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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
 

Abolition and 1848: Where in the World Revolution is William Wells Brown? 
 

By 
 

Ian Litwin 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in English 
 

 University of California, Irvine, 2020 
 

Professor Rodrigo Lazo, Chair 
 
 
 

William Wells Brown is best known today as the fugitive slave who authored several firsts in 

African American literature. That reputation has been both a boon and a boundary. While it has 

provoked prodigious commentary on Brown’s indictment of slavery in the United States, it has 

largely obscured his placement of that critique within a broader picture of the Anglo-French 

Atlantic in the Age of Revolution. This dissertation restores some of that complex geography by 

locating Brown’s antebellum corpus within the context of U.S. abolition’s underdiscussed 

response to the European Revolutions of 1848. As a transatlantic traveler in France and the 

United Kingdom between 1849 and 1854, Brown narrowly missed the revolutions, but he saw 

firsthand the conservative counter-revolution that followed. His response was intertextual, 

international, and even inter-imperial. This dissertation traces the development of that 

response from its inception in a speech that Brown delivered to the Second International Peace 

Congress in Paris in 1849, through the panorama of American slavery that he presented to 

audiences in the United Kingdom in 1850, and to its efflorescence in the European travel 

narrative that he published in London in 1852. I argue that in those tours and texts Brown 
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draws on the Christian anarchism that he learned as an agent of the American Anti-Slavery 

Society in order to articulate the failures of Europe’s mid-century democratic revolutions as 

developmentally and etiologically intertwined with those of the English, American, and French 

Revolutions that preceded them. In Brown’s account, the root of those failures was that instead 

of eradicating the depredations of the aristocratic order, democratization had set them on a 

new footing by embracing cultural nationalism and expropriative violence. Against such a 

backdrop, Brown presents the revitalization of slavery in the United States at the beginning of 

the nineteenth century as a problem in which the fate of the French citizen and the free Briton 

were inseparable from that of the American slave.    
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Shortly after arriving in England in 1849, the fugitive slave and fledgling author William 

Wells Brown commissioned artists to paint a moving panorama depicting scenes from his life 

and an overview of the economy of slavery in the United States, which he titled William Wells 

Brown’s Original Panoramic Views of the Scenes in the Life of an American Slave: from his Birth 

in Slavery to his Death or his Escape to his First Home of Freedom on British Soil. Though the 

panorama is no longer extant, it is clear from the descriptive pamphlet that Brown published to 

accompany it that the third “view” in the sequence was a tableau depicting a slave coffle 

passing by the U.S. capitol building. The scene is one of several that he appears to have adapted 

from sections of the abolitionist broadside “The Slave Market of America,” which was 

conceived as part of the American Anti-Slavery Society’s (AASS) campaign to ban the slave trade 

from Washington D.C. in 18361. 

In the original panel, a quotation from the rural reformer and Tory firebrand, William 

Cobbett, positioned below the tableau, describes an incident in which members of Congress 

were gathering outside the “new capitol” during the 1815-1816 congressional session when a 

slave coffle passed by and one of the slaves raised his hands and began singing the popular 

patriotic anthem “Hail Columbia.” Read narrowly, the scene is an object lesson in the 

                                                           
1 A Description of William Wells Brown’s Original Panoramic Views is one of Brown’s most underread texts. 
Michael Chaney provides useful context for Brown’s panorama by locating it as a response to the wildly popular 
panorama of the Mississippi River valley that John Banvard began touring the United Kingdom with in 1848. 
According to Chaney, since Banvard depicted slave life as idyllic, Brown wanted to disabuse his British audience of 
the impression that Banvard created by presenting Britons with the emotional and physical traumas of the slave 
trade and plantation life (113-147). Though Chaney discusses other sources for Brown’s panorama, he does not 
seem to have noticed that “Slave Market of America” was one of Brown’s major source texts.  
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contradiction between the nation’s founding ideals of liberty and equality and its ongoing 

practice of chattel slavery. But the panel is also more than that. The lyrics to “Hail Columbia” 

proclaim a faith that “truth and justice will prevail/and every scheme of bondage fail.” 

 

 

 When directed by the enslaved to the nation that has bound them, those lyrics are 

necessarily insurrectionary, a solicitation to a radical reinterpretation of the American 

experiment, one that might overthrow the existing government of the United States in the 

name of a different reading of its own founding ideals. Lending credence to this revolutionary 

possibility is the tableau’s amplification of Cobbett’s single singing slave into an entire coffle. 

The resulting proliferation of raised fists and imagined voices elevates a pitiful figure into what 

appears to be a riotous crowd, a lone cry into a chorus. The date too is significant: in 1816 the 

memory of the enslaved participating in a conflagration in the capital was still fresh. The capitol 

Detail: "Slave Market of America" (1836). Courtesy, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs 
Division. 
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building was “new” because slaves had assisted British troops in setting fire to the old one two 

years prior2. The aftermath of this incident, though not depicted in the broadside, appears on 

the frontispiece to the work that Cobbett’s quoted words originally prefaced, Jesse Torrey’s The 

American Slave Trade (1822). In that work, published in London by Cobbett, the  

Connecticut-born Torrey describes and his frontispiece depicts the burning of the capitol as an 

act of divine punishment visited by England upon the United States for allowing the slave trade 

to continue in a city ostensibly dedicated to freedom.  

 

 

Frontispiece, “View of the Capitol of the United States.” Courtesy, Google Books.  

 

                                                           
2 For more on the role that American slaves played in the War of 1812, see Alan Taylor. For an overview of African 
American collaboration with the British army more generally during this period, see also Gerald Horne (36-77). 
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And yet, if the AASS’s 1836 broadside contains an insurrectionary, potentially 

revolutionary message, that message is almost totally absent from the British publication that 

supplied it with its source material. Where the broadside envisions the enslaved as the agents 

and interpreters of an American Revolution that is both unfinished and yet to come, Torrey’s 

frontispiece renders them tractable laborers gathered in the foreground, obediently about to 

rebuild a capitol that his text describes as having been destroyed by God and England. These 

differences in plot and portrayal are subtended by a difference in purpose. Where the AASS’s 

broadside counsels direct action, exhorting viewers to band together with the enslaved to 

disrupt the trade, Torrey’s London publication advises only a gradual amelioration that will 

produce emancipation almost imperceptibly as slavery sunsets into voluntary subjection and 

indentured servitude. “Let Masters…become Patrons, Guardians, Friends, Civil Governors. Let 

Slaves be converted into tenants and indented servants…bound, for the present, by the 

lamentable crisis of existing circumstances,” Torrey advises (32- 33). Cobbett’s prefatory 

address departs even further from antislavery radicalism. If not quite pro-slavery, Cobbett’s 

message is bellicosely anti-abolition. In Cobbett’s words, Torrey’s portrait of U.S. slavery should 

“convince [Britons]… that we ought not to be railing incessantly against West India planters,” 

and that, in light of the robust American slave trade, the British government should not “tax the 

bones and blood of Englishmen” to cooperate with the United States to enforce the ban on the 

African trade (XIII)3. A Gallophobe who spent much of the 1790s railing against the alleged 

horrors of France’s brief and limited experiment with republican democracy, Cobbett goes on 

                                                           
3 Torrey’s volume was published by Cobbett the same year that he began to serialize sketches of rural poverty in 
the Political Register that would later be collectively published as the monograph Rural Rides (1830).  
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to argue that the violence of American slavery is proof that the American Revolution was 

illegitimate, yet another demonstration “that there is no tyranny equal to that, which is 

practiced under the names and forms of liberty” (XIV). Tracing radical antislavery’s 

insurrectionary tableau to its textual origins, then, we find it turned to surprisingly 

conservative, Anti-Jacobin ends, part of an attempt to restrict rather than to expand democratic 

power.  

Cobbett’s preface thus confronts us with the oddly protean political significance of 

antislavery rhetoric as it developed from one generation to the next over the first half of the 

nineteenth century and when it circulated between different contemporaneous interpretive 

communities4. Moreover, antislavery rhetoric was never so much like the elusive Greek  

river-god as when it traveled between rival empires. Adapted by the AASS in the United States 

to reflect the radicalism of a developing abolitionist vanguard, Torrey’s moderate opposition to 

slavery was transformed into a millenarian call for revolution from below, an exhortation to 

heed the call of universal human brotherhood and end all forms of human bondage. However, 

when that same exposé was introduced to British readers by Cobbett a decade prior, what it 

claimed to unmask was the hypocrisy of transatlantic abolition itself, whose calls for an end to 

slavery on the basis of universal human brotherhood were alleged to be a power grab by what 

was in fact a very specific inter-imperial coalition made up of American slaves and the British 

ruling class. According to Cobbett, that inter-imperial coalition advanced its interests in the 

                                                           
4 The difference between Torrey’s colonizationist position and the AASS’s insistence on immediate emancipation 
can attributed as much to the passage of time as to their respective national audiences. William Lloyd Garrison and 
others in his circle who would later found the AASS supported colonization throughout the 1820s and were 
converted to immediatism through the writings of David Walker and by attending meetings held through the Black 
Convention Movement. For an important account of William Lloyd Garrison’s radicalization by way of interaction 
with black abolitionists, see Paul Goodman (36-44). 
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name of all of humanity at the expense of a second coalition, this one intra-imperial and made 

up of the British taxpayers and West Indian planters whose interests were being sacrificed on 

the altar of philanthropy.  

Of course, by the time that William Wells Brown arrived in Liverpool in 1849, Cobbett 

was long dead and so was the West Indian slavery that he had defended. Nevertheless, the 

antipathy to abolition that Cobbett expressed, the feeling that abolitionists distracted Britons 

from the plight of the working class at home and perhaps even deepened its immiseration, was 

renascent5. The year that Brown arrived in England was also the year that Thomas Carlyle 

published his infamous “Occasional Discourse on the Negro Question,” advocating the 

restoration of West Indian slavery and alleging that working-class white Britons were starving in 

part because they were being forced to finance the idleness of the formerly enslaved6. On the 

other side of the debate, the British abolitionist movement had become increasingly associated 

with pride in the British Empire, material evidence that, unlike the empires of its republican 

rivals, the United States and France, England’s was the only one in the Atlantic truly devoted to 

liberty. As Linda Colley notes, “trumpeting their concern for slave welfare became a standard 

                                                           
5 The British public’s increasingly pessimistic attitude towards the outcome of emancipation in the West Indies 
plays an important role in Martha Schoolman’s interpretation of Brown’s portrayal of England in Three Years. Like 
Schoolman, I have relied for context on Catherine Hall’s discussion of the British metropole’s declining faith in 
emancipation during this period (338-370). 
6 By “the debate” I mean to denote the debate over abolition and racial equality broadly speaking, but Carlyle’s 
pamphlet also provoked a literal exchange with John Stuart Mill that played out in the pages of Fraser’s Magazine. 
In “Liberalism’s Limits,” David Theo Goldberg astutely notes that where “Carlyle represented the bald claim to ‘the 
Negro’s’ inherent inferiority articulated by racist science of the day; Mill on the other hand was the principal 
spokesman for the European’s historically developed superiority” (204). In other words, neither author was 
presenting an argument for racial equality. Carlyle’s conservative racism attributed a permanently degraded status 
to blacks in the West Indies; Mill’s liberal racism suggested that black inferiority was historically derived and 
therefore could be historically overcome if the race were submitted to the right conditions. Part of what I am 
trying to suggest in this introduction is that Brown routinely carves out a third path, and he does this not by 
establishing his own set of tropes and arguments but through a critical inhabitation of existing proslavery and 
antislavery discourses.      
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way for more orthodox Britons to rebut American claims to superior freedoms right up to the 

1860s and beyond,” and “Identical tactics were used … to put the French in their place after 

1789” (354). In a similar vein, Christopher Leslie Brown has shown that abolition of the slave 

trade provided Britons with a way of re-accumulating the “moral capital” they lost in the 

American Revolution, and it also helped them to reconceive of the nature and purpose of their 

empire at a time when it was shifting from the colonization model that it pursued in the 

Americas to the trusteeship model that it had already begun to pursue in India and Africa. 

Collectively, these critical accounts of abolition’s role in helping Britons to reconfigure 

and redeem their empire recall Anthony Pagden’s insight about the periodizing function that 

the eighteenth-century critique of empire was made to serve by the middle of the nineteenth 

century:  

the languages in which the nineteenth-century empires sought to frame 
themselves were the transfigured products of their early-modern forebears. 
They were the transfiguration, however, not of the language of empire, but 
instead of the critique which the enemies of imperialism had levelled against 
them in the closing years of the eighteenth century. (10) 
 

 In short, simply replace the master-cum-patron in Torrey’s account of gradual emancipation 

with the allegedly tutelary metropole of a Euro-colonial empire and we are not at all far from 

the assumptive logic of the civilizing mission that, by the second half of the nineteenth century, 

would be used to animate a new wave of colonial encounters across the globe, creating that 

twentieth-century phase of the problem of the color line that W.E.B. Du Bois saw before him 

“in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea” (13). 

As a fugitive from U.S. slavery and an agent of the American Anti-Slavery Society whose 

popular autobiographical slave narrative was an expose of the domestic slave trade, William 
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Wells Brown thus arrived in England as a metonym for an institution that remained a deeply 

contested epochal and geopolitical marker. At midcentury, slavery and emancipation were the 

source not only of growing sectional debate in the United States, but also of intra-imperial 

debate within the British Empire and inter-imperial rivalry throughout the Atlantic. Though, like 

other fugitive slaves who arrived in England between West Indian Emancipation and the 

American Civil War, Brown’s attacks on American slavery could be read as disunionist and  

anti-imperialist in the United States, when those same attacks were presented in England 

alongside a celebration of the freedom afforded to him by English soil, they could serve a 

powerful legitimating function for the British empire over and against its imperial rivals. They 

could also help to inoculate the British government against calls for further political, economic, 

and social democratization at home by Chartists, Irish nationalists, freedmen, and a host of 

other disenfranchised groups clamoring for change. As Saree Makdisi has shown, at the turn of 

the nineteenth century much of England was subject to an internal civilizing mission that was as 

thorough as anything taking place in the British colonies, and which conceived of the domestic 

English populations that it brought under its control as being as badly in need of westernization 

as the inhabitants of the East Indies (1-35). That this was the same period in which the British 

abolitionist movement was in the ascendant was no accident: what Makdisi describes as the 

process whereby England was made western was a development given legitimacy by the myth 

that it had ended slavery not through violent rebellion, as had occurred in the French Atlantic, 

but through its own good governance and autochthonous moral development.   

