventative measures, 

Woolman used them to stress the dislocation of the enslaved and the human cost of 

 
27 Appleton, Considerations on Slavery. In a Letter to a Friend., 6–7. 

28 Appleton, Considerations on Slavery. In a Letter to a Friend., 15–16. 

29 William Dillwyn, Brief Considerations on Slavery, and the Expediency of Its Abolition. With 
Some Hints on the Means Whereby It May Be Gradually Effected. Recommended to the Serious Attention of 
All, and Especially of Those Entrusted with the Powers of Legislation. : [Six Lines of Quotation] 
(Burlington, NJ: Isaac Collins, 1773), 6. Dillwyn would leave for Britain the next year. 

30 John Woolman, The Works of John Woolman. In Two Parts. (Philadelphia: Joseph Crukshank, 
1774), 395. 
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slavery. Woolman was perhaps the first abolitionist to specifically cite the causes of 

seasoning as preventable, and abolitionists after him would increasingly point to factors 

such as these to refocus blame for enslaved people’s mortality away from the climate and 

toward slave traders and owners. 

Seasoning continued to appear in abolitionist texts on both sides of the 

Anglophone Atlantic. The next year, Methodist-founder John Wesley also invoked 

seasoning as part of an attack on the institution. Based on Adam Anderson’s figure of one 

hundred thousand slaves being transported annually to the British colonies from An 

Historical and Chronological Deduction of the Origin of Commerce (1764), Wesley 

estimated the death toll of the traffic. He believed that “at least ten thousand of them die 

in the voyage: About a fourth part more die at the different Islands, in what is call the 

Seasoning. So that at an average, in the passage and seasoning together, thirty thousand 

die: That is, properly are murdered.”31 The following year, Connecticuter Levi Hart also 

estimated that “near an hundred thousand” were transported from annually, with “almost 

one third perish[ing] on the passage and in the seasoning.”32 Hart and Wesley did not 

elaborate on the causes of that mortality, but like other abolitionists writing between the 

Seven Years War and the American Revolution, they used the concept of seasoning to 

stress the human cost of slavery and particularly of the slave trade.  

 
31 Wesley, Thoughts upon Slavery, 20–21. See also Adam Anderson, An Historical and 

Chronological Deduction of the Origin of Commerce: From the Earliest Accounts to the Present Time. 
Containing, an History of the Great Commercial Interests of the British Empire (London: A. Millar, J. and 
R. Tonson..., 1764), II: Appendix, pp. 68–9. 

32 Levi Hart, Liberty Described and Recommended; in a Sermon, Preached to the Corporation of 
Freemen in Farmington, at Their Meeting on Tuesday, September 20, 1774, and Published at Their Desire 
(Hartford: Eben. Watson, 1775), 18. 
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Medical writers in the 1760s and 1770s used seasoning to explain why enslaved 

Africans got sick upon being transported to the Americas and to argue that they should be 

used for labor in hot climates. Anti-slavery writers in both Britain and the North 

American colonies quickly adopted use of this term to stress the high mortality of the 

slave trade and portray it as murderous. While medical writers closely connected 

seasoning to climatic belonging and adaptation, abolitionists in this period cared less 

about the causes of seasoning and instead focused on the mortality it represented. 

Early defenses of slavery recognized that enslaved people’s seasoning mortality 

reflected poorly on enslavers. Edward Long’s infamously pro-slavery The History of 

Jamaica (1774) argued for the continued existence of slavery by both downplaying its 

health effects and by introducing its own natural-historical classification that rendered 

Africans as unhuman. Ironically, abolitionists would later use its defensive numerical 

evidence of seasoning mortality to attack the slave trade. Long claimed to have “had the 

occasion, in the course of several years, to mar the fate of many hundred new Negroes.” 

Based on his observations, he believed that “a third part of them have perished, within 

three years of their arrival.” However, he rejected claims that seasoning mortality was 

due to “severe labour and oppression” on the grounds that “new Negroes are always 

much indulged during the first two or three years after their arrival, being put to the 

gentlest work, that they may be gradually seasoned to the change of climate.”  He instead 

attributed mortality among newly imported Africans to problems brought with them, such 

as yaws, and their own “debauch, and venereal excess,” a reference to European 

assumptions of Africans’ animalistic sexual desire. Long acknowledged that the mortality 

was in part due to “a mistaken method of treating” seasoning, but he overwhelmingly 
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blamed enslaved people for their own poor health.33 In doing so, he sought to portray 

slavery as a benevolent institution.  

Long did not consider what the term seasoning implied about the differences 

between human property and its owners. Instead, he used the natural-historical parlance 

to differentiate them. After referencing the work of Buffon and Linnaeus and their 

differing views on how to classify varieties of man, Long defended African slavery with 

his own classification scheme. He argued that “Negroes” were a separate species from the 

rest of humanity and that they were an intermediate species between orangutans and 

humans.34 In his remarks on slave health, Long began a tradition of blaming Africans for 

their own poor health as slaves, but his more radical system of natural-historical 

classification remained an outlier among eighteenth-century pro-slavery writers who 

rarely relied on such methodology. While race theory had not solidified in Long’s era, his 

work demonstrates that writers concerned with medicine and seasoning in practical terms 

were also aware of attempts to understand human differences proto-racially in trans-

Atlantic natural history circles. From the 1770s, both pro- and anti-slavery writers 

increasingly incorporated natural history arguments into their tracts.35 Nevertheless, 

humoral medical theory also informed debates over slavery and man’s natural history. 
 

33 Edward Long, The History of Jamaica: Reflections on Its Situation, Settlements, Inhabitants, 
Climate, Products, Commerce, Laws, and Government (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1774), 
2: 412, 432–34. 

34 Long, The History of Jamaica, 2: 356-75. To modern ears, this is especially shocking, and Long 
intended his claims as a slur. However, discussions of classification in the eighteenth century largely 
revolved around what constituted a species and whether intermediate species existed. Orangutans were an 
especially common example of a species that was not quite man or ape, and many natural philosophers 
argued for and against their inclusion in the human species or genus. Nevertheless, Long clearly meant that 
because “Negroes” were similar to orangutans, they were not fully human and did not deserve the same 
moral considerations as true humans.  

35 For an examination of this merging in Francophone literature, see Curran, The Anatomy of 
Blackness, esp. chap. 4. 
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Long and his contemporaries continued to assume that climate of origin affected bodies’ 

constitutions and health, even as they invoked other, competing theories of bodily 

difference.  

While seasoning had ancient roots, it was also a contemporary concept fully 

integrated into descriptions of slavery and debates over the abolition of the slave trade. 

Anti-slavery activists quickly adopted the language of seasoning to stress the mortality 

cost of the slave trade. Pro-slavery writers, such a Long, moved to counter these 

arguments by placing the blame for seasoning mortality on enslaved people, rather than 

on their enslavers. Though based in a non-racial system of understanding bodies, both 

abolitionists and enslavers used the term in constructing their arguments for and against 

racialized slavery.  

Seasoning and abolition 
The American War for Independence distracted attention away from slavery 

debates in the second half of the 1770s, but American revolutionaries banned the slave 

trade as part of a larger economic boycott of British goods and shipping.36 Northern 

colony-turned-state legislatures began enacting gradual abolition laws near the war’s end 

and even slaveholding politicians in the Upper South expressed desires to end slavery 

(see chapters 2 and 4). After American Independence, anti-slavery and abolition became 

increasingly viable political stances in both Britain and the new United States. Whether 

they stress the influence of economics or morality on the debate, historians generally 

agree that long simmering anti-slavery sentiment was distilled into political action after 

 
36 Don E. Fehrenbacher, The Slaveholding Republic: An Account of the United States 

Government’s Relations to Slavery, ed. Ward McAfee (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 16. See 
also Du Bois, The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade, chap. 5. 
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the American Revolution, especially in the late 1780s.37 In this period, abolitionists 

accepted slaveholders’ definition of seasoning and continued to stress the mortality 

caused by the slave trade, but they also innovated new ways to deploy seasoning in their 

arguments by pointing out the irony of slaves seasoning in a climate for which they were 

purportedly suited.  

Following the negotiation and signing of the Treaty of Paris, both Americans and 

Britons petitioned their national legislatures to abolish the slave trade. In Britain, the 

Quaker’s London Yearly Meeting petitioned Parliament in 1783 to strengthen a bill they 

were considering. Rather than only prohibit “the officers of the African Company from 

exporting Negroes,” the Quakers “request[ed] “that this restriction may be extended to all 

persons whatsoever.”38 The London Yearly Meeting approved an essay explaining their 

position slavery that they published as an accompaniment to their petition. Reprinted in 

the United States, The Case of the Oppressed Africans (1783) followed the now familiar 

pattern of lamenting the human cost of the slave trade in terms of seasoning. It described 

the deaths of enslaved Africans due to “their cruel treatment on shipboard” and “by what 

is called the seasoning in the Islands.”39 

 
37 Roger Anstey has argued that by the 1770s slavery was ‘morally and philosophically 

condemned’ (239) and that by 1787 it had become a political issue. See Roger Anstey, The Atlantic Slave 
Trade and British Abolition, 1760-1810 (London: Macmillan, 1975), pt. 2, chap. 10. Exploring why 
condemnation turned to political action in the 1780s is the case made by Brown, Moral Capital. Other 
recent works on abolition following this rough timeline include Seymour Drescher, The Mighty 
Experiment: Free Labor versus Slavery in British Emancipation (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2002); Robin Blackburn, The American Crucible: Slavery, Emancipation and Human Rights (New York: 
Verso, 2011). 

38 London Yearly Meeting, The Case of Our Fellow-Creatures, 6. 

39 London Yearly Meeting, The Case of Our Fellow-Creatures, 10. 
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In the United States, a similar argument was made by Congregationalist minister 

Samuel Hopkins. Hopkins applauded “the members of the Continental Congress” for its 

wartime boycott “advising the American colonies to drop this trade entirely; and 

resolving not to buy another slave, that shall be imported from Africa.” However, he 

believed that “this trade should not only be condemned as wrong, but attentively 

considered in its real nature, and all its shocking attendants and circumstances.”40 He 

continued on to lament the death toll incurred by the trade. He explained “that commonly 

a considerable number die on their passage to the West-Indies, occasioned partly by their 

confinement, partly by the grief and vexation of their minds…. And a number commonly 

die after they arrive at the West-Indies, in seasoning to the climate.” Like Woolman, 

Hopkins mentioned specific human-induced factors that led to enslaved people’s 

mortality in an effort to put the blame for slave deaths on their enslavers. Hopkins 

roughly followed claims by Hart and Long that a third of slaves died in their passage 

across the Atlantic and subsequent seasoning to estimate that “not above seventy in an 

hundred survive their transportation.” He then applied this ratio to Anderson’s figure 

(repeated by Hart and Wesley) of one hundred thousand enslaved people being 

transported by Britons every year to bewail the “about thirty thousand… murdered every 

year by this slave-trade, which amounts to three millions in a century.”41 The human cost 

of the trade was truly staggering. 

 
40 Samuel Hopkins, A Dialogue Concerning the Slavery of the Africans; Shewing It to Be the Duty 

and Interest of the American States to Emancipate All Their African Slaves. : With an Address to the 
Owners of Such Slaves. : Dedicated to the Honourable the Continental Congress. : To Which Is Prefixed, 
the Institution of the Society, in New-York, for Promoting the Manumission of Slaves, and Protecting Such 
of Them as Have Been, or May Be, Liberated. : [Four Lines of Scripture Texts], Reprint (1776; New York: 
Robert Hodge, 1785), 12–13. 

41 Hopkins, A Dialogue Concerning the Slavery of the Africans, 15–16. 
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Thomas Clarkson’s An Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human 

Species, Particularly the African was first published in English in 1786 and followed the 

established use of seasoning as “the time which an African must take to be so accustomed 

to the colony” when they were at a heightened danger of experiencing disease and death. 

Clarkson further explained “that if three in four survive what is called the seasoning, the 

bargain is highly favourable.”42 He augmented the now familiar descriptions of the 

suffering caused by the slave trade with a natural historical argument for the humanity of 

the enslaved, refuting Long’s argument that Africans and Europeans constituted separate 

species. Clarkson pointed out the huge variety of skin color gradations among humans 

around the world. Following Buffon’s arguments but without citing him, Clarkson argued 

the “regular gradation of colour from black to white” meant that Africans were not a 

separate species and that color was a poor excuse for enslavement. After all, “if you can 

justly take him for your slave, who is of the deepest die, what hinders you from taking 

him also, who only differs from the former but by a shade. Thus you may proceed, taking 

each in regular succession to the poles.”43 Clarkson evoked the natural-historical debate 

over who was truly human just as Long did, but he came to the opposite conclusion. 

While Benezet and Woolman connected Christian antislavery discourse with 

Enlightenment understandings of humanity as seen in chapter 2, both pro- and anti-

slavery activists sought to bolster their arguments with natural-historical theories from 

the 1770s. 

 
42 Thomas Clarkson, An Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species, Particularly 

the African, 2nd ed. (London: J. Phillips, 1788), 104. 

43 Clarkson, Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species, 132. 
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In the United States, the Confederation Congress largely avoided the subject of 

the slave trade, but antislavery activists took the opportunity offered by the Constitutional 

Convention to put the issue on the national stage. By 1787 when the Convention 

convened, all states except Georgia had passed legislation prohibiting or otherwise 

limiting slave imports. The Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery 

composed a memorial asking the Convention to consider the African slave trade, but its 

president, Benjamin Franklin, quietly refused to deliver it. Instead, the greatest conflict 

over slavery centered on representation, and the Convention ultimately agreed to count 

enslaved people as three-fifths of a free person in proportioning seats in the House of 

Representatives. Debate over the slave trade arose as part of a larger debate over 

Congressional powers. The lower South, namely Georgia and South Carolina, feared that 

giving Congress power over international and interstate trade would result in a 

prohibition against the African slave trade. Because many Americans assumed that 

slavery was on the road to extinction, the Convention agreed to a compromise that 

Congress would not have the power to prohibit the migration or importation of people 

into the United States before 1808.44 This measure effectively put off any federal 

legislation banning the trade, but the beginning of the Haitian Revolution in 1791 led 

even Georgia to enact a prohibition, which it did in 1793.45 

Meanwhile, agitation against the African slave trade persisted in Britain. 

Abolitionists argued that Africans deserved the same treatment as other humans because 

they were all part of the same species, much as Clarkson had. One of Joseph Priestley’s 
 

44 Fehrenbacher, The Slaveholding Republic, 28–35; Du Bois, The Suppression of the African 
Slave-Trade, chap. 6. 

45 Du Bois, The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade, 50–51. 
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sermons, A Sermon on the Subject of the Slave Trade (1788), began by arguing that “the 

miserable and oppressed of the human race” including “the African Negroes, who have 

long been unjustly enslaved” needed sympathy.46 He then recounted the death toll of the 

slave trade and lamented that so many have died in what is called the seasoning, before 

they can be brought to bear the labour to which they are made to submit.”47 Like the 

other sources, Priestley linked seasoning and labor without equating them. A slave had to 

season for their owners to get the full value of their labor, but seasoning was not itself a 

period of labor adjustment.  

Priestley added a deeper analysis of the causes of seasoning mortality to better 

indict enslavers for the slave trade’s death toll. Woolman had earlier stressed the labor 

regime, new food, and mental anguish as factors behind seasoning, but few other 

abolitionists had suggested underlying causes. Priestly took this reasoning further: 

What the planters call the seasoning of the slaves, depends as much upon the 
mind as upon the body. While the thoughts of their country, their relations, and 
friends, are fresh in their minds, and a sense of their abject condition… peculiarly 
pungent, their health will be precarious, their lives uncertain. And they will be 
incapable of any degree of happiness in a state of servitude, till their feelings are 
blunted, and they are reduced to a condition nearly approaching that of the 
brutes… Some Europeans, finding Negro slaves in this wretched degraded 
condition… have had the assurance, and the folly, to pronounce them to be a 
species of men greatly inferior to themselves. But were Europeans treated in the 
same manner a sufficient length of time, it is demonstrable that the most 
intelligent of them all would be no better.48 

 
46 Joseph Priestley, A Sermon on the Subject of the Slave Trade (Birmingham: Pearson and 

Rollason, 1788), 1–2. 

47 Priestley, A Sermon on the Subject of the Slave Trade, 5. 

48 Priestley, A Sermon on the Subject of the Slave Trade, 19–20. 
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Priestley consciously stressed the importance of the mental element of seasoning to 

explain away the differences between slaves and their masters. In doing so, he 

emphasized how the emotional and mental Galenic non-natural influenced the seasoning 

process. In this interpretation, “Negro slaves” were not a different species, just men 

treated terribly until they appeared bestial. This “environmentalist” approach to human 

difference leveraged humoral thought to affirm that mistreatment, not natural status, 

made men into animals. Priestley argued for the common humanity of Africans and 

Europeans that humoral seasoning already implied. His stress on the importance of 

treatment and its influence on slaves’ mental and emotional states emphasized how their 

handling by slave owners and managers humorally impacted their health. This argument 

stressed that human action mattered as much as climate in keeping slaves alive and 

healthy. It also viewed mental state as an input to bodily health where some earlier 

works, like Grainger’s, represented it as an output of the seasoning process. For Priestley, 

unhappiness among the enslaved was a natural human reaction to their condition. By 

recasting the elements of humoral seasoning, Priestley both attacked the conditions of 

slavery and used the concept to strengthen his argument about the similarities between 

Africans and Europeans. As in the earlier humoral model, people differed because of the 

conditions in which they lived. However, Priestly emphasized how slave traders and 

owners shaped the environment and therefore the health of the enslaved.  

The same year that Priestly published his anti-slavery sermon, the British 

Parliament passed the Slave Trade Act 1788. Also known as Dolben’s Act after the 

Member of Parliament for Oxford University who had forcefully advocated for it, the act 

attempted to better the conditions aboard slave ships by limiting the number of enslaved 
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people allowed according to the tonnage of the vessel. The bill was fiercely contested but 

ultimately pushed through by Prime Minister William Pitt.49 The limitations imposed by 

the act were far from enough to bring about the end of the trade, but the act’s passage 

clearly signified that the slave trade was politically threatened. In its wake, pro- and anti-

slavery advocates rejoined the public debates over the trade with a new ferocity. 

While some antislavery activists had earlier complicated and reemphasized 

certain elements of seasoning in order to blame slaveholders for slaves’ deaths, the logic 

of the term’s meaning also came to be challenged. William Wilberforce, as in the quote 

that began this essay, widely mocked the common definition of seasoning and what it 

implied about planters’ defense of racial servitude. He repeated the common 

understanding of seasoning as climatic adjustment but emphasized the contradiction 

between the need for slaves to season and their supposed pre-acclimation to hot parts of 

the world with “a climate exactly similar to their own.”50 Planters justified enslaving 

Africans, in part, because they were supposedly more able to work in hot climates than 

Britons. Yet, as the earlier medical manuals claimed, newly arrived slaves still had to 

season to the cooler parts of the islands. Wilberforce drew attention to the paradox that 

Africans were suited for labor in the hot West Indies despite needing to season to the 

coolness of the islands at higher elevations, during wetter seasons, or under particular 

wind conditions. He then leveraged the apparent contradiction to attack the reasoning 

behind the African slave trade. The meaning of seasoning had come full circle: first 

applied to slaves to explain their mortality in order to help their owners keep them alive, 

 
49 Anstey, The Atlantic Slave Trade and British Abolition, 1760-1810, 269–70. 

50 Wilberforce, “On the Slave Trade,” 403.  
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abolitionists used the term to represent the irony of unhealthy slaves in a place that was 

supposedly healthy for them.  

In reaction to agitation against slavery and attempts at amelioration, slave owners 

increasingly published works defending the institution. Many of these followed Long’s 

example and sought to shift the bulk of blame for morbidity during seasoning from the 

environment to the slaves themselves. For instance, William Beckford made use of the 

term in his A Descriptive Account of the Island of Jamaica (1790) while describing how 

to invest in slaves and the potential dangers. He wrote, enslaved people “may import with 

them the disorders of Africa, or may contract the small-pox in the Islands; by which 

means many may be swept off before they shall be seasoned to the climate.”51 Beckford 

argued that slaves died due to health problems brought from Africa as much as due to 

new ones in the West Indies. Though slaves might die during the seasoning, Beckford did 

not blame slave mortality on it directly. Instead, he hinted that preexisting conditions 

were at fault. This placed the blame for slave mortality on the slaves and the conditions in 

their homeland rather than on their enslavement or the slave owners. Though Beckford 

referenced the common meaning of seasoning, that it involved acclimatization, his 

emphasis on other causes leading to high slave mortality downplayed the differences 

between the African and West Indian climates as well as the influence enslavers held 

over their human property’s health.  

Other defenses of slavery used seasoning to describe how plantations could be 

better operated. James M. Adair’s Unanswerable Arguments against the Abolition of the 

 
51 William Beckford, A Descriptive Account of the Island of Jamaica (London: T. and J. Egerton, 

1790), 2: 342. 
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Slave Trade… (1790) was partly a defense of slavery and partly an advice manual for 

planters. In discussing how slave owners in the West Indies were too “humane and 

complacent to their slaves” and did not raise enslaved children to work in the fields, 

Adair invoked seasoning to explain that slaves born in the islands should work in the 

fields because they were already adapted to the climate. Furthermore, their climatic 

fitness made them more valuable.52 Ironically, this acknowledgement reinforced 

Wilberforce’s argument that enslaved Africans were not as fit for the West Indian climate 

as planters pretended. Adair also responded directly to Wilberforce in an appendix where 

he mocked the idea that sugar could be grown with white labor. Explaining that “Change 

of climate produces great, and often noxious alterations in animal bodies,” Adair asserted 

that “a seasoning fever… is often fatal, in consequence of European habits.”53 The 

former physician intended this as proof that white people could not labor on sugar 

plantations as well as black ones, but he weakened his claim by mentioning that both 

African and Europeans died while seasoning to the West Indian climate. 

Medical manuals for the treatment of enslaved patients became increasingly 

popular as amelioration gained adherents and physicians sought to capitalize on planters’ 

growing interest in slave health. For instance, in 1802, William Write republished James 

Grainger’s An Essay on the More Common West-India Diseases from 1764. While new 

manuals followed Grainger’s example to discuss seasoning as part of slave health, they 

stressed other factors that removed culpability from enslavers. These works continued to 

rely primarily on humoral explanations for diseases despite increasingly describing 
 

52 James M. Adair, Unanswerable Arguments against the Abolition of the Slave Trade: With a 
Defence of the Proprietors of the British Sugar Colonies... (London: J. P. Bateman, 1790), 235–37. 

53 Adair, Unanswerable Arguments, 373–75. 
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African and European bodies as inherently different. Dr. Collins’ Practical Rules for the 

Management and Medical Treatment of Negro Slaves in the Sugar Colonies (1803) 

explicitly dealt with the themes already teased out of the preceding medical manuals. He 

too differentiated slaves’ points of origin only to lump them together therapeutically and 

stressed the problem of heat for Europeans in the West Indies.54 However, because 

Collins wrote his work in reaction to amelioration and efforts to curtail slavery, he 

strenuously argued the need for enslaved African laborers to produce sugar. He claimed 

that since Europeans were unable to work in hot climates and that heat made all people 

lazy, coerced African labor was required. Purportedly, ending slavery would end the 

production of sugar.55 In place of abolition, he suggested that slowing or stopping the 

slave trade would impose new demands on slave owners to better care for their slaves, 

hence the need for his book. But in case the slave trade continued unabated, he 

maintained that his method of caring for slaves would nevertheless make them more 

productive.56 

While Collins defined seasoning climatically like his predecessors, his early 

nineteenth-century medical manual also reflects the impact of the slavery debate. He 

stressed both the unhealthiness of imported slaves and the similarity of the West Indian 

and African climates. Before discussing slaves’ needs during the seasoning period, 

Collins enumeratedthe various conditions that new arrivals might have brought with 

them, including dysentery, small pox, fevers, scurvy, yaws, Guinea worms, venereal 

 
54 Collins, Practical Rules for the Management and Medical Treatment of Negro Slaves in the 

Sugar Colonies (London: J. Barfield, 1803), 39–44. 

55 Collins, Practical Rules, 35–38. 

56 Collins, Practical Rules, 7–11. 
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diseases, and despondency.57 He then explicitly blamed the enslaved for their plight, 

adding “many negroes are lost by disorders imported with them.”58 Following 

contemporary pro-slavery literature but innovating on earlier health manuals, Collins 

intended this discussion of previously acquired diseases to remove at least part of the 

blame for high slave mortality from the slave owners and managers. Instead, he 

suggested that Africans and Africa were innately unhealthy.  

Collins similarly updated his health manual to argue for the similarities between 

the West Indian and African environments. Attempting to counter Wilberforce’s rhetoric, 

Collins asserted that “the greater destruction of field negroes, and their consequent 

decrease, doth not proceed from either the insalubrity of the climate to African 

constitutions.” Instead, he attributed the mortality to “the vice of regimen, and the 

operation of causes, which may be successfully resisted by means within the power of 

every Planter,” meaning poor treatment.59 Echoing Priestley and Adair, Collins argued 

that Africans were humorally well-suited to the West Indies and that the high mortality 

rate among slaves was due to their treatment. Individual masters’ handling of slaves was 

at fault, rather than the practice of slavery itself or its location. By putting the impetus for 

slave health on individual owners, Collins subtly suggested that the practice of slavery 

was a moral and financial concern for individual planters, not an institutional problem 

needing government intervention.  

 
57 Collins, Practical Rules, 53–55. 

58 Collins, Practical Rules, 55. 

59 Collins, Practical Rules, 19–22. 
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Collins continued to stress the suitability of African constitutions to the West 

Indian climate throughout his work. He repeatedly attacked Wilberforce’s contention that 

Africans were somehow poorly suited for labor in the West Indies, even as he allowed 

that newly imported enslaved people experienced seasoning.  

The climate being so similar between those parts of Africa from whence the 
negroes are brought, and the West-India islands, might naturally suggest an idea, 
that no bad consequences would result from their transition from one to the other; 
however, that is not the case; for bad effects do ensue, even where the temperature 
is perfectly equal, and… somewhat of a seasoning is required to negroes, that are 
carried from one island to another, nay, even, from one estate to another…60 

Rather than accept that the climate sickened imported Africans, he suggested that 

“negroes” underwent seasoning even when being moved between nearly identical 

climates. By reinforcing the existing reasoning behind importing enslaved Africans, this 

passage argued for the continuation of racialized slavery and reinforced the earlier idea 

that better treatment by individual masters could reduce slave mortality during seasoning.  

Like other medical manuals, Collins worried that cold and change of food were 

the greatest health threats to newly arrived Africans. Collins suggested giving new slaves 

proper clothing to keep them warm.61 Masters needed to regulate lodging, too, to ensure 

it provided slaves with the proper environment for their humors.62 While Collins 

described humane treatment for slaves, he did so under the twin pressures of a growing 

antislavery movement and a need for profit. He wanted to keep slaves alive to diffuse 

abolitionist complaints of slave mortality and to maintain a workforce.  

 
60 Collins, Practical Rules, 57. 

61 Collins, Practical Rules, chap. 4. 

62 Collins, Practical Rules, chap. 5. 
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Coming later than the other medical manuals discussed, Collins uniquely 

suggested possible physical differences, alongside humoral ones, between Europeans and 

Africans. He wrote, “there are many striking variations between the temperament, of the 

whites, and those of the negroes, sufficient almost to induce a belief of a different 

organization, which the knife of the anatomist, however, has never been able to detect.”63 

This passage tantalizingly alluded to the ongoing vivisections and anatomical studies 

common in scientific circles in the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries and hinted 

that anatomists (and physicians) increasingly expected to be able to locate differences in 

specific locations within the body. Nevertheless, Collins’s text largely understood the 

relationship between bodies and the environment as a unified whole influenced by its 

humors.  

Collins also hinted at a change in understanding the relationship between bodies 

and climate. Recently, scholars of imperial Britain have demonstrated how medical 

theoreticians and practitioners became increasingly convinced of the immutability of 

bodies starting from the 1780s. In the following decades, Britons became skeptical that a 

human body could eventually season to a new climate and be as healthy there as in their 

original home climate. Though environment was still a main contributor to a body’s 

health, the early nineteenth century witnessed a loss of faith in acclimatization and 

seasoning, which contributed to the acceptance of racial ideas where bodily differences 

were fixed.64 Despite Collins’s discussion of seasoning, he located the action of the 

 
63 Collins, Practical Rules, 232. 

64 Harrison, “The Tender Frame of Man”; Harrison, Climates & Constitutions; Harrison, Medicine 
in an Age of Commerce and Empire, chap. 4; Seth, Difference and Disease. 
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climate in the anatomy of bodies and thus reflected the bridging of humoral and 

anatomical ideas of human difference.  

The effect of a greater degree of cold, particularly when united with moisture, is 
to close the pores of the skin, and to check the perspiration, which descends in 
torrents when negroes are in health, and at work; and, in consequence, they are 
thrown into fluxes and dropsies, two of the worst diseases, and almost the only 
fatal ones, with which they are afflicted.65  

Relative coolness or a lack of labor threatened slaves because it altered their bodies’ 

natural humoral balance, which Collins believed included profuse perspiration. Where 

earlier works stopped their descriptions of African bodies at stressing their acclimation to 

hotter areas, Collins conveniently supposed that “negroes” uniquely needed to be kept 

sweating (via work) to stay healthy.66 Though climate still greatly impacted health, this 

passage suggests a more racial understanding of bodies than earlier medical manuals: 

Collins represented the need to sweat as inherent to African bodies. In this way, bodily 

differences that medical manual authors once solely attributed to climate were slowly 

becoming essential, unchanging physical attributes.  