It is against the backdrop of this tension between the insurrectionary vision of the AASS 

and the appropriation of the antislavery cause by an imperial bourgeoisie on the other side of 
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the Atlantic that I propose we consider Brown’s 1850 adaptation of the “The Slave Market of 

America” for the purposes of his British panorama. In A Description of William Wells Brown’s 

Original Panoramic Views, Brown appropriates the abolitionist broadside, but he makes an 

important change to the tableau of the slave coffle that extends its pertinence in ways that I 

argue we should read as both metacritical and inter-imperial, a surreptitious criticism of the 

ways in which the antislavery cause had been appropriated by the Atlantic system’s  

mid-century core, and also an attempt to establish a mutually transformative relationship 

between the abolitionist movement in the United States and other liberation movements then 

erupting throughout Europe and the Atlantic world. In Brown’s adaptation of the broadside’s 

tableau, he describes the members of the congressional session that originally appeared in 

Cobbett’s account as “a meeting to sympathise with the French Revolution of 1848.” According 

to Brown’s description of this new scene, the presence of the slave gang disturbs the meeting’s 

members, who are “very reasonably disconcerted at having a gang of slaves driven so near 

them, at the very time that they are making speeches and passing resolutions in favour of 

Republicanism in France” (194). Like the original broadside, Brown’s scene remains an 

indictment of the contradiction between the United States’ republican principles and 

slaveholding practices. Indeed, it is this gloss of the image that Brown provides in the very next 

sentence when he notes that “nothing can more forcibly show the hypocrisy…of the citizens of 

the United States than their pretended sympathy for people in foreign countries, while they 

chain, whip, and sell their own countrymen” (194). But Brown’s minor variation on the 

broadside’s original charge, his insistence that his spectators judge the nation not only by the 

internal consistency of its principles and practices at home, but also by comparing them with its 
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commitments to freedom struggles abroad, takes on a second valence when one recalls that 

Brown’s panorama was presented to British Victorians rather than antebellum Americans. He 

was thus quite literally standing in front of an audience that was expressing its “sympathy for 

people in foreign countries.” That audience, so proud of the gap between the free Briton and 

the American slave, was also the chief consumer of the products that slaves in the United 

States had been forced to produce. Brown pointedly reminds his audience of this fact in the 

ninth and tenth panels of his panorama, when, after tracing the flow of the slave trade from the 

upper South to the nation’s Southwestern frontier, he makes Britons agents in the trade by 

connecting scenes of torture on cotton and sugar plantations to the sale of those staples in 

British and European markets. By asking his audience to reflect on how an empire’s sympathy 

for liberty struggles abroad might distract from its local complicity in that oppression from afar, 

Brown phrases his indictment of slavery in a way that ultimately redounds back upon his own 

British audience and the impact of their commercial hegemony throughout the Atlantic system.  

Moreover, if Brown’s allusion to U.S. support for the French Revolution of 1848 at first 

seems superfluous, a redundant exposure of the same national hypocrisy that the juxtaposition 

of capitol and coffle has already laid bare, it should be noted that by disassociating the threat of 

a slave insurrection from the War of 1812 and instead constellating it with the 1848 revolutions 

in Europe, Brown raises the specter of a very different sort of transatlantic antislavery coalition, 

a “motley crew” whose revolutionary demands cannot be assimilated to the conceptions of 

freedom held either by the American slaveholders derided by the AASS or the British ruling 

class lampooned by Cobbett. And Brown’s reference to the French 1848 was not just an idle 

fancy. He had seen the revolution’s aftermath firsthand in 1849 when he attended the second 
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International Peace Congress in Paris, an experience whose significance he would detail in his 

epistolary travel narrative Three Years in Europe; Sketches of People and Places Abroad (1852).  

That travelogue contains Brown’s account not only of his brief trip to France, but also 

the first half of his six-year sojourn in the British Isles. Though Three Years has received 

comparatively little attention from scholars hitherto, this dissertation argues that the 

experiences that it describes and its engagement with the so-called empires of liberty on the 

other side of the Atlantic played a seminal role in Brown’s literary output during what would 

become the most prolific half-decade of his career7. At a basic textual level, Three Years 

provided Brown with material that he would cannibalize and rework for several subsequent 

publications. He quotes portions of the text verbatim in the autobiographical “Memoir of the 

Author” that serves as a prefatory paratext to his novel Clotel (1853). One of Three Years’ 

chapters also provides that novel with its concluding subplot. Additionally, Brown published a 

substantially revised and expanded version of Three Years under the title American Fugitive in 

Europe (1855) upon his return to the United States. More important than these direct textual 

links to Brown’s subsequent work, however, are the changes that his experiences in Europe 

sparked in the frame of analysis that he brought to bear on slavery in the United States.  

Those changes go beyond a simple internationalization of what had previously been a 

sectional or national spatial imaginary. After all, Brown’s 1847 slave narrative, published before 

he left the United States, had already included comparisons between American slavery and 

Canadian freedom: his geopolitical mapping of slavery was thus, from the start, an  

                                                           
7 Elisa Tamarkin’s quotes from American Fugitive rather than Three Years to make her case for Brown’s Anglophilia, 
and she quotes selectively to illustrate how Brown’s text fits a general trend in abolitionist rhetoric. Martha 
Schoolman is the only scholar to have performed a reading of Three Years as a whole, and her rehearsal of the 
text’s critical neglect remains instructive (99-104).  
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inter-imperial one. Rather, what Brown’s European tour enabled him to articulate more 

precisely were the historical and contemporary relationships between discrete forms of 

unfreedom as they developed throughout much of the North Atlantic over the longue durée, 

such that he could more precisely plot slavery in the United States in the context of its 

development at the nexus of Anglo-French imperial nationalism and its depredations in Europe 

and throughout the Americas. If, in his 1850 panorama, Brown’s attempt to link slavery in the 

United States with the class oppression and imperialism of France and England surfaces in hints 

and flashes only to be gradually submerged beneath the text’s general indictment of U.S. 

slavery, he pursues the former project more fully and frequently in Three Years, where his 

international rambles allow him to expand the geohistorical ambit of his analysis of slavery in 

the United States to include its imbrication with at least three centuries of Anglo-French 

national and imperial projects.  

By reading Brown’s mid-century tours and texts as transected by the 1848 revolution in 

France and the longue durée of Anglo-French imperial rivalry in the Atlantic, I depart from what 

was, until recently, a largely unchallenged tradition of reading Brown’s critique of slavery as an 

internal critique of the United States that was largely unconcerned with either the international 

commercial system in which American chattel slavery developed and flourished or the          

mid-nineteenth-century political developments taking place in empires where the institution 

had been abolished8. The importance of this rich vein in Brown criticism cannot be overstated. 

In 2000, Ann duCille lamented with considerable accuracy that Brown was a neglected, 

                                                           
8 For influential examples of interpretations of Brown’s work that largely omit a consideration of the significance of 
his international circulation and sphere of concern in favor of an analysis of his intervention in U.S. cultural 
nationalism, see Russ Castronovo, Ann duCille, John Ernest, and Robert Levine (“Introduction”).   
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marginal figure in the field of African American Literature—not considered black, masculine, or 

textually sophisticated enough to be part of the pantheon of nineteenth-century African 

American writers who matriculated from the canon wars of the 1990s. Since the publication of 

duCille’s article, however, Brown has become one of the most commented on African American 

authors in the field of nineteenth-century American Literature, and he is just beginning to make 

a push into Victorian Studies. He is now, along with Frederick Douglass, one of only two 

antebellum African American writers with their own editions in the popular non-profit Library 

of America series. In 2019, there are also at least two scholarly editions of Brown’s 1853 novel 

Clotel in print, and in recent years university presses have republished The Negro in the 

American Rebellion (1867), Brown’s history of the participation of black Americans in wars 

dating back to the American Revolution, as well as My Southern Home (1880), his                  

post-Reconstruction memoir. The transfiguration of Brown’s critical reputation that has 

occurred in the last two decades has been accomplished in large part by emphasizing the 

aspects of his work that can be assimilated most easily to a model of American Studies that 

centers the U.S. nation-state and the myth of an autochthonous usable past that it has 

fashioned for itself. The first of these aspects is Brown’s critique of the cultural, political, and 

historiographic subordination of African Americans in the United States, and especially his 

critique of slavery as the nation’s “original sin.” The second is Brown’s innovative use of what 

were the antebellum’s mass cultural forms in the service of that critique, such as the slave 

narrative, the novel, the panorama, and the dramatic reading. These critical trajectories have 

dovetailed to create a vision of Brown as, in Robert Levine’s terms, “a cultural editor,” where 

the culture in question is implicitly understood to be that of the United States, and where 
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Brown’s critique of American political hypocrisy is read as an attempt to reaffirm the founding 

ideals of the United States over and against their post-revolutionary betrayal9. My goal in this 

dissertation is to reframe these interpretations and to thereby demonstrate that they are 

incomplete in ways that limit our understanding of the scope and significance of Brown’s 

intervention.  

This dissertation argues that Brown was indeed a cultural editor, but that his purview 

was coextensive with that of Anglo-Atlantic abolition, which included social and political 

developments in Europe, Africa, Asia, and the Americas. To the extent that Brown situates 

himself as both a partisan of that movement and also its critic, what he provides is an 

immanent critique of the critique, a critical inhabitation of abolitionist discourse that 

simultaneously appropriates certain aspects of its critique of chattel slavery, while transforming 

or redirecting others towards a critique of the emergent empires of liberty that abolition was 

being made to legitimate. Additionally, though the political vision that Brown elaborates in his 

work is not reducible to any single abolitionist school, this dissertation argues that it was most 

closely aligned with the cluster of non-resistants who formed around William Lloyd Garrison. 

That cluster, whose tactics are sometimes misleadingly reduced to “moral suasion,” and whose 

politics are only slightly less misleadingly described as a kind of Christian anarchism, remained 

an important source for his thinking even as he developed its ideas along idiosyncratic lines10.  

                                                           
9 For the most thorough account of Brown as a cultural editor, see John Ernest (20-54). Ernest acknowledges 
Brown’s international frame of reference, but he provides an interpretation of Clotel that focuses almost 
exclusively on that text’s relationship to the works of other U.S. authors and to cultural developments in the 
United States.  
10 On the role of anarchism in abolitionist thought, the classic text remains Lewis Perry’s Radical Abolitionism. For a 
recent attempt to qualify Perry’s argument by showing how abolitionists embraced and interacted with democratic 
revolutions abroad, see W. Caleb McDaniel. My own analysis of Brown attempts to navigate the unresolved 
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Robert Levine has recently argued that Frederick Douglass’s 1845 Narrative of the Life of 

Frederick Douglass, an American Slave is best understood as having been developed through 

Douglass’s employment by and engagement with the ideas of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery 

Society, and thus as having a kind of corporate authorship11(Levine, The Lives of Frederick 

Douglass, 32). This dissertation makes a similar, albeit attenuated version of that argument for 

Brown’s work between 1847 and the mid-1850s. It is clear from the generic experiments that 

he began to engage in shortly after leaving the United States that Brown’s European sojourn 

functioned much as a similar journey had for Frederick Douglass a few years prior, granting 

Brown the authorial independence that he lacked when the AASS published the first edition of 

his Narrative of William W. Brown, A Fugitive Slave in 1847, and enabling him to articulate a 

unique aesthetic vision that was tied to a politics that differed from the Garrisonian orthodoxy 

in important ways. But I am less interested in charting the maturation of a discrete authorial 

self under the name “William Wells Brown” than I am in identifying the world that the person 

who assumed that name articulated under that heading. And, in the 1850s, Brown remained in 

a close dialogue with the ideas and texts of the Garrisonian clique, borrowing heavily from its 

critique of the nation-state as a vehicle for liberation, even as he pushed that critique to 

confront some of its own tensions, contradictions, and blind spots.  

Like Levine, I believe that there is value in reconstructing the transatlantic “institutional 

and personal networks” in which abolitionist authors like Douglass and Brown circulated (32). 

Consequently, in order to chart Brown’s precise relationship to the dominant crosscurrents of 

                                                           
tension between the “anarchism” of Garrisonian abolitionist radicalism and the movement’s qualified embrace of 
republican democracy.  
11 Levine acknowledges that he is being deliberately tendentious in order to push back against a history of criticism 
that has negatively valued the influence of white abolitionists on the production of slave narratives (32).  
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abolition, I spend much of chapter one establishing the vision of Anglo-Atlantic abolition’s 

relationship to Europe’s 1848 that took hold in the speeches, newspapers, and gift books of the 

abolitionist societies in the United States with which Brown was in dialogue before and during 

his journey abroad.  

 I argue that in assimilating Brown’s work to a national frame of analysis scholars have 

cottoned to a vision of Brown as an advocate for the full and equal inclusion of black Americans 

as citizens in the United States while overlooking those moments in Brown’s work that treat 

national incorporation as subordinate to other forms of community, and which depict the 

nation-states that emerged out of the Age of Revolution as predicated on forms of human 

sociality that were necessarily, and not merely contingently, oppressive. To be sure, faced with 

the enslavement of black Americans and their exclusion from the protections of citizenship and 

from full social, legal, and political equality throughout the United States, Brown argues for the 

removal of all such depredations, barriers, and proscriptions. But it is also true that for Brown 

what was at stake in abolition was not only Black inclusion in the existing United States, but, to 

purloin a phrase from the title of Du Bois’ magnum opus, “the Reconstruction of American 

Democracy.” Here it is worth recalling that in the AASS’s “The Slave Market of America,” it is 

not the congressmen meeting on the steps of the capitol building who hail the enslaved into 

their rightful place as equal citizens in the nation-state. Instead, it is the enslaved who hail the 

congressmen into a community whose exact definition of freedom remains to be articulated, 

but which nevertheless challenges the existing United States’ presumption of liberty.  

By looking beyond national boundaries to insert Brown’s discourse within an imperial, 

or, as I would have it, an inter-imperial frame, I build on the growing body of literary criticism 
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that has sought to place nineteenth-century African American abolitionists in transatlantic and 

global contexts, and to explore the pertinence of their work to questions other than or in 

combination with slavery in the United States. Over the last decade, there has been a growing 

amount of attention paid to Frederick Douglass’s complicated relationship to Ireland and Haiti. 

Fionnghuala Sweeney’s Frederick Douglass and the Transatlantic World (2007), for instance, 

raises questions about abolition’s relationship to discourses of orientalism and anti-Catholicism 

that run parallel to my discussions of the role of Algeria in French abolition in Chapter Two and 

Irish independence in Chapter Three.  

In Brown studies, I draw on the work of Elisa Tamarkin, Martha Schoolman, and John 

Levi Barnard, who have each provided a compelling account of Brown’s engagement with 

European empires past and present12. My own reading of Brown builds on the work of each of 

these scholars by focusing on the fugitive author’s assertion of the etiological interdependence 

of European imperial nationalism and American chattel slavery. This dissertation argues that 

Brown presents the development of chattel slavery in the Americas as the product of physical 

and discursive mechanisms of social control and expropriation that began with religious 

discrimination in the metropoles of France and England and was subsequently renovated and 

                                                           
12 Tamarkin folds Brown into the evidentiary material for her influential account of black Anglophilia. For Tamarkin, 
the abolitionist embrace of English cultural heritage functioned as a kind of post-colonial class marker that helped 
the movement to establish a distinctly bourgeois in-group identity that it could present as inherently superior to 
the provincial and, therefore, plebeian identity of the American public that execrated them. By contrast, 
Schoolman describes Brown as practicing a critical cosmopolitanism that undercuts the projects of imperial 
management that he witnesses among contemporary reformist and antislavery circles in France and England. Like 
Schoolman, Barnard sees Brown’s antislavery argument as subtended by an anti-imperial historical materialism, 
one that Barnard’s work situates within the broader intellectual currents of African American abolitionist thought 
in the antebellum, and especially its critical engagement with the dominant tradition of American classicism. My 
own argument charts a path that is largely parallel to that of Schoolman and Barnard, but which pays more 
concerted attention to the intertwined rhetorics of Christian millennialism, the republican opposition to political 
tyranny, and the abolitionist rejection of chattel slavery.  
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redeployed in those nations’ respective empires in Europe, Africa, and the Americas. Crucial to 

this process in Brown’s account were the bourgeois revolutions that took place in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in England, the United States, and France, which had the 

potential to put an end to empire altogether, but instead gave birth to new forms of 

colonialism, class oppression, and racial proscription.  

I provide a detailed discussion of how radical abolitionists in the United States 

interpreted the world event of 1848 as the sign of a millennial transformation that would 

complete the work of the failed revolutions that inaugurated the age and bring about the end 

of all forms of human bondage. I then show how it is against the backdrop of the collapse of 

those hopes in France and the United States that Brown pursued the possibility of setting world 

revolution on a new footing. For Brown there was a need for a social revolution that went 

beyond republican democracy and that would keep open the transformative potential of the 

Age of Revolution while overcoming the lures of empire and ethno-nationalism to which it had 

succumbed. Brown’s anti-imperialism was more than just a plea for the abolition of chattel 

slavery and, at the same time, a rejection of the new liberal order advocated by the dominant 

strain of abolitionism in England and France; it was also an attempt to solicit his readers into an 

international social revolution that might produce a new kind of global community.  

Over the next three chapters, I reconstruct the critical account of the Anglo-French 

Atlantic longue durée that Brown scatters piecemeal and anecdotally throughout his travelogue 

and the other texts that he published and performed immediately before, during, and after his 

European sojourn. Brown’s well-documented tendency towards extreme textual fluidity—his 

tendency to publish variant editions of the same work with different paratexts, to rework texts 
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and publish them under a new title (for instance, the four “versions” of Clotel), his tendency to 

self-plagiarize across multiple works and genres, not to mention his extensive plagiarism of the 

works of others—makes it misleading to draw conclusions from a close reading of a single work. 

Hence, I often trace a theme or anecdote in Brown’s work across several texts, showing not so 

much how it develops over time, but how he transforms his message to suit the concerns of the 

moment, or how he establishes unexpected linkages between different times and places across 

texts that revise or reframe the message of a given text. Because I shuttle between texts so 

frequently, I often return to a single work several times. In place of a single reading of individual 

texts in their entirety, what I offer are readings of discrete themes, subplots, anecdotes, and 

allusions in different iterations across texts. To bring greater coherence to this method, I have 

used Brown’s transit through three empires—France, the United States, and the United 

Kingdom—as a kind of frame tale for organizing my analysis, with each chapter devoted to 

Brown’s account of a specific empire in its interdependent development with its colonies and 

rival powers over the longue durée.   

My first chapter examines the solicitation to world revolution that Brown delivered to 

attendees of the 1849 International Peace Congress in Paris. I argue that Brown’s ability to link 

the 1848 French Revolution to the Second French Emancipation and the cause of American 

abolition depends on a strain of abolitionist rhetoric that uses the political grammar of 

republican opposition to tyranny to describe the slave’s relationship to the slaveholder. I argue 

that although the metaphor of political “slavery” can be traced to the republics of antiquity, the 

metaphor of political “tyranny” to describe slavery was the result of the cross pollination of the 

rhetorics of republicanism, Christian millennialism, and abolitionism that took place during the 
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Age of Revolution. I spend the first part of the chapter tracing the spread of this rhetoric in the 

United States during and after the American Revolution, and then I show how it was turned to 

various nationalist and counter-nationalist ends by abolitionists in the decades that followed. 

Through an examination of two influential abolitionist annuals, The Liberty Bell and Autographs 

for Freedom, I show how growing radicalism among abolitionists in the 1840s and 1850s 

dovetailed with the European revolutions in ways that became both a boon and a boundary for 

the abolitionist movement. On the one hand, I argue that the 1848 uprisings enabled 

abolitionists to build a stronger international coalition of support and to conceptualize their 

movement as part of a global epochal shift away from empires ruled through violence and 

hereditary hierarchy. On the other hand, because abolitionists tended to frame their growing 

radicalism and their relationship to the European revolutions through the political grammar of 

republican opposition to tyranny their embrace of the revolutionary spirit of 1848 tended to 

obscure the trenchant critique of republican democracy that they had formulated in prior 

decades.  

My second chapter examines Brown’s critique of the French Second Republic and its 

role in the counter-revolutionary wave sweeping Europe in 1849. I argue that, contra the 

growing embrace of the rhetoric of republican antityrannicism by other abolitionist radicals, 

Brown’s analysis of the nascent imperialism of the Second Republic draws on the critique of 

republican democracy that was first articulated by the non-resistance movement and the 

Garrisonian abolitionists in the 1830s. Perhaps counterintuitively, that critique was built not out 

of the republican radicalism of the mid-nineteenth century, but out of the Federalist  



21 
 

anti-Jacobinism of the 1790s and its fear of unfettered democracy in the wake of the French 

Revolution. I argue that the non-resistance movement redirected this conservative critique of 

republican democracy to abolitionist and anarchist ends, presenting the anti-abolitionist 

violence of the Jacksonian era as a new “reign of terror”. I then show how Brown retooled this 

critique of republican democracy to depict the alleged peace of post-revolutionary French civil 

society as an ongoing struggle between a highly visible counter-revolutionary and imperialist 

state apparatus and the hidden revolutionary and anti-colonial forces that it had been created 

to suppress.  

My third chapter details Brown’s contrasting account of the British Empire. If in each of 

his destinations Brown works to undermine a piece of that nation’s imperial mythography, I 

argue that in the United Kingdom he tackles the myths of British philanthropy, imperial 

benevolence, and voluntary emancipation. He does this in part by juxtaposing the accumulated 

wealth of England’s famed financial and cultural institutions—the Bank of England and the 

British Museum—with allusions to the acts of expropriative violence from which those 

institutions were derived. Crucially important to this effort are his attempts to link American 

slavery and the Irish Famine with English capital accumulation between the periods of the 

English Civil War and the Industrial Revolution. By showing how England’s revolution resulted in 

immiseration at home and expropriative violence abroad, Brown is able to undermine the 

British Empire’s self-proclaimed status as a global emancipator and to recast British 

philanthropy as a form of reparations. He is also able to draw a historical through line between 

the imperial depredations of Elizabethan England and the horrors of American slavery.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

LEVERAGING THE WORLD REVOLUTION: 

ABOLITIONIST ANTITYRANNICISM IN THE ANTEBELLUM 

 

Crossing the English Channel on his way to Paris to attend the second annual 

International Congress of the Friends of Peace in 1849, William Wells Brown remarks that his 

first glimpse of France is “the Napoleon Pillar, on the top of which is a statue of the Emperor in 

Imperial robes” (28). Elaborating on the significance of the Column Vendome, which Napoleon 

erected to commemorate his victory at Austerlitz, Brown later describes it as “a monument of 

folly” and “the Bunker Hill Monument of Paris…made of cannons, guns, and spikes, and other 

warlike implements taken from the Russians and Austrians” (36). These reflections occur in the 

first of five letters that Three Years in Europe (1852) devotes to Brown’s experiences as a 

traveler in the City of Light in the early days of the Second Republic. From the outset, the 

American fugitive is preoccupied with the contrast between the pacific mission of the congress 

that he is there to attend and the veneration of martial conquest that he reads in the city’s 

buildings and monuments. He is also startled by what he takes to be troubling parallels 

between political developments in the Europe and the United States. His allusion to Bunker Hill 

links a French republic turned military empire to an American republic that, in the eyes of many 

abolitionists, had undergone an analogous transformation during the annexation of Texas and 

the United States-Mexico War. Brown first names the cause of that developmental parallel in 

his address to the Paris Peace Congress, which, though omitted from his travelogue, is recorded 

in the Congress’s official report of the proceedings, published in London later the same year. 
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More interjection than regularly scheduled speech, Brown’s brief remarks attribute American 

slavery to “the war element” in the United States and assert that perpetual war is a 

precondition of slavery. “It is impossible to maintain slavery without maintaining war,” Brown 

declares. “If therefore we can obtain the abolition of war, we shall at the same time proclaim 

liberty throughout the world, break in pieces every yoke of bondage, and let all the oppressed 

go free” (78).  

At first blush, Brown’s rhetoric appears to subordinate his own antislavery struggle to 

the Congress’s quest for international peace. But as a close associate of William Lloyd Garrison 

and his group of radical pacifists in the American Anti-Slavery Society, Brown was well-practiced 

in rhetoric that was conducive to both movements simultaneously. Consequently, though he 

foregrounds the goal of international pacifism—“the abolition of war”—the implicit syllogism in 

his remarks pulls the Congress ineluctably towards an abolitionist conclusion to which many of 

its attendees would not have otherwise been drawn: if war is an essential element of slavery, 

and peace advocates are opposed to war, then any true advocate of peace must be an advocate 

of global abolition13.   

Brown’s speech thus attempts to “hail” the attendees of the Peace Congress into the 

cause of American abolition in a way that is analogous to the recital of “Hail Columbia!” 

depicted in the AASS’s “Slave Market of America,” but which combines the broadside’s call for 

                                                           
13 Martha Schoolman, concurring with Brown’s memoirist, William Farmer, whose biography of Brown prefaces 
Three Years, argues that “Brown’s attendance at the conference subsumed his particular activist métier to the 
more general cause at hand,” that cause being international peace (106). Such an interpretation is accurate to an 
extent, but it sidesteps the longstanding relationship between the peace and abolitionist movements. In my 
construction of an alternative reading of Brown’s speech to the congress, I want to emphasize the extent to which 
the branch of abolitionism with which Brown was affiliated had already defined the problem of slavery in terms of 
a critique of governance through violence.  
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national jubilee with the international reach of the Congress in order to bring together discrete 

but intertwined forms of intrastate and interstate violence on a world scale. Though abolition 

looms large in Brown’s speech, as it would shortly thereafter in the speech of his fellow fugitive 

slave and Peace Congress attendee, James W.C. Pennington, the topic was not a major agenda 

item at the Congress. Like its predecessor in Brussels, the meeting had been organized by the 

American pacifist Elihu Burritt to drum up support for the creation of a Congress of Nations that 

would act as an arbiter in commercial and territorial disputes between “Christian” states in 

Europe, Britain, and North America. Though Burritt was a radical Christian liberal and 

abolitionist who believed that slavery, like war, violated the biblical principle of universal 

human brotherhood, at the international congresses he tried to avoid centering issues that he 

deemed to be extraneous to the goal of ending interstate warfare, especially ones that he 

thought might produce divisions among the various delegations in attendance or attract the 

opprobrium of the host nation. Likewise, though the League of Universal Brotherhood that he 

formed in 1846 also pursued the goal of international peace by attempting to address various 

national publics directly, often through newspapers or the post, the peace congresses that 

Burritt organized focused almost exclusively on state to state relations, rather than on the 

relationship between a state and its own demos or on the relationships between nations within 

and across state boundaries14.  