Like the other medical writers, Collins stressed the climate’s impact on health and 

how it affected people from Europe differently than it did people from Africa. While he 

came chronologically later and hinted at new medical procedures and scientific theories 

more than his predecessors, he still primarily highlighted the humoral differences 

between the two groups as opposed to inherited racial differences. While humoral 

medicine implied that Europeans and Africans were variations on a common body rather 

 
65 Collins, Practical Rules, 58. 

66 This passage also sounds significantly like mid-nineteenth-century American medical tracts 
describing racial differences and intended to defend the institution of slavery. For instance, see Cartwright, 
“Report on the Diseases and Physical Peculiarities of the Negro Race.” 
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than two fundamentally different bodies, Collins hinted that anatomy could provide 

another way of understanding corporal differences. Nevertheless, Collins continued to 

use humoral medicine to argue for the naturalness of African slavery in the West Indies 

in terms of climate of origin, only hinting at ideas of fixed differences and race.  

The decades-long discussion of seasoning and its widely understood meaning 

made it a potentially evocative way to discuss slave mortality within the context of the 

slavery debate. Though abolitionists and slave owners disagreed over whether Britain 

should allow slavery, they agreed that humoral medical theory provided the explanation 

for why Africans were enslaved. Because of this shared perspective, abolitionists 

repeatedly attacked the humoral rationale behind racialized slavery. In reaction, pro-

slavery physicians and other writers downplayed the effects of the climate in favor of 

stressing either diseases Africans brought with them to the West Indies or the treatment 

of particular slave owners. Because humoral medical theory was a common point of 

understanding between them, both sides of the abolition debate reinterpreted some of its 

elements in making their arguments.  

Abolition and Memory 
In 1807, both the United States Congress and the British Parliament enacted bills 

prohibiting the slave trade. Britain enacted “An Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade” 

on March 25, and it took effect on May 1. Prohibition had been hotly contested for years, 

and a combination of public support and political maneuvers as well as a growing sense 
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that the empire needed new moral support in the years after American Independence 

resulted in its passage.67 

In the United States, President Thomas Jefferson signed “An Act to Prohibit the 

Importation of Slaves into any Port or Place within the Jurisdiction of the United 

States…” on March 2, 1807, and the prohibition took effect on January 1, 1808, the 

earliest date allowed by the constitution. Despite debate over specific provisions such as 

the penalties for traders violating the law and what to do with confiscated human 

property, Congress was largely united in agreeing to the ban.68 Perhaps the Deep South 

felt they could not directly combat the slave trade prohibition because they previously 

defended the slave trade in terms of its constitutionality before 1808.69 Despite the 

passage of the prohibition, the United States only rarely sought to enforce it until the 

Civil War.70  

While the US’s lack of enforcement has rendered its slave trade prohibition a 

“non-event” for historians, contemporary black Americans quickly made it into an 

occasion with remembering.71 Starting on January 1, 1808, the day the prohibition took 

 
67 Anstey, The Atlantic Slave Trade and British Abolition, 1760-1810, chaps. 14, 15, 16; Brown, 

Moral Capital. 

68 Fehrenbacher, The Slaveholding Republic, 144–47; Du Bois, The Suppression of the African 
Slave-Trade, 67–75. 

69 See David Hugh Connolly, “A Question of Honor: State Character and the Lower South’s 
Defense of the African Slave Trade in Congress, 1789–1807” (Ph.D., United States -- Texas, Rice 
University, 2008), http://search.proquest.com/docview/304506908/abstract/64DA54B3D36442DCPQ/3. 

70 Du Bois, The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade, 75–86, chaps. 10, 11. 

71 The “non-event” terminology comes from William W. Freehling, The Road to Disunion, Vol. 1: 
Secessionists at Bay, 1776-1854 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 136, 203. On the meaning of 
black American commemorations, see Sinha, The Slave’s Cause, 150–54; Joseph Rezek, “The Orations on 
the Abolition of the Slave Trade and the Uses of Print in the Early Black Atlantic,” Early American 
Literature 45, no. 3 (2010): 655–82. 
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effect, black congregations in northern cities such as Boston, New York, and Philadelphia 

regularly commemorated its enactment. Commemorative speeches and sermons declared 

that abolition remained an incomplete project and sought to counter ideas of racial 

difference that upheld slavery. Speakers often affirmed that humans were all “one blood, 

and are born free and equal,” though they also commonly identified as “Africans, and 

descendants of Africa.”72 In doing so, they claimed common humanity but also 

acknowledged that the sufferings of the slave trade had set them apart and given them a 

common diasporic identity. These speeches did not mention seasoning, but they indicted 

the trade through descriptions of the slave trade that ripped them “from the place of their 

nativity, to a distant and inhospitable clime.”73 To stress the inhumanity of the trade, 

speakers often drew on the concept of the noble savage. They depicted an Edenic Africa 

as having “the most blissful regions, productive of all the necessaries and even luxuries 

of life, almost independent of the arm of husbandry.” The denizens of this land, 

“strangers to the arts of deception,” were “easy prey to European wiles.”74 Though the 

American slave trade prohibition may have had little effect on preventing the importation 
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of enslaved Africans, it gave black Americans an opportunity to push for further reform 

and total emancipation.  

Conclusion 
Seasoning and humoral medical theory influenced how Britons and Americans 

understood racialized slavery in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Humoral 

medical theory stressed that climate of origin mattered in determining a person’s 

constitution rather than heritable race. Yet slavery was defined legally and socially in 

racial terms. Nevertheless, seasoning’s prevalence in eighteenth-century medical manuals 

and other works interested in hot climates and slaves demonstrates the ongoing influence 

of humoral conceptualizations of diseases and bodies into the nineteenth century. While 

the lack of concrete notions of race in these works may surprise us given the natural-

scientific milieu represented by Linnaeus, Buffon, and others, they should remind us of 

the explanatory usefulness and longevity of humoral theory, especially in pragmatic and 

vernacular works on slavery and plantation management. Furthermore, seasoning was 

successfully deployed as an attack on the racial ideas supporting the African slave trade. 

Though race was a plantation reality as well as an emerging highbrow theory at the turn 

of the nineteenth century, it had not entirely replaced traditional conceptions of bodies, 

especially in popular writings on slavery. Diseases, especially those brought on by long-

distance travel, and differences between humans from different parts of the world could 

both easily be incorporated into the long standing humoral medical tradition: a body’s 

humors were affected by climate, namely the heat, the water, and the air, and their effects 

could be seen in both diseases and outward signs of physiological difference. The 

common mentions of seasoning in both the primary and secondary literature on slavery 

and the experiences of enslaved people demonstrate that ideas of racially fixed bodies 



Chapter 3  167 
 

circulated alongside more racially ambiguous ones that stressed the mutability of bodies. 

Yet, even these flexible ideas of difference that seasoning and humoral medicine 

represent were yoked to the wheel of racial difference. 
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Chapter 4: An Empire for Liberty and Slavery: The Racial Landscapes of the 
Louisiana Purchase 

On December 20, 1803, the French flag was lowered from the New Orleans city 

hall, and an American flag was raised in its place. The cession of Louisiana from France 

to the United States was symbolically complete.1 Even though the raising of the 

American flag may have indicated the ascendency of the United States over the entire 

Mississippi Valley, Americans were divided on whether their new territory was a boon 

for the nation. They fretted over whether their country could survive such a dramatic 

expansion of territory and whether they could incorporate foreign nationals unfamiliar 

with republican government. They also imagined the economic and strategic value of 

Louisiana and the Mississippi Valley. Trade from the trans-Appalachian West would now 

have guaranteed access to the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic via the Mississippi River 

and New Orleans, and Louisiana’s burgeoning sugar production could free Americans 

from their reliance on foreign sources. In these concerns and dreams, Americans 

imagined Louisiana in a variety of ways, all of them with tacit racial assumptions about 

who was American, who could labor on the land, and who would reap the benefits of 

Louisiana. These visions of labor and nation would also feed sectional strife over slavery 

and lead to the Missouri Crisis within a generation. Much like in colonial Georgia, race 

was rendered spatially in the lands of the Purchase. Yet while the Trustees hoped that 

Georgia would provide an outlet for Britain’s “worthy” poor, many Jeffersonians hoped 

that Louisiana would provide an outlet for America’s racial “others.” And just as the 

 
1 Pierre Clément de Laussat, Memoirs of My Life to My Son during the Years 1803 and after, 

Which I Spent in Public Service in Louisiana as Commissioner of the French Government for the 
Retrocession to France of That Colony and for Its Transfer to the United States, ed. Robert D. Bush, trans. 
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Trustees could not single-handedly enact their vision in Georgia, the Jeffersonians could 

not single-handedly enact their vision in Louisiana. Congressmen, President Jefferson, 

and white creole Louisianans would debate where Indians, African-descended people, 

and Euro-Americans would settle and under what conditions they would labor.  

In debates over Louisiana, its government, the inclusion of its peoples, and the 

importation and use of enslaved labor, Americans continued the tradition of arguing for 

and against slavery in terms of place. They also argued over how far white settlement 

should spread. The Senate debated whether Louisiana was too hot for whites and required 

black labor, while Jefferson pondered making the bulk of the Purchase an Indian refuge 

and a boundary to white settlement. Meanwhile elite creole whites in Louisiana planned 

to expand plantation agriculture with racialized slavery. These debates located black and 

white people’s labor in different climatic spaces while associating Native Americans and 

Europeans with similar spaces. For many Americans, race was both the problem of and 

solution for the Louisiana Purchase. Race was not simply an input into how Americans 

would deal with the inclusion of Louisiana. Instead, ideas of race and space informed 

each other in a discursive cycle, with debates over slavery and the slave trade providing 

Americans an opportunity to discuss and reaffirm what they assumed to be true about 

race. As long as race was treated through the perspective of labor in specific climates as 

slavery, it could be naturalized as the product of specific places. For a time, this 

naturalization suggested that slave labor had a climatic boundary and allowed white 

Americans to argue about slavery in terms of where it belonged rather than in directly 

political terms.  
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Historiography 
Historians have persistently considered the Louisiana Purchase as a crucial 

moment when Americans and their government confronted questions of national identity 

and scale: Americans feared that foreigners used to monarchical rule would undermine 

their republican government if they were incorporated en masse and that any republic 

would collapse into totalitarianism if it grew too large. The acquisition of new land also 

led to debates over the expansion of slavery in western territories, which would only be 

settled (temporarily) during the Missouri Crisis and eventual Compromise. Despite 

concerns about the scale of American democracy, President Thomas Jefferson and 

Congress forged ahead in adding the Louisiana territory and its denizens into the United 

States, and the nation grew in territory and population.2 Historiographically, these two 

issues, the addition of territory and the addition of people, are treated as relatively 

separate. Some historians such as Adam Rothman and John Craig Hammond have 

focused on the effects of territorial expansion, particularly as it related to slavery and the 

coming of the Civil War, while others, including Peter J. Kastor and Eberhard L. Faber, 

have examined the “attachment” of creole Louisianans to the United States.3 Emerging 

 
2 Reginald Horsman, “The Dimensions of an ‘Empire for Liberty’: Expansion and Republicanism, 

1775-1825,” Journal of the Early Republic 9, no. 1 (1989): 1–20. Drew R. McCoy explained that Jefferson 
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avoid succumbing to luxury, which he and others believed would destroy a republic. See The Elusive 
Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian America (Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early 
American History and Culture by the University of North Carolina Press, 1980), chap. 8.  

3 Peter J. Kastor, The Nation’s Crucible: The Louisiana Purchase and the Creation of America 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004); Eberhard L. Faber, Building the Land of Dreams: New Orleans 
and the Transformation of Early America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015); Adam Rothman, 
Slave Country: American Expansion and the Origins of the Deep South (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2005); John Craig Hammond, Slavery, Freedom, and Expansion in the Early American West 
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later, the identity-oriented historiography has purposefully differentiated itself from the 

slave-territory historiography in order to argue that the Louisiana Purchase made 

American identity and not just facilitated its expansion. Kastor, in fact, went so far as to 

argue that “It was demographic expansion, rather than geographic expansion, that was 

the subject of so much concern,” illustrating just how juxtaposed these two veins of 

analysis can be.4 Whatever their differences, the recent literature on territorial expansion 

and on cultural attachment agree that people in the western territories held considerable 

power in shaping their local governments and that they used the threat of disunion to gain 

policy concessions from the federal government. This chapter follows this trend in its 

examination of the immediate fallout of the Louisiana Purchase. It follows the interplay 

between the imagination of federal administrators and political writers and the ultimate 

reality imposed by local elites, but it also seeks to show how racial, if not national, 

identity was structured around concepts of space. European-descended, African-

descended and native peoples were repeatedly assigned to different climates and 

landscapes when Americans imagined how their nation would use the lands of the 

Louisiana Purchase. Generations before free soil ideology solidified, white Americans 

differentiated themselves spatially from enslaved Africans and supposedly savage 

Indians. 

 
Nationalism, 1776-1820 (Williamsburg: Published for the Omohundro Institute of Early American History 
and Culture, 1997). Studies of the expansion of slavery and the road to the Civil War have a longer 
pedigree with ties to legal history, including Everett Somerville Brown, The Constitutional History of the 
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Fehrenbacher, The Slaveholding Republic.  
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Though histories of the Louisiana Purchase all pay at least some attention to race, 

they usually do so from the perspective of lived experience and legal restrictions rather 

than from the perspective of race theory. Kastor, for instance, argued that American and 

creole whites found common ground in racially differentiating themselves from enslaved 

and free people of color.5 Rothman similarly saw racism as a natural extension of an 

economic and political desire for slavery and not as a motivating factor.6 Even Reginald 

Horsman, who argued that the growth of American Anglo-Saxonism between 1800 and 

1850 served as an ideological basis for the exclusion and disenfranchisement of Native 

Americans, Africans, and eventually Mexicans after the Mexican-American War, largely 

ignored how geography aided in the construction of race.7 Peter S. Onuf, on the other 

hand, has acknowledged geographic elements in Jefferson’s racial thought. Onuf has 

specifically described how Jefferson saw African Americans as a “distinct nation” 

inherently at war with white Americans that must be relocated from the United States for 

the sake of peace, but Onuf does not directly tie Jefferson’s racial thought to the 

Louisiana Purchase.8 Overall, these histories agree that the expansion of American 

citizenship and identity was accompanied by an exclusionary impulse. White founders 

and policy makers never intended to fully include Indians and people of African descent, 
 

5 Kastor, The Nation’s Crucible, chap. 4. 

6 Rothman, Slave Country, 9; Robert Pierce Forbes, The Missouri Compromise and Its Aftermath: 
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(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981); Horsman, “The Dimensions of an ‘Empire for 
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8 Peter S. Onuf, “‘To Declare Them a Free and Independent People’: Race, Slavery, and National 
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Chapter 4   173 
 

either enslaved or free, in the American nation. Accordingly, the historiography presumes 

racial categories and understands the outcome of the Louisiana Purchase as an effect of 

them, rather than considering these events as moments of “racecraft” in which racial 

assumptions were manifested through government policy and private action to make 

race.9 

The Louisiana Purchase prompted politicians, scholars, slaveowners, and other 

contemporaries to imagine how the territory west of the Mississippi would be fitted to the 

American nation, and this chapter reads those imagined landscapes to shed light on the 

ongoing process of race making in the early republic. As Mart A. Stewart has explained, 

“humans create landscapes in accordance with both aesthetic and social values or in order 

to organize or facilitate certain kinds of production…. Scholars can read these landscapes 

like a text or decode them like a visual representation, to discover fundamental social and 

economic relationships.”10 Those landscapes need not be enacted, only imagined, for 

them to reflect the values of their creators. In the case of Louisiana, how racialized 

people were located geographically in both imagined and real landscapes reflects the 

historical connection of race and place to modes of production and civil order. 

This chapter delves into the spatial imaginary of slavery and race after the 

Louisiana Purchase to argue that racial separation was repeatedly conceived of 

 
9 “Racecraft” was developed by Karen and Barbara Fields to explain how racism creates race, 

rather then the other way around. In short, racecraft is the cohesive ideology that provides the reasoning 
behind racial actions that render imagined racial differences as real and natural. See Karen E. Fields and 
Barbara J. Fields, Racecraft: The Soul of Inequality in American Life (London: Verso, 2014). 

10 Stewart, What Nature Suffers to Groe, 12. For other perspectives on landscape and American 
history, see John R. Stilgoe, Common Landscape of America, 1580 to 1845 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1982); Denis E. Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1998); Richard H. Schein, Landscape and Race in the United States (New York: 
Routledge, 2006). 
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geographically and that the conflict between imagined landscapes and lived realities 

illustrates ongoing racecraft in the early nineteenth century. Racial exclusion was located 

within a new landscape. As with landscapes more commonly, the subjective viewer is 

absent from most descriptions of Louisiana, leaving claims of racial connection with the 

landscape to appear as objective fact.11 How the newly acquired territory was understood 

fed the ongoing naturalization of race. Of course, the imagination of Louisiana 

landscapes continued a process of race making that had commenced with the earliest 

European contacts with Africans and Native Americans and had intensified due to the 

emergence of European settler colonialism in the Americas and the use of African slave 

labor in those colonies. In Louisiana, as in Georgia, slavery and its connections to race 

were rendered spatially and climatically. And, as in Pennsylvania, the existence of free 

people of color intensified white concerns of racial definition and purity and conflicted 

with imagining the United States as a white nation. 

American Antislavery before the Purchase 
Between the American Revolution and the time of the Louisiana Purchase, many 

Americans applied the revolutionary impulse of liberty toward ending African chattel 

slavery. Individual northern states followed Pennsylvania’s example and passed gradual 

abolition laws (Chapter 2), and southern states joined their northern confederates in 

banning slave imports (Chapter 3). By the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, laws gradually 

abolishing slavery or constitutional prohibitions against slavery had been enacted in all 

states north of Maryland, except for New Jersey which passed one the following year.12 

These states had less to lose economically by abolishing slavery than those further south, 
 

11 See Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape, 20–33. 

12 Zilversmit, The First Emancipation. 
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but they had acted. Additionally, every state, even those in the Deep South with the most 

economic interest in slavery, had enacted some ban or import tax intended to prohibit the 

slave trade.13 Slavery seemed to be waning. However, the location of the states that had 

begun abolishing slavery helped reify the climatic logic of slavery that continued to 

associate African-descended people with hot climates. With all northern states taking 

measures to abolish slavery, it increasingly appeared as though there was something 

distinct about the climate south of Mason and Dixon’s line defining the boundary 

between Pennsylvania and Maryland that required slavery. 

This climatic logic also appeared to delimit slavery’s expansion into the trans-

Appalachian West. Under the Articles of Confederation, Congress had passed the 

Northwest Ordinance in 1787. Article VI of the Ordinance prohibited slavery in all 

territories north and west of the Ohio River. The new federal Congress then reauthorized 

the Ordinance along with its sixth article in 1789, after the Constitution had been ratified. 

However, states that claimed territory south of the Ohio River refused to cede those lands 

if slavery would be outlawed there. North Carolina coerced the federal government into 

striking Article VI of the Northwest Ordinance when applying it to the future state of 

Tennessee as part of the Southwest Ordinance in 1790. Similarly, Kentucky was admitted 

as a slave state in 1792 when it was created from Virginia’s western counties. Congress 

briefly debated applying Article VI to the Mississippi Territory when organizing it in 

1798, but they admitted slavery there too. In all of these cases, Congress sanctioned 

slavery in federal territories and new states in order to placate local interests already 

 
13 Robinson, Slavery in the Structure of American Politics, 295–99; Fehrenbacher, The 
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using enslaved labor. The weakness of the federal government to assert influence beyond 

the Appalachians undermined any attempts to limit slavery in the west, allowing it to 

spread with only minor protests.14 Significantly, the resolution of these disputes, 

prohibiting slavery north of the Ohio River while permitting it to the south, further 

reinforced the climatic logic of slavery as necessary in hot places and made the North 

American south appear hot. The legal order had begun to reflect these climatic 

assumptions starting with the northern emancipations during the Revolution, and 

Congress continued to realize them. 

By the 1790s, even abolitionists were seeing a climatic structure to slavery. In A 

Dissertation on Slavery, St. George Tucker argued for gradual abolition in his home state 

of Virginia. He admitted that “The climate of the northern states [was] less favourable to 

the constitution of the natives of Africa, than the southern” and that the north “proved 

alike unfavourable to their propagation, and the increase of their numbers by 

importations.” He continued, arguing that “Nature herself… assisted in multiplying the 

blacks” in the South. Tucker contrasted his representation of people of African descent 

with those of “white laborers,” whose constitutions were preferred in New England’s 

cold winters.15 For him, Virginia’s liminal location in the Upper South made it warm but 

not too warm, rendering slavery natural but also suggesting that people of African 

descent were better suited for hotter climates. Tucker argued against plans to forcibly 

resettle freed people but favored denying them civil rights in order to induce them to 

voluntarily emigrate to “some other climate… on this continent more congenial to their 
 

14 Hammond, Slavery, Freedom, and Expansion in the Early American West, chaps. 1–2. 

15 St. George Tucker and Mathew Carey, A Dissertation on Slavery: With a Proposal for the 
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natural constitutions than ours.” In a footnote, he went so far as to suggest that “The 

immense territory of Louisiana, which extends as far south as the lat. 25° and the two 

Floridas,” all still firmly under Spanish control in 1796, could serve as a location for his 

imagined free black settlement.16 Twenty-five degrees north latitude, running close to the 

southern tip of Florida and of modern Texas, represented an expansive definition of 

Louisiana, but it also suggested that freed people would naturally prefer to settle close to 

the tropics, which start at roughly twenty-three and a half degrees. Tucker used this 

geography to transform arguments for the climatic necessity of slavery into an antislavery 

reading of nature. In doing so, he removed slavery from the climatic-racial equation, 

leaving race to be associated with climate even outside of bondage. Tucker believed that 

nature, with some help from the legislature, would encourage free blacks to migrate out 

of Virginia and into more congenial warm climates. While Tucker could not foresee the 

Louisiana Purchase in 1796, he imagined a racial order for a space he termed Louisiana 

that both reflected contemporary understandings of race and climate and would inform 

American’s perceptions of Louisiana after the Purchase. Ironically, by the time the 

United States purchased Louisiana, Tucker was far less optimistic about abolishing 

slavery. 

Tucker was not the only Virginian arguing that black relocation was key to ending 

slavery. Thomas Jefferson had already repeatedly argued for the abolition of both the 

slave trade and slavery in the United States.17 In A Summary View of the Rights of British 

 
16 Tucker and Carey, A Dissertation on Slavery, 94–95. 

17 Historians have repeatedly wrestled with the contradiction between Jefferson’s stated aversion 
to slavery and his policies that expanded the institution. I do not intend to enter that debate here other than 
to demonstrate the relatively uniform climatic thinking in his various statements and acts. For examples of 
that debate, see Jordan, White over Black; Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, chap. 4; 
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America (1774) and his draft of the “Declaration of Independence,” Jefferson had 

complained that Virginians’ attempts to prohibit the slave trade had been rejected by the 

king.18 Jefferson then made legal suggestions to limit slavery through the 1780s. He 

drafted legislation that would have banned slavery in American territories west of the 

original states as part of a Confederation Congress committee and later mentioned a 

proposal he drafted to institute gradual emancipation in Virginia in Notes on the State of 

Virginia (publicly published in 1785).19 Jefferson’s Virginian emancipation plan required 

freed slaves to “be colonized” out of the state when they reached adulthood. He believed 

that this relocation was necessary because of the “Deep rooted prejudices entertained by 

whites; [and] ten thousand recollections, by the blacks, of the injuries they have 

sustained…. To these objections, which are political, may be added others, which are 

physical and moral.” Jefferson then enumerated physical differences that he understood 

to separate the races, including that blacks were “more tolerant of heat, and less so of 

cold, than the whites.”20 While his phrasing makes it difficult to determine whether 

Jefferson intended heat tolerance as a reason for their relocation or simply as a factor 

 
John Chester Miller, The Wolf by the Ears: Thomas Jefferson and Slavery (Charlottesville: University of 
Virginia Press, 1991); Onuf, “To Declare Them a Free and Independant People”; Roger G. Kennedy, Mr. 
Jefferson’s Lost Cause: Land, Farmers, Slavery, and the Louisiana Purchase (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2003); Arthur Scherr, “Thomas Jefferson, White Immigration, and Black Emancipation: 
Part I,” Southern Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal of the South 22, no. 2 (2015): 1–36; Arthur Scherr, 
“Thomas Jefferson, White Immigration, and Black Emancipation: Part II,” Southern Studies: An 
Interdisciplinary Journal of the South 23, no. 1 (2016): 1–26. 

18 Thomas Jefferson and Arthur Lee, A Summary View of the Rights of British America: Set Forth 
in Some Resolutions Intended for the Inspection of the Present Delegates of the People of Virginia, Now in 
Convention (London: G. Kearsly, 1774), 16; “Jefferson’s ‘original Rough draught’ of the Declaration of 
Independence” Thomas Jefferson, The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P. Boyd, vol. 1 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1950), 426.  

19 Thomas Jefferson, “Notes on the State of Virginia,” in Writings, ed. Merrill D Peterson (New 
York: The Library of America, 2011), 264; Thomas Jefferson, “Report on Government for Western 
Territory,” in Writings, ed. Merrill D Peterson (New York: The Library of America, 2011), 377. 

20 Jefferson, “Notes on the State of Virginia,” 274–75. 
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differentiating black people from white ones, Jefferson considered the supposed differing 

responses to heat as a crucial factor separating people of different races.  

By the time Jefferson arranged the Louisiana Purchase, some twenty years later, 

his colonization scheme had come under criticism for the exorbitant cost of relocating 

freed people. In fact, Tucker’s Dissertation on Slavery was crafted in part as a rejection 

of Jefferson’s argument in Notes that emancipation should be accompanied by the 

removal of freed people. By arguing that free African-descended people would naturally 

migrate out of Virginia to a more congenial climate thus rendering paid transport 

unnecessary, Tucker reduced the cost of Jefferson’s emancipatory scheme while 

maintaining the need for eventual racial separation across geographical space. Both 

Tucker and Jefferson’s plans naturalized differences between black and white bodies by 

associating them with different climates and basing their emancipatory schemes around 

those differences. 

Plans to relocate people of African descent proliferated in the early nineteenth 

century, especially in Virginia. In Notes, Jefferson had indirectly connected enslaved 

Africans’ supposed lack of fitness in temperate North American climates to his plans for 

their forced colonization out of Virginia upon their abolition. This plan for their removal 

appears fundamentally connected with his fear of race war. When Gabriel’s Conspiracy 

was uncovered in 1800, Jefferson’s fears were realized. Gabriel’s Conspiracy, or 

sometimes Rebellion, was an abortive slave conspiracy in the Richmond, Virginia area. 

Revealed to authorities before the plan was enacted, the state executed twenty-five slaves 

linked to organizing the Conspiracy. Additionally, the state legislature passed a resolution 

requiring Governor James Monroe to contact President Jefferson “on the subject of 
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obtaining by purchase lands without the limits of this state, to which persons obnoxious 

to the laws or dangerous to the peace of society may be removed.” In a June 1801 letter 

to Jefferson, Monroe explained that request emerged from “the conspiracy of the 

slaves… last year” and that only slaves would be relocated to whatever land was 

purchased.21 The same year and also in response to the Conspiracy, George Tucker (a 

cousin of St. George Tucker) wrote an open letter to Virginia’s General Assembly 

advocating for the colonization of enslaved people to “the western side of the 

Mississippi” or “some part of the Indian country… within the limits of the state of 

Georgia.”22 While George Tucker’s plan stands out for its relative succinctness, he 

stressed the need to remove enslaved and free people of color, especially women who 

could give birth to more of them, for “the salvation of the state.”23 These plans focused 

on relocating African descended people for a variety of reasons not directly linked to 

climatic-racialism. Nevertheless, the colonization of people of African descent was 

clearly being discussed among Virginia’s political elite in the decade before the 

Louisiana Purchase, whether as part of an emancipatory or penal scheme.  

Five months later, after Monroe reminded Jefferson that the Virginia legislature 

was still waiting for a reply about where they might send unwanted enslaved people, 

Jefferson explained his thoughts on potential locations for black Virginian’s resettlement. 

Climatic-racial concerns of health were omnipresent. After mentioning Canada as a 
 

21 “James Monroe to Thomas Jefferson,” June 15, 1801, Founders Online, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-34-02-0274. 

22 George Tucker, Letter to a Member of the General Assembly of Virginia, on the Subject of the 
Late Conspiracy of the Slaves; with a Proposal for Their Colonization (Baltimore: Bonsal & Niles, 1801), 
18. 

23 Tucker, Letter to a Member of the General Assembly of Virginia, on the Subject of the Late 
Conspiracy of the Slaves; with a Proposal for Their Colonization, 18–19, 22. 
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possible receptacle, Jefferson expressed doubts that “either Great Britain or the Indian 

proprietors” would accept American slaves and “whether that race of men could long 

exist in so rigorous a climate.” In contrast, he believed that “The West Indies offer a more 

probable & practicable retreat for them. inhabited already by a people of their own race & 

colour; climates congenial with their natural constitution,” though he worried about 

getting permission for settlement there as well.24 Climatic-racial concerns haunted 

Jefferson’s considerations of black resettlement, even though they were not his main 

concern. The presumed connection between hot places and black health and labor 

continued to influence Jefferson’s policy making after the Louisiana Purchase, and public 

and private remarks about the fitness of black bodies for warmer climates continued to 

naturalize the differences imposed on them by slavery. 