It is precisely the possibility of completely disarticulating intrastate violence from 

interstate warfare, however, that the problem of chattel slavery troubles and that Brown’s 

                                                           
14 For additional background on the International Peace Congresses organized by Burritt, see Curti pp. 166-199. For 
a more recent overview of the antebellum peace movement in the United States, including Burritt’s relationship to 
the more radical non-resistance movement and the more conservative American Peace Society, see Zeigler.  
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speech seeks to taxonomically foreclose. In the next chapter, I will explore the rich polyvalence 

of Brown’s claim that slavery cannot exist without warfare. For now, it suffices to note that by 

asserting the interdependence of the two he presents himself to the Congress as the living 

embodiment of a problem that is simultaneously inside and outside its area of concern, a 

member of a class of stateless persons—the enslaved—whose status conscripts them in a war 

that is beyond the Congress’s purview, but which must be solved for the Congress to achieve its 

stated ends15. Put differently, tasked by the American Anti-Slavery Society with representing a 

cause that accorded poorly with the Congress’s emphasis on respect for state sovereignty and 

preventing interstate conflict, Brown’s gambit is not so much to lobby for the need to include 

abolition in the meeting’s itinerary as one laudable goal among others, but to redefine the 

conceptual underpinnings of the meeting in such a way that the Congress’s mission appears 

radically enlarged in scope and utterly transformed in its goals and methods. To that end, the 

fugitive author’s attribution of a shared etiology—"the war element”— to both interstate 

warfare and to chattel slavery subtly distends the aims of the Congress to encompass the 

extirpation of forms of mass violence that the organizers had hoped to occlude, including not 

                                                           
15 On the idea of the enslaved as having been “conscripted” into modernity, see David Scott (8-9, 19, 99-131). My 
occasional usage of this term here and in the next chapter is intended to unsettle the binary logic that Scott, 
drawing on Talal Asad, uses to divide those he describes as having been conscripted into modernity from those he 
describes as modernity’s volunteers. Following Asad, Scott’s dichotomy distinguishes domination through 
hegemony in Europe from domination through violence in the colonial empires that were established by 
Europeans in Africa, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. But 
Scott’s dichotomy is harder to maintain the further back into history one ventures, especially at a time when much 
of Europe was subject to imperial and monarchical rule. Consequently, insofar as Scott’s work is prompted, in the 
first instance, by C.L.R. James’ Black Jacobins and its seminal account of the Haitian Revolution, I would argue that 
Scott’s account is anachronistic, a searching meditation on twentieth-century anticolonial revolutions and the 
limits of their assumptive logic, but a misleading picture of the global geopolitical scene in the Age of Revolution. It 
seems to me that nineteenth century black abolitionists, like Brown and Douglass, would have pushed back on 
Scott’s account in at least two ways: first, they would not have seen Europe as self-evidently modern—for most 
U.S. abolitionists Europe was the Old World. Second, as Brown’s writings on 1848 reveal, he saw much of Europe 
as differently conscripted—that is to say, living in forms of unfreedom that were different from and less harsh than 
chattel slavery, but still predicated on violence.  
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only chattel slavery, but also the local political and class conflicts that had recently prompted 

Parisians to take to the barricades.  

Brown establishes this connection between national revolution and international 

abolition a few sentences later when he notes that “by the revolution of 1848, France not only 

set her inhabitants at home free, but also emancipated the slaves in Martinique and 

Guadeloupe,” and that he “wish(es) to see the same thing done in the United States” (78)16. By 

positioning the French second emancipation as the middle term between the overthrow of the 

July Monarchy and a hoped for revolution that might bring about abolition in the United States, 

Brown distends the Congress’s mission further still, transforming its call for international peace 

into the opposite of what many of its attendees intended: a call for world revolution.  

Moreover, though he flatteringly attributes the French second emancipation to the 

uprisings that broke out in the metropole, his singling out of Martinique and Guadeloupe 

contains a thinly veiled allusion to the agency of the enslaved in procuring their own freedom. 

Though emancipation proceeded relatively uneventfully in France’s other colonies, in 

Martinique the rumor that emancipation was imminent was met with demands from the 

enslaved for its immediate implementation. When that demand was not met by the colonial 

                                                           
16 Though Brown accurately describes the second French Emancipation as a result of the 1848 revolution, there is 
still considerable scholarly disagreement about whether there was widespread support for abolition among those 
who rebelled. The lack of critical consensus on this topic is exacerbated by the fact that it has garnered relatively 
little scholarly attention when compared to the first French emancipation or to the emancipations that took place 
in other Atlantic empires in the nineteenth century. Of the three major historians to provide an account of the 
topic in English, Robin Blackburn is the only one to describe abolition as having widespread support at the Paris 
workshops. By contrast, Lawrence C. Jennings and Seymour Drescher argue that French abolition was pursued 
largely by a Parisian elite who had little success mounting a national mass petition campaign on the British model. 
The latter authors attribute the success of the second emancipation to the fact that, in the midst of the ferment of 
1848, members of the abolitionist vanguard—and especially Victor Schoelcher—occupied key positions in the 
provisional government, which they used to press forward with emancipation despite limited public interest. For a 
summary of this debate, see Drescher.  
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authorities, the enslaved revolted, procuring their own freedom months before the date 

stipulated by the French provisional government. A few days after emancipation was declared 

in Martinique, the governor of Guadeloupe declared immediate emancipation in an effort to 

prevent a reprise of what had transpired in its sister colony. In the United States, the success of 

the Martinican rebellion was trumpeted by Frederick Douglass’s newspaper, The North Star, 

which presented developments in the French Atlantic as a sign that the hour of Black liberation 

in the United States was fast approaching and warned American slaveholders to follow the path 

of voluntary emancipation taken by Guadeloupe if they wanted to prevent their slaves from 

seizing freedom for themselves, as had the Martinicans17. Much like Douglass’s paper, Brown’s 

speech presents the French Second Emancipation as a portent of things to come in the United 

States. His description of emancipation in Martinique and Guadeloupe as a natural extension of 

the revolution in France and his expressed wish for similar events to take place in the United 

States imply that American abolition can be achieved most expeditiously through a dual 

strategy of rebellion against the federal government by northern abolitionists and rebellion 

against slaveholders by southern slaves.   

By the close of Brown’s address to the peace congress, and despite that address’s 

explicit message of congressional unity, he has placed himself in direct opposition to his 

audience and the occasion that has brought them together. According to the terms of his 

analysis, the congress’s goal of eradicating interstate warfare is predicated on a fundamental 

misapprehension of that problem’s root cause. Insofar as the meeting seeks to end interstate 

warfare exclusively through coordination between sovereign states, without first addressing 

                                                           
17 For Douglass’s response to the Martinican rebellion, I have relied on Benjamin Fagan’s account (83).  
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the intrastate “war element” that Brown describes as a prime mover of such conflicts, it seeks 

to reduce the symptoms of a disease that it has failed to properly diagnose, and which it cannot 

cure. Furthermore, insofar as Brown’s short-term goal is not peace, but the transatlantic spread 

of revolution, he would seem to be at cross-purposes with his auditors. That Brown was aware 

of the inauspiciousness of the occasion for the message that he was about to deliver is evident 

from the account of the Column Vendome that he provides in Three Years, which places the 

Peace Congress in the shadow of a monument to military dictatorship and imperial conquest.  

It is strange, then, that what is most characteristic of Brown’s speech is its optimism 

about the future and the seemingly impossible possibility of enlisting the peace congress on his 

side in a global war against all forms of human bondage. In this chapter and the next I mind the 

gap between Brown’s optimistic vision of a coming global transformation in the wake of 1848 

and his pessimistic assessment of the conditions that greeted him on the ground at the Paris 

Peace Congress. This chapter locates the source of Brown’s optimistic vision of a coming world 

revolution in the growing prominence throughout the 1840s of a strain of abolitionist rhetoric 

that I call “abolitionist antityrannicism.” As I detail in the next section, abolitionist 

antityrannicism grew out of the millenarian republicanism that first gained currency during the 

American Revolution, which made American independence synonymous with the inauguration 

of the Christian millennium. Retooled for the cause of abolition in the decades that followed, 

however, that rhetoric articulated an increasingly oppositional relationship to the  

post-revolutionary American confederation, ultimately making the threat of the imminent 

destruction of the United States into its characteristic sign that the millennial dispensation was 

about to begin. I argue that between the 1790s and the 1850s this mode of abolitionist rhetoric 
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was used to inspire and legitimize slave revolt, as well as to elaborate the terms of a radical 

abolitionist internationalism that took inspiration from a variety of revolutionary and 

abolitionist developments in Europe and the Americas. After the Haitian Revolution and British 

Emancipation in the West Indies, abolitionist antityrannicism struggled to find a significant 

enough contemporary event around which to mobilize its apocalypticism. But in the year and a 

half between the February Revolution and Brown’s arrival in Paris, Anglo-Atlantic abolitionists 

read the still-unsettled meaning of 1848 as nothing less than the beginning of an epochal shift 

in which the planet’s old empires, rooted in hereditary hierarchy and maintained through 

violence, would all be overthrown, and they predicted that the empire of slavery in the United 

States would follow closely on the heels of those in Europe. How abolitionist antityrannicism 

was first set afoot in the American Revolution and the shapes that it took in the roughly 

three-quarters of a century between that event and 1848 are the subjects of the next section. 

 

Abolitionist Antityrannicism in the United States: 

Millenarian Republicanism in the Age of Revolution 

 In 1848, as revolution broke out in Europe, The North Star was hardly the only paper 

trying to read the future of American abolition from the tea leaves of European revolution and 

French emancipation. The abolitionists with whom Brown was most closely affiliated in the 

United States looked at events transpiring on the other side of the Atlantic and in the Caribbean 

and concluded that the European uprisings would act as a spark that would soon produce an 

analogous abolitionist ferment in the United States. Whether and to what extent that 

development would entail a moral awakening sparked by peaceful agitation, legislative change 
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effected through party politics, or a violent revolution initiated by an uprising of the enslaved 

was something on which the many competing abolitionist factions disagreed. But there was 

widespread consensus that a fortuitous transformation was imminent.  

In many ways, these mid-century predictions by Anglo-Atlantic abolitionists reanimated 

and revised hopes and tropes that had first taken root during the American Revolution, but 

which took on renewed urgency as slavery expanded in the United States at the same time that 

it was abolished in much of Spanish America and the Anglo-French Caribbean. During the 

American Revolution, existing millennialist interpretations of the future growth and prosperity 

of the British colonies were transformed and repurposed to describe the war with England. In 

place of the so-called “howling wilderness” to their West that seventeenth-century Puritans 

imagined themselves redeeming and that eighteenth-century colonial merchants and farmers 

dreamed of making fruitful, the Patriot movement looked East to England, and what it saw was 

a coming conflagration that would inaugurate the Christian millennium. For some of the 

revolution’s pamphleteers and propagandists, the war for independence was nothing less than 

a battle with the anti-Christ, who, in the person of King George III, would need to be defeated 

to bring forth the biblically prophesied era of peace that would precede the end of days. In the 

context of the revolution, that peace was made synonymous with the transformation of the 

thirteen colonies into an independent republic18. If this millennial nationalism seems 

hyperbolic, given the comparatively modest grievances of the colonists, it should be recalled 

that Dissenters had developed a similar interpretation of Charles I and the Church of England 

                                                           
18 The literature on American millennialism is voluminous, but the classic text on the attribution of millennial 
significance to the American Revolution is still Ernest Lee Tuveson’s Redeemer Nation.  
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during the English Civil War, envisioning the two as the extension of a tyrannical papacy that 

held much of Europe in thrall, and many Puritans carried that interpretation with them to the 

British colonies in the seventeenth century19. The Patriot movement was thus able to 

repurpose a liberty narrative that had been deeply woven into the fabric of the colonies’ 

theocratic history. Along with its reinvigoration of republican millenarianism, the American 

Revolution made renewed use of this older Protestant liberty narrative and its Manichean onto-

political imaginary. Though a predictable pessimism set in during the 1780s as a result of post-

war economic crisis and the persistence of many of the colonial era’s inequalities, the brand of 

republican millennialism that took hold during the revolution soon bore fruit for the cause of 

abolition.  

The linking of republican revolution and national independence to the cause of abolition 

has often been ascribed to the Patriot movement’s heavy reliance on the metaphor of slavery 

to describe the British American colonies’ political subjugation to England. To take one 

representative instance, in 1774 Josiah Quincy II described the situation of the American 

colonists thusly: “Britons are our oppressors: I speak it with shame—I speak it with 

indignation—we are slaves” (qtd. in Bailyn 233). According to Bernard Bailyn’s classic account of 

how the metaphor of political “slavery” was used by the Patriot movement to express a political 

condition shared by colonist and chattel slave alike, 

Slavery in this sense, far from being mere exclamation and hyperbole, was a 
term referring to a specific political condition, a condition characteristic of the 
lives of Frenchmen, Danes, and Swedes as well as of Turks, Russians, and Poles. 
And it applied equally to the black plantation laborers in the American colonies, 
for their condition was only a more dramatic, more bizarre variation of the 
condition of all who had lost the power of self-determination. (234)  

                                                           
19 On millennialism and the English Civil War, see Christopher Hill.  
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According to Bailyn, this specific condition of political “slavery,” which the Patriot movement 

believed that Anglo-Americans shared with their own slaves, consisted of being “obliged to act, 

or not to act, according to the arbitrary will and pleasure of another…[and] inability to maintain 

one’s…rights and things which a proper constitution guaranteed a free people” (233). It 

followed that if the enslavement of Anglo Americans to England was wrong, so too was the 

enslavement of African Americans to their Anglo-American masters. Or, as Bailyn explains it, 

“no one had set out to question the institution of chattel slavery, but by 1776 it had come 

under severe attack by writers following out the logic of Revolutionary thought” (232). 

No doubt there is something to Bailyn’s seemingly intuitive account of how the 

American Revolution’s attack on political slavery led to a more widespread attack on chattel 

slavery through what he describes as the “contagion of liberty”. It is probably no accident that 

two generations removed from the American Revolution, Edmund Quincy, the grandson of 

Josiah Quincy II, became a high-ranking member of the American Anti-Slavery Society and the 

editor of William Wells Brown’s first monograph, Narrative of William W. Brown, a Fugitive 

Slave (1847). But subsequent historians have found the relationship between the republican 

attack on political “slavery” and the abolitionist attack on chattel slavery to be far more 

complicated than Bailyn assumes.  

The reason that the Patriot movement used the metaphor of slavery to describe their 

colonial subjugation to England is easy enough to discern: they were building on a 

 well-established precedent in republican thought. Mary Nyquist has charted the metaphor of 

political slavery from its origins in the Greco-Roman republics of antiquity to its reintroduction 
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by Anglo-European resistance theorists in the early modern period20. The metaphor’s historical 

usage all but insured that the Anglo-American colonists who drew on their republican forebears 

would employ the same figure in their attempts to legitimate their independence from England. 

But it was much less certain that they would draw abolitionist conclusions from that rhetoric. 

As Nyquist points out, there is nothing inherently abolitionist about the metaphor of political 

slavery. Indeed, until the mid-eighteenth century almost no one would have seen a 

contradiction between rejecting political slavery for oneself and endorsing chattel slavery for 

others. In Athens, where the attack on political slavery was first articulated, and in Rome, 

where it was further elaborated, the attack on political slavery was employed to preserve a 

society dependent on slave labor, not to dismantle it. According to Nyquist, “political slavery 

has its own unique logic and codes, none of which arise from a concern with those who are 

actually enslaved”; what the rhetoric of political slavery seeks to abolish is not chattel slavery, 

but “the threat that tyranny poses to the democratic polis” (Nyquist 2). Hence, following 

classicist Kurt A. Raaflaub, Nyquist uses the term “antityrannicism” to describe the metaphor of 

political slavery (Nyquist 1). In addition to helping to distinguish genuinely antislavery and 

abolitionist rhetoric from that which seeks to preserve the democratic polis against tyranny, the 

term “antityrannicism” has the benefit of centering the primary figure that the metaphor of 

political slavery militates against: the tyrant. 

Nyquist explains that what troubles antityrannicism is not chattel slavery, but political 

tyranny. In fifth-century BCE Athens political slavery had two modes. “Within the polis, it 

                                                           
20 Nyquist’s study leaves off in the eighteenth century, just as the Anglophone abolitionist movement was taking 
off. She briefly considers Phillis Wheatley’s deployment of antityrannicist rhetoric, but she generally leaves 
unexplored the abolitionist use of the metaphor of political “tyranny” to describe chattel slavery.    
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represented a negative condition for the free, male citizens who expected to participate as 

equals in the political process, while externally, vis-à-vis other city-states, it represented a 

condition with which the entire community was threatened” (41). In the first of these two 

modes, the qualifier “free” is important. It divides the inhabitants of the polis into those who do 

and do not have full political rights, and it registers its grievance on behalf of the former. 

Consequently, implicit to antityrannicism is a vision of society as being internally divided into at 

least three onto-political strata. According to antityrannicism, on the bottom stratum are those 

who are both naturally and politically unfree, such as slaves, as well as a variety of groups who 

may either be free or citizens but who do not have the full political rights of free citizens. This 

latter class would include, for example, women born to citizens of the republic, as well as 

resident aliens. In the middle stratum are the polis’s free citizens, traditionally male heads of 

household descended from one or more parents who are citizens. Free citizens are afforded a 

kind of rough politico-juridical equality, or isonomia, with one another, and have full political 

rights. In the top stratum is the ruler or class of rulers; this stratum may become “tyrants” if 

they either come to power through illegitimate means, such as conquest, or if they abuse their 

power by infringing on the rights of free citizens.  

Raaflaub usefully describes antityrannicism as having a dual function in Athens, serving 

as both “stick and glue” for the democracy. As the “glue” of Athenian democracy, 

antityrannicism provided a set of shared values that helped bind together the free citizens of 

the republic under a common group identity that emphasized self-sovereignty and equality. As 

democracy’s “stick,” antityrannicism could be wielded against those who threatened the 

isonomia of the republic’s free citizens by trying to usurp too much power for themselves. 
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Raaflaub notes, for instance, that Athens built monuments to celebrate the tyrannicides who 

restored democratic self-rule to the polis.  

That antityrannicism is not inherently abolitionist is self-evident when one considers 

that in Athens and Rome one of the rights of free citizens was the right to own slaves. Chattel 

slaves were considered primarily with reference to the domestic sphere and thus the nearly 

absolute power of the free male citizen over his own household. Hence, according to the terms 

of antityrannicism, to deprive free citizens of their right to such property would be an act of 

tyranny—exactly the kind of annexation of power that the metaphor of political slavery was 

designed to forestall. And though Raaflaub focuses on the fear and opprobrium that 

antityrannicism directs at the tyrant, the political grammar of antityrannicism is predicated on 

an equally strenuous rejection of the chattel slave. Nyquist explains that far from asserting a 

shared identity between free citizens and slaves, antityrannicism is predicated on the idea that 

free citizens and slaves are categorically different kinds of beings. The former are naturally or 

inherently free because they are capable of self-government, or superior rationality, and they 

or their ancestors have earned their freedom by preserving it against political or military 

conquest by tyrants at home or abroad. The latter are naturally slaves because they are not 

capable of self-government and because they have an affinity for political slavery. The most 

influential articulation of this theory occurred in Aristotle’s Politics, where the concept of the 

natural slave has explicit geopolitical connotations that link it with the Persian Empire and, 

more broadly, “barbarians.” From the outset, then, antityrannicism relies on an ontological 

distinction that distinguishes between subjects who are fit for enslavement and those who are 
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not, and this distinction has a foundation that is fundamentally ethnocentric. To enslave the 

natural slave is not an injustice; to enslave the naturally free citizen is intolerable. 

At the heart of classic antityrannicism is a typological triad: the tyrant, the free citizen, 

and the slave. Through historical association and its later incorporation into nineteenth-century 

forms of Orientalism this triad came to be used to locate natural political slavery in Asia and 

Eastern Europe. During and after the Protestant Reformation, Protestants also came to 

associate political slavery with Catholicism and Catholic empires. And, by the eighteenth 

century, the naturally “free citizen” was often described by radical movements as the 

hereditary inheritance of a specific national people. In England, for instance, it was the property 

of freeborn Britons. As Marcus Wood describes it, “…for Radicals being British defined, at least 

in abstract terms, freedom. British Liberty, personified as Britannia, consequently existed in a 

precise contradistinction to slavery” (“Slavery, Empathy”148). This could lead to a strong 

disidentification with the Caribbean or North American slave, who comes to stand for 

everything the Briton refuses to be. According to Wood, “the slave pays an implicit price for 

that confident announcement that ‘Britons never, never, never shall be slaves’” (“Slavery, 

Empathy” 148-149).  Whether enslaved Africans were natural slaves or as naturally free as any 

Briton was a subject of considerable disagreement among Britons in the United Kingdom and in 

North America right up through the American Revolution. But the ethnocentric basis of British 

radicalism made it possible to believe in the freedom of Britons while denying the natural or 

inherent freedom of other peoples.    

 All of this raises a question: if antityrannicism is not inherently abolitionist, why was the 

Patriot movement’s deployment of the former applied to the latter cause during and after the 



37 
 

American Revolution? Taking our cue from Celeste Michelle Condit’s and John Louis Lucaites’ 

account of how African Americans reshaped the significance of the three keywords of the 

American Revolution—liberty, property, and equality—one answer is that the African 

Americans who lived through and participated in the revolution applied the rhetoric of 

antityrannicism to their own condition, as did those who came after them, and both groups 

insisted that Anglo-Americans do the same. In Bailyn’s account, the revolution was a conflict 

between two groups: an Anglo-American Patriot movement and the British Empire. But Sylvia 

Frey and other historians have shown that both groups were highly cognizant of a third group, 

the enslaved, whose power exerted an important influence on the strategies of those 

contending parties throughout the war. The British army, much as it would later do in the War 

of 1812, offered the enslaved the promise of freedom in exchange for turning against their 

masters and joining the British lines. Likewise, in order to defend themselves, the Patriot 

movement was compelled to employ the enslaved in the Continental Army as laborers, 

craftsmen, soldiers, and spies. We can add a fourth group to the equation as well: there were 

free black Americans who participated in the revolution as soldiers, thinkers, and writers, and 

who, after the revolution, insisted that they be counted among the “free citizens” of the new 

republic21.    

Consequently, although an abolitionist movement existed in the United States before 

the American Revolution, what the revolution helped to facilitate was a widespread 

cross-pollination of political grammars in which the antityrannicism of the Patriot movement 

was applied to a form of unfreedom that most Anglo-Americans had not intended it to 

                                                           
21 On the role of the enslaved in the American Revolution, see also Gary B. Nash.   
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remediate. For reasons that I will detail shortly, by the time that abolition became a mass 

movement in the United States in the 1830s, it drew so heavily on the rhetoric of 

antityrannicism that no consistent partition between the two was possible. Just as the 

metaphor of chattel slavery was integral to the development of antityrannicism, the metaphor 

of political tyranny became integral to the development of abolition. Hence, hereafter I use the 

term “abolitionist antityrannicism” to name the application of the metaphor of political tyranny 

or despotism to chattel slavery. Nyquist briefly touches on the characterological impact of 

antityrannicism on antislavery rhetoric when she notes that in “Anglo-American antislavery 

literature and iconography the tyrannous slaveholder who cruelly abuses those under his 

power is an omnipresent figure” (5). But, although she has much to say about how crucial 

aspects of chattel slavery are ignored or distorted when the metaphor of slavery is deployed by 

antityrannicism to describe subjection to the arbitrary rule of a tyrant, she does not address 

how the abolitionist appropriation of the rhetoric of antityrannicism might have led to a 

distortion of abolition’s apprehension of chattel slavery. For instance, how might 

antityrannicism have steered the abolitionist movement towards particular means of acquiring 

freedom rather than others? How might it have shaped the definition of freedom that 

abolitionists described themselves as working towards and the agent that it imagined as the 

procurer of freedom? And in what ways did it influence how abolitionists understood the 

significance of their movement in relation to other liberation movements taking place in the 

Age of Revolution?  

This chapter provides some tentative answers to those questions, at least as they 

pertain to the influence of antityrannicism on the abolitionist radicalism that developed in the 
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United States in the mid-nineteenth century. To anticipate: I argue that the interdependence of 

the political grammars of antityrannicism and antislavery was both a boon and a boundary for 

abolition. As Bailyn suggests, the ubiquity of antityrannicism during the American Revolution 

and in the early republic made the continued existence of chattel slavery seem inconsistent 

with the libertarian and egalitarian ideals that had been articulated in the nation’s birth 

certificate, the Declaration of Independence, and if this contradiction was not always as evident 

to the Anglo-Americans in the Patriot movement as Bailyn assumes, it was clear to the slaves 

and free black Americans who participated in the revolution or came after those who did. More 

troubling still, the revolution’s cross-pollination of republicanism with Christian millennialism 

made the persistence of slavery seem to be a flouting of God’s laws that carried potentially 

apocalyptic implications for the young confederation’s future. As will become clear in the next 

section, slavery’s seeming conflict with revolutionary thought was a powerful weapon in the 

mouths and pens of abolitionists, but, contra Bailyn, I argue that it is precisely because political 

“slavery” and chattel slavery were not the same condition that the deployment of the rhetoric 

of antityrannicism to the cause of abolition, or “abolitionist antityrannicism,” led the 

abolitionist movement to confront certain impasses and contradictions in its political grammar 

while enabling it to sidestep others.  

We can get a preliminary sense of what sort of radicalism this rhetoric might have 

motivated as well as the kinds of impasses to which it tended to lead by looking at what would 

become the most influential example of abolitionist antityrannicism in the revolutionary era. In 

a passage from Notes on the State of Virginia that abolitionists would cite frequently in the 

decades that followed, Thomas Jefferson illustrates many of the central tensions, fears, and 
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contradictions that would come to characterize abolitionist antityrannicism over the next three 

quarters of a century. In his response to Query XVIII of the questionnaire that French secretary 

François Barbé-Marbois’ had sent to the Confederation’s governors, Jefferson’s application of 

the rhetoric of antityrannicism to the problem of chattel slavery is unmistakable when he 

considers the impact of chattel slavery on republican social reproduction. Jefferson writes, 

The whole commerce between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the 
most boisterous passions, the most unremitting despotism on the one part, and 
degrading submissions on the other.  Our children see this, and learn to imitate 
it… and thus nursed, educated, and daily exercised in tyranny, cannot but be 
stamped by it with odious peculiarities. (172-173) 
 

Rather than try to elicit the reader’s empathy for the enslaved with a recitation of bodily 

punishments or family separations, as a sentimental mode of antislavery rhetoric might have, 

Jefferson instead highlights the incompatibility of slavery with the preservation of republican 

virtue—the peculiar institution’s inculcation of “unremitting despotism” in its practitioners and 

their children. Likewise, instead of lamenting that the slaveholder is committing an unchristian 

act through the violence that he inflicts on the imago dei—or “the image of the living God” in 

the parlance of Christian liberalism—Jefferson laments that slavery is the incubator for the 

social production of tyrants, as the slaveholder’s children are “nursed, educated, and daily 

exercised in tyranny.” At bottom, what is wrong with slavery in Jefferson’s account is not the 

injustice it commits against the enslaved but that it is anathema to the preservation of isonomia 

among the planters, or that lateral equality between free citizens that is the hallmark of 

republicanism22. Furthermore, if the passage is designed to elicit fellow feeling in the reader, it 

                                                           
22 Intriguingly, Raaflaub argues that it was the loss of traditional aristocratic privileges to the expanding power of 
the tyrant that led sixth-century Athenians to formulate the terms denoting political equality that would lead to 
Athenian democracy in the fifth century (61-62). It would seem, then, that the concept of political equality was 
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is not on behalf of the enslaved, but on behalf of the slaveholder, for the inherited rhetoric of 

Greco-Roman antityrannicism sanctifies a particular mechanism for dealing with tyrants: 

tyrannicide23. 