The Possibilities of Louisiana  
When considering the expansion of slavery into newly acquired Louisiana, 

Jefferson did not make overt references to his beliefs about climatic connections to race, 

but they undoubtedly continued to inform his thinking. Jefferson’s initial plan was to 

make the territory west of the Mississippi a sort of reservation for Indians, while keeping 

whites (and enslaved blacks) east of the river, except for south of the thirty-first parallel 

where Jefferson hoped to contain racialized slavery. This plan reflected Jefferson’s 

impulse for separating races geographically while also admitting the perceived need for 

enslaved African-descended labor (and white enslavers) for sugar production in the 

southernmost parts of Louisiana. 

 
24 “Thomas Jefferson to James Monroe,” November 24, 1801, Founders Online, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-35-02-0550. 
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Jefferson tried to enact his racialized plan for Louisiana through constitutional 

amendments. In July 1803, he drafted amendments to limit land sales and white 

settlement west of the Mississippi. His first draft would have given congress “authority to 

exchange the right of occupancy… for lands possessed by Indians within the U. S. on the 

East side of the Missisipi [sic.] … for those of the white inhabitants on the West side 

thereof and above the latitude of 31 degrees.”25 A later draft reserved land only “North of 

an East & West line drawn through the mouth of Arkansa [sic.] river” for indigenous 

peoples, prohibiting land grants and the creation of states in that area until the passage of 

a “subsequent amendment to the Constitution shall be made for these purposes.”26 

Jefferson explained his reasoning in a contemporary letter, writing that Congress could 

make the newly acquired territory “the means of tempting all our Indians on the East side 

of the Mississippi to remove to the West, and of condensing instead of scattering our 

population.”27 Essentially, Jefferson hoped to remove Indians from east of the 

Mississippi to the west and use them as a buffer to prevent further European-American 

expansion. For him, this would solve the problem of conflicts over land in the east at the 

same time it would prevent the dispersion of white American settlers and the concomitant 

weakening of the Republic. However, Jefferson did not intend for white settlement to 

stop permanently at the Mississippi, and he left open the possibility of future expansion 

via constitutional amendment, implying that whites could eventually expand into the 

 
25 “Drafts of an Amendment to the Constitution,” [July 1803] in Thomas Jefferson, The Works of 

Thomas Jefferson, ed. Paul Leicester Ford (New York: G.P. Putnam’s sons, 1904), 6–8. 

26 “Drafts of an Amendment to the Constitution,” [July 1803] in Jefferson, The Works of Thomas 
Jefferson, 4–6. 

27 “Thomas Jefferson to Horatio Gates,” July 11, 1803 in Jefferson, The Works of Thomas 
Jefferson, 13.  
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territory set aside for Indians. More importantly from the viewpoint of race construction, 

the possibility of whites inhabiting Indian lands on both sides of the river suggested a 

corporal similarity between Indians and Europeans that Jefferson denied to Africans.28 In 

fact, he repeatedly expressed a hope throughout his life that Native Americans and 

European Americans would intermix, both in terms of culture and reproduction.29 At the 

same time, Jefferson denied any hint of equivalency between European- and African-

descended people and actively worked to prevent their intermixture. Of course, Jefferson 

was simultaneously enacting racial intermixture in his personal life.30  

Jefferson’s imagined Louisiana reflected his climatic-racial assumptions about 

labor, especially in terms of sugar production. He likely chose first the thirty-first parallel 

and then the mouth of the Arkansas River as the southern limit to his proposed Indian 

Territory because that boundary fit with both his assumptions about where sugar could go 

and his poorly informed understanding of the location of creole plantations and 

settlements in Louisiana. Thirty-one degrees already marked the US’s claims of a 

southern border with Florida, and Jefferson had shown a penchant for using lines of 

 
28 After an initial period where the English fretted over their ability to survive in the Americas, 

they and their British and American successors understood their demographic increase and falling numbers 
of Native Americans as proof of their fitness for the American climate. In this way, Europeans and 
European Americans conceived of themselves the natural successors to native spaces through their 
understanding of bodies. See Chaplin, Subject Matter. 

29 Jordan, White over Black, 480. For the complexities of Jefferson’s beliefs about Indians and 
their ability to join the United States, see Onuf, Jefferson’s Empire, chap. 1. Jefferson’s ideas about Native 
Americans and the need for spatial separation would contribute to the federal government beginning Indian 
Removal programs (S. Charles Bolton, “Jeffersonian Indian Removal and the Emergence of the Arkansas 
Territory,” in A Whole Country in Commotion: The Louisiana Purchase and the American Southwest, ed. 
Patrick G. Williams, S. Charles Bolton, and Jeannie M. Whayne (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas 
Press, 2005), 77–90). 

30 Annette Gordon-Reed, Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings: An American Controversy, 
Updated ed. (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1998). 
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latitude to define territories in the West.31 Such latitudinal systems allowed Jefferson and 

the federal government to make policy about and grant lands in spaces they knew little 

about.32 However, Jefferson was aware of his own ignorance, and within a week of 

hearing that France had agreed to cede all of Louisiana to the United States, he composed 

a list of queries about Louisiana that he sent to Americans familiar with the area. Among 

those he asked to provide information about the new acquisition were the Governor of the 

Mississippi Territory, William C. C. Claiborne, and the American Consul in New 

Orleans, Daniel Clark.33 Jefferson’s fifteenth query specifically requested information 

about where sugar could be grown in Louisiana. Claiborne answered, “From the Balize 

[near the outlet of the Mississippi] to twenty Leagues above New-Orleans, Sugar may be 

cultivated to advantage.”34 Clark similarly replied that sugar could be grown on “all the 

Land free from Inundation between the Balize and the River Iberville on both sides of the 

Mississippi.”35 Both of these estimates limited sugar production to well below Baton 

Rouge, itself a bit south of thirty and a half degrees north latitude. Therefore, the thirty-

first parallel and the Arkansas River remained convenient if optimistic boundaries on 

sugar production in the territory.  

 
31 See Jefferson, “Report on Government for Western Territory,” 377. 

32 See Rothman, Slave Country, 39–45. 

33 “Thomas Jefferson to Albert Gallatin,” July 9, 1803, Founders Online, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-40-02-0524. 

34 “Governor Claiborne to the President,” 24 August 1803 in Clarence Edwin Carter and John 
Porter Bloom, The Territorial Papers of the United States (Washington: National Archives, 1934), IX: 19. 

35 “Daniel Clark to the Secretary of State,” 8 September 1803 in Carter and Bloom, Territorial 
Papers, IX: 35. 
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While Jefferson never directly connected sugar production to his limits for free 

white and enslaved black settlement in Louisiana, his interest in sugar is clear from his 

queries. He asked about the production and export value of a number of crops, including 

cotton and indigo as well as sugar, but the only crop Jefferson singled out for its own 

query was sugar. Additionally, sugar was the only crop that Jefferson asked where it 

could be grown, indicating its importance to his imagining of space and the climate of 

Lower Louisiana.36 Jefferson would have associated sugar production with enslaved 

African labor as did antislavery activists from around the Atlantic.37 Within this 

framework, he was likely excited about the potential for American, slave-grown sugar 

and factored it into his plans about where white settlement and black slavery would be 

allowed. In Jefferson’s mind, sugar implied both a warm climate and a need for racial 

slavery in southern Louisiana. This association rendered racial differences as natural and 

tied to modes of production in a specific landscape. While Jefferson would have preferred 

full racial segregation, he allowed for the use of enslaved black labor because he and his 

white contemporaries believed it was necessary to grow crops like sugar. 

Despite Jefferson tacitly admitting that slavery would continue in the 

southernmost reaches of Louisiana, he also suggested the possibility of limiting slave 

imports into Louisiana. Clark’s responses to Jefferson’s queries were circulated among 

cabinet-level officials, and in one letter, Jefferson added some interpretations while 

 
36 “Daniel Clark to the Secretary of State,” 8 September 1803 in Carter and Bloom, Territorial 

Papers, IX: 44-6. 

37 In fact, Pennsylvania abolitionist Benjamin Rush had sent an essay he wrote concerning sugar 
maples as a potential source of slave-free sugar to Jefferson in 1791. “Benjamin Rush to Thomas Jefferson: 
An Account of the Sugar Maple Tree,” 10 July 1791 in Benjamin Rush, Letters of Benjamin Rush, ed. L. H. 
Butterfield (Princeton, NJ: Published for the American Philosophical Society by Princeton University 
Press, 1951), I: 587-99. 



Chapter 4   186 
 

passing along Clark’s answers to his Secretary of the Treasury, Albert Gallatin. In that 

letter, Jefferson suggested that Congress might enact a restriction that “slaves not… be 

imported [to Louisiana], except from such of the US. as prohibit importation.”38 Jefferson 

may have been in favor of admitting slavery into southern Louisiana, but he wanted to 

prevent increasing the black population of the United States through slave imports. 

Commonly referred to as “diffusion,” this strategy aimed to reduce the number of slaves 

elsewhere in the United States, especially in states such as Virginia, and accelerate the 

“whitening” of those areas. Of course, limiting slave imports while allowing the interstate 

trade would also raise the value of the human property held by Jefferson and his fellow 

enslavers.  

Jefferson’s suggestion that Congress might ban domestic slave imports into 

Louisiana from states importing foreign-born slaves appeared especially prescient a 

month later. In December, the South Carolina legislature voted to reopen the Atlantic 

slave trade. As Jed Handelsman Shugerman has argued, the timing implied that Carolina 

reopened the trade in order to supply slaves to Louisiana, thereby ensuring the expansion 

of the slave South.39 While Jefferson had imagined a more diffuse and less threatening 

black population, South Carolinians imagined a political, as well as economic, need for 

more slave labor in the form of more black bodies. 

The cession of Louisiana also encouraged others to imagine a new racial 

geography in the acquired territory. In 1803, St. George Tucker writing under the 

 
38 “Thomas Jefferson to Albert Gallatin,” November 9, 1803, Founders Online, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-41-02-0516. 

39 Jed Handelsman Shugerman, “The Louisiana Purchase and South Carolina’s Reopening of the 
Slave Trade in 1803,” Journal of the Early Republic 22, no. 2 (2002): 263–90. 
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pseudonym “Sylvestris” celebrated the Purchase and revivified aspects of his 

emancipation scheme from seven years earlier. In a short work entitled Reflections, on 

the Cession of Louisiana to the United States, Tucker explained that the acquisition of 

Louisiana prevented the French from developing a successful colony there and 

“seduc[ing] the people of the western states” into “a more advantageous alliance, or 

confederacy… with the possessors of that country.”40 Tucker, like many other 

Americans, fretted over foreign influence drawing away the United States’ trans-

Appalachian territories and citizens. However, he also echoed Jefferson’s fears that 

American settlement might spread too quickly and thin its population. Rather “than suffer 

the value of… lands to be depreciated, by opening a land office in that immense 

territory,” he suggested that the government “propose to Indian nations now settled 

within the United States an exchange of lands beyond the Mississippi, for those which 

they now hold.”41 This plan would both limit white American settlement west of the 

Mississippi and remove the “uncivilized” from among the settlements east of the 

Mississippi: the river could work as a racial divide. 

Tucker also used the opportunity of the Louisiana Purchase to reiterate his 

suggestion from A Dissertation on Slavery that freed people of African descent could 

settle in the acquired territory. The new acquisition would draw emancipated slaves 

because “The southern parts of Louisiana bordering upon the gulph of Mexico lie under a 

climate more favourable for the African constitution than any part of the United States.”42 

 
40 Sylvestris, Reflections, on the Cession of Louisiana to the United States (Washington: Samuel 

Harrison Smith, 1803), 14. 

41 Sylvestris, Reflections on the Cession of Louisiana, 19, 24. 

42 Sylvestris, Reflections on the Cession of Louisiana, 25. 
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For Tucker, the Louisiana Purchase was an opportunity to relax emancipation laws and 

entice African-descended people out of the existing states. Tellingly, he went on to write, 

“The distance of that part of Louisiana from the United States might recommend it as a 

place of exile, also for other criminals.”43 Louisiana was a potential outlet for formerly 

enslaved people of African descent both because of its climate and because of its distance 

from the established states of the Union. Tucker also revealed his racial assumptions 

about blacks by associating them with criminals, suggesting an assumed inherent black 

criminality. Nevertheless, Tucker, like Jefferson in his plans to end slavery in Virginia, 

believed that emancipation would have to be accompanied by racial separation through 

resettlement, and the Louisiana Purchase inspired Tucker to imagine this separation on a 

remote, barely known landscape. Moreover, climate was to differentiate the lands where 

black and white people labored, rendering segregation as a natural effect, rather than a 

policy desire. 

Other writers similarly imagined a landscape in Louisiana that allowed for racial 

segregation and the gradual abolition of slavery. Allan B. Magruder, a Kentucky-born 

Jeffersonian Republican, vociferously argued that the peaceful acquisition of Louisiana 

by the United States was the realization of a Providential plan. Despite celebrating the 

expansion of divinely ordained republican government over much of North America, 

Magruder also lamented that “Americans have sullied their moral and republican 

character, by maintaining several millions of human beings in the bonds of a degrading 

slavery.”44 Magruder did not deign to delve into why slavery was degrading beyond 

 
43 Sylvestris, Reflections on the Cession of Louisiana, 26. 

44 Allan B. Magruder, Political, Commercial, and Moral Reflections on the Late Cession of 
Louisiana to the United States (Lexington, KY: D. Bradford, 1803), 141. 
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stating it was a violation of liberty and republican values. However, he blamed its 

existence on the “mercantile body” of Americans and suggested that the Louisiana 

Purchase provided an opportunity to begin the gradual abolition of slavery on a national 

scale. Like Tucker, Magruder offered colonization as the solution to slavery in America: 

“Louisiana, whose boundaries contain, I am induced to think, more territory, than the 

whole United States; which combined in various latitudes the different climates of almost 

every country on the globe, affords us the means of suggesting some scheme for 

colonizing our slaves.”45 Magruder suggested that Louisiana was large enough that there 

was space for a colony of freed slaves, and he further indicated that those slaves would 

need to be colonized in “such a climate in Louisiana as will best suit the temperament of 

Negroes.”46 Magruder believed that freed people should not be self-governed but instead 

be governed by “various officers of government appointed from among our intelligent 

citizens.”47 This was a different kind of racial segregation than Jefferson had planned for 

Louisiana. While Jefferson had acknowledged the perceived need for enslaved black 

labor, Magruder suggested black people might live free though physically separated from 

white Americans. 

Despite Magruder’s well-intentioned but paternalistic plan for slave 

emancipation, his reading of the Louisiana climate must have surprised his 

contemporaries. On the one hand, he described finding a climate within Louisiana that 

 
45 Magruder, Political, Commercial, and Moral Reflections on the Late Cession of Louisiana to 

the United States, 148. 

46 Magruder, Political, Commercial, and Moral Reflections on the Late Cession of Louisiana to 
the United States, 150. 

47 Magruder, Political, Commercial, and Moral Reflections on the Late Cession of Louisiana to 
the United States, 149. 
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would fit with his assumptions about African-descended people’s need for a hot climate, 

but on the other hand, he argued that even in the sugarcane fields of Lower Louisiana 

“the soil may be worked by the whites.”48 Magruder repeatedly described the variety of 

climates in Louisiana, but his awkward association of West Indian products, including 

sugar, indigo, coffee, cocoa, and even ginger, with the Lower Louisiana climate suggests 

he believed it had a warm environment traditionally associated with enslaved black 

labor.49 Nevertheless, Magruder argued that West Indian products could be grown in 

Louisiana because of the climate and that African-descended people could live 

comfortably in its warmth at the same time that he declared that the climate was not too 

hot for white labor. Magruder even argued that free whites could grow sugar cheaper in 

Louisiana than enslaved blacks could in Jamaica, explaining “The same cause that 

renders Negro labor necessary, in the [West Indies], under a tropical sun, does not exist in 

[Louisiana]; because no part of it is so hot.” However, Magruder left room in his racial 

logic to escape a pure essentialism by associating West Indian slavery only with “the 

native African, who has been born under, and inured from his infancy to the scorching 

rays of the sun.”50 He did not specify where American-born enslaved people fit in his 

schema, and this Kentuckian possibly considered enslaved Americans different from 

native Africans. Whatever the unwritten intricacies of Magruder’s racial logic, he 

 
48 Magruder, Political, Commercial, and Moral Reflections on the Late Cession of Louisiana to 

the United States, 112. 

49 Magruder, Political, Commercial, and Moral Reflections on the Late Cession of Louisiana to 
the United States, 112–19. 

50 Magruder, Political, Commercial, and Moral Reflections on the Late Cession of Louisiana to 
the United States, 112. 
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maintained that the Louisiana climate provided the appropriate location for black 

colonization at the same time that it was compatible with slave-free agriculture. 

Once in possession of the Louisiana Purchase, Americans continued wrestling 

with what to do about slavery and the slave trade in the newly acquired lands. While 

Magruder, Tucker, and even Jefferson imagined pure racial spaces, the policy debate 

centered solely on whether to allow slaves to be brought into Louisiana. Congress 

discussed how to govern the new territory, while the first American governor, William C. 

C. Claiborne, wrestled with whether the law allowed slave imports.  

Having taken possession of New Orleans and Louisiana on December 20, 1803, 

Claiborne wrote to Secretary of State James Madison as early as January 1804 for 

instructions on whether he could prevent slave imports. Claiborne explained to Madison 

that a vessel had arrived “with fifty African Negroes for Sale.” However, Claiborne 

“Being unwilling to permit so barbarous a Traffic, if [his] powers Authorized [him] to 

prevent it” asked a previous Spanish administrator whether the trade had been allowed 

under Spanish rule. Upon hearing that importing African slaves had been legal under the 

Spanish laws still in force, Claiborne acquiesced to the trader landing his human 

merchandise.51 Claiborne repeatedly stated his dislike for slavery and the slave trade but 

continued to be only a minor foil to the human trade in Louisiana until the first Louisiana 

Governance Act came into effect in October of 1804.  

 
51 Claiborne to James Madison, 31 January 1804 in William C. C. Claiborne et al., Official Letter 

Books of W. C. C. Claiborne, 1801-1816, ed. Dunbar Rowland (Jackson, Miss.: State department of 
archives and history, 1917), I: 252-3. 
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Even as Claiborne was regularly proclaiming his distaste for slavery, his reports 

on Louisiana and its people pushed the federal government toward allowing the slave 

trade. A report that he requested and forwarded to Washington concluded that permission 

to import African slaves would “better reconcile [creole Louisianans] to the government 

of the United States than any other privilege.” The report continued on to explain that the 

locals believed that “White laborers… cannot be had in this unhealthy climate” and that 

without slavery “they must abandon the culture both of Sugar and Cotton.”52 Specific 

crops were connected to slavery through racial assumptions about climate. In Claiborne’s 

gloss on the report that he sent to Madison, the governor reinforced the importance of this 

conclusion, writing “on this Subject, the people appear to feel a lively interest, and the 

prevailing opinion here is, that a prohibition [on slave imports] would tend generally to 

the injury of the Province.”53 

Congress, too, considered what to do about slavery in the newly acquired 

territory. When debating how to structure the area’s government in January 1804, a 

prohibition on the slave trade became a major point of debate. Like Jefferson and Tucker, 

they too wrestled with the climatic-racial implications of the area’s climate. After a 

memorial from “the American convention for promoting the abolition of slavery” asked 

Congress to pass “such laws as shall prohibit the importation of slaves into the Territory 

of Louisiana,” the Senate debated a series of amendments to the bill intended to prohibit 

 
52 John Watkins to William C. C. Claiborne, 2 February 1804 in Paul Alliot, Louisiana under the 

Rule of Spain, France, and the United States, 1785-1807, ed. James Alexander Robertson (Cleveland: 
Arthur H. Clark, 1911), II: 319. 

53 Claiborne to James Madison, 1 March 1804 in Claiborne et al., Official Letter Books of W. C. C. 
Claiborne, 1801-1816, II: 14. 
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or at least limit the slave trade into Louisiana.54 During this debate, Senators made 

repeated claims about the territory’s climate in order to argue both for and against 

allowing the trade. The nature of the Louisiana climate and its connections to enslaved 

labor were repeatedly mentioned during three days of debate: 

Mr. Jackson [Ga.], Slaves must be admitted into that territory, it cannot be 
cultivated without them…. 

Mr. Dayton [NJ], Slavery must be tolerated, it must be established in that country, 
or it can never be inhabited. White people cannot cultivate it - your men cannot 
bear the burning sun & the damp dews of that country - I have traversed a large 
portion of it…. 

Mr. John Smith [Ohio], I know that county - I have spent considerable time there - 
white men can cultivate it…. 

Mr. Hillhouse [Conn.] … If that country cannot be cultivated without slaves, it 
will instead of being a paradise prove a curse to this country, particularly to some 
of the states in its vicinity…. 

Mr. Dayton [NJ], ... I am surprised that gentlemen who are friendly to that 
country, wish to prohibit slavery - it will bar the cultivation & improvement of 
that extensive territory. The lives of white people are shorter there than in any of 
our states, & the labor of slaves more necessary…. slavery is essential to their 
existence…. 

Mr. John Smith [Ohio]. I have traversed many of the settlements in that country - 
I know that white men labor there - they are capable of cultivating it… 

Mr. Jackson [Ga.]. … I know that a white man cannot cultivate three acres of rice, 
& yet Georgia is not so warm as Louisiana. You cannot prevent slavery… 

Mr. White [Del.]. … It is said that Louisiana cannot be cultivated by white men - 
May not this proceed from the very circumstances of their having slaves - Let 
white men be accustomed to the culture of that country, & they will, I believe find 
they are able to bear the fatigue of it. We may by use, by long habit, be brought to 
bear heat & fatigue as well as blacks.  

Mr. Hillhouse [Conn.], … If that country cannot be cultivated without slaves, let 
slaves hold it or let it remain a wilderness forever…. 

 
54 “Application to prohibit the importation of slaves into the territory of Louisiana” (no. 171) in 

“American State Papers Home Page: U.S. Congressional Documents,” Class X. I:386, accessed January 11, 
2018, https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/amlaw/lwsp.html. 
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Mr. Jackson [Ga.], Slavery must be established in that country or it must be 
abandoned. Without the aid of slaves neither coffee or cotton can be raised…. 

Mr. Dayton [NJ], … I say admit slaves for slaves must cultivate Louisiana - white 
people cannot subsist there without them…. 

Mr. Jackson [Ga.], Gentlemen from the north & the east do not know that white 
men cannot indure [sic.] the heat of a vertical sun - they cannot cultivate & raise a 
crop of rice - negroes are necessary for that country…. 

Mr. Pickering [Mass. F], When this subject was first brought up I was favorably 
inclined to the admission of slavery in that territory - but the discussion has 
convinced me that it will be bad policy indeed to admit slaves there... slaves are 
unnecessary there - white people can cultivate it - I therefore approve of the 
resolution.55 

As this debate demonstrates, climate and slavery had become inextricable in the minds of 

both abolitionists and their opponents: heat, crop selection, and slavery were linked, and 

while debate remained about just how hot Louisiana was, the extensiveness of slavery in 

the parishes around New Orleans and its eventual acceptance by the federal government 

continued a process already underway of associating the southern North American 

climate with slavery. That process also fed the imagination of white Americans in the 

federal government that associated people of African descent with hot places. However, 

by rendering slavery a problem of climate, the debate rendered both the institution and 

racial difference as natural. This naturalization in turn made the debate appear more about 

perceptions of climate rather than about individual Senators’ cultural and political 

desires.  

Despite the protracted debate over the slavery provisions in the Louisiana 

Governance Bill, the approved version of the bill included prohibitions on slavery and the 

 
55 William Plumer, William Plumer’s Memorandum of Proceedings in the United States Senate, 

1803-1807, ed. Everett Somerville Brown, University of Michigan Publications. Humanistic Papers (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1923), 111–21. 
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slave trade into the territory. The Governance Act divided the southern “Territory of 

Orleans” from the remaining, northern “District of Louisiana” at thirty-three degrees 

north latitude, the modern northern border of the state of Louisiana. This border was 

north of Jefferson’s original suggestion of the thirty-first parallel but south of his revised 

suggestion of the mouth of the Arkansas River. Like Jefferson’s revision, the border 

implemented by Congress included more population centers, such as Natchitoches, in the 

southern territory. Unlike Jefferson’s plan, the Governance Act did not create an Indian 

Territory or otherwise limit white settlement west of the Mississippi. It did, however, 

limit slavery. Under the Governance Act for the Territory of Orleans, roughly the modern 

state of Louisiana, Section 10 specifically banned slave imports “from any port or place 

without the limits of the United States” or “from any port or place within the limits of the 

United States… any slave or slaves, which shall have been imported since the first day of 

May, one thousand seven hundred and ninety eight… or which may hereafter be so 

imported.”56 This provision not only banned slave imports from outside the United States 

into Louisiana, it also aimed to exclude slaves imported into South Carolina after that 

state’s reopening of the Atlantic slave trade.57 Furthermore, only “a citizen of the United 

States, removing into said territory for actual settlement” could bring human property 

into the territory, effectively outlawing a trade in enslaved people while allowing slavery 

 
56 “An Act for the Organization of Orleans Territory and the Louisiana District,” 26 March 1804 

in Carter and Bloom, Territorial Papers, IX: 209.  

57 Shugerman, “The Louisiana Purchase and South Carolina’s Reopening of the Slave Trade in 
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itself. The act also annexed the northern District of Louisiana to the Indiana Territory, 

where slavery was illegal under the aegis of the Northwest Ordinance.58 

Through March 1804, President Jefferson had suggested action to limit the growth 

of slavery in Louisiana, and Congress had passed legislation to put such limits into 

action. As long as Louisiana remained a largely imaginary space untethered to local 

circumstances, the federal government was interested in limiting the spread of slavery 

there, at least in principle. The federal legislature did not prohibit slavery altogether, but 

it did limit the introduction of more slaves to settlers, theoretically limiting the trade into 

the territory. Furthermore, slavery was effectively limited to below the thirty-third 

parallel, suggesting that contemporary climatic assumptions about what areas were hot 

enough to require enslaved African labor inflected policy. Federal policy was naturalizing 

slavery and race according to climate. 

The End of a Dream  
Louisianans learned about the passage of the Governance Act and its provisions 

within a week of Jefferson signing the bill. They immediately balked that “The 

prohibiting the incorporation of Negroes therefore, is viewed here as a serious blow at the 

Commercial and agricultural interest of the Province.” Additionally, the news that South 

Carolina had reopened the slave trade led to complaints that Congress had not granted 

Louisiana statehood or a representative legislature and thus could not decide the issue for 

themselves. Claiborne reported that the Louisianans feared a conspiracy might be at work 

and “suppose[d] that Congress must connive at the importation into South Carolina, 
 

58 “An Act for the Organization of Orleans Territory and the Louisiana District,” 26 March 1804 
in Carter and Bloom, Territorial Papers, IX: 209-10. Admittedly, the legislature of the Indiana Territory 
had approved “indenture” in 1803, effectively legalizing slavery under a different name in the territory, but 
this convoluted method eventually led to Indiana being admitted as a free state. 
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and… that it is done with a view to make South Carolina the Sole importer for 

Louisiana.”59 In this context, creole complaints about lack of self-governance also 

reflected demand for slave importations. Local creoles became political activists and 

demonstrated they could be members of a republic by protesting the federal government’s 

prohibitions on the slave trade.60 

Louisianans quickly became more vociferous and more organized in their 

complaints about the Governance Act. Along with demands for immediate statehood and 

local government, Louisianans insisted the slave trade be reopened. In April, Claiborne 

wrote Jefferson to explain “that the prohibiting the Importation of Slaves into Louisiana, 

will be viewed by the Citizens as a great Grievance; on this subject much irritation is 

manifested, and the general opinion seems to be, that the Territory cannot prosper 

without a great encrease of Negro's.”61 Other observers explained the Louisianans’ logic:  

They complain of the prohibition of the Slave Trade as rendering the plantations 
of little or no value, as Sugar, Cotton, Rice or Indigo cannot be cultivated to any 
extent… nor the Levee Kept in repair; [because]… the heat of the climate and the 
marshiness of the country which for the most part is a mere swamp is unfriendly 
to the labouring class of whitemen.62 

Slavery was at the center of the white creole’s objection to the Louisiana Government 

Act, and the slave-owning planters’ complaints made American officials fear disunion.  

By rendering the need for slaves in racial-climatic terms, creole planters naturalized their 

 
59 Claiborne to James Madison, 10 March 1804 in Claiborne et al., Official Letter Books of W. C. 

C. Claiborne, 1801-1816, II: 25. 

60 See Faber, Building the Land of Dreams. 

61 “Governor Claiborne to the President,” April 15, 1804 in Carter and Bloom, Territorial Papers, 
IX: 222. 

62 “Hatch Dent to James H. McCulloch,” July 14, 1804 in Carter and Bloom, Territorial Papers, 
IX: 265-66. 
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need for black labor and attempted to circumvent the moral and political arguments 

against their demand.  

Creole Louisianans also formally joined together to protest their new government 

in a petition to Congress. In “Remonstrance of the People of Louisiana against the 

Political System Adopted by Congress for Them,” the creoles complained that the initial 

government had all “the evils of a military and absolute authority” which continued under 

the appointed governor and a lack of representation with the Governance Act. They then 

protested the prohibition on the slave trade, which they described as “one subject… 

extremely interesting to us” and complained that even the Territory of Mississippi was 

allowed to trade in slaves from within the United States. Crucially, they invoked climatic-

racial arguments to make their case for enslaved black laborers:  

To the necessity of employing African laborers, which arises from climate, and 
the species of cultivation pursued in warm latitudes, is added a reason particular 
to the country itself. The banks raised to restrain the waters of the Mississippi can 
only be kept in repair by those whose natural constitution and habits of labor 
enable them to resist the combined effects of a deleterious moisture, and a degree 
of heat intolerable to whites; this labor is great, it requires many hands, and it is 
all important to the very existence of our country.63 

Like Congress debating the Governance Act and the Malcontents in Georgia, the 

Louisianans argued for the necessity of African slavery in terms of climate and the 

inability of whites to work in the heat. These arguments rendered both racial difference 

and slavery as natural and beyond the scope of politics. 

Even creoles from the northern District of Louisiana complained about 

restrictions on slavery. Having been annexed to the Indiana territory where “Slavery 
 

63 “Remonstrance of the People of Louisiana against the Political System Adopted by Congress for 
Them” (No. 183) in “American State Papers,” Class X, Miscellaneous, I: 396-99, quotations 396, 399. 
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cannot exist,” they argued that the Louisiana Purchase treaty protected their right to 

“property of every description,” including enslaved people. The petitioners fretted that 

connecting their District to Indiana “create[d] a presumption” that Congress would 

eventually abolish slavery in their territory altogether. Indiana, after all, had been carved 

out of the old Northwest Territory where slavery was banned. In response, the creoles 

asked Congress to treat the District like the Mississippi Territory, where slavery was 

allowed with some restrictions on imports.64 Specifically, they petitioned, “That 

Congress would acknowledge the principle of our being entitled, in virtue of the treaty, to 

the free possession of our slaves, and to the right of importing slaves into the district of 

Louisiana.”65 Signed at St. Louis by delegates from New Madrid, Cape Girardeau, Ste. 

Genevieve, and St. Charles as well as by locals, the petition made no climatic claims 

about needing slaves. Instead, it focused simply on the right to human property. Rather 

than argue the heat of the area, the petitioners relied solely on political language in 

demanding slavery and foreshadowed the debate around forming the area into the state of 

Missouri a decade and a half later (see chapter 5). 

While creoles and white Americans argued over where slavery was needed, free 

people of color strove to make a case for their belonging and citizenship in the American 

republic. Earlier in 1804, free black men of color living in New Orleans had written a 

very different address to Governor Claiborne. These men entirely ignored the potential 

form and restrictions of government imposed on Louisiana by Congress. Instead, they 

tactfully expressed concern that their status might change under American rule. After 

 
64 “Remonstrance” (No. 183) in “American State Papers,” Class X, Miscellaneous, I: 401. 
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expressing “a lively Joy” that their homeland had been joined to “the American 

Republic,” they noted that such an association and presumably the treaty that enacted it 

rendered their “personal and political freedom… assured to us for ever.” They went on to 

note their military service under Spanish rule and to offer to serve the American 

government in the same way.66 New Orleans’ free people of color feared that their 

traditional rights would be taken away under a national government with a more binary 

association of freedom with white skin and enslavement with black skin. They likely had 

a passing knowledge that states like Virginia required freed people to leave the state and 

feared that they too might be exiled or at least denied civil standing. In the context of so 

many statements by whites about black labor in the Louisiana climate, free people of 

color declined to comment on climate or render racial difference explicit.67 

Despite Louisianans strong reaction against the prohibition on the slave trade, 

they had dealt with limitations on slave imports for a generation under Spanish rule. In 

fact, creole planters and merchants had demanded increased restrictions on slave imports 

from the Spanish government throughout the 1790s, even before the slave uprising in 

Saint-Domingue. The expansion of labor-intensive sugar and cotton cultivation in the late 

1790s then led planters to push for a change in Spanish policy to allow them to import 

slaves directly from Africa, and the Spanish governor reinstated the African trade in 1800 

with public support when the local government council, or Cabildo, split on the issue. 
 

66 “Address from the Free People of Color,” January1804 in Carter and Bloom, Territorial Papers, 
IX: 174. 

67 The fears of New Orleans’ free people of color proved prescient. Once Louisiana was granted a 
territorial legislature, it began to enact stricter racial codes. Additionally, white Louisianans and white 
Americans slowly found common cause in racial exclusion and white supremacy. See Kastor, The Nation’s 
Crucible; Robert L. Paquette, “Revolutionary Saint Domingue in the Making of Territorial Louisiana,” in A 
Turbulent Time: The French Revolution and the Greater Caribbean, ed. David Barry Gaspar and David 
Patrick Geggus (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 215. 
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According to historian Paul F. Lachance, the cession of Louisiana to the United States 

further spurred Louisianans’ interest in importing slaves because planters no longer 

feared that the government would use their human property against them.68 In this 

context, the demand to import enslaved Africans in Louisiana was relatively new despite 

the longevity of the colony’s slave regime. 

Motivated by the boom in sugar and cotton productions, Louisianans had used 

climatic-racial arguments connecting these crops with black labor to argue for enslaved 

labor before their acquisition by the Americans. In a memoir submitted to Napoleon 

shortly before Spain agreed to retrocede Louisiana to France, Joseph Xavier de Pontalba 

argued that Louisiana was “the key to America” and that even U.S. citizens in the trans-

Appalachian West would join the French under the right conditions. He explained that 

that the Louisianans would become French again “with enthusiasm” if they did not fear 

that their slaves would be emancipated. Accordingly, he counseled that the French could 

gain creoles’ loyalty upon reacquiring Louisiana if they strengthened the slave laws and 

reopened of the slave trade. Pontalba also explained that slavery was necessary for the 

commercial success of the colony because “The excessive heat prevailing during the five 

months in which the hardest works are to be executed on the plantations, does not allow 

the use of free and white labor and renders the blacks indispensable.”69 French creoles 

shared American assumptions of climatic-racialism and similarly deployed them to 

 
68 Paul F. Lachance, “The Politics of Fear: French Louisianans and the Slave Trade, 1786-1809,” 
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69 Joseph Xavier de Pontalba, Memoir as quoted in Charles Gayarré, History of Louisiana (New 
York: William J. Widdleton, 1867), 426, 432–33. 
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naturalize slavery. They had no trouble transferring these arguments from petitions in a 

monarchical system to those in a republican one.   

Ultimately, resistance from locals and a lack of Congressional and Presidential 

leadership led to little discussion of slavery in debates over the next round of Louisiana 

government acts.70 The House of Representatives committee charged with reviewing the 

Remonstrance of the Louisianans reported its recommendation in January 1805. The 

committee rejected the most extreme claims of “the memorialists,” stating that “only 

under torture” would the cession treaty support the Louisianans’ full demands. 

Nevertheless, the committee “earnestly recommend[ed] that every indulgence, not 

incompatible with the interests of the Union, may be extended to them.” They 

specifically construed their language to mean “the right of self-government” but with 

“wise and salutary restrictions,” possibly including “a prohibition of the importation of 

foreign slaves.”71 Effectively, the congressional committee suggested that conciliation 

mattered more than the moral condemnation of slavery or the slave trade. 

In March 1805, Congress passed, and Jefferson signed, a new “Act for the 

Government of the Orleans Territory.” The Territorial Act effectively legalized unlimited 

slavery in Louisiana by failing to mention the topic directly. Instead, it applied “a 

government in all respects similar… to that now exercised in the Mississippi territory” to 

the southern Orleans Territory. It took effect in November, and its drafters of the new 

 
70 Roger G. Kennedy, in particular, blames Jefferson’s lack of leadership for enabling the 

persistence and expansion of slavery into the lands of the Louisiana Purchase (Kennedy, Mr. Jefferson’s 
Lost Cause). Whatever Jefferson’s many shortcomings, much of the federal government and congressional 
leadership enabled the western expansion of slavery. Cf. Rothman, Slave Country. 

71 “Revision of the Political System adopted for Louisiana” (No. 187) in “American State Papers,” 
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Territorial Act circuitously affirmed slavery in Orleans Territory: The Mississippi 

governance act had applied the Northwest Ordinance to the territory but struck the sixth 

article which banned slavery, and the Orleans governance act redundantly “excluded 

from all operation” that article “within the said territory of Orleans.”72 The act stopped 

short of caving to all of the Louisianans’ demands by not providing the territory with 

immediate statehood, but it did provide for a representative general assembly and a path 

to statehood once its population reached 60,000.73 The creoles had gained crucial 

concessions from Congress and would use their new legislative power not only to 

continue the slave trade but to strengthen Louisiana’s racial regime. 

In the larger, northern District of Louisiana, slavery was surreptitiously permitted 

as well. Whatever the contemporary belief in racial bodies’ aptitudes for specific 

climates, concerns of earning and maintaining far-flung citizens’ loyalty overrode 

political and scientific reasons to limit either white settlement or enslaved black labor. 

Perhaps because the district was just so remote and so lightly populated, the bulk of 

Americans and their representatives in Congress simply failed to reckon with slavery’s 

expansion there. In February of 1805, the Senate considered a bill that would replace the 

original Governance Act and create a separate the government of the District of 

Louisiana. The original bill had been largely identical to the act ultimately approved for 

the Orleans Territory, including applying the Mississippi governance act and the overt 

 
72 “An Act for the Government of Orleans Territory,” 2 March 1805 in Carter and Bloom, 
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rejection of article six of the Northwest Ordinance.74 However, the Louisiana Territorial 

Bill was amended after the second reading into what amounted to entirely new bill that 

made the District of Louisiana into the Territory of Louisiana with its own governor but 

no elected legislature. The revised bill made no mention of slavery, and it did not relate 

the government or the rights of the territory’s denizens to those of any other territory.75 

Congress had permitted slavery and the domestic slave trade by omission.  

By failing to act directly against slavery, both the Orleans and Louisiana 

Territorial Acts of 1805 tacitly allowed slavery and the slave trade to continue. As Eliga 

H. Gould has argued, slavery in colonial and early national periods was created and 

persisted not legally but through the recognition of American and African custom. 

American polities could and did create positive laws in support of slavery, but the 

“custom” of slavery required no positive support.76 When Congress failed to prohibit 

slavery or the slave trade in the Louisiana Purchase, it allowed custom to prevail and 

decisions about slavery to be made by according to local prerogatives. Since no 

prohibitions against the interstate trade existed and South Carolina had reopened the 

state’s Atlantic trade, slaves could be imported to the new territories from outside the 

United States after only a brief stop in Charleston. Together, the slave holding interests of 

the Deep South and those of greater Louisiana had forced the admission of the slave trade 
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by working through and by creating local jurisdictions.77 The dreams of the Jeffersonians 

to use Louisiana to end American slavery were all but thwarted. 

Even as Congress passed the revised Territorial Acts that would settle the 

legislative question of slavery and slave importation in the Purchase, Louisiana continued 

to provide fodder for the imaginary racial landscapes of both anti- and pro-slavery 

writers. Thomas Paine privately wrote Jefferson in January of 1805 while the Territorial 

Acts were still being debated. Paine reminded Jefferson of a “plan of making Negroes 

tenants on a plantation” as a transition out of slavery, which the President had concocted 

while Minister to France. Paine suggested that “our free Negroes might be provided for in 

this manner in Louisana [sic.],” if Congress paid their “passage to New Orleans.” There 

they could “learn plantation business” before being granted their own land.78 Paine 

continued to imagine Louisiana as a space of segregation and emancipation even as the 

political tide was turning in favor of the Louisiana creoles’ demands for slavery. 

Also in 1805, Thomas Branagan, a Philadelphia-based abolitionist who had spent 

time working in the slave trade and on West Indian plantations, published a tract against 

the slave trade that included a plan for resettling freed blacks in Louisiana. Tucker had 

earlier suggested that Louisiana’s climate would help draw free blacks out of the Upper 

South thus freeing states from having to fund the relocation of former slaves, but 

Branagan’s removal plan responded as much to the rise of the free black population in 

 
77 Hammond, Slavery, Freedom, and Expansion in the Early American West, 50–53. 
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Pennsylvania as to the problem of slavery itself.79 Branagan argued “that it would be far 

better… to send the blacks to some distant island, out of our territories altogether” rather 

than leave them as an internal threat. “But,” he continued, “this measure would be both 

unjust and cruel, though it has been recommended by many respectable politicians.”80 

Instead, he suggested that Congress might “allow [freed blacks] a certain number of acres 

of land for a new settlement… at some distant part of the national domains,” such as 

“Louisiana, the climate of which is particularly congenial to their natures.”81 Like Tucker 

and others who feared a race war at home, Branagan suggested providing for the removal 

of free blacks. However, he stopped short of denying freed people civil rights or arguing 

for complete racial segregation. Branagan argued that these settlers should be made “free 

and independent citizens of America, in a separate state of their own,” where “white 

persons as wish to emigrate and associate with the blacks, may likewise be under their 

control and governed by them.”82 According to Branagan, it would be impossible for 

black and white people to reconcile even in the North where they are not given the same 

privileges as whites, but he thought reconciliation would be possible in a state governed 

 
79 For a more detailed study of Branagan’s abolitionism and the origins of his plans for the 

relocation of freed blacks, see Beverly Tomek, “‘From Motives of Generosity, as Well as Self-
Preservation’: Thomas Branagan, Colonization, and the Gradual Emancipation Movement,” American 
Nineteenth Century History 6, no. 2 (June 1, 2005): 121–47. 

80 Thomas Branagan, Serious Remonstrances, Addressed to the Citizens of the Northern States, 
and Their Representatives: Being an Appeal to Their Natural Feelings & Common Sense: Consisting of 
Speculations and Animadversions, on the Recent Revival of the Slave Trade, in the American Republic: 
With an Investigation Relative to the Consequent Evils Resulting from That Event. Interspersed with a 
Simplified Plan for Colonizing the Free Negroes of the Northern, in Conjunction with Those Who Have, or 
May Emigrate from the Southern States, in a Distant Part of the National Territory: Considered as the 
Only Possible Means of Avoiding the Deleterious Evils Attendant on Slavery in a Republic. (Philadelphia: 
Thomas T. Stiles, 1805), 17. 

81 Branagan, Serious Remonstrances, 18, 22–23, 64. Branagan does not irrevocably tie his 
relocation scheme to Louisiana, but he repeatedly suggests Louisiana as a likely spot for his proposed black 
state. 
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by black people and free from white intervention.83 Branagan’s plan allowed for the 

voluntary association of white and black people in a proposed state governed by black 

people, but he repeated common tropes about the undesirability of white women 

marrying black men and the presence of African-descended people limiting European 

immigration to the United States that demonstrated the intractability of white 

prejudices.84 Branagan’s proposal for a black state radically suggested the possibility of 

black self-governance within the United States even as it was based in racial fears and 

upheld racial stereotypes. It also represented the continued association of blackness with 

a vaguely imagined Louisiana landscape that was so vast as to allow the space and 

climate for such an experiment. 

The Territorial Act for the Territory of Orleans went into full effect in November 

1805 and granted white creole Louisianans an elected legislature for the first time. In 

their first session, the territorial legislature quickly moved to strengthen slavery as well as 

racial boundaries, and on June 7, 1806, Governor Claiborne approved a sweeping new 

“Black Code” for the territory. The act limited manumission, ended the Spanish practice 

of coartación (self-purchase), and added restrictions on enslaved people’s movement and 

assembly. It also enacted legal punishments for lack of racial deference. Section 40 

stipulated under penalty of imprisonment, “That free people of colour ought never to 

insult or strike white people, nor presume to conceive themselves equal to the white.”85 

 
83 Branagan, Serious Remonstrances, 86–87. 
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The Black Code drew upon Spanish and French precedents but crucially relied on 

American laws to establish a new racial order that reduced opportunities for non-white 

social mobility. However, Americans did not enact this law. In fact, the appointed 

Legislative Council of 1804–1805 that legislated under the earlier Governance Act had 

not passed any racial laws despite pressure from New Orleans’s Conseil de Ville. Creole 

white elites, newly empowered by their election to the territory’s House of 

Representatives, moved to strengthen slavery and racial boundaries.86 Locals enacted a 

concrete racial regime that dispelled the imaginary landscapes of Jeffersonians hoping 

that new territory could alleviate the United States’ slavery problem. However, by 

admitting both slavery and the presence of free people of color, the legislature tacitly 

supported descriptions of Louisiana’s climate as too hot for white labor. 

Creole Louisianans were not alone in establishing a stronger legal basis for their 

racial order in 1806. That year, legal decisions by St. George Tucker, now sitting on the 

Virginia Supreme Court and motivated by fears of losing his family’s wealth, both 

refused to apply Virginia’s Declaration of Rights to enslaved people and argued that 

appearing white entitled enslaved people to freedom. Tucker had forsaken his earlier 

belief that emancipated blacks could live as an underclass in Virginia until they were 

enticed to emigrate. Instead, a decade later, he imagined a firm color line separating 
 

86 Faber, Building the Land of Dreams, 232–36; Kenneth R. Aslakson, Making Race in the 
Courtroom: The Legal Construction of Three Races in Early New Orleans (New York: New York 
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Obtaining an Unlimited Slavery’: Rethinking the Expansion of Slavery in the Louisiana Purchase 
Territories, 1803-1805,” Journal of the Early Republic 23, no. 3 (2003): 353–80; Rothman, Slave Country. 
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Continuity: The Evolution of Louisiana’s Judicial System, 1712-1862 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 2001). 



Chapter 4   209 
 

enslaved blacks from free whites.87 The invocation of an explicit color line reflected an 

increasing emphasis on delimiting American citizenship as a matter of race and the 

ascendency of color as the marker of race. Race and climate were still linked in the 

popular imagination, but citizenship, a concept not linked to climate, would play an 

increasingly important role in shaping the meaning of race in the American republic. 

While Tucker’s personal views had moved in this direction by 1806, the nation would 

dramatically face these issues a decade and a half later when Missouri applied for 

statehood. 

Conclusion  
In the years after the Louisiana Purchase, creole slaveowners, Senators, and 

President Jefferson imagined the Louisiana landscape in competing ways. While 

Jefferson and some of his fellow Republicans imagined Louisiana as a space of 

emancipation and racial segregation, the local elite and some Congressmen pushed to 

continue and even expand the institution of racial slavery. Ultimately, the locals won, and 

slavery and the slave trade were given legal sanction. Throughout this debate, the climate 

of Louisiana was used to naturalize both slavery and racial differences. Everyone agreed 

that a hotter Louisiana would be a more “natural” home for people of African descent, 

while parties disagreed over whether the climate was too hot for white labor or just warm 

enough for black settlement. By rendering the debate as one about climate, Senators and 

 
87 Alan Taylor, The Internal Enemy: Slavery and War in Virginia, 1772-1832 (New York: W.W. 

Norton, 2013), 108–10; Phillip Hamilton, “Revolutionary Principles and Family Loyalties: Slavery’s 
Transformation in the St. George Tucker Household of Early National Virginia,” The William and Mary 
Quarterly 55, no. 4 (1998): 543–44. Historians have traditionally held up Tucker as an example of 
revolutionary antislavery sentiment and action. However, Hamilton demonstrates that economic pressures, 
particularly the goal of providing for his children’s future wealth, pressured Tucker into privileging the 
property rights of enslavers over the natural rights of the enslaved when it came to his 1806 legal decision 
as well as in managing his personal life and property. 
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others left room to disagree about Louisiana’s climate without compromising their pro- or 

anti-slavery perspectives. If, they hinted, nature required African slave labor in 

Louisiana, who were they to stand in the way? The naturalization of slavery both recast 

the debates as not purely political and publicly reiterated the shared cultural assumption 

of racial difference. 
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Chapter 5: “A Perpetual Alien”: From Climatic Racialism to a White Republic in 
the Missouri Crisis 

There is no ground on which slavery can be extended in Missouri, that will not 
apply to the whole region west of Mississippi. 

– Jonathan Roberts, Speech in the Senate, January 17, 18201 

A savage cannot be a member of a civilized community; he is incapable of 
exercising political rights; and nature seems to have made the negro a perpetual 
alien to the white man. 

– Alexander Smyth, Speech in the House of Representatives, December 9, 
18202 

In the first years after the Purchase, local whites managed to force the federal 

government into allowing the persistence of slavery and the slave trade into the newly 

acquired lands, but the greatest conflict over race in the lands of the Louisiana Purchase 

would come a decade and a half later when Missouri applied for admission to the Union 

as a slave state. The perceived temperateness of Missouri’s climate ignited a vociferous 

debate over where slavery should be allowed west of the Mississippi. Congress 

eventually approved Missouri’s admission as a slave state while also establishing a 

geographical boundary for slavery at 36° 30’ north latitude, Missouri’s southern border. 

This “compromise” acknowledged that slavery had been allowed in a place where the 

climatic-racial reasons for the institution did not apply. The compromise therefore could 

have undermined climatic racialism and thus ideas of race more broadly. Instead, free 

people of color were being increasingly excluded from full citizenship in this period, and 

Missouri attempted to follow the trend of delimiting the rights of black people. While this 

move prompted an outcry in congress, the settlement that followed demonstrated not only 

 
1 “Annals of Congress Home Page: U.S. Congressional Documents,” 16th cong., 1st sess., Senate, 

128, accessed February 12, 2018, https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/amlaw/lwac.html. 

2 “Annals,” 16th cong., 2nd sess., House, 557. 
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the limits of black citizenship in the United States but also how easily one idea of race 

could be supplanted by another. 

As long as race was treated through the perspective of labor in specific climates as 

slavery, it could be naturalized as the product of specific places. For a time, this 

naturalization suggested that slave labor had a climatic boundary and allowed white 

Americans to argue about slavery in terms of where it belonged rather than in directly 

political terms. However, the debate that erupted over whether to allow slavery in the part 

of the Purchase that was to become the state of Missouri demonstrated the limits of that 

naturalization. Because Missouri was further north than most areas associated with 

slavery, the possibility of allowing slavery there led to a divisive political debate over the 

relationship between the federal government and slavery. The loose consensus that 

slavery would be tolerated only when necessary to cultivate hot places crumbled, and a 

new political debate over the purpose and necessity of slavery emerged.  

However, slavery was not the only problem that Missouri statehood thrust upon 

the Union. Its proposed constitution triggered a new wave of debates and forced the 

nation to wrestle with the issue of black citizenship. Provisions in Missouri’s constitution 

prohibited the passage of any act emancipating enslaved people and required the 

legislature to ban free black people from the state. Many states and local polities granted 

people of color fewer rights than they did whites in 1820. However, by making black 

citizenship a national issue, the Missouri constitution made the United States publicly 

debate the place – both socially and geographically – of people of color in the Union. 

While contemporaries generally treated the issues of slavery and black citizenship 

separately, both debates reflected white Americans’ desire for and assumption of a white 
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republic. As with earlier debates over who should live and labor where in the lands of the 

Louisiana Purchase, geography would structure the debates over slavery and citizenship 

in Missouri. 

Historiography 
In the past few decades, scholars have increasingly agreed that the crisis over 

slavery in Missouri was not as novel as earlier historians and even historical figures 

tended to believe. However, the impact of Missouri’s admission as a slave state had, or 

might have had, on conceptualizations of race have been explored only rarely. Jefferson 

famously described the debate over Missouri as “a fire bell in the night” that threatened 

the Union, and until relatively recently historians agreed.3 According to this older model, 

the Missouri Crisis marked the beginning of heightened sectionalism and the birth of 

state rights arguments, as the South united in response to the attempt to stop the spread of 

slavery.4 Recently, arguments about the inability of the federal government to impose 

restrictions on the west have highlighted the War of 1812 as a moment of change when 

the United States gained the confidence to regulate the west as European nations lost 

power there and American westward expansion boomed. Along with this new 

confidence, the increased identity of the states of the former Northwest Territory with 

anti-slavery and those of the Deep South with slavery created the potential for deeper 

conflict.5 According to this view, the Missouri Crisis arose as the product of timing but 

 
3 “Thomas Jefferson to John Holmes” (University of Virginia Press, April 22, 1820), Founders 

Online, http://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/98-01-02-1234. 

4 Glover Moore, The Missouri Controversy, 1819-1821, Reprint (Gloucester, Mass: Peter Smith, 
1967). 

5 Rothman, Slave Country; Matthew Mason, Slavery and Politics in the Early American Republic 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006); Hammond, Slavery, Freedom, and Expansion in 
the Early American West; Sinha, The Slave’s Cause, 183–84. 
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also as the direct result of the acquisition of land where the fate of slavery was 

underdetermined. The acquisition of the Purchase gave the conflict over the fate of 

slavery in the United States the fuel it needed to burst into flame. 

Battles over slavery and their use of climate were not new, as the preceding 

chapters as well as the historiography of the Missouri Crisis have shown. However, 

Missouri did inaugurate a new federal conflict over black citizenship in the United States. 

Because the Constitution did not define who was a citizen, citizenship had been left up to 

individual states. In the immediate aftermath of the American Revolution when 

republican idealism burned feverishly, state legislatures passed gradual abolition laws 

and looser manumission laws, many of which made (nearly) full citizens out of freed 

people regardless of race. However, in the following decades the rights granted to free 

people of color slowly declined. Douglas Bradburn has described this status as akin to the 

common law condition of “denizen,” in which people were conditionally given certain 

rights but not granted full membership in a polity.6 While states and other local polities 

reduced the rights accorded to black people from the 1790s through the 1820s, the 

national government had not yet directly confronted the issue of black citizenship when 

the Missouri Crisis exploded. Instead, the eventual compromise whereby Congress 

approved Missouri’s constitution (and statehood) with specific caveats created, in the 

words of  Robert Pierce Forbes, “an important precedent in the direction of stripping 

blacks of their citizenship, and ultimately (as the Dred Scott decision would show) of the 

 
6 Douglas Bradburn, The Citizenship Revolution: Politics and the Creation of the American Union, 

1774-1804, Jeffersonian America (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2009), chap. 7. See also 
Chapter 2; Alexander Keyssar, The Right to Vote: The Contested History of Democracy in the United 
States, Revised edition. (New York: Basic Books, 2009), 43–45, 319–20; Martha S. Jones, Birthright 
Citizens: A History of Race and Rights in Antebellum America, Studies in Legal History (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018); Kantrowitz, More Than Freedom. 
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presumption of freedom as well – thus at once rendering slavery more racial and racism 

more national.”7 Other historians have also described the Crisis as a moment of 

coalescence for racial ideology in the North as well as the South.8 However, this 

historiographical recognition of a new racial order after the Missouri Crisis hides the 

longer history of racial thought that preexisted the Crisis. As this chapter makes clear, 

conflicts over Missouri’s admission did not lead to new ideas of race or inaugurate a new 

era of widespread racial prejudice. Instead, Missouri demonstrates that when climatic 

reasons for slavery and race were undermined, other elements of racial thought, such as 

fitness for citizenship, were deployed to strengthen the American system of racial 

exclusion. 

Slavery: The First Crisis 
By the time Congress permitted the Territory of Orleans to draft a constitution 

and become the state of Louisiana in 1811, Americans had ceased to imagine the space of 

the former Territory of Orleans as anything other than a plantation environment whose 

productivity required enslaved black labor. Sugar and cotton production had steadily 

increased since the Louisiana Purchase, and contemporary wisdom assumed that enslaved 

black people were necessary to produce those crops. Instead, Congress fretted over how 

ready creole Louisianans were to participate in democracy. Accordingly, its 1811 act 

enabling Louisiana to draft a constitution and form a government imposed a number of 

restrictions, including requirements that the constitution be republican, secure religious 

 
7 Forbes, The Missouri Compromise and Its Aftermath, 119. 

8 Joshua Michael Zeitz, “The Missouri Compromise Reconsidered: Antislavery Rhetoric and the 
Emergence of the Free Labor Synthesis,” Journal of the Early Republic 20, no. 3 (2000): 447–85. Zeitz 
argues that the Missouri Crisis helped codify free labor ideology, but he assumes that ideology’s link to 
whiteness and does not explain their linkage other than to show that racism was systematized in free states. 
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freedom, and require trial by jury and that the state could not restrict or tax trade on the 

Mississippi.9 After Congress enabled Louisiana to draft a constitution and become a state, 

they reorganized the northern Louisiana Territory into the Missouri Territory and granted 

the territory a legislature. Representative Abner Lacock of Pennsylvania moved “to 

prohibit the admission of slaves” during the debate, but the House soundly defeated the 

motion with only seventeen votes in its favor.10 The battle over slavery in Missouri 

would wait until it applied for statehood.  

On February 13, 1819, the House of Representatives of the Fifteenth Congress sat 

as the Committee of the Whole and began considering a bill to enable Missouri to 

establish a constitution and be admitted as a state into the Union.11 The people of 

Missouri were eager for statehood, and the House had received numerous petitions in the 

preceding months for statehood as well as for the establishment of a separate Arkansas 

Territory.12 However, the Fifteenth Congress would not ultimately pass a bill allowing 

Missouri to form a constitution and become state. Instead, the first day that the House 

considered the bill, Representative James Tallmadge, Jr. from New York proposed an 

amendment to the bill that would “limit the existence of slavery in the new State, by 

 
9 “Enabling Act for Louisiana–1811” in United States, The Federal and State Constitutions, 

Colonial Charters, and Other Organic Laws of the States, Territories, and Colonies Now or Heretofore 
Forming the United States of America, ed. Francis Newton Thorpe (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 1909), 3: 1376-78. 

10 “Annals,” 12th cong., 1st sess., House, 1248; Moore, The Missouri Controversy, 1819-1821, 32. 

11 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 265. 

12 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 84, 114, 119, 193, 202. 