Hence, having transformed the slaveholder into a “despot,” Jefferson goes on to detail 

how the enslaved must necessarily undergo a reciprocal transformation into an internal alien, 

or a nascent revolutionary class that threatens the very existence of the republic: 

…permitting one half the citizens thus to trample on the rights of the other, [the 
statesman] transforms those into despots, and these into enemies, destroys the 
morals of the one part, and the amor patriae of the other.  For if a slave can have 
a country in this world, it must be any other in preference to that in which he is 
born to live and labour for another: in which he must lock up the faculties of his 
nature, contribute as far as depends on his individual endeavours to the 
evanishment of the human race, or entail his own miserable condition on the 
endless generations proceeding from him. (173) 

 
Among this account’s most conspicuous oddities is its counterfactual demography, which 

amplifies the antagonism between slaveholder and slave into a latent civil war that divides the 

commonwealth into equal halves. Non-slaveholding white Virginians and free black Virginians 

disappear entirely from view; the slaveholding class is increased to half the population; and the 

enslaved are elevated to citizens with acknowledged natural rights, as “one half the 

citizens…trample on the rights of the other.” The result is that the republic can only maintain 

the thin veneer of being a civil society, rather than an ongoing civil war between slave and 

                                                           
originally meant to describe the shared privileges of an elite class, and that it arose precisely in the wake of the loss 
of those privileges—that is to say, in the wake of political “enslavement.” 
23 On the Athenian idealization of tyrannicide, see Raaflaub (63-69). Raaflaub insists that the statues Athenians 
built to celebrate the Tyrannicides were designed not only to commemorate the specific act of freeing the polis 
from tyranny, but to cultivate an attitude among the free citizens of Athens—an unwillingness to tolerate 
unfreedom. And, quoting fellow classicist Tonio Holscher, he draws an explicit comparison between the statues 
built to figures like Washington and Garibaldi during the Age of Revolution and the statues that Athenians built to 
the Tyrannicides in antiquity.  
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slaveholder, through the counter-revolutionary violence or threat thereof exerted by the 

slaveholder. Elsewhere in Notes Jefferson will infamously claim to suspect that African 

Americans are biogenetically inferior to Anglo-Americans in a manner that outfits the former 

for servitude and the latter to rule. But his meditations on the transformation of the 

slaveholder into a tyrant lead him to envision African Americans as being no different from any 

other “citizen” in the republic. As such, they can be expected to deal with the slaveholder 

through tyrannicide, as any republican citizen would deal with a tyrant.  

Moreover, as a result of Jefferson’s decision to demographically amplify the class of 

tyrants and locate the narrator’s sympathies on their side, as we approach the drama’s 

denouement we are forced to depart from classic antityrannicism insofar as tyrannicide is no 

longer represented as the heroic removal of a threat to the republic or a restoration of the 

equality of “free citizens.” Instead, tyrannicide becomes a complete overturning of the social 

order, a revolution so thorough as to border on apocalypse. Envisioning the downfall of the 

tyrant that is usually celebrated by classic antityrannicism, Jefferson laments 

I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot 
sleep for ever: that considering numbers, nature and natural means only, a 
revolution of the wheel of fortune, an exchange of situation, is among possible 
events: that it may become probable by supernatural interference!  The 
Almighty has no attribute which can take side with us in such a contest.  (173) 
 

Through his presentation of abolition as apocalyptic tyrannicide, as well as his conflation of 

Roman fortuna with Christian divine punishment, Jefferson anticipates the abolitionist 

millenarianism that would become commonplace among immediatists in the antebellum, in 

which it is the destruction of the American nation-state rather than its founding that is depicted 

as both an inevitable overturning of the existing order and the inauguration of the Christian 
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millennium. Finally, in another move that we will see repeated time and again in the rhetoric of 

abolitionists over the first half of the nineteenth century, Jefferson holds out the possibility of 

peaceful, voluntary emancipation as the only way to prevent the otherwise certain destruction 

of the republic at the hands of the enslaved, writing 

The spirit of the master is abating, that of the slave rising from the dust, his 
condition mollifying, the way I hope preparing, under the auspices of heaven, for 
a total emancipation, and that this is disposed, in the order of events, to be with 
the consent of the masters, rather than by their extirpation. (174) 
 

As we will see in the next section, virtually all of the rhetorical moves that nineteenth-century 

abolitionist radicals will later use to legitimate their own turn to revolutionary violence or to 

convince slaveholders to emancipate their slaves in order to forestall that violence are already 

present in this early deployment of antityrannicism to the problem of chattel slavery.  

Contrary to Jefferson’s prediction, however, and in part due to his own efforts as a 

president and a legislator, the spirit of the master that he predicted would abate did not; 

instead, it deepened and spread. And, in the decades that followed, the semantic flexibility of 

the revolution’s antityrannicism—capacious enough for the Patriot movement to describe 

themselves as England’s “slaves” and for the chattel slaves owned by those same revolutionists 

to describe their masters as “tyrants”—made it difficult to legitimate the American Revolution 

without implicitly undermining the peculiar institution. As we have already seen in the AASS’s 

“Slave Market of America,” throughout the first half of the nineteenth century abolitionists 

routinely availed themselves of this tactic to give moral authority to their own cause, making a 

certain invocation of the state’s revolutionary founding serve purposes that were both 

abolitionist and, with varying degrees of explicitness, insurrectionary. In addition to drawing on 

their late eighteenth-century forebears, the AASS’s renovation and redeployment of American 
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providentialism against the existing nation-state drew on a civic tradition that had developed in 

the North’s growing free black population in the preceding decades. Beginning in 1808 with the 

abolition of the international slave trade, black Americans in the North combined American 

providentialism, abolitionism, and their own folk cultures in a series of emancipation 

celebrations. These “festivals of freedom” quickly expanded to commemorate other major 

developments in the spread of abolition throughout the Anglo-Atlantic world as they took 

place. Although the celebrations could be patriotic, they were less wedded to the existing U.S. 

nation-state than to the cause of abolition, and at times they were presented as a direct rebuke 

to patriotic celebrations. For instance, the most popular emancipation celebrations were the 

August First celebrations commemorating abolition in the British West Indies24. Moreover, as 

the free black population in the United States found itself increasingly cut off from civic and 

political inclusion in Anglo-American society by the spread of slavery in the South and the wave 

of racially proscriptive state laws that followed abolition in the North, the celebrations 

increasingly helped to foster a sense that African Americans were their own nation within a 

nation, and one that would fulfill the providential mission that the United States had failed to 

realize. As Benjamin Fagan has detailed, when the first black newspapers appeared in the late 

1820s, they cultivated this sense of African American election in a variety of ways, at first 

emphasizing bourgeois comportment and cultivation as a public display of their worthiness for 

                                                           
24 I have purloined the phrase “festivals of freedom” from Mitch Kachun’s work of the same title, which chronicles 
African American public celebrations of emancipation throughout the nineteenth century. For a more detailed 
discussion of regional variations in the August First celebrations, see Kerr-Ritchie. 
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civic inclusion, but quickly turning towards millennial and revolutionary visions amid the 

antiblack mob violence of the 1830s and the rapid expansion of slavery in the 1840s25.    

This association between republican revolution and the abolition of chattel slavery was 

further reinforced by independence movements in Europe and the Americas, each of which 

made use of the metaphor of political “slavery” in its attempt to legitimate its cause. The 

French Revolution, the Spanish American wars of independence, and the European 

independence movements in Greece, Poland, and Hungary during roughly the same period 

were all interpreted by American abolitionists as bearing directly on the slave’s cause in the 

United States26. These interpretations were lent additional credence by the fact that abolition, 

albeit temporary in the case of the French empire, often followed successful republican 

revolutions abroad. A parallel and overlapping trend during the same period was that when 

slave revolts broke out domestically and elsewhere in the Atlantic world they were also 

described through the familiar and deeply conjoined political grammars of antityrannicism 

and/or Christian millennialism. The Haitian Revolution, which ultimately paired a successful 

slave revolt with an anticolonial independence movement, furnished the era’s preeminent and 

enduring example of how abolition, anti-imperialism, and republican revolution could be 

successfully combined. And the unsuccessful slave revolts that took place in the United States 

thereafter, though they did not lead to their own independent republics, constellated a similar 

set of influences in their rhetoric and in the responses that they elicited from the national 

                                                           
25 For more on the religious and political ideas underpinning the African American sense of “chosenness” during 
this period, see Eddie Glaude’s Exodus!. 
26 On the ways in which U.S. abolitionists responded to the Spanish American wars of independence, see Fitz. On 
the response of the Garrisonian clique to republican revolutions throughout the Atlantic world more broadly, see 
W. Caleb McDaniel. On Douglass’s response to the 1848 revolutions, see Fagan (71-94). 
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public. The enslaved blacksmith, Gabriel, whose planned slave rebellion in 1800 in the vicinity 

of Richmond was thwarted by local authorities, was reportedly inspired by the revolution in St. 

Domingue. He had also reportedly intended to employ a flag bearing the words “death or 

liberty,” a variation on the famous phrase that Patrick Henry purloined from Joseph Addison’s 

Cato27.Likewise, in Thomas Gray’s “The Confessions of Nat Turner,” Turner describes himself 

and his rebellion in millenarian terms. And though he never directly invokes the idiom of 

republicanism, as I discuss later in the next section, abolitionists often defended his actions by 

comparing his grievances and his mode of redress with those of the founding fathers.     

Hence, when news of the outbreak of violence in Europe crossed the Atlantic in 1848, 

American abolitionists could draw on a set of well-established traditions to interpret those 

events as portending the end of American slavery. U.S. abolitionists’ interpretations of the 

importance of 1848 often singled out France in particular, where the makeup of the new 

National Assembly and the actions that it took in the immediate aftermath of the revolution 

seemed to confirm American abolitionists’ wildest hopes. With the formation of the Second 

Republic, French abolitionists were placed in key positions in the provisional government. 

Having previously been unable to mount a successful petition campaign for abolition along the 

British model, abolitionists in the metropole finally had more legislative influence than planters 

in the colonies, and the newly established assemblymen swiftly used that power to issue an 

emancipation decree by fiat28. Anglo-Atlantic and Afro-Atlantic abolitionists watched these 

developments in France and the uprisings in other parts of Europe closely for several reasons. 

                                                           
27 For background on Gabriel’s plot, I have relied on Douglas Egerton’s Gabriel’s Rebellion. Egerton emphasizes the 
post-revolutionary conditions in which Gabriel’s plot was formed and the republican ideals on which it was based. 
28 My summary of the French Second Emancipation is drawn from Drescher’s account.  
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Although some conservative abolitionists were dismayed by the violence of the upheaval, most 

immediatists supported the revolutions because they saw them as fulfilling the egalitarian and 

republican promises on which they believed the United States had reneged. They also saw in 

the French Republic’s successful pairing of democracy with emancipation on the global stage a 

cudgel that could be wielded against American slavery and a model for the kind of republic that 

they had long hoped the U.S. might become.  

 

Abolitionist Internationalism: 

the Lures and Limits of Abolitionist Antityrannicism  

In the remainder of this chapter, I take a close look at two abolitionist annuals that were 

published between the late 1840s and mid-1850s: The Liberty Bell, a production of the 

Garrisonian moral suasionists, which appeared almost every year from 1839 to 1858; and 

Autographs for Freedom, a production of the Douglass-affiliated political abolitionists, which 

was published in 1853 and 1854. My goal in examining these two series is to flesh out a more 

nuanced picture of how radical abolitionists drew on the rhetoric of antityrannicism and 

Christian millennialism to narrate the world-historical importance of 1848 in relation to their 

own cause. I have chosen to focus on these specific series for two reasons. First, because Brown 

published an essay in each venue during the period in question. Though the essays that he 

published in each anthology—“The American Slave Trade” (1848) in the The Liberty Bell and 

“Visit of a Fugitive Slave to the Grave of Wilberforce” (1854) in Autographs for  

Freedom—contain only brief references to the uprisings in Europe, Brown’s penchant for 

incorporating the writings of other abolitionists into his own texts demonstrates that he was an 
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avid reader of the literature that the movement produced. He also worked with and for 

individuals associated with each series before, during, and after his time abroad. It is thus 

reasonable to assume that he would have been intimately familiar with the interpretations of 

American abolition’s relationship to Europe’s 1848 that appeared in The Liberty Bell prior to his 

arrival in Paris and that he would have kept abreast of those interpretations as they were 

developed in both series in subsequent years. Second, each series was published by an 

influential faction of the abolitionist vanguard, which used the publication both as a fundraiser 

and as a staging ground for the transnational imagined community comprising its local, 

national, and international networks of support. As a result, the anthologies provide a 

representative thumbnail sketch of the transatlantic texture of Anglo-Atlantic abolition during 

the period in question, as well as a glimpse at how the movement tried to leverage the tumult 

of 1848 for its own unique brand of revolutionary internationalism.  

What I also hope to accomplish through this closer examination of abolition’s 

appropriation of Europe’s 1848 is the creation of a more nuanced account of some of the 

ideological fault lines and contradictions in the movement and its rhetoric during this crucial 

period. The 1840s are often depicted as a time of increasing racial and ideological polarization 

in American abolition, when Garrisonian moral suasion, led primarily by white abolitionists, was 

gradually supplanted by the rise of more militant strands of abolitionism often associated with 

black leaders in the movement, such as Henry Highland Garnet and Martin Delaney. In such 

accounts, political abolitionists are often presented as occupying a kind of middle ground, with 

Douglass’s defection from Garrisonian moral suasion and, by the end of the decade, growing 

openness to revolutionary violence, depicted as representative of a broader shift in the center 
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of the movement29. Although there is some truth to this overall picture, it also obscures the 

fundamental ideological continuity between the movement’s alleged antipodes and the fact 

that the groundwork for the growing radicalism of the 1840s and 1850s had already been laid in 

prior decades. There is little in the justifications for abolitionist violence that began to 

proliferate in the 1840s that had not already been articulated in prior decades, and Garnet and 

Garrison are more closely aligned in their 1840s rhetoric than is often realized. It is these latter 

elements of abolition that focusing on the movement’s appropriation of 1848 helps to bring to 

the fore.  

As I demonstrate below, moral suasionists and political abolitionists alike saw Europe’s 

1848 as consistent with and supportive of their own cause. Their engagement with participants 

in the European uprisings enabled them to lay claim to an expanding international coalition that 

extended well beyond the Anglo-Atlantic, and American abolitionists believed that they could 

use that coalition to help them pressure the United States into abolishing slavery. The 

combined rhetorics of antityrannicism and Christian millennialism that abolitionists used to 

assert the consanguinity of their movement with national revolutions in Europe also 

reinvigorated a widely accepted political grammar in which abolitionists could couch their own 

                                                           
29 For recent examples of this depiction of growing polarization between black militants and white nonresistants, 
see Douglas A. Jones Jr. (116-124) and Jared Hickman (355-363). Both of their accounts focus on Henry Highland 
Garnet’s 1843 “Address to the Slaves of the United States” and the controversy that it stirred up among 
abolitionists. Jones presents the Garrisonians as controlling and paternalistic, upset by Garnet’s speech because it 
represented the possibility of a black revolutionary movement they couldn’t control and choreograph. And 
Hickman presents the Garrisonians as part of an old orthodoxy that emphasized praying for divine intervention to 
end slavery rather than attempting to secure an end to slavery themselves through revolutionary violence. Neither 
author seems to be aware that the so-called nonresistants routinely countenanced slave revolt in their speeches 
and in the pages of their newspapers and annuals. Both authors also misread Garnet’s original 1843 speech as a 
direct call for insurrection when the original speech deems slave revolt impractical. For a more nuanced account of 
abolitionist radicalism during this period, see Stanley Harrold. As Harrold has documented, it is likely that Garnet 
believed his speech would meet with approbation because Garrison had delivered a speech legitimizing slave 
revolt in equally bloody terms two months prior.  
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growing militancy. At the same time, however, the combination of rhetorics through which 

abolitionist antityrannicism was articulated had conservative elements that could be obscured 

by the rhetoric’s apparent militance.  

As abolitionists pressed on the similarity between political “slavery” and chattel slavery, 

republican revolution and abolition, they found themselves at the forefront of a set of 

transatlantic liberation movements, but they also came up against the limits of their own 

rhetoric and its assumptive logic. Traditionally, antityrannicism’s solution to political slavery 

was tyrannicide and the restoration of republican isonomia; but the United States already was a 

republic, and in 1848 it had the most expansive franchise in the world30. Trickier still, the 

antebellum’s renascent “free soil” republicanism combined the progressive economic vision of 

land reform with a conservative social vision of the male freeholder as the “free citizen” whose 

rights needed to be restored, placing the philosophy at odds with the gender equality and 

anti-expansionism that had been a core component of the American Anti-Slavery Society’s 

orthodoxy throughout the 1840s. Conversely, the Christian millennialism stressed by the 

Garrisonian clique provided a vision of radical social change and a peaceful and egalitarian 

society to come, which could be imagined over and against the violence of slavery and existing 

categorical social hierarchies of race and gender. But Christian perfectionism’s world-historical 

teleology also tended to create a new hierarchy based on the perceived gap between the 

Anglo-Atlantic abolitionist who was depicted as already existing within the millennial 

                                                           
30 On the mid-nineteenth century contrast between the democratic United States, where slavery was expanding, 
and undemocratic Europe and England, where slavery had been abolished, see W. Caleb McDaniel (4-7). 
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community that would occupy the end of history and the slave or freedman who was perceived 

to enter that community either through the emancipatory action of the abolitionist or her  

post-emancipation tutelage.  

The Liberty Bell, the older and longer running of the annuals that I will examine here, 

was edited by Maria Weston Chapman, a close associate of William Lloyd Garrison and 

prominent figure in the AASS. Chapman managed the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society’s 

annual anti-slavery bazaar, where donated items from abolitionists throughout the United 

States and Britain were sold to raise funds for the AASS’s various endeavors. When the 

miscellany first appeared in 1839, it was designed as a gift book that would coincide with and 

commemorate the yearly bazaar. Conceived primarily as a fundraiser, the gift book also helped 

to make legible the mission and makeup of the networks of support that the AASS cultivated on 

both sides of the Atlantic. The writers collected in the anthology primarily hailed from the same 

regions of the United Kingdom and the United States as the bazaar’s geographically dispersed 

donors and purchasers31. Adapting Benedict Anderson’s theorization of print capitalism’s 

fostering of a sense of a national “imagined community” to a transnational frame, we might say 

that the annual provided its Anglo-Atlantic readers and the bazaar’s donors and purchasers 

with an international sociological landscape in which to imagine themselves and their 

coordinated actions as inhabiting the same slice of homogeneous empty time. But, insofar as 

the transnational imagined community organized in and through the circulation of the gift book 

gained its coherence through its relationship to two other groups, the slaveholder and the 

slave, who were for the most part not direct parties to the production, dissemination, and 

                                                           
31 For general background on The Liberty Bell, its circulation, contributors, and role as a fundraiser, see Thompson.  
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consumption of the annual, there was a pronounced gap between the community depicted in 

that sociological landscape and the imagined community that its circulation was designed to 

foster32. As we will see, that gap was a constitutive component of Anglo-Atlantic abolition’s 

self-understanding.  

Brown’s involvement with the overlapping enterprises of bazaar and gift book went 

beyond the submission of a single essay to the 1848 edition of the series. In A Description of 

William Wells Brown’s Original Panoramic Views (1849), he concludes with a solicitation for 

donations to be sold at the bazaar, and he includes a list of those who have already donated 

along with their place of residence. The pamphlet reads like a loose script for Brown’s 

performances, which he might have read aloud as each scene in his panorama was presented to 

his audience. While it is unknown if it functioned as such and, if so, how closely Brown might 

have stuck to a written script, the pamphlet strongly suggests that he would have routinely 

made requests for donations to the bazaar at the conclusion of his performances. In this 

respect, he would have acted as a facilitator of the annual’s financing, in addition to being one 

of the few fugitive slaves who was both a reader of the miscellany and one of its contributors. 

Moreover, as a fugitive slave and agent of the AASS, his solicitation of contributions for the 

bazaar at stops throughout the United Kingdom would have helped to transform him into an 

important conduit through which British abolitionists could imagine themselves as connected 

                                                           
32 I refer, of course, to Anderson’s famous theory of how print capitalism, and in particular the novel and the 
newspaper, created a sense of the nation as an “imagined community” through their depiction of national space as 
a sociological landscape in which events were happening simultaneously, including the consumption of 
newspapers and novels (22-36). Though less frequently published than the newspaper, The Liberty Bell was an 
annual whose publication and consumption according to a regular schedule also produced a sense of simultaneity. 
This sense of participating in shared time would have been further fostered by the annual’s tendency to address 
major developments in abolition over the previous year. 
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to abolitionist communities in the northern United States and, less directly, slave communities 

throughout the American South.   

One can gather something of the ideological bent that Chapman brought to bear on her 

editorial duties for The Liberty Bell by glancing at the other publication that she began editing 

concurrently with the gift book series. The same year that Chapman put out the inaugural 

edition of The Liberty Bell she also began editing a new pacifist newspaper, The Non-Resistant 

(1839-1845). The name of the paper was derived from the radical pacifist philosophy,  

“non-resistance,” that she, William Lloyd Garrison, Edmund Quincy, Henry Clarke Wright, and a 

small coterie of other influential members of the AASS had articulated33. The paper was the 

official organ of the New England Non-Resistance Society (NENRS). Taking their cue from The 

Sermon on the Mount, non-resistants ostensibly rejected all forms of violence, including self-

defense. Accordingly, the masthead of the paper was a quote from Matthew 5:39, enjoining 

readers to “resist not evil.” In the 1838 Boston Peace Convention’s “Declaration of Sentiments,” 

which was reprinted the following year by the NENRS in their pamphlet, Principles of Non-

Resistance Society, the NENRS also stipulated that its members observed “no distinction of rank 

or division of caste, or inequality of sex,” and that they would not “acknowledge allegiance to 

any human government” or recognize “state lines” and “national partitions” (4). Giving a 

Christian interpretation to the cosmopolitan adage attributed to Diogenes of Sinope, non-

resistants further declared “Our country is the world. Our countrymen are all mankind” (5). 

Radical pacifism notwithstanding, as I discuss below, almost from the outset non-resistants 

                                                           
33 On the origins of non-resistance and the difference between the NENRS and other more conservative American 
peace societies, see Ziegler. 
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qualified their beliefs when it came to the legitimacy of slave revolt. That ambivalence 

regarding slave revolt, combined with the global scope of the non-resistants’ political vision and 

their unwillingness to embrace national allegiance also characterized the geopolitical vision 

developed in The Liberty Bell.  

 Though non-resistants were careful not to make their beliefs a litmus test for 

membership in the AASS, their rejection of political participation and their insistence on 

including women as officeholders in the organization led to a famous split in the organization in 

1840, when its then head Lewis Tappan left to form the rival American and Foreign Anti-Slavery 

Society (AFASS)34. Moreover, even though non-resistants did not attempt to force other 

members of the AASS to adopt their beliefs and tactics, an attenuated version of non-resistance 

philosophy invariably informed the organization’s orthodoxy. Most notably, by the mid-1840s, 

Wendell Phillips—never a nonresistant himself—began to advocate a policy of disunion, 

according to which free states were encouraged to secede from the union so that their citizens 

not be compelled by federal law to assist the slave states in returning fugitive slaves and 

suppressing slave revolts. Unlike the non-resistants, Phillips did not reject national allegiance as 

such or the state’s right to exert coercive force to enforce its laws, but he did reject allegiance 

to the existing United States on principle and on tactical grounds. His essay “Disunion,” 

explaining this strategy, ran in the 1843 edition of The Liberty Bell, and it was characteristic of a 

broader disidentification with the existing nation-state that the publication attempted to 

inculcate through its pages.   

                                                           
34 For a precise account of the ideological and tactical disagreements that led to the split, see Kraditor (39-77).  
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The Liberty Bell’s rejection of direct political participation and its skepticism regarding 

using the nation-state as a vehicle for liberation was perhaps the annual’s most marked and 

consistent contrast with its sister publication, Autographs for Freedom. Edited by Julia Griffiths 

and published by the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society (RLASS), Autographs was also used 

as a fundraiser and to help make legible the imagined community comprising its transatlantic 

network of readers and supporters. The RLASS was a much smaller organization than the 

national federation of local antislavery societies that the AASS comprised, but it too had ties 

with influential abolitionists in the United States and the United Kingdom, ties that the annual 

foregrounded by including each writer’s signature beneath his or her contribution and, in the 

1854 volume, including portraits of many of its most famous contributors.  

Founded in 1851, the RLASS was closely associated with Frederick Douglass, who used 

Rochester as a base of operations upon returning to the United States from his 1845-47 British 

tour. Griffiths was a British abolitionist who had met Douglass in England and had followed him 

to New York with the intention of helping to edit and publish his writings. Money raised by the 

society was used to help fund a variety of abolitionist causes, including supporting a school for 

freedmen in Kansas and the activities of the underground railroad, but above all else it helped 

to keep Frederick Douglass’ Paper afloat. The support that Griffiths provided for Douglass 

during this period was particularly important for the abolitionist icon because he had publicly 

broken with William Lloyd Garrison upon returning to the United States, and he later joined the 

group of political abolitionists that had split from Garrison.  

At the time, Douglass was just beginning to pursue a deepened alliance with Gerrit 

Smith, a wealthy philanthropist who would become the Liberty Party’s candidate for president 
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in 1848. The former slave, at this point an internationally famous orator, had been persuaded 

by Smith’s contention that, rightly understood, the Constitution was an anti-slavery document, 

and that the end of slavery in the United States could be most efficaciously pursued if 

abolitionists availed themselves of party politics35.  Griffiths’ links to the British anti-slavery 

movement, combined with those that Douglass established on his own during his transatlantic 

tour, proved crucial to his subsequent ventures, as British backers provided him with many of 

his newspaper’s early subscribers and a source of financing that was not dependent on his 

maintaining ties with the Garrison-led AASS36.  

Not surprisingly, in addition to major figures who maintained alliances with both groups, 

the list of contributors to the first installment of Autographs for Freedom (1853) is a veritable 

who’s who of the Garrisonian camp’s factional rivals. The volume includes essays by Tappan 

and his British counterpart, Joseph Sturge, head of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society. 

It also includes an essay by James Birney, the Liberty Party’s 1844 presidential candidate, and 

Horace Greeley, editor of the era’s most widely read Whig paper, The New York Tribune. Even 

the inclusion of Harriet Beecher Stowe, who maintained a positive relationship with both 

groups, attests to the factional divide between the Garrisonians and the political abolitionists 

insofar as Uncle Tom’s Cabin had been serialized during the previous two years not in the 

AASS’s official newspaper, The National Anti-Slavery Society Standard, but in the AFASS’s The 

National Era. Anti-Garrisonian gibes also occur with relative frequency in the first volume of 

Autographs. Though his essay never refers to any of the Garrisonians by name, Greeley’s 

                                                           
35 For an influential account of the development of this relationship between Douglass and Smith, see John 
Stauffer. 
36 On the transatlantic financing, publication, and readership of the North Star, see Fagan 74-79. 
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contribution is particularly notable for its attack on their doctrines of disunion and moral 

suasion. In a piece titled “Work and Wait,” which is a list of “suggestions to opponents of 

slavery,” Greeley warns the reader not to “refuse to do a little good because you would much 

prefer to do a greater which is now unattainable,” and not to “separate and isolate yourself 

from the general movement of humanity.” These “suggestions,” though explicitly directed at all 

of the anthology’s readers, are implicitly directed at the general come-outerism of the 

Garrisonians (78).   

All of this might lead one to suspect that when it came to the 1848 revolutions The 

Liberty Bell and Autographs for Freedom would take diametrically opposed stances, with the 

political abolitionists embracing the revolutions and the non-resistants distancing themselves 

from the revolutionaries’ use of violence and their embrace of the nation-state as a vehicle for 

liberation. But what is striking about both publications is that they are in virtual lockstep in their 

unequivocal support for the revolutions and their attempt to leverage those movements for the 

cause of American abolition. Though both Garrison and Douglass had always stopped just shy of 

advocating for slave revolt in the United States at this point in their respective careers, and 

though Griffiths and Chapman were much less willing to directly advocate for any form of 

violence, their respective celebrations of the European revolutions and their use of the rhetoric 

of abolitionist antityrannicism to analogize chattel slavery with political slavery often leads 

them to an inescapable conclusion: violent revolution is legitimate—perhaps even  

necessary—to eradicate slavery from the United States. As a result of this tension between, on 

the one hand, the official “work and wait” orthodoxy alluded to by Greeley and still ostensibly 

espoused by Douglass and Garrison, and, on the other hand, the implicit embrace of 
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revolutionary action that any analogizing of 1848 with American slavery invariably produced, 

there is often more ideological tension and variation within a given volume of each annual than 

there is a consistent dichotomy between the two series as a whole.  