Chapter 5   217 
 

declaring all free who should be born in the Territory after its admission into the Union, 

and providing for the gradual emancipation of those now held in bondage.”13  

As with the initial debate over allowing slavery in the Louisiana and Orleans 

Territories, Congressmen invoked the climate as evidence about whether slavery was 

necessary in the climate. This time, however, Representatives deployed climate as an 

argument against, rather than for, slavery. In the first recorded speech on the Tallmadge 

Amendment, Representative John W. Taylor from New York, argued that Missouri’s 

northerly latitude rendered enslaved labor unnecessary. Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, he 

explained, had all been admitted as states that conformed to the Northwest Ordinance 

“and framed constitutions excluding slavery. Missouri lies in the same latitude. Its soil, 

productions, and climate are the same, and the same principles of government should be 

applied to it.”14 Taylor argued from the position that slavery should only be allowed if 

necessary and neither Missouri’s climate nor the crops that would be produced there 

required enslaved black labor. This argument straightforwardly rejected the traditional 

naturalization of slavery in the southern climate that dated to at least Georgia’s settlement 

in the 1730s. 

Anti-restrictionists, who argued that slavery should be allowed in Missouri, 

attempted to bypass climatic arguments rejecting the necessity of slavery by framing the 

debate as a humanitarian one. The day after Taylor’s speech, Missouri Territory’s non-

voting Representative, John Scott, rebutted Taylor’s framing of slavery as limited by 

latitude. First, he challenged Taylor’s geography, pointing out that “a part of Kentucky, 
 

13 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1166. 

14 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1172. 
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Virginia, and Maryland, were as far North as the northern boundary of the proposed State 

of Missouri.” Scott made this latitudinal comparison in order to transform any 

representation of Missouri’s location into a debate over slavery where it already existed 

and thus more difficult to restrict. Next, he indicted Taylor’s desire to limit the spread of 

slavery as condemning enslaved people of African descent to starvation and being 

“pen[ned]… up in the swamps and morasses, confine[d]… to Southern latitudes, to long 

scorching days of labor and fatigue, until the race becomes extinct.”15 Scott’s 

representation of southern heat and swamps effectively echoed Taylor’s implication that 

Missouri was cooler and perhaps more temperate than much of the slave South. However, 

Scott framed the expansion of slavery into temperate climates as a humanitarian gesture, 

potentially easing the conditions of life for enslaved people. Future speeches would 

expand this “diffusionist” argument, that spreading out the enslaved population would 

eventually lead to emancipation. But diffusion into Missouri represented a very different 

vision of slavery than had diffusion into Louisiana. In both cases, enslaved black people 

were theoretically being dispersed, but the earlier arguments made mostly by Virginians 

that climate would draw off people of color to the South did not apply to Missouri. 

Instead, the case for slavery in Missouri rested on improving the conditions of enslaved 

people because few believed that the climate was insalubrious for whites or that it 

required enslaved black labor. For slavery to be naturalized in Missouri, a new kind of 

argument had to be crafted.  

Despite the climatic arguments, most of the debate of the Tallmadge amendment 

concerned the constitutionality of Congress posing restrictions on new states. In the 

 
15 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1202. 
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phrasing of the congressional record, “This debate (which was quite interesting) involved 

two questions; one of right, the other of expediency.”16 Representatives from northern 

free states generally argued that Congress had the constitutional right to regulate and pose 

limitations on the admission of new states and that slavery needed to be restricted for the 

security of the nation and in order to realize the promise of the Revolution. Anti-

restrictionists, who were largely from southern slave states, claimed that Congress did not 

have the power to regulate states, only to admit them, and that the legality of slavery was 

a matter of state sovereignty.17 Both restrictionists and anti-restrictionists pleaded their 

cases in long-winded speeches, but the House passed Tallmadge’s amendment to the 

Missouri statehood bill on February 16 largely along sectional lines, with no southerners 

voting for restriction. The House passed the full bill the following day.18 While a 

northern majority managed to pass the Missouri bill with the Tallmadge amendment 

attached to it, the Fifteenth Congress ultimately deadlocked when the Senate passed the 

House bill for Missouri statehood with Tallmadge’s amendment removed and the House 

responded by voting to adhere to the amendment.19 

While the Fifteenth Congress could not agree whether to prohibit slavery in the 

proposed state of Missouri, the importance of climate to their considerations can be seen 

in debates over permitting Alabama statehood and organizing what would become the 

Arkansas Territory. The same day that the House approved their restrictionist version of 

the Missouri statehood bill, it convened as the Committee of the Whole in order to 
 

16 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1170. 

17 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1169–1215, passim. 

18 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1214–15, 1217. 

19 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1433–36, 1438. 
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consider two other bills. One would allow Alabama to form a constitution and become a 

state, and the other would form the southern lands of the Missouri Territory into the 

Arkansas Territory. In the following days, the House quickly approved the Alabama 

statehood bill with little debate and no discussion of restricting slavery there.20 Alabama 

was inoculated from the slavery question both because the climate was assumed to be like 

other slaveholding states such as Georgia, the Carolinas, and Mississippi and because the 

states that ceded their claims to the area had required slavery be legal there. 

However, the House’s discussion of the Arkansas bill fell into debate over 

allowing slavery in the territory. As he had during debate over Missouri, Taylor spoke 

against allowing slavery in Arkansas, where it was “generally understood that the climate 

and soil are suited to the culture of wheat, corn, cotton, and tobacco” that “could be 

brought to perfection, and raised in abundance, by freemen.”21 Taylor eschewed 

mentioning latitude in the case of Arkansas, but his argument was largely the same as it 

had been for Missouri: the location, here demonstrated by its potential products, did not 

require enslaved labor. In response, anti-restrictionist Felix Walker of North Carolina 

invoked latitude to argue that (white) southerners would migrate to Arkansas because 

“that climate [was] suited to their constitution and habits, or the culture of rice and 

cotton.” He continued to explain that the territory’s boundaries extended “further south 

than the 35th degree of latitude,” which constituted the southern border of Tennessee and 

placed the territory as markedly in the South. Accordingly, Walker argued that the 

territory was “a low and warm country, that [would] not support a laboring white 

 
20 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1236, 1239–40, 1272. 

21 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1222. 
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population.”22 This argument carefully tracked the well-established position that whites 

could live in the southern climate even if they could not labor in it.23 Nevertheless, 

Walker’s arguments about Arkansas mirrored Taylor’s about Missouri: latitude and 

climate should determine where slavery was needed. While latitude and climate were 

evidence that slavery was unnecessary in Missouri, they could also be used to make the 

institution necessary in Arkansas. References to climate attempted to bypass political 

debate by rendering slavery either natural or unnatural in specific places, but the 

increased intensity of free and slave state identity rendered attempts at naturalization on 

both sides moot even though the technique had worked as recently as the admission of 

Alabama.  

Latitude, as a proximate measure of climate, also offered a solution to the 

problem of where slavery should be prohibited in the territories west of the Mississippi. 

In the midst of the debate over slavery in Arkansas, Louis McLane, a Representative 

from Delaware, proposed a compromise involving “The fixing of a line on the west of the 

Mississippi, north of which slavery should not be tolerated.”24 Two days later, the 

staunch restrictionist Taylor retreated from a total ban on slavery in Arkansas to a ban on 

it in any territory north of 36° 30’ north latitude, the proposed northern boundary between 

Arkansas and the future state of Missouri.25 Though Taylor later withdrew his 

amendment, his choice of a demarcation line between territories allowing and prohibiting 

 
22 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1227. 

23 For the origins of white southerners representing themselves as having an affiliation with the 
southern climate that differed from that of enslaved blacks, see Chaplin, An Anxious Pursuit, 92–108. 

24 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1228. 

25 “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1280. 
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human enslavement implied that Missouri as too far north to need slavery.26 It could even 

be construed as representing Kentucky and Virginia, who roughly shared a southern 

boundary with Missouri, as not requiring slavery.27 Ultimately, the admission of Alabama 

as a slave state and the establishment of a separate Arkansas Territory open to human 

property illustrated that latitude remained a convenient and generally accepted proxy for 

climate and the perceived need for enslaved African laborers. 

During the Fifteenth Congress, deliberations over slavery in Missouri were 

confined to Congress. However, before the Sixteenth Congress convened, the public 

vociferously entered the debate. Northerners especially in middle states, such as New 

Jersey and New York, organized public rallies to raise support for restricting slavery in 

Missouri. While historians (and Thomas Jefferson) once attributed the public eruption of 

this debate over slavery to attempts by Federalists and Clintonian Democrats to bolster 

their waning political fortunes, recent scholarship has stressed that the tensions over 

slavery that undergirded this conflict had existed since the Revolution and had flared as 

recently as the admittance of Illinois as a state in 1818.28 Nevertheless, Rufus King, the 

de facto Federalist leader, likely amplified the debate in order to regain his Senate seat. 

After the Republican-dominated New York State Legislature failed to reelect him to the 

Senate for the Sixteenth Congress, King publicly proclaimed his antislavery zeal and 

 
26 Taylor explained that he withdrew his amendment specifying 36° 30’ as the northern limit of 

slavery because “it was not probable that any line would be agreed on by the House, or any compromise of 
opinion be effected.” “Annals,” 15th cong., 2nd sess., House, 1282. 

27 The southern boundary of Kentucky and Virginia had originally been stipulated as 36° 30’, but 
surveying errors resulted in a deviation from that line that persists today. 

28 Compare Moore, The Missouri Controversy, 1819-1821, esp. chap. 3. to Mason, Slavery and 
Politics in the Early American Republic, esp. chap. 8. See also “Thomas Jefferson to Charles Pinckney,” 
September 30, 1820, Founders Online, http://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/98-01-02-1544. 
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published edited versions of speeches he had given in the Senate that argued for the 

restriction of slavery in Missouri. The legislature was split between two sects of the 

Republican party, and King’s public avowals against slavery helped to make him the 

eventual consensus candidate for New York’s vacant senate seat.29 While the records of 

Senate debates for the Fifteenth Congress are poor, the printed edition of King’s speeches 

cover much of the ground of restrictionist speeches in the House: Congress had the right 

to set conditions on the admittance of new states, including on slavery; the Louisiana 

Purchase Treaty did not include a guarantee of slavery because humans are not part of the 

normal definition of property; and expanding the territory of slavery would not lead to 

diffusion because enslaved people continued to be imported illegally.30 Ultimately, King 

used Missouri’s climate as part of his dramatic closing, declaring “If slavery be permitted 

in Missouri, with the climate, and soil, and in the circumstances of this territory, what 

hopes can be entertained that it will ever be prohibited in any of the new states that will 

be formed in the immense region west of the Mississippi.”31 For King as well as most 

northern restrictionists, Missouri gave the lie to the old notion that the enslavement of 

black people would only be tolerated in places too warm for whites. King’s dramatic 

declaration also pointed to a preexisting, though unspoken, consensus that climate was a 

 
29 Moore, The Missouri Controversy, 1819-1821, 73. Recent historiography rightly has pushed 

back against the argument that the dispute over restricting slavery in Missouri arose suddenly as a 
purposeful political maneuver to rehabilitate the Federalist party, but the timing and intensity of King’s 
public declarations on the issue have convinced me that he used the opportunity to revive his political 
career. 

30 Rufus King, The Substance of Two Speeches, Delivered in the Senate of the United States, on 
the Subject of the Missouri Bill (Philadelphia: Clark & Raser, 1819), passim, 
http://archive.org/details/substanceoftwosp00king. 

31 King, The Substance of Two Speeches, Delivered in the Senate of the United States, on the 
Subject of the Missouri Bill, 8. 
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natural limit to slavery. If pro-slavery Americans were ready to break with that 

consensus, where would they stop? 

When the Sixteenth Congress convened for its first session between December 

1819 and May 1820, the Missouri issue dominated debate in both houses. It took on even 

more weight when Missouri’s admission to the union became coupled to a bill to admit 

Maine (then a part of Massachusetts) as a state as well. John Holmes, a Massachusetts 

representative for the Maine district, introduced a bill for Maine statehood to the House 

on December 21, and two days later when Holmes reported the bill to the House’s 

Committee of the Whole, Speaker Henry Clay refused to hear it, saying “he wished to 

know… whether certain doctrines of an alarming character… with respect to a restriction 

on the admission into the Union of States west of the Mississippi, were to be sustained on 

this floor.”32 Clay had effectively connected the issue of Maine’s statehood to that of 

Missouri, and in January, the Senate Judiciary Committee formalized the connection by 

adding the Missouri bill onto the Maine bill as an amendment.33 The connection of the 

Maine and Missouri statehood bills added another layer of argument to the already 

contentious proceedings. Now, Senators and Representatives debated the parliamentary 

issue of whether Maine and Missouri were similar enough issues to be included in the 

same bill.34  

Despite the added wrinkle of connecting Maine’s statehood to that of Missouri, 

most of the speeches on restricting slavery in Missouri argued the same points that had 
 

32 “Annals,” 16th cong., 1st sess., House, 831; Forbes, The Missouri Compromise and Its 
Aftermath, 62–63. 

33 “Annals,” 16th cong., 1st sess., Senate, 85. 

34 For instance, see “Annals,” 16th cong., 1st sess., Senate, 85–118. 
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been discussed in the previous congress. The arguments focused predominately on 

whether Congress had the right to impose restrictions on new states and whether the 

Louisiana Purchase Treaty protected Missouri’s right to human property. Restrictionists 

felt more than Missouri was at stake. In the words of one Senator, “There is no ground on 

which slavery can be extended in Missouri, that will not apply to the whole region west 

of Mississippi.”35 If Missouri was allowed to become a slave state, it would represent the 

collapse of the climatic logic that rendered slavery a southern institution as well as 

concede that the lands of the Louisiana Territory were open to slavery according to 

treaty. In order to alleviate northern fears and implement a compromise, an anti-

restrictionist from Illinois suggested “prohibit[ing] the introduction of slavery into the 

territories of the United States north and west of the contemplated State of Missouri.”36 

Such a compromise theoretically alleviated the problem of Missouri undermining the 

larger climatic logic of slavery by admitting that it was an anomaly.37 It would also 

codify assumptions about climate and race into law. 

Ultimately, three months of debate in both houses of Congress produced a 

compromise allowing slavery in Missouri but banning it from the remainder of the 

Louisiana Purchase lands north of 36° 30’ north latitude, the southern border of the new 

state. In the process of approving Missouri as a slave state, Congress allowed Maine to be 

separated from Massachusetts and to join the Union as a free state.38 However, the House 

 
35 “Annals,” 16th cong., 1st sess., Senate, 128. 

36 “Annals,” 16th cong., 1st sess., Senate, 119, 157–58. 

37 Matthew Mason has come to the same conclusion: Mason, Slavery and Politics in the Early 
American Republic, 187. 

38 Moore, The Missouri Controversy, 1819-1821, 86–103. 
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refused to pass the compromise as a single bill, instead passing it piecemeal so that 

individual representatives could vote their conscience on each element and maintain their 

sectional positions. As Sean Willentz has pointed out, this was not a true compromise 

where individuals at least partially conceded their positions. Instead, the Missouri 

Compromise served only to paper over deeper sectional divides.39 Also, by representing 

Missouri as a violation of climatic-racial assumptions, the Compromise represented the 

expansion of slavery as a political decision only loosely connected with “natural” 

demands of climate. 

Citizenship: The Second Crisis40 
While the Sixteenth Congress had approved Missouri’s request to draft a 

constitution and form a state government during its first session, Missouri had not yet 

been admitted to the union. Congress still needed to approve the new state’s constitution 

in order to admit it formally, as it had done with every state starting with Louisiana in 

1812. Despite knowing this restriction, the people of Missouri refused to take the easy 

path to statehood and drafted a constitution that exacerbated sectional conflict and 

revealed the potential separation of race from slavery in the minds of contemporary 

Americans. Missourians had elected a strongly proslavery constitutional convention, and 

its delegates used the opportunity to incorporate both a provision to prohibit the state 

 
39 Sean Wilentz, “Jeffersonian Democracy and the Origins of Political Antislavery in the United 

States: The Missouri Crisis Revisited,” Journal of the Historical Society 4, no. 3 (September 2004): 375–
401. 

40 Glover Moore’s classic history of Missouri’s statehood narrates three parts to the conflict: first, 
the debate over prohibiting slavery in the state; second, the conflict over whether to seat Missouri’s elected 
congressmen and senators and whether to count the state’s/territory’s electoral votes before its constitution 
was approved; and third, the fight over whether to accept Missouri’s proposed constitution. Subsequent 
histories have generally overlooked Moore’s second “controversy” and rendered slavery and the proposed 
constitution as the two main debates. I follow that model here. Cf. Moore, The Missouri Controversy, 1819-
1821. 



Chapter 5   227 
 

from passing any emancipatory act and another one that required the legislature to enact 

laws prohibiting free blacks from entering or settling in the state.41 These provisions 

infuriated northern restrictionists and embarrassed moderate southerners because they 

flagrantly rejected the spirit of compromise that had enabled Missouri to draft a 

constitution and boldly countered diffusionist arguments that permitting slavery in the 

state would contribute to the institution’s eventual abolition. In the moment that the 

climatic-racial framework for racialized slavery was being undermined, support was 

growing for other forms of racial oppression. The turn toward racialized citizenship 

separated race from slavery. The stigma of race would persist beyond the limits of forced 

labor and human ownership.  

When the Sixteenth Congress reassembled for its second session in the last 

months of 1820, Missouri again prompted sectional angst. This time, debate over 

Missouri’s constitution moved the point of conflict from slavery to race and citizenship. 

Instead of contesting the proposed constitution’s prohibition on emancipation, northern 

Congressmen questioned the constitutionality of prohibiting the movement of free blacks 

into the state. Under Article IV Section 2, the federal constitution guaranteed “The 

Citizens of each State shall be entitled to all Privileges and Immunities of Citizens in the 

several States.”42 Holding that free black people were in fact citizens in at least some 

states, restrictionists argued that the Missouri constitution violated the federal one by not 

granting all citizens the privilege of free movement that was granted to some.43 

 
41 Forbes, The Missouri Compromise and Its Aftermath, 108. 

42 “The Constitution of the United States of America–1787” in United States, Federal and State 
Constitutions, 1: 26. 

43 “Annals,” 16th cong., 2nd sess., Senate, 47–48; House, 565. 
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Therefore, they argued that the Missouri constitution could not be approved on federal 

constitutional grounds. 

Why restrictionists chose to initiate a conflict over black citizenship, rather than 

over Missouri’s constitutional prohibition on emancipation, remains a mystery. Perhaps 

they believed they had no grounds to force a state to allow emancipations, or perhaps this 

was an opportunity to attack a growing practice of slave states requiring manumitted 

slaves and other free black people to leave. However, as proslavery Congressmen were 

quick to point out, a constitutional attack over limiting free black people’s rights 

appeared at best hypocritical because people of African descent were deprived of at least 

some rights granted to whites in every state. Though those denied rights varied state-to-

state, supporters of the Missouri constitution argued that neither the federal government 

nor any state government truly granted citizenship to people of African descent.  

By 1820, black Americans faced decreased rights in states throughout the Union 

even though more were free people than ever before. The federal Naturalization Law of 

1790 had only included the possibility white people becoming naturalized citizens, and 

restrictions on voting and interracial marriage had increased.44 By the time Missouri 

drafted its constitution, more than half of the states had racial exclusions for voting, and 

another state, New York, had enacted property qualifications for black voters that did not 

apply to whites.45 In the meantime, slave states such as Virginia passed laws restricting 

 
44 Bradburn, The Citizenship Revolution, 260, 264–65. 

45 Keyssar, The Right to Vote, 44, 320. 



Chapter 5   229 
 

manumission and requiring freed people to leave the state, and other states passed laws 

restricting the movement of free people of color.46 

Northern states as well as southern states legislated restrictions on the rights of 

black people that made race matter beyond slavery. Even before the Missouri Crisis, race 

structured American citizenship. Some northern states banned free blacks for entering in 

order to prevent the slave states from making their freed people other states’ problems.47 

However, racial prejudices also went deeper. One Virginia Representative argued that 

non-whites could never be part of the American body politic: “A savage cannot be a 

member of a civilized community; he is incapable of exercising political rights; and 

nature seems to have made the negro a perpetual alien to the white man. Slaves are 

aliens.”48 In the battle over black citizenship, race was increasingly codified as the innate 

inability to become white either in color or in behavior. Though virtually all states had 

enacted discriminatory laws against full black citizenship, Missouri’s audacious attempt 

to prevent any free black person from entering the state demonstrated publically the white 

nationalism of the American republic.  

Ultimately, Congress approved Missouri’s constitution with a unique caveat. The 

resolution declared that the clause requiring the state legislature to prohibit free blacks 

from entering or settling in the state “shall never be construed to authorize the passage of 

any law, and that no law shall be passed in conformity thereto, by which any citizen, of 

either of the states of this Union, shall be excluded from the enjoyment of any of the 

 
46 Bradburn, The Citizenship Revolution, 268. 

47 “Annals,” 16th cong., 2nd sess., 57–77, 83–84. 

48 “Annals,” 16th cong., 2nd sess., House, 557. 
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privileges and immunities to which such citizen is entitled under the constitution of the 

United States.”49 The assertion that by approving Missouri’s constitution Congress was 

not overriding any part of the federal constitution placated enough Congressmen that the 

bill could be passed, but it offered no method to enforce the constitutionality of black 

citizenship. In fact, the Eleventh Amendment, which had been ratified in 1795, expressly 

barred the federal judiciary from hearing cases brought by a citizen of one state against 

another state, thus preventing any possibility of redress.50 Congress had issued a 

statement that could be read as protecting the citizenship rights of black people (if a state 

granted them citizenship), but it failed to establish a national definition of citizenship or 

even give black citizens a mechanism to fight for their citizenship.  

Despite the outcry by anti-slavery Congressmen, the limitations imposed on black 

people in virtually every state demonstrate that black citizenship was already limited, if 

not outright denied. Congress likely reflected the feelings of many of its white 

constituents by bypassing the constitutional issues of Missouri’s constitution and ignoring 

the real question of black citizenship. Just as the Territory of Orleans passed a law to 

punish non-whites who failed to uphold the prescribed racial order and St. George Tucker 

would only consider freeing slaves that appeared white, the opportunities for black 

citizenship had been dramatically curtailed by 1820. In the following years, more states 

would enact restrictions on black people’s movement and suffrage. After 1819, no newly 

admitted state would permit black people to vote.51 Ohio passed the “Ohio Resolves” in 

 
49  “Resolution for the Admission of Missouri–1821” in United States, Federal and State 

Constitutions, 4: 2148-49; Forbes, The Missouri Compromise and Its Aftermath, 118. 

50 Bradburn, The Citizenship Revolution, 255–56. 
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1824 which called for emancipation throughout the United States but only if 

accompanied with emigration. Other free states would continue to propose and pass 

legislation limiting the movement and settlement of free black people.52 Antislavery 

activists did not want to be saddled with a free black population any more than 

slaveholders did. Ultimately, the 1857 Dred Scott Supreme Court decision would strip all 

black people of any semblance of citizenship in the United States.  

Significantly, the Congressional fight over Missouri’s constitution largely ignored 

the issue of slavery. Instead, it had devolved into a fight over black citizenship. Both the 

existence and limits of black citizenship were at stake. The terms of the debate had 

changed: Arguments over the “natural” location of black people according to climate 

were superseded by arguments that they could never become full citizens because of 

some unspecified innate difference illustrated by their color. Even as climatic racialism 

was being attacked, Americans were deploying a new mode of racialized difference. The 

citizenship argument reflected the growing emphasis on color, rather than environment, 

as the predominant racial differentiator, and its rise demonstrated just how persistent 

racial thought was. 

Conclusion 
Missouri fundamentally changed the debate about slavery and inaugurated a shift 

toward the explicit consideration of black citizenship. By pushing for slavery in Missouri, 

pro-slavery activists demonstrated that climate was only a convenient reason for arguing 

for slavery and that they would advocate for slavery to expand anywhere. For 

abolitionists, this position constituted a fundamental rejection of a consensus that slavery 

 
52 Mason, Slavery and Politics in the Early American Republic, 227–28. 
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be allowed to expand but only as a necessity in specific climates. If slavery could 

suddenly be permitted anywhere, the battle to rid the nation of it would be lost. While the 

implementation of a boundary for slavery at 36° 30’ north latitude appeared to 

reintroduce an explicit “natural” limit to slavery, the politics of slavery expansion had 

become codified and explicit. It would be harder to imagine the institution as simply 

natural anywhere.53 At the same time, the conflict over black people’s rights and 

citizenship in Missouri demonstrated the expanding use of blackness from being a marker 

of a specific kind of laborer to  it being a marker of citizenship, even for the legally free. 

While blackness had long been assumed to be a marker for unfreedom, it was becoming a 

marker of non-citizenship. The first decades of the nineteenth century represented the 

closing of an imaginary landscape where black freedom could be accompanied with 

citizenship somewhere within the lands of the United States and the realization of a very 

real landscape where freedom (regardless of race) no longer guaranteed membership in 

the American nation. 

 
53 Forbes, The Missouri Compromise and Its Aftermath, 3, 274–91. 
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Chapter 6: “The Terrors of the Climate”: Race and Colonization in Sierra Leone 
and Liberia 

On April 11, 1827, British Parliamentary commissioners James Rowan and Henry 

Wellington presented the House of Commons with a long-awaited report on the colony of 

Sierra Leone. Members of Parliament had requested the report two years earlier as part of 

an ongoing political dispute over whether the benefits of the colony justified the expense 

of governing it. The report revealed high mortality not just among European-descended 

Britons in the colony but also among African-descended settlers. While contemporaries 

expected high mortality among British administrators and soldiers stationed in Sierra 

Leone, they did not expect the high rates of illness and death among the African-

descended people that had been “returned” to Africa from slavery in North American and 

Caribbean colonies. Despite reporting unpromising demographic statistics, the report 

remained ambiguous as to the cause of the black mortality and even occasionally claimed 

that black settlers in Sierra Leone were “healthy.”1 This ambiguity arose because the data 

confounded European expectations that racial homelands were healthy for their 

populations. Contemporaries expected that black people should be healthy in Africa just 

as whites were in Europe.2 However, writers flexibly used these shared racial 

assumptions about health to make competing political arguments about Britain’s 

colonies.  

Americans also found their climatic-racial assumptions thwarted in West Africa. 

The purportedly philanthropical American Colonization Society founded Liberia to the 
 

1 James Rowan and Henry Wellington, “Sierra Leone. Report of the Commissioners of Inquiry 
into the State of the Colony of Sierra Leone. First Part,” House of Commons Papers; Reports of 
Commissioners, May 7, 1827. 

2 Curtin, The Image of Africa, 359. 



Chapter 6  234 
 

south of Sierra Leone based on a similar logic that freed people of African descent could 

settle in and “civilize” Africa. Liberian colonists also encountered high rates of mortality 

which factored into national debates on the purpose, necessity, and righteousness of 

colonization. Despite knowledge of this mortality, white writers, whether for or against 

colonization and for or against slavery, persisted with their climatic-racial assumptions 

while some black writers directly refuted the persistent association of blackness and hot 

climates. 

This chapter explores how both Americans and Britons rationalized their race-

based expectations of health with the observed mortality of resettled blacks in ways that 

reflected their political agendas and that failed to seriously consider the logic of 

differentiating people racially. While Rowan and Wellington’s report on Sierra Leone did 

little to settle the political debate that spawned it, the public debates over both Sierra 

Leone and Liberia provide a picture of how the politics of slavery, nation, and empire 

intersected with understandings of mortality and morbidity as well as with contemporary 

ideas about race and bodily difference. The largest difference between the British and 

American approaches to colonizing free black people in West Africa lay not in their 

assumptions about race and climate, but rather they differed in how they understood the 

connection between race and colonization. For pro-colonial Britons, Sierra Leone was an 

attempt to make use of presumed racial characteristics for the good of the empire, while 

pro-colonial Americans used colonization as a way to “purify” the United States as a 

white nation by excluding people of color. As we will see, these radically different goals 

were reflected in the differing framing of debates over Liberia and Sierra Leone. 
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Historiography  
The historiographies of the founding and early years of Sierra Leone and Liberia 

have tended to focus on identity formation among the colonists and the meaning of these 

colonies to diasporic Africans.3 In the case of Liberia, historians have also debated the 

intentions of Liberia’s founding organization, the American Colonization Society 

(ACS).4 While race is a constant factor in these narratives, it is understood predominately 

in terms of identity and belonging. These works question when and to what degree a 

common African diasporic identity emerged and stress the racial prejudices underlying 

programs of colonization, especially in the American context. However, they have not 

examined race in these contexts as an emergent biological concept.  

Historians have previously wrestled with the meaning of Africa and its perceived 

salubriousness, but these works are heavily demographically focused and do not take into 

 
3 John Peterson, Province of Freedom: A History of Sierra Leone, 1787-1870 (Evanston, IL: 

Northwestern University Press, 1969); Simon Schama, Rough Crossings: Britain, the Slaves, and the 
American Revolution (New York: Ecco, 2006); Cassandra Pybus, Epic Journeys of Freedom: Runaway 
Slaves of the American Revolution and Their Global Quest for Liberty (Boston: Beacon Press, 2007); 
James Sidbury, Becoming African in America : Race and Nation in the Early Black Atlantic (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007); Byrd, Captives and Voyagers. Early literature on Sierra Leone was largely 
institutional in nature and focused on the governmental aspects of the colony. Archetypal of this literature 
is Christopher Fyfe, A History of Sierra Leone, Corrected reprint (1962; London: Oxford University Press, 
1968). 

4 Works predominantly interested in the ACS include Douglas R. Egerton, “‘Its Origin Is Not a 
Little Curious’: A New Look at the American Colonization Society,” Journal of the Early Republic 5, no. 4 
(1985): 463–80; Douglas R. Egerton, “Averting a Crisis: The Proslavery Critique of the American 
Colonization Society,” Civil War History 43, no. 2 (June 1997): 143; Eric Burin, Slavery and the Peculiar 
Solution: A History of the American Colonization Society, Southern Dissent (Gainesville: University Press 
of Florida, 2005); Beverly C. Tomek, Colonization and Its Discontents: Emancipation, Emigration, and 
Antislavery in Antebellum Pennsylvania, Early American Places (New York: New York University Press, 
2011). Books focused on the settler experience include Tom W. Shick, Behold the Promised Land: A 
History of Afro-American Settler Society in Nineteenth-Century Liberia, Johns Hopkins Studies in Atlantic 
History and Culture (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980); Claude Andrew Clegg, The Price 
of Liberty: African Americans and the Making of Liberia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2004); James T. Campbell, Middle Passages: African American Journeys to Africa, 1787-2005 (New York: 
Penguin Press, 2006). Bridging this split by considering the various meanings of colonization for black and 
white Americans is Marie Tyler-McGraw, An African Republic: Black and White Virginians in the Making 
of Liberia (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2007). 
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account the recent literature on the historicization of race.5 Histories of Sierra Leone and 

Liberia have avoided addressing the historical biological construction of race, but 

historians of medicine have increasingly dealt with topics of biology, medicine, and race 

in the context of the British Empire. While scholars have traditionally traced the 

emergence of scientific racism to the 1830s, these histories of medicine and empire have 

pushed the origins of codified racial thinking back into the closing decades of the 

eighteenth century. Historians such as Mark Harrison and Suman Seth argue that Britons 

in the 1780s and 1790s ceased believing that bodies would adapt to new climates and 

become healthy in them through a process termed “seasoning.” Instead, physicians and 

lay people became convinced that racial populations would only ever be truly healthy in 

their home climates, meaning white people in temperate climates and black people in hot 

ones.6 Perhaps because Sierra Leone involved predominantly non-white settlers and a 

periodization that spanned the so-called first and second British empires, it has been left 

out of more general studies of the British empire, including those focused on race and 

medicine. In response, this chapter builds on works from roughly the last decade that 

connect Sierra Leone to larger patterns of imperialism and colonization. It also follows 

 
5 Curtin, The Image of Africa, esp. chaps. 2, 3. Demographic studies of Liberian colonists’ 

mortality include Tom W. Shick, “A Quantitative Analysis of Liberian Colonization from 1820 to 1843 
with Special Reference to Mortality,” The Journal of African History 12, no. 1 (1971): 45–59; Antonio 
McDaniel, Swing Low, Sweet Chariot: The Mortality Cost of Colonizing Liberia in the Nineteenth Century 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995). Sharla Fett has recently examined the meanings of health 
among “recaptured” Africans and its impact on the American racialization of Africans in the 1850s in 
Sharla M. Fett, Recaptured Africans: Surviving Slave Ships, Detention, and Dislocation in the Final Years 
of the Slave Trade (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2017). 

6 While Harrison often used the term “fixity” to refer to the crystallization of racial thought related 
to medicine, morbidity, and mortality, I have decided to use the term “racial fixity” to more clearly denote 
its racial aspects and to emphasize that some flexibility was permitted within racial types though not 
between them. Harrison, “The Tender Frame of Man”; Harrison, Climates & Constitutions; Seth, 
Difference and Disease. 
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the work of Bronwen Everill in comparing the British discourse on Sierra Leone with the 

United States’ discourse on Liberia to consider how specific the British case was.7  

Despite the climatic-racial logic behind colonizing black people in Africa, some 

scholars have argued that the period’s activists were motivated by or at least expressed 

opportunities for racial equality. Davis Brion Davis’s The Problem of Slavery in the Age 

of Emancipation (2014) wrestled with the differing meanings of emancipation, 

colonization, and race in the United States and Britain. Curiously, Davis posited a lack of 

racism in Britain in order to explain the popular appeal of emancipation there, but he 

failed to offer an explanation of how that could be the case in an era when racial 

categories were still central to British imaginings of empire and space.8 Alternatively, 

Bruce R. Dain, in his study of American race theory, argued that ACS propagandists 

originated the idea of a historically great Africa by emphasizing the potential for African 

descended colonists to reclaim the heritage of great Egyptian and Ethiopian civilizations.9 

In this way, “sincere colonizationists became the first major American figures explicitly 

and unequivocally to see blacks as in effect fully equal and undegenerate, in Africa and 

as Negroes–that is, as distinct, different, and separate, but still equal, and connected to the 

 
7 Bronwen Everill, Abolition and Empire in Sierra Leone and Liberia, Cambridge Imperial and 

Post-Colonial Studies Series (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). An earlier, but less successful, 
attempt by a non-historian to connect Sierra Leone and Liberia is Richard West, Back to Africa: A History 
of Sierra Leone and Liberia (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971). For discussions of how Sierra 
Leone has been left out of the historiography of the British Empire and how it might be brought back in, 
see Isaac Land and Andrew M. Schocket, “New Approaches to the Founding of the Sierra Leone Colony, 
1786–1808,” Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History 9, no. 3 (December 17, 2008); Paul Lovejoy and 
Suzanne Schwarz, Slavery, Abolition and the Transition to Colonisation in Sierra Leone (Trenton, NJ: 
Africa World Press, Inc., 2014); Bronwen Everill, “Experiments in Colonial Citizenship in Sierra Leone 
and Liberia,” in New Directions in the Study of African American Recolonization, ed. Beverly Tomek and 
Matthew J. Hetrick (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2017), 184–205. 

8 Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Emancipation, chaps. 10–11. 

9 Dain, A Hideous Monster of the Mind, chap. 3. 
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West and Christianity.”10 Dain explains that this line of argumentation arose in response 

to claims that Haiti was a more practical outlet for free black Americans that also fit their 

constitutions. In this way, the ACS reinforced racial division at the same time it posited 

the potential for black uplift and equality outside the United States. Despite Dain’s brief 

mention of black health in Haiti and Africa, the historiography of race and colonization 

focuses on social and cultural ideas of race rather than climatic or biological ones. Works 

such as Dain’s stress black Americans’ claims to belong in the United States, but they fail 

to recognize that the historical case for black belonging or exclusion was often rendered 

in terms of climatic racialism and therefore reinforced contemporary racial assumptions.  

Despite a general lack of consideration of climatic-racial thought in the 

historiography of Liberia and Sierra Leone, Ikuko Asaka’s Tropical Freedom (2017) has 

taken the first steps toward recognizing its importance. Examining the plights of black 

Americans and black Britons in Canada together, Asaka argues that climatic 

understandings of race were developed and increasingly applied to questions of where to 

locate people of color only once they became free. While Nova Scotia was first seen as 

an acceptable location for the loyalist blacks, black Britons were discouraged from going 

there by the 1820s in favor of more tropical places like Sierra Leone. As Asaka rightly 

explains, that very category of ‘tropical’ was developed in part through this exclusionary 

process of deciding where blacks should labor.11 However, she fails to examine 

sufficiently the connections between climatic arguments for slavery (especially before the 

Revolution) and nineteenth concepts of race for freed people. By highlighting the origins 
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of racial spatial belonging in slavery, this chapter shows that racial assumptions were 

shared by pro- and anti-slavery writers/thinkers. Furthermore, they were not applied in 

the same way in both the United States and Britain. 

This chapter examines how racial assumptions of health informed early African 

colonization and how those assumptions could be built on or combatted by various 

people interested in slavery and its abolition. A close reading of printed, publicly 

available documents concerning Sierra Leone and Liberia demonstrates that ideas about 

the racial fixity of bodies influenced contemporary understandings of health and 

mortality among both European- and African-descended people in West Africa. In 

general, pro-slavery writers and even many abolitionists echoed tropes of climatic-racial 

belonging while African American writers generally challenged them. Despite the shared 

racial assumptions of both Britons and Americans, those ideas were put to different uses 

in these two nations. In the United States, colonization was fundamentally about 

exclusion and white American nationalism. In Britain, people of African descent could 

contribute to empire and become good subjects by putting their climatic affinity to work 

for the empire. However, in neither nation were these ideas unchallenged. In the 1820s, 

public complaints about the costs of supporting Sierra Leone led to a British 

Parliamentary commission that examined the health and mortality of colonists, among 

other things, in an effort to determine whether it was worth supporting. These debates and 

the report of the commission illustrate how climatic-racial assumptions persisted even in 

the face of opposing evidence. Meanwhile, Liberia had been founded on the same 

assumption that African descended people belonged in the African climate. While the 

ACS and its supporters downplayed the mortality of Liberia, African American activists 
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refuted claims that they were unhealthy in northern North America and instead stressed 

their constitutional fitness in temperate climates. In all cases, climatic-racial ideas of 

health proved useful political tools.  

“The Province of Freedom”: Settling Sierra Leone 
Before even Sierra Leone’s forerunner, the Province of Freedom, was established 

in 1787, racial assumptions informed plans both to end slavery and to colonize West 

Africa. As discussed in Chapter 4, as early as the 1780s, Americans repeatedly suggested 

that free people of color could be resettled out of the United States to Louisiana and other 

spaces to the south and west. These plans often included claims that people of African 

descent would be better suited to warmer climates outside of the boundaries of the United 

States. However, these plans were not uniquely American. 

Britons also made plans to relocate free people of color, but rather than seek to 

remove black people from the British Empire altogether, many of these plans sought to 

use them to expand the empire. In 1772, A Plan for the Abolition of Slavery in the West 

Indies was published anonymously in response to public interest in the Somerset case, 

and it suggested a plan that would both contribute to ending slavery and to strengthening 

the British Empire according to the contemporary climatic-racial logic. The plan had 

been authored by Maurice Morgann, the private secretary of the future Prime Minister 

William Petty, 2nd Earl of Shelburne, and Morgann had originally composed it after the 

Seven Years War in a period when, as Christopher Leslie Brown has argued, imperial 

planners were taking an inclusive and tolerant view of who could serve as subjects in the 
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empire. If French Canadians could become British subjects, Morgann and others seemed 

to suggest, why not former enslaved people of African descent?12  

Morgann used climatic-racial arguments to argue that people of African descent 

could expand the British Empire. At the core of his plan was the assumption that “there is 

an original and essential difference in the corporal constitution of the whites and black 

[and]… the influence of climate will not change their posterity, through any course of 

successive generations, into opposite complexions.”13 While Morgann argued against 

“any original or essential difference in the mental part,” he started from the position held 

by planters and others interested in the West Indies that “the natives of Africa are better 

able to bear the extreme heat, and to labour in the Torrid Zones, than the whites of 

Europe.”14 Morgan built on this assumption to suggest that the British “furnish our most 

southern colony on the Continent of America [the newly acquired Florida] with a race of 

people, whose constitutions are best adapted by nature to labour in that country, and to 

sustain the heats of the climate,” namely people of African descent.15 Morgann twisted 

the logic of enslavers: if people with a darker complexion could better work in hotter 

places, they need not be enslaved to do so. These people could be added to the empire as 

subjects rather than as slaves, he argued, and they could then further its collective goals. 

Morgann went so far as to suggest that subjects of African descent could eventually lead 

 
12 Christopher L. Brown, “Empire without Slaves: British Concepts of Emancipation in the Age of 
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13 A Plan for the Abolition of Slavery in the West Indies (London: printed for William Griffin, 
1772), 5. 

14 A Plan for the Abolition of Slavery in the West Indies, 5–6. 

15 A Plan for the Abolition of Slavery in the West Indies, 4. 
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the empire, “no longer weakened and disgraced by slavery or restrained by climate,” to 

take control of Louisiana, South America, and even Africa.16 Fundamentally, this was a 

plan for using the full spectrum of human variety to grow the British empire. It was 

racially inclusive in an effort to be imperially expansive. Plans such as this suggested not 

only ways to expand the empire but also provided a new way to envision incorporating 

black people as something other than slaves.17 Britons would continue to imagine free 

people of African descent as potential agents for empire, especially in the tropics, through 

and after the end of slavery. When the British founded Sierra Leone, they followed the 

same model of putting inclusive subjecthood to work for a culturally distinct empire. 

By the time the Province of Freedom was founded in 1787, the British had 

already experimented with settlements in West Africa and been effectively thwarted. 

Between 1758 and 1779, Britain had attempted to turn captured French posts in Senegal 

into a full-fledged colony. However, huge mortality among soldiers garrisoned there and 

British merchants’ lack of interest in the area led to the project being abandoned. The 

government also experimented with sending convicts to various parts of the African 

coast, including the Gambia River and the Gold Coast, as part of army companies and as 

prisoners in the 1770s and early 1780s. The great mortality led prisoners and officials to 

argue that transportation to Africa should be reserved as a punishment for egregious 

crimes. However, this fear of the diseases of the African climate was reserved for white 

people, and evidence suggests that black convicts were specially selected for 

transportation to Africa. Starting in 1787, Britons chose to transport convicts to the new 

 
16 A Plan for the Abolition of Slavery in the West Indies, 27. 
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Australian colony of New South Wales, rather than to West Africa. These experiences led 

the British public and government to associate West Africa with disease and death, at 

least for white bodies.18 

Despite this fear of the African climate’s impact on white bodies, black bodies 

were represented as immune, or at least less susceptible, to its effects. When the 

Committee for the Relief of the Black Poor began planning the relocation of black 

Londoners, they had first considered sending them to Nova Scotia, where formerly 

enslaved black loyalists had already been settled. However, Henry Smeathman 

encouraged the committee to consider Sierra Leone as a location for the settlement.19 

Smeathman had lived on the West African coast for four years, and his Plan of a 

Settlement to be made near Sierra Leona (1786) claimed that “The climate is very 

healthy to those who live on the productions of the country.” He admitted that the climate 

“has been fatal to many white people” but blamed their “intemperate lives,” 

“unwholesome provisions,” and “use of ardent spirits” as well as their “not choosing 

healthy spots” and the ignorance of surgeons in “treating the diseases of that climate” for 

the morbidity and mortality in the region.20 Much like how Britons described enslaved 

Africans as needing to season in American climates during debates over the slave trade, 

Smeathman explained that white people would need to acclimatize in Africa. Britons had 

been making these sorts of arguments about settlement in the “Torrid Zone” since at least 
 

18 Emma Christopher, “A ‘Disgrace to the Very Colour’: Perceptions of Blackness and Whiteness 
in the Founding of Sierra Leone and Botany Bay,” Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History 9, no. 3 
(December 17, 2008): 4–22; Emma Christopher, A Merciless Place: The Fate of Britain’s Convicts after 
the American Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), chaps. 4–8. 

19 Christopher, “A ‘Disgrace to the Very Colour,’” 24–25. 

20 Henry Smeathman, Plan of a Settlement to Be Made near Sierra Leona, on the Grain Coast of 
Africa (London: T. Stockdale, 1786), 10–11. 
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the middle of the seventeenth century, but Smeathman may have been the first to apply 

them to West Africa.21 These representations of hot climates as requiring changes in 

behavior to make them salubrious admitted that the African climate was fundamentally 

different from temperate Britain, but they also argued learning and implementing proper 

behavior could alleviate the problems imposed by these differences. Furthermore, 

Smeathman stressed that the rewards could outweigh the risks, describing how livestock 

“propogate[d] with a rapidity unknown on these colder climates” and cash crops, 

including rice, indigo, cotton, and tobacco, could be produced there.22 

Beyond suggesting that whites could learn behaviors to keep them healthy in 

West Africa, Smeathman’s pamphlet also suggested that the constitutions of black people 

differed from those of whites in response to the area’s climate. He imagined that the poor 

blacks once “Settled in a country, congenial to their constitutions, and having the means 

of moderate labour, of the most comfortable livelihood, they will find a certain and 

secure retreat from their former sufferings.”23 Sierra Leone, in this plan, represented the 

cure for all the ills of Britain’s people of color. For Smeathman, West Africa was the 

natural place for people of African descent while Englishmen and other whites would 

have to work to secure their own health. Unlike Morgann, Smeathman’s focus was not to 

expand the empire with black subjects, but he did position his plan as alleviating “the 

greatest distress” of “distinguished objects of British humanity.”24 According to this 

 
21 Smith, “Differentiating Hot Climates.” 

22 Smeathman, Plan of a Settlement, 6–8. 

23 Smeathman, Plan of a Settlement, 18. 

24 Smeathman, Plan of a Settlement, 17. 
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view, free blacks may not have been full imperial subjects, but they did deserve the 

support of Britons. 

In 1786, the Committee for the Relief of the Black Poor began to implement a 

version of Smeathman’s plan that would lead to the establishment of the “Province of 

Freedom” along the Sierra Leone River. It raised money that year, first from private 

individuals and later from the British Crown, with the goal of sending black Britons to 

somewhere they could be self-sufficient. Taking up Smeathman’s suggestion under the 

recommendation of Granville Sharp, the Committee settled on the Sierra Leone area. 

Later that year it organized transport and induced black people to emigrate through the 

payment of a bounty. Almost four hundred settlers founded Granville Town on the south 

side of the Sierra Lone River in 1787.25  

However, the province quickly ran into trouble. The settlers had trouble growing 

food, and the Sierra Leone River was already the site of a slave fort whose traders readily 

bought and captured settlers when given the opportunity. Also, shifts in the local political 

situation led to a local ruler, King Jimmy, ordering the settlers to leave and then razing 

Granville Town in 1790. It took over a year for the news to reach Britain and for 

abolitionists to respond.26 In the midst of the Province of Freedom’s short existence, the 

British Parliament debated the slave trade and passed the Slave Trade Act of 1788, also 

 
25 Pybus, Epic Journeys of Freedom, chap. 7. 

26 Pybus, Epic Journeys of Freedom, chap. 9. 
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called Dolben’s Act, which regulated the numbers of enslaved Africans British ships 

were allowed to carry based on the ship’s size.27 

The newly formed Sierra Leone Company then sent Alexander Falconbridge to 

the Sierra Leone River in 1792 to collect the settlers and reestablish Granville Town. In 

the meantime, the Company sent John Clarkson, brother of the abolitionist activist 

Thomas Clarkson, to Nova Scotia to gather more settlers for the colony from among the 

black refugees that had been settled there by the British government after the American 

Revolution. Most of these loyalist blacks had gained their freedom from slavery by 

running away from their owners and offering their service to the British Army during the 

American Revolution. Upon hearing of Sierra Leone, many Nova Scotians asked to be 

relocated away from Canada. Clarkson organized the transportation of almost 1,200 Nova 

Scotians to Sierra Leone, and they reestablished the colony in 1792. These settlers, too, 

experienced food shortages while they struggled to build a settlement from nothing, but 

they managed to establish Sierra Leone as a going concern.28 

Amidst growing public scrutiny of the slave trade and the multiple attempts to 

plant a colony in Sierra Leone, visitors to the area published accounts of their experiences 

in the early 1790s. These accounts presented their opinions about the slave trade in the 

form of natural-historical observations about the peoples and climates of the West 

African Coast, but their authors made pointed arguments about slavery. Despite their 

 
27 The actual impact of this act on the slave trade has been debated, but its passage nevertheless 

demonstrates new political attempts at interfering with the slave trade. For instance, see Robin Haines and 
Ralph Shlomowitz, “Explaining the Mortality Decline in the Eighteenth-Century British Slave Trade,” The 
Economic History Review 53, no. 2 (2000): esp. 270-74. 

28 Pybus, Epic Journeys of Freedom, chap. 9. 
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differences, both pro- and anti-slavery writers shared common bases for their arguments, 

with both sides arguing that their plans would maximize the economic potential of West 

Africa and that African people could work in hot places unlike Europeans. Not all of 

these works focused on colonization, but claims about slavery often connected with 

climatic arguments about colonization.  

Pro-slavery writers, for instance, denigrated the whole of the West African 

climate to build a case for enslaving and transporting Africans to the West Indies. 

Presented as a series of letters to a friend, slave trader John Matthews published A 

Voyage to the River Sierra-Leone, on the Coast of Africa in 1791. He described an often 

sickly climate harboring “colds, fevers, and agues” that “even the natives themselves are 

not exempt from” in the most sickly parts of the year.29 Matthews also mentioned that the 

locals suffered from “intermitting fevers and the hydrocele” as well as venereal disease 

and small pox.30 While contemporary readers would have associated intermittent fevers 

with hot climates, Matthews invoked hydrocele, a form of swollen scrotum, as well as 

venereal disease to cast suspicion on the sexual practices of West Africans and make 

them appear vulgar and animal like. He furthered that imputation by repeating the 

common trope that African women did not experience pain from childbirth.31 Matthews 

did not stop at implying the animal nature of West Africans. He explicitly compared them 

to “Japanzees, or Chimpanzees” and “Ouran Outang[s],” going so far as to describe how 

 
29 John Matthews, A Voyage to the River Sierra-Leone, on the Coast of Africa; Containing an 

Account of the Trade and Productions of the Country, and of the Civil and Religious Customs and Manners 
of the People; in a Series of Letters to a Friend in England (London: B. White and Son, 1791), 32–33. 
Matthews did exempt the offshore Isles of Loss as healthy; see pp. 15-16. 

30 Matthews, A Voyage to the River Sierra-Leone, 136. 

31 Matthews, A Voyage to the River Sierra-Leone, 99. 
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“the wretched Cafre sinks nearly below the Ouran Outang” on “the great chain of 

nature.”32 These comparisons attempted to remove Africans from moral and political 

considerations granted Europeans. Matthews also explained that the climate could 

produce cash crops such as cotton, sugar, and rice despite the native people being too 

lazy to “cultivate more rice than is necessary for their own consumption.”33 Implied 

throughout these descriptions was the inability of African people to work and participate 

in commerce. If they were to contribute to civilization, suggested Matthews, they would 

have to be transported to the West Indies where “no Europeans can stand the climate 

when employed in the cultivation of the soil.”34 

Antislavery activists responded to denunciations of Africa and its peoples with 

their own narratives that stressed colonization had the ability to improve West Africa 

without the slave trade. Swedish abolitionist Carl Bernhard Wadström published An 

Essay on Colonization, particularly applied to the Western Coast of Africa, with some 

Free Thoughts on Cultivation and Commerce in two parts in 1794 and 1795 after 

spending time in West Africa looking for a suitable location for a colony. Wadström 

wanted to establish a colony in order “to lead [the native Africans’] activity into the 

cultivation of their country… and to diffuse among them a spirit of liberal commerce.” 

He believed that commerce would lead to the development of “the best system of 

morality or religion,” effectively “civilizing” the natives and helping to end the slave 

 
32 Matthews, A Voyage to the River Sierra-Leone, 40–41, 159. 

33 Matthews, A Voyage to the River Sierra-Leone, 23–24, 53–56, 63, 112. 

34 Matthews, A Voyage to the River Sierra-Leone, 178. 
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trade.35 In support of this plan, Wadström refuted a whole range of climatic arguments 

used to denigrate Africa and Africans.36 And much of his tract focused on building the 

political and economic system he believed could “stimulat[e] them to industry” and 

induce them to “relish the comforts of civilized life.”37 Fundamentally, this was an 

argument that the market, meaning the right luxuries, would stimulate civilization in 

Africa and render slavery unnecessary. While Matthews had argued slavery was required 

to make Africans productive, Wadström strove to demonstrate that they only needed the 

correct commercial incentives to become productive on their own. 

Like other would-be antislavery colonists, Wadström repeatedly argued that the 

West African climate was not completely insalubrious. Where proslavery writers stressed 

the problem of nature, antislavery writers stressed how nature could be overcome with 

proper behavior. He explained that the African climate varied: “The latitude of a place is 

by no means a certain criterion of it's [sic] climate, as seems to be commonly supposed. 

Even in the midst of the torrid zone, we meet with all possible gradations of heat and 

cold, almost the only circumstances which enter into the common idea of climate.”38 

Wadström focused on the errors Europeans had made in settling West Africa: they built 

settlements near unhealthy marches and savannahs; they built poor quality houses; and 

they failed to practice proper moderation in food and drink.39 He did admit that the 

 
35 Carl Bernhard Wadström, An Essay on Colonization, Particularly Applied to the Western Coast 

of Africa, with Some Free Thoughts on Cultivation and Commerce (London: Darton and Harvey, 1794), 
1:iii-iv. 

36 Wadström, Essay on Colonization, 1:9. 

37 Wadström, Essay on Colonization, 1:20. 

38 Wadström, Essay on Colonization, 1:24. 

39 Wadström, Essay on Colonization, 1:28, 44, 50–51. 
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climate was not “perfectly congenial to the constitutions of all European strangers” and 

that “new-comers must, in general, expect what is called a seasoning,” but, Wadström 

argued, this was no different than any hot climate.40 In explaining away the problems 

encountered in colonizing Sierra Leone, he explained that the settlers suffered “the fever 

common to hot climates” and while it affected both “the whites and blacks, almost 

indiscriminately,” it “proved much more fatal to the former.”41 Wadström used this 

evidence to explain why the Sierra Leone Company preferred black settlers, but he 

stopped short of making any deeper assertions about race. While Wadström admitted the 

mortality of the first settlers, he blamed their poor condition upon landing and asserted 

these problems would be remedied in future settlements. Behavior, including the 

perfecting of the West African landscape, would make colonization reasonably safe.42 

Taken together, Wadström’s arguments about colonization in West Africa shared his 

opponents’ assumptions that commerce was civilization, but he differed in believing that 

commerce could be promoted in Africa, rendering slavery unnecessary. He engaged 

deeply with climatic discourse in order to argue that colonization could be undertaken 

safely and lead to real changes in the indigenous African culture.  

The same year that Wadström published his Essay on Colonization, Anna Maria 

Falconbridge published the first edition of Narrative of Two Voyages to the River Sierra 

Leone during the Years 1791-1793. Falconbridge was the first English woman to give an 

account of the African coast, and her narrative thwarted much of the genre’s traditional 

 
40 Wadström, Essay on Colonization, 1:46. 
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focus. Rather than have specific sections or letters focused on the climate or the area’s 

productions, Falconbridge constructed her work as a narrative related as a series of 

letters. She had gone to West Africa with her husband, Alexander, who had been hired by 

St. George’s Bay Company (the predecessor to the Sierra Leone Company) to collect the 

original Province of Freedom settlers and resettle them.43 Falconbridge often denigrated 

the climate as “unhealthy,” “unhospitable,” and “inimical,” but she took a very personal 

view of health.44 During her first voyage, she explained that “We have had heavy 

tornadoes and falls of rain for several weeks, and I yet enjoy my health as well, if not 

better, than I did for several years past in Europe.” However, she attributed the death of 

her brother-in-law to “his constitution… not [being] adapted for this unhospitable 

climate.”45 And she similarly attributed her husband’s death on her second voyage to 

keeping “himself constantly intoxicated.”46 For Falconbridge, health was a matter of 

climate and personal constitution as well as behavior. Because she was less interested in 

making a case for or against colonization, her account did not solely blame either place or 

person for disease and death.  

Falconbridge’s description of the Nova Scotians’ arrival in Sierra Leone also 

reflected her balanced approach to health. She mentioned the unhealthy condition of the 

Nova Scotians when they arrived and a few months later lamented that “There is about 

twelve hundred souls, including all ranks of people, in the Colony, seven hundred, or 
 

43 A. M. Falconbridge, Narrative of Two Voyages to the River Sierra Leone during the Years 
1791-1793, 2nd ed., Cass Library of African Studies: Travels and Narratives No. 30 (1803; London: Cass, 
1967), 9–10. 

44 Falconbridge, Two Voyages to the River Sierra Leone, 70, 125, 183. 

45 Falconbridge, Two Voyages to the River Sierra Leone, 70. 
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upwards, of whom, are at this moment suffering under the affliction of burning fevers… 

five, six, and seven are dying daily.” But she stopped short of blaming the climate: “at 

least allow the climate has not a fair trial. This is the depth of the rainy season, our 

inhabitants were not covered in before it commenced.” Instead, a lack of “medical 

assistance” and “expos[ure] to nauceous [sic] putrid stenches” contributed to the 

colonists’ poor health. Nevertheless, health remained personal for Falconbridge, and she 

proclaimed, “In the midst of so much sickness and so many deaths, I feel myself better 

than when in England.” Falconbridge separated descriptions of health and mortality by 

race, mentioning different rates of disease and death between black and white people, but 

she drew no conclusions about racial health herself. Instead, her descriptions, like 

Wadström’s, reflected the common assumption that health outcomes would be different 

according to race without speculating about its veracity or cause.47 The climate may have 

been unhealthy but a lack of support from the company and the British government 

exacerbated the health problems. For Falconbridge, personal constitution and behavior as 

well as climate and institutional support all contributed to health.  

The passage of the Slave Trade Act of 1807 by the British Parliament raised the 

political importance of the Sierra Leone colony. The 1807 Act banned the African slave 

trade as of the beginning of the next year, and Sierra Leone became the site of a court for 

trying violations of the Act. The crown also took control of the colony in 1808. Sierra 

Leone then became a political target of pro-slavery activists. 

 
47 Falconbridge, Two Voyages to the River Sierra Leone, 148–49. 
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Parliamentary Commission  
By the middle of the 1820s, Sierra Leone came under increasing attack by fiscal 

conservatives and the West India interest because of its expense and association with 

slave trade interdiction. Unlike in the United States, where debates over colonization 

focused on whether to remove people of color, Britons argued about Sierra Leone in 

terms of the practicality and cost of expanding the empire. Supporters and detractors of 

the colony leveraged many of the same arguments that had been used in debates over the 

slave trade and slavery more generally. As with earlier debates over slavery, Britons 

arguing for and against supporting Sierra Leone disagreed over how well Europeans 

could mitigate the health effects of the colony’s climate. However, they shared 

assumptions that naturally occurring racial categorizations of people had different health 

responses to the climate.  

Britons consistently understood Europeans as unfit for the West African climate 

and doubted whether white subjects alone could plant a colony there. While earlier works 

had suggested that Europeans would acclimate or “season” to tropical climates, faith in 

acclimatization began waning in the 1780s and 1790s.48 By the 1820s, Britons writing 

about white people in Sierra Leone did not suggest that they might adapt to the climate. 

They assumed that bodies were fixed and would not acclimatize to tropical Africa. Works 

concerned with Sierra Leone doubted whether whites could ever become healthy there. 

However, writers disagreed on how much the effects of an insalubrious climate could be 

mitigated through temperate living, and these disagreements reflected differing political 

opinions about the benefits of tropical colonies.  

 
48 See chapter 3. 



Chapter 6  254 
 

Pessimistic appraisals of the potential for European health and colonization in 

Africa circulated in popular media. For instance, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 

printed a series of open letters from James M’Queen on Sierra Leone that included 

bellicose denunciations of the colony, its mission to civilize Africans, and its location. A 

self-proclaimed African geography expert who never went to the continent and a 

supporter of the West Indian interest, M’Queen addressed his letters to R. W. Hay, the 

recently appointed Under Secretary of State responsible for Sierra Leone among other 

colonies. In one letter that was printed in December 1826, M’Queen charged, “We have 

failed to do any good in Africa, because we have planted, and are still attempting to plant, 

our settlements amidst the most sickly of all the sickly swamps of that, to Europeans, 

sickly continent.”49 Arguing against the Sierra Leone political project, he made use of the 

common assumption that Africa was insalubrious for Europeans. Though he highlighted 

area swamps as part of the medical problem, M’Queen’s fundamental stress that Africa 

was sickly to Europeans reflected the general assumption that Europeans, as a rule, were 

unhealthy and died on the continent. By qualifying that Africa was only unhealthy to 

Europeans, he implied a fundamental difference between Europeans and Africans in 

terms of whether they found the continent salubrious. Furthermore, he largely ignored the 

health of resettled Africans, implying their assumed healthiness by omission.50  

Continuing his attack in a second letter printed in March 1827, M’Queen also 

complained that pro-colonial arguments that stressed the unhealthy effects of alcohol on 

the soldiers were a “scandalous libel on the memory of brave men, who have fallen 
 

49 James M’Queen, “Civilization of Africa.-Sierra Leone.-Liberated Africans.,” ed. William 
Blackwood, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 20, no. 120 (December 1826): 891. 

50 M’Queen, “Civilization of Africa.-Sierra Leone.-Liberated Africans.,” 887. 
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victims to an irrational philanthropy.”51 Traditional medical opinion held that food and 

drink influenced individual health and that intemperate behavior sickened people, 

especially whites in the tropics. However, M’Queen furthered his argument that the 

climate alone was to blame for European mortality by countering this medical belief with 

patriotic prose. Of course, this denunciation was a political move. After all, if the climate 

itself, and not people’s behavior, was to blame for white mortality, then Britain should 

abandon irredeemably insalubrious Sierra Leone.  

Though pro-colonial activists contested M’Queen’s conclusions, they accepted his 

assumption that Europeans would not acclimate to the Sierra Leone colony. They 

downplayed the threat of mortality in the climate and claimed that proper personal 

behavior could overcome the climatic threat. Echoing anti-slavery arguments from 

Georgia a century before, pro-colonialists stressed personal behavior to mitigate 

arguments like M’Queen’s that rejected the possibility of healthy Europeans there. For 

instance, Kenneth Macaulay, a long-time resident and temporary acting governor of 

Sierra Leone, published a refutation of M’Queen’s claims in March 1827. In it, Macaulay 

agreed that Sierra Leone was unhealthy for Europeans, but he tried debunking 

M’Queen’s extreme claim that it was the unhealthiest place imaginable for them: “That 

Sierra Leone, like all other tropical countries, is unhealthy for Europeans, is true: that it is 

more so than tropical countries in general, I doubt.”52  

 
51 James M’Queen, “Civilization of Africa-Sierra Leone.,” ed. William Blackwood, Blackwood’s 
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Macaulay’s refutation of M’Queen’s disparaging view of the Sierra Leone climate 

focused on how personal behavior could mitigate the dangers. Rather than accept the 

impossibility of a British colony in Sierra Leone, Macaulay explained that “merchants 

and residents of respectability” generally survived there. He also countered M’Queen’s 

arguments by highlighting how temperate behavior could allow whites to live in the 

colony. He expounded that white women “[e]xcept in child-bearing… do not suffer much 

from the climate” and reiterated the insalubrious behavior of soldiers there by describing 

seeing them “lying drunk in the streets… in a state of perfect insensibility from 

intoxication… lying in running streams of water… regardless of the heavy tropical 

rain.”53 Furthermore, he ascribed the high rate of mortality among missionaries, a group 

well-known for their lack of longevity in Sierra Leone, to their being “strongly impressed 

with a dread of the colony” that led them to “quietly resign themselves to the arms of 

death.”54 Throughout his work, Macaulay never suggested that Europeans might 

acclimate to Sierra Leone, only that they were not as doomed as M’Queen contended. In 

order to decrease the burden of the colony on the lives of white Britons, Macaulay 

suggested arming the colony with “Black troops” and employing more “Coloured 

persons, of sufficient ability” to govern it.55 This strategy indicated a lack of faith in 

white acclimatization to the colony but suggested how black Britons could support the 

colony with their presumed innate climatic-racial affinity.56  

 
53 Macaulay, The Colony of Sierra Leone Vindicated, 65–67. 

54 Macaulay, The Colony of Sierra Leone Vindicated, 74–75. 

55 Macaulay, The Colony of Sierra Leone Vindicated, 66–67, 79. 
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The April 1827 parliamentary report on Sierra Leone contained many of 

Macaulay’s pro-colony arguments. It contended that proper behavior could alleviate the 

problem of white mortality in the colony. In a dramatic example of climatic-racial 

thought, the report included a strongly worded quote from a medical doctor familiar with 

the British colonies in Western Africa: “‘No cultivation, no sanatory [sic] regulations, I 

feel convinced, will ever render these colonies congenial to European constitutions; 

particularly to the common soldier, whose irregular habits are too strongly confirmed 

ever to be eradicated.’”57 This quotation assumed the existence of “European 

constitutions” that indicated a common racial heritage. It also directly countered a 

common view that clearing forest and cultivating land could render tropical places 

salubrious. Crucially, this quote followed Macaualy in indicting the intemperate behavior 

of soldiers in their own deaths. Having admitted that the climate was unhealthy for 

Europeans, it indicated that poor behavior in bad climates made things much worse but 

also suggested that careful conduct could improve European chances in Sierra Leone. 

Pro-colonialists held out hope that improving the behaviors of lower-class enlisted men 

could lead to improving their health as well. Improved health, in turn, would enable them 

to survive and better serve the colony and the empire.58  However, pro-colonialists still 

acknowledged that the West African climate was not natural to Europeans. 
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of Africa.,” ed. William Blackwood, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 21, no. 125 (May 1827): 596–624, 
quotation on 624. 
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British writers assumed both that West Africa was unhealthy for Europeans and 

that it was healthy for Africans. British writers only rarely described Africans’ health. 

This stance indicated both a lack of interest in African health and an assumption that 

Africans should be healthy in Sierra Leone. Europeans presumed that the African climate 

would be salubrious for Africans because it was their racial homeland and because they 

had not been subjected to the poor conditions of enslavement. Britons agreed that native 

Africans would be healthy in Sierra Leone, regardless of their position on the colony. 

M’Queen’s letters only rarely discussed local Africans such as the Kroo, an ethnic group 

living along the coast of Western Africa. When he did mention them, he focused on their 

utility as laborers rather than on their health.59 The Sierra Leone commissioners provided 

a more detailed account of the African groups in and around Sierra Leone, but they too 

failed to discuss native Africans’ health. By never questioning the health of these groups, 

the commissioners demonstrated their assumption of “native” fitness and longevity in the 

climate.60 Britons writing about Sierra Leone did not need to quibble about the relative 

health of Africans because they would be in that part of Africa whether the colony was 

there or not.  

The British Parliament had outlawed the slave trade in 1808, and the navy, with 

the sanction of international treaties, enforced its abolition by confiscating the slaves and 

ships of traders. Many of the confiscated slaves were brought to a court at Sierra Leone 
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where they were legally freed and settled in the colony as “liberated Africans.” 

Curiously, writers arguing both for and against Sierra Leone expressed support for British 

efforts to curtail the slave trade, but the conditions of the liberated Africans were used 

alternatively to argue against a colony in Sierra Leone or to reaffirm the importance of a 

British presence there. Because it could be used to political advantage, contemporary 

British writers discussed the health of liberated Africans more than they did the health of 

native Africans, but references remained uncommon and fleeting.  

Anti-colonialist writers, such as M’Queen, decried the condition of the former 

captives. In an attack on the spending of the colonial government, he complained that 

“the devastation which disease occasions amongst them during the rainy season” was the 

product of their being “huddled together in buildings, without much attention being paid 

to their health or their comfort under such circumstances.”61 Because of his political 

stance against a colony in Sierra Leone and in favor of slavery, M’Queen blamed the 

local administration for liberated Africans’ dismal housing and lack of care rather than 

indict their behavior or the climate for their poor health.  

Other sources, more inclined to support the colony, instead focused on the ravages 

of disease during the period when liberated Africans remained aboard the captured 

slaving ships and highlighted the care given to them upon reaching Sierra Leone. For 

instance, Kenneth Macaulay refuted M’Queen’s claims directly, arguing “the 

representation of the mortality caused among [liberated Africans] by the rainy season, 

and the account of their being huddled together in buildings, are totally without 
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foundation…. The sick and emaciated are instantly sent to the hospitals.”62 The Sierra 

Leone commissioners’ report further blamed the liberated Africans’ poor conditions on 

their time aboard the slavers. It lamented “the sufferings and privations to which negroes 

are frequently subjected, in their passage from the usual place of capture to Sierra 

Leone.”63 For supporters of the colony, any ill health liberated Africans suffered was due 

predominately to their treatment at the hands of slavers. This argument supported the 

colony by restating the problem of liberated African health in Sierra Leone as a problem 

of the effect of immoral enslavement. It both vilified the slave trade and echoed the 

British assumption that people from other parts of Africa would be healthy in Sierra 

Leone. Additionally, the pro-colony stance of these works was furthered by highlighting 

the damage done to enslaved Africans and by arguing against any misappropriation of 

funds earmarked to help them.  

Other pro-colonialists also made the case that Sierra Leone offered the best option 

for settling liberated Africans. F. Harrison Rankin explicitly laid out the logic of settling 

captured slaves in Sierra Leone in a book that he ironically named The White Man’s 

Grave. He explained that “To restore each slave to his original tribe would be 

impossible” and that “the climate of Great Britain, and of all her colonies excepting those 

in which slavery was legal, would cut off the children of the tropics.” To help these 

people, they needed to be relocated to some place “with soil adapted to supply their 

wants, and climate congenial to their constitutions.”64 In this view, the tropical-climatic 
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affinity of people of African-descent made Sierra Leone the only salubrious place that 

Britain could reasonably settle liberated Africans. It also indirectly suggested that these 

people could be used to expand the British Empire.  

The examples of Europeans coming to Africa and native and liberated Africans 

moving within Africa reveal continuing importance of climatic racialism to imperial 

discourse in the 1820s and 1830s. Europeans were thought to be healthy in Europe and 

Africans in Africa. However, both former Jamaican Maroons and former slaves from 

British North America (“the Nova Scotians”) experienced poor health once they arrived 

in Sierra Leone. These people of African descent who had spent time in different parts of 

the Americas thwarted simplistic climatic-racial assumptions and led to convoluted 

explanations for their poor health in Sierra Leone. The “Nova Scotians,” or occasionally 

“Settlers,” were liberated African-American slaves, or occasionally already free people, 

that had been granted freedom and land in Nova Scotia by the British government for 

their service to Britain during the American Revolution. The Nova Scotians were 

explicitly differentiated from the “Maroons” who had also been granted land in Nova 

Scotia following their eviction from Jamaica.  

Though some writers before the Rowan and Wellington report mentioned the 

health of black migrants, it was always in passing. They never seriously considered that 

the formerly enslaved settlers might become ill upon “returning” to Africa. Instead, they 

widely assumed the healthiness of Africa for people of African descent. Only after the 

commissioners’ report illustrated the demographic decline of the Nova Scotians did 
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authors start speculating about the cause.65 In one rare mention of the Maroons before the 

commissioners’ report, Macaulay explained that “The Maroons of Sierra Leone were 

deprived… of their homes [in Jamaica], of their all, and transplanted to the inhospitable 

climate of Nova Scotia. After much suffering they were removed thence to Sierra 

Lone.”66 In fact, the Maroons had petitioned for their transportation to Sierra Leone from 

Nova Scotia in terms of allowing them to escape illness in Canada and to live in a climate 

better suited to their constitutions. Both Maroons and Britons appealed to the empire’s 

sense of mercy and climatic racialism to support the Sierra Leone project.67 However, the 

Nova Scotians situation once relocated to Sierra Leone may have been no better. In one 

letter M’Queen made passing mention to “the few remaining and surviving Maroons and 

Nova Scotian blacks” suggesting that at least opponents of the colony had an inkling that 

former slaves from the Americas were less than healthy in Sierra Leone.68 However, 

neither M’Queen nor Macaulay made more of this suggestion of blacks’ poor health.  

Despite their time in the Americas, the Jamaican Maroons were always 

represented as healthy in Sierra Leone. The commissioners’ report described them as 

healthy in Sierra Leone, much like native and liberated Africans. Through linking the 

Maroons to an African lineage, Rowan and Wellington suggested that they should be and 

were healthy in the colony. The Parliamentary report stressed the “increase” of the 

Maroon population which it took as an indicator of the salubriousness of the climate for 
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them.69 Significantly, Rowan and Wellington’s report even attributed an African ethnicity 

to the Maroons, referring to them as “hav[ing] been originally Africans of the 

Coromantine nation.”70 Though this ethnic identifier was a European invention derived 

from a slaving fort’s name, it helped European writers conceptualize the Maroons as 

belonging in Africa. One medical writer made this connection clearer, by claiming “All 

of them Africans by decedent, and many by birth, it is only upon extraordinary occasions, 

and at peculiar periods, that they suffer from the climate.”71 Having an African ethnicity 

implied to contemporary Britons the naturalness of settling Maroons in Sierra Leone. 

Again, Britons imagined racial affinities for climates to be fixed and suggested those 

affinities could be put to use for the empire.  

In contrast to the treatment of Maroons as Africans, the Nova Scotians were 

situated more precariously. According to the Rowan and Wellington report, “They were 

generally from the southern states of the Union, and had chiefly been employed with the 

royal army.” Not identified directly as Africans, their poor health upon arriving in Sierra 

Leone was attributed to “the effect produced upon the Nova Scotians by the climate,” 

namely “the fever common to hot climates.”72 Further considering their limited number 

and continued “decrease,” the report discarded outmigration, an unbalanced sex ratio, and 

a lack of appropriately aged Nova Scotians as reasons for their declining numbers based 

on rudimentary demographic information. Instead, Rowan and Wellington concluded that 

disease due to the climate was predominately to blame for the death rate: 
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There appears, therefore; no other adequate cause than climate to which it can be 
ascribed; indeed this conclusion seems justified, not only by the excess of deaths 
as amongst the Nova Scotians, even so late as the rains of 1826, a season when 
the natives of the country are generally in the enjoyment of good health.73 

Not only did the report blame the climate for Nova Scotian mortality and morbidity, it 

argued that almost three and a half decades after their arrival in Sierra Leone, they were 

still not as healthy there as native Africans. Essentially, the commissioners did not 

understand the former slaves to be African in a straightforward racial way despite their 

phenotypically black bodies. However, the commissioners did not explain their 

reasoning. Perhaps they believed that the Nova Scotians were the product of racial 

mixing, or perhaps their time in North America, whether in the American South or in 

Nova Scotia, had altered them. (Americans would suggest both possibilities in their own 

debates over colonization in Liberia.) Either way, the commissioners believed that the 

Nova Scotians had lost part of their affinity for the tropical African climate. Though the 

commissioners never directly mentioned such a change, the general understanding of the 

salubriousness of Africa for African-descended people and Rowan and Wellington’s 

attribution of disease to the climate directly implied that the Nova Scotians had lost an 

element of their African-ness. Their experiences in the Americas had somehow altered 

their constitutions.  

Though the commissioners’ report described the incompleteness of Settler 

adaptation to the climate, colonial surgeon James Boyle disagreed. Instead, he explained 

“These people, when first located here, suffered dreadfully in their health, but now their 

constitutions seem to have accommodated themselves to the climate so completely, that 
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they may be said to be acclimated, and the disease they experience are those common to 

the original African.”74 Whether consensus about Nova Scotian health in Sierra Leone 

changed in the four years between the commissioners’ report and Boyle’s book or Boyle 

simply had a different opinion about their acclimatization, both works differentiated the 

Nova Scotians from Africans in terms of their health. Despite the general loss of faith in 

acclimatization, Boyle directly suggested the Settlers had undergone the process. He 

likely believed that Nova Scotians could acclimate to Africa because they had a racial 

affinity for the climate. Though they had lost this affinity, possibly through interracial 

reproduction or by spending time outside the tropics, they, unlike Europeans, had a 

biological factor that allowed them to re-acclimate. Boyle’s direct assertion that the 

Settlers had “acclimated” and the Commissioners’ implication that they had lost their 

affinity for the tropics highlights an ignored aspect of racial fixity: bodies could still 

change, but only within the parameters of their racial essences. The construction of a 

racial system necessitated a framework loose enough to explain individual and ethnic 

variation within races. As such, the system of racial fixity allowed for flexibility within 

racial types. Thus, writers like Boyle could envision African-descended people losing 

affinity for the African climate only to re-acclimate at the same time that they denied the 

possibility of Europeans acclimating there. This reasoning also suggested that Nova 

Scotians, as well as Maroons, could still be useful agents of empire in West Africa and 

“hot” places more generally. 

However, flexibility within fixed racial heredity was not the only explanation 

used to explain settler mortality. Rankin discussed the problem of the decline in Nova 

 
74 Boyle, Account of the Western Coast of Africa, 31. 



Chapter 6  266 
 

Scotian numbers in depth, writing that he “took an interest in this unhappy people; 

[because] no sufficient cause was publicly assigned for their degeneracy.”75 Given the 

hypothetical connection of Nova Scotians to the African climate, their obvious decline 

led Rankin to speculate about the causes of their continuing misfortune. Rather than 

allowing that the Nova Scotians were not accustomed to the climate, he argued that poor 

planning and lack of shelter at the colony’s inception contributed to their initial bad 

health but that once the colony was firmly established and well supplied “the routine of 

good health [was]… never so interrupted.”76 Instead, he attributed the decline in Settler 

numbers to “the small proportion” of young men in the colony which he believed had 

been caused by many departing “in former times of dispute with the government.” More 

significantly, he contended that their pride in their “civilized modes of living” meant that 

“they cannot be satisfied with a remuneration which would be ample wages to a Captive 

[a liberated African].”77 In short, the Nova Scotians’ numbers had dwindled not because 

they were unhealthy in Sierra Leone but because they were too civilized for the social 

situation there and disdained working for the low paying jobs that were available. This 

state of mind then encouraged the young men to leave the colony to find employment, 

limiting the group’s chances for marriage and thus reproduction in the colony.78 This 

reasoning not only circumvented the apparent problem of some black people being 
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unhealthy in Africa, it also argued that these former denizens of North America had been 

“improved” by contact with white Britons. This argument killed two political birds with 

one stone: Not only was Sierra Leone healthy enough to sustain a colony of African-

descended people, its mission of civilizing Africa could yet be successful.  

The descriptions of different groups’ health in Sierra Leone was heavily 

influenced by the politics of the writers. Particularly in the case of white health, writers 

alternatively described the climate as irredeemably insalubrious, if they were against the 

colony, or, if they were for the colony, they portrayed the epidemiological challenges as 

potentially surmountable through proper living. However, all of these writers assumed 

people literally from Africa would be healthy on the continent. Whatever the political 

leanings of the writers, they accepted racial fixity, but they disagreed on exactly what 

aspects of race were fixed. The contemporary problem of describing some African-

descended peoples’ poor health on the continent led to a number of explanations by 

contemporary medical writers but no real consensus. At least one vein of thought 

suggested that despite faith in racial fixity, some acclimatization was possible. Another 

explanation posited the unhealthy conditions in the early stages of the colony and the 

uneven expectations of lifestyles contributed to certain groups’ population decline. 

Though Britons had shifted to a more fixed view of bodies around the turn of the 

nineteenth century, contemporary theories about racial traits still allowed them to explain 

health in terms of acclimatization within racial groups. However, others worked around 

the problem differently, by suggesting reduced numbers implied outmigration rather than 

death. The variety of contemporary medical thought allowed political writers to interpret 

health and climate in opposing ways. The interpretive flexibility of this increasingly 
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racial medical thinking allowed African-descended people to remain racially black no 

matter the evidence of their decline in Africa because explanatory room remained for 

their racial categorization. European medical writers increasingly emphasized the 

permanence of racial categories of difference, but in doing so, they left themselves 

loopholes. Because they believed that bodies and their constitutions could still change 

within racial limitations, Europeans retained the flexibility to declare traits non-racial. 

Alternatively, they could explain away data that opposed racial categories. Furthermore, 

the political stance of a writer could determine how flexibly or inflexibly they portrayed 

racial links to climatic health. And racial difference did not mean exclusion from the 

empire. Instead, imperial planners could put assumed climatic-racial affinities to their 

advantage by colonizing different racial groups in different places, according to their 

fitness for the climate. 

The Liberian Climate 
While Britons considered how freeing black subjects could spread their empire, 

Americans fretted over racial inclusion and considered the benefits of independent 

colonies as locations for racial separation. In the decades after the American Revolution, 

free black people considered emigrating in the hopes of escaping prejudice and bettering 

their lives. Racial prejudice continued to grow in the early nineteenth century, and a 

politically diverse group of white Americans supported the American Colonization 

Society’s efforts to enact geographical racial segregation. Debates over emigration and 

colonization made use of climatic racialism, but they were framed around if and how 

black people should be included in the American republic rather than how they could 

expand it. 



Chapter 6  269 
 

Even before the American Revolution, free black people in what would become 

the United States began considering whether emigrating would help end slavery and give 

them more opportunities. A committee of black men in Boston, Massachusetts in 1773 

suggested the legislature pass “such regulations and laws as may be made relative to us, 

until we leave the province” in a bid to accelerate emancipation. They explained that they 

hoped to “procure money to transport ourselves to some part of the coast of Africa, where 

we propose a settlement.”79 A sense of alienation from Massachusetts society and a 

vague association with Africa underlay these statements. Similar sentiments also 

appeared in an early emigrationist petition from the early 1790s in Philadelphia. Signed 

with fifty-two names, the petitioners likely intended to present their plea to the Second 

Federal Congress. These black Philadelphians asked for Congress their “Unalinaulble 

Right to life Liberty & the pursuit of happiness” by “preparing an Assalem… similar to 

the one prepared by the British in Serealluone [Sierra Leone].” They hoped that such an 

emigration would facilitate… a gradual Emansipation to take place.”80 In 1812, Paul 

Cuffe presented a positive view of the potential for black colonization in Africa. He 

described Sierra Leone as a successful, “inviting” colony, having a “climate well 

calculated for the cultivation of West-India and other tropical productions.”81 Rather than 

comment on any climatic-racial theories, Cuffe focused on the possibilities of financial 

success in the colony and the opportunities the British might provide to black American 
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immigrants in the colony. Black Americans in the early republic recognized their racial 

exclusion, and many considered colonization a potential solution for their situation. 

However, black Americans’ interest in colonization changed dramatically after 

the founding of the American Colonization Society (ACS) in 1816. The ACS drew on a 

broad coalition of white Americans hoping to rid the United States of free people of 

color. Though at least some (and perhaps a majority) of the ACS’s founders hoped to end 

slavery by providing an outlet for freed enslaved people outside of the United States, it 

also received support among pro-slavery activists as getting rid of troublesome freed 

people that might encourage slave rebellion.82 The ACS’s focused on “returning” 

colonists to West Africa based on the rough association of people of color with the 

African climate and peoples. This would not be an attempt to expand the United States or 

create a formal empire, like Sierra Leone was for Britons. Instead, it was an attempt to 

keep the United States and its citizenry white.  

The ACS’s members and agents regularly referenced the climatic-racial 

assumptions behind their plans. In 1816, one of the ACS’s founders, Robert Finley, 

published a brief pamphlet arguing for colonizing free people of color out of the United 

States to Africa. While he acknowledged that creating a colony in Africa “would be a 

much more arduous undertaking” than forming “a separate establishment for free blacks 

in our own distant territories,” Finley argued that “prejudice, too deep rooted to be 

eradicated” would prevent black people from ever obtaining equal standing to whites 

while in the United States. Removal, he wrote, to “some climate, congenial with their 
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color and constitutions, and in some fruitful soil” would enable “their contracted minds… 

[to] expand and their natures rise.”83 According to this model, people of color needed to 

be “returned” to Africa in order to fully realize their capabilities and their humanity. 

Finley continued on to explain that Africa “is the country of their fathers, a climate suited 

to their color, and one to which their constitution, but partially altered by their abode in 

this country, would soon adapt itself.”84 Finley made the ACS’s understanding of climate 

explicit: black people belonged in Africa, not the United States. White Americans would 

never allow freed people their equality, according to Finley, but relocation to Africa 

would enable black Americans the opportunity for self-government and self-

improvement. Though Finley cast these arguments as benevolent, they were 

fundamentally rooted in a conception of the United States as a white nation. 

Black Americans immediately realized the danger of colonization’s impulse for 

racial exclusion. As James Sidbury has explained, the ACS’s colonization efforts 

triggered a fundamental shift in black American identity. The plans of Cuffe and others 

for black-led colonization in Africa had been built in part upon a close association with 

the African continent and the diaspora of its people, but the ACS’s efforts prompted a 

backlash that led black Americans to identify increasing as “colored” rather than as 

“African.” This shift in identity reflected an uneasiness about being associated with 

Africa and a renunciation of the ACS’s program of racial exclusion in the United 

States.85  
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The ACS founded Liberia on the West African coast, about 200 miles south of 

Freetown, Sierra Leone in 1822, but the Society quickly realized that they lacked willing 

colonists and that the colony was experiencing high mortality. In an almost immediate 

response to the founding of the ACS, a meeting of free black people in Philadelphia in 

January 1817 denounced colonization as a ploy by slaveholders to strengthen slavery by 

ridding the United States of free people of color. It also rejected the ACS’s goal of racial 

exclusion by asserting a claim to black people belonging in the United Stated in terms of 

their labor and connection to those still enslaved.86 Additionally, mortality in Liberia was 

too high to hide. For the first twenty years of the colony, roughly forty-three percent of 

immigrants died the year they arrived.87 

In order to confront reports of high mortality among Liberian settlers, the ACS 

and some colonists explained that the climate was not so unhealthy after a seasoning 

period and that astute medical practice could relieve the worst cases. The ACS’s official 

newsletter, The African Repository and Colonial Journal, regularly published letters that 

included descriptions of colonists’ health and its relationship to the climate. For instance, 

one letter published in 1829 explained that “The climate is, at this season, most 

delightful…. Though this is considered the sickly season, we have but little disease, and 

none of an alarming character.” Though it blamed the death of one white missionary on 

“want of medical assistance,” the letter described both blacks and whites as healthy. It 

went on to describe Monrovia “as healthy as any of our southern cities.” The letter’s 

author admitted that immigrants from the northern United States had more trouble 
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adapting to the climate but expressed their conviction that “proper precautions” and 

“moderate prudence” would prevent any future health problems.88 Later in the same 

issue, an article specified the proper precautions. It recited the long-held belief that 

people from more temperate climates needed to arrive in the cooler parts of the year: 

“From the North, they should leave the United States early in the summer, so as to have 

several months of the cool season, to get accustomed to the climate.”89 This kind of 

advice had traditionally been given to white people travelling to the West Indies and the 

American South, and the ACS ignored the implications of giving it to people of color, 

namely that maybe race was not so linked to climate as they wanted to believe. 

Liberian colonists often supported the ACS’s position in their letters. Much like 

pro-colonialists writing in support of Sierra Leone, colonists explained that they would 

quickly acclimate to Liberia even while admitting experiences with disease. While the 

mortality rates were much worse in Liberia, the general form that these letters took, 

explaining the more and less salubrious parts of the country were not unlike 

contemporary letters from settlers moving into the Arkansas and Missouri River 

valleys.90 Nevertheless, these concerns would continue to appear in letters settlers written 

to family members and former owners in the United States through the Civil War 
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period.91 Intriguingly, one Americo-Liberian leader, Lott Cary, took the offensive while 

defending the Liberian climate. He pointed out that most writers denigrating the Liberian 

climate had never been there. Cary also emphasized the poor conditions of black people 

in the United States and implied they were not fit for northern places like Philadelphia, 

claiming that people of color only “find Grim death waiting for them with all the horrors 

of Starvation– and the resistless influance [sic] of the Frigid Zone.”92 

Even as evidence mounted that black American colonists were not healthy in the 

Liberian climate, pro-colonizationists in the United States repeated tropes of climatic-

racial belonging that assumed black bodies fit in Africa. One of the clearest statements of 

the climatic-racial theories supporting the colonization of free blacks to Africa comes 

from a tract likely composed by the Colonization Society of the City of Newark. Likely 

written in the early 1830s, this tract praised the progress of colonization in Liberia and 

promoted the location and goals of the project. It also explicitly connected race to 

climate, by explicitly connecting health in the area to skin color: “For the people of color, 

the climate of Liberia is a delightful one.” Thus, the Newark Society limited its claims for 

the salubriousness of Liberia to Africans and their descendants (however remote). The 

tract did not stop at differentiating people racially in terms of health in Africa. It also 

applied the same logic to the United States, asserting that “To acclimated emigrants of 
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color, Africa proves a more congenial climate than any portion of the United States.”93 

According to the society, people of color did not belong in the American climate and 

instead should migrate to Africa where they did belong. However, the Newark Society’s 

tract also recognized it had a perception problem and sought to counter potential 

colonists’ fears of the impact of moving climates. They acknowledged that the African 

climate required acclimation but explained that “the skillfulness of the Physicians, and 

the experience had in seasoning, as it is termed, have disarmed it of its terrors, by 

subjecting the fever to the control of medicine.” Essentially, medicine mitigated the risks 

of fever that arose from moving to the Liberian climate but only for black people. 

Colonizationists persisted in believing that white and black people were adapted to 

different climates, and Africa was healthy for the United States’ black people. 

One ACS recruiter, Loring D. Dewey, tried to fulfil the colonizationist program in 

the face of a lack of interest and fear of the climate by looking for other places to settle 

potential emigrants, and he contacted Haitian president Jean-Pierre Boyer about 

relocating free people based on what Dewey described as “a preference of Hayti over 

Africa” among the “Colored People themselves.”94 Using the ACS’s humanitarian 

language of helping free blacks escape prejudice by moving them out of the United 

States, Dewey asked Boyer whether Haiti would allow the settlement of free black people 

from the United States and how much support the Haitian government would provide 
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such an enterprise.95 Boyer responded positively to settling free blacks in Haiti and 

decrying their colonization to Africa. He described African colonization as 

“impracticable” and fretted that “although Africa be the cradle of their father, what a 

frightful prospect is it to see themselves exiled to insalubrious climes, after having 

inhaled the healthful breezes of the land of their birth!” Boyer agreed that “Hayti, whose 

climate is so mild, and whose government is analogous to that of the United States” 

would be a better choice for black American emigrants.96 While Boyer and other Haitian 

officials regularly referred to people of color as having “African blood,” they also 

denigrated “the barbarous shores of Africa” as a place of “misery or certain death” for 

colonists.97 This differentiation of people of color in the Americas from both the climate 

and cultures of Africa represented an identification with an African origin while also a 

rejection of its current condition. Haitians and Americans of color agreed that they 

originated from Africa but that it was now foreign to them. 

People of color rejected colonization to Africa not simply because it was far 

away. Instead, they imagined Africa much the same way white Americans did; they 

believed it was unhealthy and “uncivilized.” Recently, Manisha Sinha has characterized 

black Americans’ rejection of African colonization in favor of emigration to Haiti and 

elsewhere in the Americas as “a vindication of black equality” and an expression of “an 

identity of interest among all people of African descent in the Western world.98 While 

these were certainly aspects of support for emigration, the rejection of colonization was 
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as much a rejection of the African continent as a rejection of white leadership. 

Anticolonization literature by black writers shared negative opinions of Africa with 

contemporary white literature, and people of color’s desire to emigrate to any place other 

than Africa reflected a desire to go somewhere they considered already “civilized.” Thus, 

black Americans expressed interest in sites such as Haiti, Mexico, and the Wilberforce 

Colony in Canada as much because they understood them to have Christianity and 

government as because of their location. 

In the late 1820s, at the same time that M’Queen and Macaulay’s dispute spilled 

into the British media, disputes over the American Colonization Society became a staple 

of American media. Supporters of colonization argued that the Liberian climate was 

salubrious for African descended people living in the United States. In turn, radical white 

abolitionists generally agreed that black bodies were healthier than white ones in warmer 

climates, but they argued against colonization as unnecessarily excluding black 

Americans. Pro-slavery anti-colonizationists took a strikingly similar position: they 

argued that black bodies were needed to work in the South, but that those laborers must 

be enslaved. White authors, regardless of their position on slavery, shared a climatic-

racial framework in arguing for black laborers in the American South, and they agreed 

that economic production should be a policy goal.  

Pro-slavery activists contested the claims of the ACS and its auxiliary societies 

about black people’s health. A writer with the pseudonym of Caius Gracchus supported 

slavery and decried the climatic-racial logic of the colonizationists as faulty. After all, he 

explained, it had been “about one and fifty or two hundred years” since many American 

slaves’ “forefathers” had left Africa, and “during that time his language, his religion, as 
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well as his moral and physical capacities have all been changed; and almost every trait of 

the African character, corrected by civilization.” According to this view, enslavement and 

removal from Africa had benefitted slaves and made them unfit to return. Furthermore, 

Gracchus believed that “hunger and the climate” would kill any colonists if indigenous 

Africans’ “clubs and hatchets” did not kill them first.99 Gracchus denigrated Africa and 

denied enslaved people’s connection to Africa in order to argue for the persistence of 

slavery. 

Other slavery advocates also sought to naturalize slavery in the American South 

and to alienate black people in America from the African climate. In 1832, Thomas R. 

Dew, a professor at William and Mary, published Review of the debate in the Virginia 

legislature of 1831 and 1832, which argued against colonization in favor of maintaining 

the institution of slavery. It responded to the Virginia legislature debating colonization 

and emancipation in the wake of Nat Turner’s Rebellion by claiming that black people 

were more comfortable and more able to be civilized in the climate and society of 

Virginia, rather than in Africa. Dew also complained that Virginia’s economy would be 

irreparably hurt by emancipation.  

Dew appealed to history and to nature in an effort to normalize slavery. He quoted 

from William Robertson’s History of America (first published in 1777) to argue that 

slavery was “introduced” and persisted in Virginia due to “its sparse population and 

warm climate so congenial to the African constitution.”100 Rendering these arguments in 
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passive voice, Dew tried to make slavery appear as a consequence of natural law rather 

than of human actions. Dew took these arguments further by turning them into a positive 

good: enslaved Africans were not just suited to the climate, rather “the physical condition 

of the [African] race has been greatly improved by the transplantation.”101 Dew leveraged 

these assertions to counter colonizationists’ arguments that Africa was the proper place 

for black people. He even complained of the poor condition of native Africans in Africa, 

explaining “All the travellers [sic] through Africa agree in their descriptions of the 

general insalubrity of the climate…. [L]ongevity is rare among the negroes.”102 Drawing 

on ACS acknowledgements “that there is a seasoning necessary,” Dew explained that 

“the lapse of ages has completely inured [slaves] to our colder climate and more 

salubrious continent,” rendering Africa unhealthy to American slaves.103 In doing so, 

Dew undermined climatic-racial arguments that people descended from Africans would 

be healthier in Africa. He supported this assertions with demographic and mortality 

records related to the establishment of Sierra Leone, where he claimed “One-tenth of the 

Nova Scotians, and half of the Europeans, died during one season.”104 

Dew also argued against both colonization and emancipation in economic terms. 

He explained that “it is in truth the slave labor in Virginia which gives value to her soil 

and her habitation… eject from the state the whole slave population… the Old Dominion 

will be a ‘wastehowling wilderness.’”105 He explained that “the slaves, in both an 
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economical and moral point of view, are entirely unfit for a state of freedom among the 

whites.”106 Citing examples of freed people in Jamaica, Barbados, and French Guiana, he 

argued that “slave labor is vastly more efficient and productive, than the labor of free 

blacks.”107 Dew believed that this was because “In the free black… the animal part of 

man gains the victory over the moral.”108 Essentially, he understood lack of desire to 

work as a moral failure rooted in the supposed animal nature of black people. While Dew 

rejected an innate climatic-racial difference for people of African descent in his refutation 

of colonization, he instead pushed a moral difference that rendered free black people as 

inefficient laborers.  

Curiously, the famed immediatist abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison’s rejection 

of colonization echoed many of Dew’s arguments. In Thoughts on African 

Colonization… (1832), Garrison framed his attack on colonization as rejecting the 

question of “whether the climate of Africa is salubrious, nor whether the mortality among 

the emigrants has been excessive,” but he readily connected the climate of the southern 

United States with the bodies of people of African descent. Arguing that the U.S. needed 

the labor of the “colored population,” Garrison loosely mirrored Dew’s claims about 

black labor was needed to maintain the South’s economy. He explained that “It is 

universally conceded that they can resist the intensity of the southern sun, and endure the 

fatigues attendant on the cultivation of rice, cotton, tobacco and sugar-cane, better than 

white laborers.” Garrison did not agree with Dew that people of color had to be enslaved 
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in order to labor efficiently, but he was more prepared to associate their bodies with 

hotter climates. Admittedly, Garrison did allow that black people’s association with labor 

in hot climate may not be innate and instead could be the product of “their bodies [being] 

now inured to this employment,” but he presented this caveat as an afterthought.109 

Beyond arguing for the economic necessity of black labor, Garrison also pushed 

for the recognition of people of color as fully American. Quoting from his newspaper, the 

Liberator, he complained that the ACS “stigmatises [sic] our colored citizens as being 

natives of Africa, and talks of sending them to their native land, when they are no more 

related to Africa than we are to Great Britain.”110 Garrison reminded white Americans 

that they too were transplants, and he went further, arguing that the supposed races were 

not so separate as pretended. Invoking a moral case against slavery, he explained that 

“the spirit of amalgamation has been so active for a long series of years,—especially in 

the slave States,—that there are comparatively few [people of color]… whose blood is 

not tainted with a foreign ingredient.”111 Black Americans were thus native to the 

American climate in terms of their actual place of birth and, for many, in terms of their 

lineage. Enslaved people and their descendants were theoretically at home in temperate 

as in torrid climes. 

Garrison also invoked the climate to counter ACS arguments that only black 

people could proselytize to and civilize Africa. Agreeing with the ACS that Africa would 
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benefit from “civilization,” he argued that the project required “intelligent, pious 

missionaries” rather than unprepared people of color.112 He countered the claim that “the 

climate of Africa is fatal to white men” by expressing the belief “that the human body is 

easily acclimated, in any region of the world” and that “Civilization will remove those 

causes which now engender pestilence and death, and neutralize the effects of 

atmospherical contagion.”113 Garrison claimed that white missionaries, more educated 

and prepared for evangelizing, could adapt to the African climate as well as any black 

American. While Garrison was not so radical as to refute the entirety of climatic-racial 

thinking, he was radical enough to suggest that whites might acclimate to the African 

climate under the right conditions. These claims echoed Sierra Leone’s supporters in 

Britain.  

At least one other author echoed Garrison in countering colonization through 

stressing the need for black laborers in the American South. “Mrs. Child” explained that 

the common argument “that white men cannot possibly labor under the sultry climate of 

our most southerly States… is a good reason for not sending the slaves out of the country, 

but it is no argument against making them free.” She went on to highlight the tension in 

this pro-slavery argument by saying “white men” that did not want to live near black 

people could “remove from climates which nature has made too hot for their 

constitutions.”114 While Child’s tract also stressed the need to educate freed people, she 
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strategically restated the pro-slavery argument for needing black labor in a way that 

shared assumptions about inherent differences between black and white bodies. 

While pro-colonizationists refused to reconsider the climatic-racial reasoning 

behind Liberia in the face of sky-high mortality, anti-colonizationists continued to use the 

same logic to argue that the American South needed black labor, though pro- and anti-

slavery activists disagreed on whether that labor should be enslaved. Ultimately, white 

Americans, much like their British counterparts, agreed that different races belonged in 

different climates. They only disagreed over the particulars of exactly where and under 

what conditions. White Americans debated whether people of color should stay in the 

United States while Britons argued over how people of color could be best used by the 

empire.  

“This is our home, and this is our country”115 
While white Americans, even immediatist abolitionists, agreed that economic 

production and racial conceptions of climate would be a key argument in any case for or 

against slavery, African Americans often contested these assumptions. Black authors 

often responded to colonization by including arguments that rejected racial differences, 

including any remaining climatic-racial association with the African climate, and they 

blamed whites for the existing racial prejudice.  

Walker’s Appeal in Four Articles (1830) attacked the economic, religious, and 

scientific foundations of the institution of slavery. The author of the Appeal, David 

Walker, had been born to an enslaved father and free mother in North Carolina, and he 
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refused to concede the existence of any racial differences, arguing that people of African 

descent are “MEN, who feel for each other” and are deserving of God’s justice.116 Walker 

stressed the fundamentally economic nature of slavery, explaining “the labour of slaves 

comes so cheap to the avaricious usurpers, and is (as they think) of such great utility to 

the country where it exists, that those who are actuated by sordid avarice only, overlook 

the evils.”117 Accordingly, enslavers’ claims of climatic-racial difference were nothing 

more than a ploy to make slavery appear to derive from natural laws. Walker rhetorically 

asked what slave owner would “work in the hot sun to earn his bread, if he could make an 

African work for nothing?” Directing his ire at ACS founder Henry Clay, Walker mocked 

the stated logic of slavery: “Is not Mr. Clay a white man, and too delicate to work in the 

hot sun!! Was he not made by his Creator to sit in the shade, and make the blacks work 

without renumeration for their services, to support him and his family!!!”118 

Turning to colonization, Walker denounced its purpose as supporting slavery and 

refusing black laborers their due for building the country. He explained that the slave 

owners feared free people of color teaching those still enslaved “that they are MEN, as 

well as other people, and certainly ought and must be FREE.”119 Such an education 

would put pressure on slavery, and, Walker believed, threaten the economic benefits 

white enslavers derived from the institution. The goal of colonization, therefore, was to 
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keep enslaved people ignorant in order to ensure slavery’s persistence.120 More than 

simply maintaining slavery, Walker argued that colonizationists intended “to drive us 

from our country and homes, after having enriched it with our blood and tears.”121 This 

argument situated people of color as Americans who belonged in and contributed to the 

nation. While the ACS advocated that inalterable prejudice made colonization necessary 

to prevent race war, Walker contended that people of color already supported the nation 

and that white Americans simply needed to abandon their prejudices.122 The Appeal 

attacked the paternalist basis of slavery and the racist basis of colonization arguing that 

recognition of the humanity of black people would prevent racial conflict. 

Other black writers similarly attacked colonizationists as supporting slavery, but 

they varied in the way they deployed climatic arguments. In 1832, “A Colored Female of 

Philadelphia” argued that Mexico would be a better place to settle than Africa because 

people of color would not become “a separate body” from the population and instead 

become incorporated among its “eight millions of colored, and one million of whites; and 

by the rapid growth of amalgamation amongst them.” Furthermore, she explained that 

“The climate is healthy and warm, and of course adapted to our nature.”123 While this 

writer did not want to go to Africa, she still expressed an association of black bodies with 

warm climates.  
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Some authors pushed for settlement in more temperate climates. In doing so, they 

countered the association of black bodies with warm climates. The Wilberforce Colony 

had been established in 1829 on Lake Huron in Upper Canada and was a growing 

community in the early 1830s. Peter Williams rejected colonization to Africa in terms of 

both climate and civilization, complaining “What is there in the burning sun, the arid 

plains, and barbarous customs of Africa, that is so peculiarly favourable to our 

improvement?”124 Instead, he supported voluntary emigration to places like the 

Wilberforce Colony on the grounds that “The climate is represented as differing but little 

from this; the soil as good as any in the world.”125 Williams was implying that the 

climatic-racial arguments of the colonizationists did not reflect the reality that black New 

Yorkers were at home in the latitudes (and nation) in which they were currently living 

and were no more fit than white Americans to move to Africa.  

Many black Americans reacted to the ACS by convening local committees that 

penned denunciations of colonization. They generally claimed a place in the American 

nation while rejecting any persistent connection to the African continent. A meeting in 

Philadelphia felt “entitled to participate in the blessings of [the United States’] luxuriant 

soil, which their [ancestors'] blood and sweat manured.”126 Others claimed belonging in 

terms of birth rather than labor. For instance, a committee from Delaware proclaimed 

“We are natives of the United States…. [W]e have our attachments to the soil, and we 

feel that we have rights in common with other Americans…. Africa is neither our nation 
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nor home.”127 Still others agreed with Garrison that black people did not consider 

themselves African any more than whites considered themselves Europeans, explaining 

“We do not consider Africa to be our home, any more than the present whites do 

England, Scotland, or Ireland.”128 

These anti-colonization committees of black Americans often reinforced their 

claims to belonging in the United States by stressing the health consequences of moving 

to Africa. Questioning the colonizationist claim that “our constitutions are better adapted 

to that climate than this,” a committee in Brooklyn raised the question of “why so many 

of our hearty, hale and healthy brethren, on arriving in that country, fall victims to the 

malignant fevers and disorders, prevalent in those regions?”129 Another committee in 

Connecticut made a similar claim, decrying Liberia as “a land so detrimental to our 

health” where “those who come from the United States must undergo a long and 

protracted sickness with this country's fever.”130  

These anti-colonization committees also used the argument that they climatically 

belonged in North America to select temperate destinations for emigration if forced to do 

so. Like Peter Williams, many black Americans preferred to stay in similar latitudes. 

Canada was often suggested as a better alternative to Africa, with one committee 

describing it as “a place far better adapted to our constitutions, our habits, and our 
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morals.”131 This view rejected both the climate and the culture of Africa, and other 

committees agreed. One from Pennsylvania expressed “support [for] the colony at 

Canada, the climate being healthier, better adapted to our constitutions, and far more 

consonant with our views than that of Africa.”132 Other writers focused on only the 

cultural or climatic argument, but the overall message was the same. Colonists could 

“find the laws equal” in “Hayti or Upper Canada,” unlike what they expected to find in 

Africa.133 And others recommended Canada as “a country far more congenial to our 

constitutions,” while Mexico was also occasionally suggested.134 As a whole, black 

Americans distanced themselves from the African continent in both cultural and climatic 

terms after the ACS established Liberia. This distancing, coupled with a persistent 

interest in emigrating almost anywhere else, demonstrates that black Americans feared 

settling in Africa specifically. They were not simply rejecting the ACS’s program. 

Instead, black people shared cultural assumptions that Africa was culturally backward 

and fundamentally insalubrious. This rejection of Africa, therefore, was a rejection of 

inherited racial affinities for climate. 

Walker had attacked colonization as the unnecessary product of slavery and racial 

prejudice, but other African Americans attacked the ACS and its colonization program 

directly. In The Colonization Scheme Considered (1840), Samuel E. Cornish and 

Theodore S. Wright, ministers of Colored Presbyterian Churches, complained of “the 

effect of the scheme on the colored people of the free States” and argued against the 
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ability of the ACS and its colonists of fulfilling their proclaimed goals.135 Colonization 

was just a ploy to support slavery. Fundamentally, Cornish and Wright criticized the idea 

that a fundamental, inalterable prejudice existed that would require Americans of color to 

emigrate, describing it as “a philosophical absurdity” based on an unfalsifiable 

supposition. Europeans, they argued, shared no such prejudice, and in the United States 

such prejudice derived from “our being associated in the mind… with the degraded slave 

of the South.”136 Cornish and Wright believed that the abolition of slavery would 

diminish racial prejudice and demonstrate that colonization was unnecessary.137 

Cornish and Wright also attacked the promised benefits of colonization. Beyond 

breaking up families and exposing colonists to indigenous African’s supposedly immoral 

practices, colonization would “expos[e] their lives to the death-damps of Africa under an 

equatorial sun.”138 Cornish and Wright implied that black colonists had no special 

protection from the African climate, and they fretted that emigrants risked their lives. 

They further undermined any special connection between people of color in the United 

States and Africa by claiming whites could proselytize as well in Africa as black people 

and by rejecting the ACS’s assertion that “‘the free colored people have hearts which 

yearn for Africa.’”139 These ministers strove to break the association of black Americans 
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from Africa, and dismissing the climatic-racial logic of colonization helped them make 

their case. 

While not all black writers agreed, many explicitly denied a connection to Africa 

or to hot climates more generally. Those that did so attacked more than just the ACS’s 

white nationalist goals; they also condemned the larger climatic-racial system of thought 

that separated them from white Americans and that could be used to support slavery.  

Conclusion  
Political battles over the colonization of free black Americans and Britons to 

Sierra Leone and Liberia reveal the interconnections between historical constructions of 

race and historical views of slavery, empire, and nation. Climatic racialism was shared 

across empires and across political divisions. While Britons framed the debate over 

government support for Sierra Leone in terms of the financial and demographic cost of 

settlement, their arguments reflected the assumption that white people could never be 

fully healthy there. Reports of high mortality among black settlers in Sierra Leone did not 

undermine their faith in race-specific ideas of health. Instead, they offered a number of 

suggestions to patch the holes on their failing system, including assuming that black 

colonists would be able to acclimatize eventually because of a presumed racial essence. 

Americans, on the other hand, focused on the comparative health of black people in the 

southern United States and Liberia. With the American South considered a “hot” place 

needing black people’s labor, anti-colonizationists could argue that the nation needed to 

retain people of color in order to maintain the economy, whether or not they believed 

those laborers should be enslaved. Black Americans, however, often contested this 

association of blackness and hot climates. Instead, many claimed that they were healthier 
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in temperate latitudes than they would ever be in Liberia. The black writers that agreed 

that people of color would be healthier in warm climates preferred emigration to Mexico 

or Haiti based on the laws and cultures already in place there. Ultimately, the connection 

between racialized bodies and climates were useful, flexible political tools. Various 

writers deployed them in different ways, but white writers tended to assume the 

persistence of racial characteristics, while black writers did not. Despite these variations, 

white Americans, white Britons, and many African Americans shared a language of 

climatic racialism, even across political divides. This shared climatic-racial discourse 

supported the persistence of racial ideas beyond slavery and colonization into the late 

nineteenth century and beyond. 
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Epilogue: Climatic Racialism Beyond Slavery 

In debates over slavery, both pro- and anti-slavery writers deployed climatic 

racialism to further their political goals. Reference to “natural facts” that associated 

African-descended people with hot places and European-descended people with 

temperate places helped to give activists support that appeared to be beyond the realm of 

morality or politics. However, interpretations of climates and people’s association with 

them were not purely natural. They were constructed based on preexisting assumptions 

and desires. As the case of the prohibition of slavery in Georgia demonstrates, a desire to 

produce plantation staple crops motivated an understanding of the colony as hot and unfit 

for white labor. Pro-slavery writers were not alone in using racial interpretations of 

climate. After anti-slavery activists in Pennsylvania blended religious and Enlightenment 

arguments, they increasingly relied on the supposed fitness of African-descended people 

in hot climates to blame enslavers for the high mortality of enslaved people, especially in 

the British Caribbean. These arguments were a staple of attacks on the Atlantic slave 

trade in Britain. However, in the United States, debates over the Atlantic slave trade 

focused on the constitutionality of a ban, rather than the demographic cost. In all of these 

cases, racial categories were connected to “natural” predilections for climates. 

The British and American discourses about ending slavery continued to diverge in 

the nineteenth century though writers in both countries continued to rely on climatic-

racial thinking. In the United States, westward expansion repeatedly led to political 

disputes over the expansion of slavery. Many Americans hoped to limit the spread of 

slavery west of the Mississippi after the Louisiana Purchase, but a combination of local 

desires and a lack of federal will thwarted these hopes. Interpretations of the Louisianan 
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climate as hot were supported by plans to grow sugar and cotton, and Congress allowed 

slavery to persist unfettered. The admission of the state of Missouri again led to debates 

over where slavery would be allowed, but Missouri’s acknowledged temperateness and 

the eventual allowance of slavery there demonstrated to anti-slavery activists that 

enslavers hoped to expand the institution anywhere they could. Climatic-racialist 

defenses of slavery were revealed to be convenient, and a temperate climate would not 

automatically lead to a prohibition on slavery. Additionally, the Missouri Crisis illustrates 

how racial ideas persisted even as some of its support was undermined. Outside of 

slavery, an increasingly racialized view of American citizenship meant that emancipation 

would not come with equality and that race was connected to more than just forms of 

labor. This racialized American citizenship led to the development of plans to colonize 

free people of color to Liberia, where they would be excluded from the American nation. 

By comparison, Britons hoped to colonize free people of color to Sierra Leone in order to 

expand their empire. In both cases, support for the colonies was debated using climatic-

racial arguments. People of African descent, the claim went, could survive in the 

dangerous West African climate, but whether those people would be considered part of 

an empire or a separate nation varied based on conceptions of a more inclusive British 

subjecthood and a more exclusive American citizenship. The connection of race to 

colonization and citizenship showed that race mattered outside of slavery, and the 

application of climatic-racial logic showed just how flexible the arguments could be. 

Climatic racialism persisted past debates over colonization in Liberia and Sierra 

Leone. Belief in different races belonging in different climates informed debates over 

slavery in the United States through the Civil War as well as colonial settlement patterns 
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in the British Empire, and they continued even with the emergence of germ theory and 

“scientific” medicine. In the decades preceding the Civil War, major political conflicts 

over slavery in the West continued to deploy climatic-racial thought. When the United 

States considered annexing Texas, proponents recycled diffusionist arguments that had 

first emerged during the Missouri Crisis. In Texas, however, diffusionists went beyond 

the argument that people of African descent would be drawn away from other parts of the 

Union. They argued that annexation would “open an outlet to Mexico and the central 

portions of the continent” that consisted of “the tropical regions of the earth… destined as 

[the African’s] abiding home.”1 Texas would, according to this view, provide a pathway 

for the influence of the climate to draw people of color to the South and out of the United 

States. 

Debates over allowing slavery in the Kansas and Nebraska Territories also retread 

familiar climatic-racial arguments. As one northern Senator parroted the southern 

position, “The climate, the soil, the staple productions, are not such as to invite the 

planter of the neighboring States… to turn away from the cotton regions of the South.” 

Therefore, Kansas and Nebraska would not “in the long run… be a slaveholding 

region.”2 Southerners intended this position to mean that regulations against slavery were 

unnecessary in these territories, but anti-slavery northerners turned them into reasons why 

Congress should not permit slavery at all. The Missouri Compromise had not settled the 

issue of whether slavery should be banned in temperate climates. 
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Climatic racialism persisted in the British Empire as well. Roughly 

contemporaneous with the debates over slavery and the eventual emancipation of 

enslaved people in the British West Indies, Britons expanded their colonial holding on the 

Indian subcontinent. They had originally hoped that India could be settled much like 

North America. However, a growing belief in the immutability of racial types and fear of 

the effects of hot climates on European bodies led Britons to replace plans for settler 

colonies with the goal of politically controlling the existing population.3 Similarly, 

British emancipation encouraged imperial policies for growing the empire with people of 

color in places believed to be unhealthy for white people, continuing and expanding the 

system developed in Sierra Leone.4 This vision of empire furthered climatic-racial 

assumptions that different peoples belonged in different places. 

Settler colonies and their successor nations also contributed to the persistence of 

climatic-racial thinking. Not unlike how the United States tried to define itself as a white 

nation in the early nineteenth century (and beyond), the Australian nation strongly 

identified as white. Early immigrants had feared what a change of climate would do to 

their constitutions, but in the second half of the nineteenth century, Australian colonists 

came to believe that white bodies perfectly fit the continent’s temperate south. The more 

tropical north, however, remained a fearfully unhealthy place. The recognition of 

Australia as a commonwealth in 1901 motivated white Australians to expel non-white 

workers and populate even the warmest areas. The desire for racial exclusion motivated 

Australians to claim that they were resilient enough to inhabit regions traditionally 

 
3 Harrison, Climates & Constitutions. 

4 Harrison, “The Tender Frame of Man”; Asaka, Tropical Freedom. 
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believed to be unhealthy. Racial animus, ironically, undercut a traditional element of 

climatic racialism in Australia, but it was substituted with a more stringent form of racial 

science focused on measuring racialized bodies and codifying racial types.5 When one 

form of racial thinking weakened, another arose to take its place, much like in battles 

over citizenship in the United States.  

Racial ideas of climatic belonging persisted even with the widespread acceptance 

of germ theory in the second half of the nineteenth century. Though physicians and the 

public acknowledged that diseases were caused by germs rather than climate or miasma, 

people of color continued to be identified as less susceptible to diseases endemic to hot 

places. For instance, when the United States took possession of the Philippines in 1898 

after the Spanish-American War, the military preferred to use black troops or local scouts 

as well as Chinese laborers, instead of white soldiers or workers, because of their 

perceived fitness to the archipelago’s disease environment.6 However, the emergence of 

tropical medicine as a unique field around the turn of the twentieth century and the 

increased ability of western medicine to treat diseases associated with hot places led to an 

increased faith in white people’s ability to survive in them. This did not mean that racial 

assumptions about illness disappeared. Instead, people of color were reimagined as 

potential carriers or transmission vectors for diseases such as cholera.7 Racial ideas of 

health persisted, even as the traditional explanations were rebuffed.  

 
5 Warwick Anderson, The Cultivation of Whiteness: Science, Health, and Racial Destiny in 

Australia (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003). 

6 Warwick Anderson, “Immunities of Empire: Race, Disease, and the New Tropical Medicine, 
1900-1920,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 70, no. 1 (1996): 94–118. 

7 Arnold, Warm Climates And Western Medicine; Anderson, Colonial Pathologies. 
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The persistence of climatic-racial thinking as well as its flexible usage illustrate 

the slipperiness of racial categories more broadly. Racial thinking has persisted despite 

the end of racialized slavery and most of the epistemological foundations that helped to 

create it. The widely held assumption of race as a useful category predated debates over 

slavery, but its repeated enunciation as a shared basis of argument between pro- and anti-

slavery writers reinforced ideas about racial difference. This shared racial discourse 

contributed to later racialized ideas of citizenship and the increasing reference to innate, 

fixed racial traits contributed to the rise of nineteenth century racial science. While even 

well-meaning abolitionists fell into using racial assumptions to support their arguments 

against slavery, some contemporary black writers realized the damage repeating racial 

differences could cause. These authors fight back not just against slavery but also the 

larger system of racial oppression. However, their voices were drowned out by the larger 

discourse of racial difference.
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