Nevertheless, the embrace of the 1848 revolutions that was elaborated in each 

abolitionist series was not created ex nihilo from the excitement emanating from Europe. In 

comparing the cause of African Americans, enslaved and free, to the causes of the European 

revolutionaries, the two series built upon a comparison between slave revolt and the American 

Revolution that had become well-established in abolitionist rhetoric in years prior. According to 

that comparison, abolitionists argued that the antityrannicist principles of the nation’s 

founding, when adopted by the enslaved, authorized the initiation not just of slave “revolt,” but 

of a new national revolution. Despite their pacifism and their disdain for national allegiance, 

Garrisonians were particularly fond of invoking this comparison, often comparing Nat Turner’s 

rebellion favorably with the American Revolution. In an 1841 article for The Non-Resistant, 

beneath a masthead encouraging readers to “resist not evil,” one of the chief architects of  

non-resistance, Henry Clarke Wright, argued that one could not “deify Washington, and curse 

and abhor Nat Turner—a man who fought and died for an object with which nothing for which 

Washington ever drew the sword is worthy to be named.” And though Wright would go on to 

qualify his support, noting that “both Turner and Washington violated the spirit and principle of 

Christianity,” he insisted that “those who laud the one and revile the other are guilty of base 

hypocrisy.” Likewise, even though William Wells Brown and Charles Lenox Remond both 

generally toed the line of moral suasion, they also used abolitionist antityrannicism to argue 

that the principles of the American Revolution, when adopted from the vantage point of black 



59 
 

Americans, or with their condition in view, provided a basis for the immediate overthrow of the 

United States. In an 1844 speech on the dissolution of the union, delivered at the New England 

Anti-Slavery Society convention and printed in the National Anti-Slavery Standard, Remond 

uses the rhetoric of abolitionist antityrannicism to contrast the public monuments built to the 

founding fathers for resisting political slavery with the public execration of Nat Turner for 

resisting chattel slavery: 

What was [the Union] to Turner of Southampton, than whom a nobler soul has 
never risen upon the human race in all the long line of its prophets and its 
heroes! The Union does not even preserve his name. He had no place in life 
under its protecting aegis—in history he is only Nat Turner, the miserable negro. 
Sir, I will never contemptuously call him Nat Turner, for had he been a white 
man, Massachusetts and Virginia would have united to glorify his name and to 
build his monument…  

 
Having established that Turner’s exclusion from the “protecting aegis” of the Union in life and 

death made it incumbent on him to pursue revolution, Remond, who had never been enslaved, 

goes further still, asking his audience  

…is it strange, seeing all these things, that I should feel them too, and act upon 
the feeling? Yet, when such thoughts as these get such imperfect utterance as I 
am able to give them, men say to me, “Remond! you’re wild! Remond! you’re 
mad! Remond! you’re a revolutionist!” Sir, in view of all these things, ought not 
this whole assembly—this whole nation to be revolutionists too?  

 
Much like William Wells Brown in his address to the Paris Peace Congress five years later, 

Remond critically inhabits the principles that were used by his audience to authorize a national 

revolution to declare that, by those same principles, they should participate in a new 

revolution, and soliciting the nation to join him in rising up against the existing state. Brown 

celebrated Turner in similar terms in 1848 in an appendix to the second edition of Narrative of 

William W. Brown, a Fugitive Slave. Underwriting the legitimacy of Turner’s rebellion through 
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an ironic invocation of the slaveholding Patrick Henry, Brown writes “[Nat Turner] knew that it 

would be ‘liberty or death’ with his little band of patriots…He did not wish to take the lives of 

the whites; he only demanded that himself and brethren might be free” (117). By presenting 

Turner’s recourse to violence as a reluctant, patriotic act, made necessary by the unwillingness 

of those who enslaved him to heed his demand for freedom, Brown uses the political grammar 

of abolitionist antityrannicism to assign responsibility for the killings to those who held him and 

his brethren captive, and he makes Turner into the leader of a national revolution akin to the 

founding of the United States.   

Even William Lloyd Garrison, the public face of moral suasion and radical pacifism, 

routinely used the rhetoric of antityrannicism to argue that according to the principles on which 

the nation was founded it should be destroyed. As early as 1838, in a Fourth of July speech 

delivered to the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, which was published in The Liberator 

shortly thereafter, Garrison laid out the antityrannicist case for the vindication of Turner and 

the total extirpation of the American people:  

Oppression and insurrection go hand in hand, as cause and effect are allied 
together…'Resistance to tyrants is obedience to God,' was our revolutionary 
motto. We acted upon that motto— what more did Nat Turner ?... Was he a 
patriot, or a monster? Do we mean to say … that our example in 1776 was a bad 
one, and ought not to be followed? As a christian abolitionist, I, for one, am 
prepared to say so— but are THE PEOPLE ready to say, that no chains ought to 
be broken by the hand of violence…If not, then our slaves will peradventure take 
us at our word, and there will be given unto us blood to drink, for we are 
worthy…If any man has a right to fight for liberty, this right equally extends to all 
men subjected to bondage. In claiming this right for themselves, the American 
people necessarily concede it to all mankind. If, therefore, they are found 
tyrannizing over any part of the human race, they voluntarily seal their own 
death-warrant, and confess that they deserve to perish. 
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Garrison’s speech is more complicated than it might seem at first. Having likened “the American 

people” to “tyrants,” he argues that by the motto of the revolution they deserve to be 

slaughtered. However, observing the same distinction that would later be made by Henry 

Clarke Wright, Garrison holds himself aloof from authorizing slave revolt by also holding himself 

aloof from the principles of the American Revolution, drawing a line between his principles as a 

Christian non-resistant and the principles of “THE PEOPLE.” But in doing so he presents his 

audience with a choice between dissolving their ties with the union or, through their adoption 

of its antityrannicism, authorizing their own death. Garrison’s relation to Turner partakes of the 

same ambivalence—Turner is heroic according to the ideals of the nation, but those ideals, like 

those on which the nation is founded, are flawed.  

By May, 1843, however, Garrison had fallen back on a much weaker objection to a slave 

revolution, arguing that the only reason that the enslaved should not revolt was that it was 

inexpedient and that the abolitionists would work to liberate them peacefully before such a 

time as a successful revolution could be mounted. In his “Address to the Slaves of the United 

States,” delivered at the New England Anti-Slavery Convention in Faneuil Hall, much like the 

“Address to the Slaves” that Henry Highland Garnet would deliver in Buffalo later that year, 

Garrison argued that the enslaved had every right to revolt, and, almost defensively, he argued 

that the only reason that the abolitionists did not head South en masse to assist in liberating 

them directly was that they would be “put to an ignominious death as soon as discovered.” 

Once again putting the train of reasoning that was used to legitimate the American Revolution 

to work as a defense of the right of the enslaved to slaughter their masters, Garrison quotes 

from the Declaration of Independence: “When a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing 
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invariably the same object, evinces a design to reduce [the people] under absolute despotism, it 

is their right, it is THEIR DUTY, to THROW OFF SUCH GOVERNMENT, and to provide new guards 

for their future security” (Harrold 172-173). He then draws what seems to be the only logical 

conclusion from the application of the Declaration’s antityrannicism to the condition of the 

enslaved: “your masters…by precept and example…declare that it is both your right and your 

duty to wage war against them, and to wade through their blood, if necessary, to secure their 

own freedom” (Harrold 173).  Of course, in addition to the Declaration of Independence, 

Garrison’s speech recalls another text of Jefferson’s—the passage from Notes where Jefferson 

prophesies a slave revolution in which God will take the side of the enslaved. That Garrison is 

aware of this resemblance is made clear when he quotes that passage directly a few paragraphs 

later. There he notes that the slave population had grown fivefold in the sixty years between his 

own speech and Jefferson’s fear that “considering numbers, nature, and natural means only, a 

revolution…is among possible events” (Harrold 174). 

In both his 1838 Fourth of July speech and his 1843 “Address to the Slaves” Garrison 

also uses U.S. support for nineteenth-century revolutions abroad to show that Americans still 

claim to believe in the antityrannicism that was used to justify their own revolution, and that 

they thus must affirm the legitimacy of a contemporary slave revolution. In 1843, quoting 

Byron’s famous couplet from Canto II of his 1812 Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, “Hereditary 

Bondsmen! know ye not,/Who would be free, themselves must strike the blow,” Garrison 

implicitly links Greek rebellion from the Ottoman Empire to a slave revolution that would lead 

to the overthrow of the United States (Harrold 173). Likewise, he quotes the opening lines of 

the Irish poet Thomas Moore’s “Where is the Slave so Lowly,” which, written in the wake of the 
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Irish Rebellion, also uses the rhetoric of antityrannicism to solicit those who have been 

politically enslaved to rise up against their masters. Moore’s poem arguably goes further than 

Byron in that the former explicitly heaps scorn on those who are “so Lowly” as to “pine 

beneath” their bonds when they could burst them instead.  

Towards the conclusion of his speech, Garrison ultimately asserts that the best action 

for American slaves to take is flight—escaping from the plantation and heading north, where 

abolitionists could better aid and assist them. But this conclusion is undercut by Garrison’s own 

antityrannicism, which celebrates violent resistance. And the shame that Bryon’s and Moore’s 

poems attach to those who do not openly resist slavery for themselves runs counter to 

Garrison’s plea elsewhere in the same speech for the enslaved to endure the suffering inflicted 

upon them by their masters patiently.  

Given Garrison’s prior rhetorical conflation of the establishment of an independent 

republic with the abolition of chattel slavery, it should not be surprising that when the 1848 

uprisings broke out across Europe The Liberator was enthusiastic in its support for the 

movements and interpreted them in relation to American abolition in terms similar to those 

that Garrison had employed in his address. In April of that year, the AASS held a public meeting 

in Boston to celebrate emancipation in the French colonies. The existence of the meeting was 

advertised in The Liberator in an article titled “France and Emancipation,” as was the 

anticipated attendance of Garrison and Wendell Phillips. Alongside its announcement of the 

upcoming celebration, the paper printed an address from the French provisional government to 

colonial planters and the enslaved, advising both parties on how to best proceed with 

emancipation in a peaceful and expeditious fashion. That same article, while announcing the 
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AASS’s upcoming celebration of the new republic, lamented that its own approbation of the 

revolution had not become more widespread throughout the city. Noting that “no call ha[d] 

been made for a public meeting of the citizens, to congratulate the people of France on their 

adoption of a republican form of government,” the paper juxtaposed its own celebration with 

the city’s official silence. Contrary to what one might expect from a paper edited by a radical 

pacifist and moral suasionist, The Liberator then went on to mock the local Whig paper, The 

Daily Advertiser, for its horror at the revolution’s violence. Deploying much of the same rhetoric 

that subsequent critics have wielded against the Garrisonians themselves, the radical 

abolitionist paper makes light of its Whig counterpart’s claim that it is unable to look on the 

European revolutions “without a sort of shudder” because “none of the changes ha[d] been 

bloodless” or “settled down into a peaceful and regular social organization” (Gay and Phillips). 

Demonstrating the signal importance that the AASS’s leadership attributed to 

developments in France, Maria Weston Chapman relocated to Paris in 1848 to observe the 

events unfolding firsthand. Installed in the French capital until the mid-1850s, the abolitionist 

kept a salon where she met with many of the nation’s most noted liberal and socialist 

thinkers37. The impact of her relocation was soon reflected in her decisions as an editor and in 

the resulting international imagined community that took shape in the pages of the annual. 

From its inception in 1839, the anthology had presented a vision of abolition that was 

international in scope. It had also long depicted the revolutionary struggles of the enslaved and 

the peaceful pursuit of reform by the free as complementary endeavors. For instance, after the 

“Conspiración La Escalera” episode in Cuba, in which rumors of a plotted slave rebellion led to a 

                                                           
37 For more on Chapman’s international circulation and contacts during this period, see McDaniel (12-13, 58-84). 
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wave of arrests and executions, the 1845 edition of the gift book contained Chapman’s 

translation of a poem by the Afro-Cuban slave poet, Placido, who was executed for his 

suspected involvement in the affair. In addition to contributions by American abolitionists, that 

year’s edition of the anthology contained a letter condemning American slavery from Thomas 

Clarkson, who had long since become a legend in abolitionist circles for his role in securing the 

British abolition of the international slave trade. Likewise, following the death of Clarkson in 

1846, the 1847 edition placed commemorative works on the icon of British abolition and the 

hero of the Haitian Revolution, Toussaint L’Ouverture, side by side, once again suggesting that 

peaceful legislative reform and violent revolution were not opposed to one another, but were 

complementary tactics in a single, albeit federated, struggle for global abolition.  

The Liberty Bell reconciled the implicit nationalism of its title with the transnational 

imagined community that it assembled under that heading in part by subsuming American 

providentialism beneath a world-historical narrative that drew on American exceptionalism 

only to redistribute it across the transnational network of abolitionists, slaves, and 

revolutionaries that were either connected through the circulation of the anthology or depicted 

in its pages. The gift book’s titular allusion to one of the most famous icons of American 

independence is a characteristic example of how it accomplished this maneuver. A pair of 

images of the liberty bell routinely appeared on the anthology’s cover and first page 

respectively throughout the 1840s. On the cover, the liberty bell typically appeared in gold, 

with a manumission scene depicted on its surface (See Figure 3). In the tableau depicted on the 

bell, a slave kneels in the posture of supplication made famous by Josiah Wedgwood’s 

antislavery medallion. In front of him a standing lady liberty holds a rod and liberty cap in one 
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hand, performing his manumission. Behind the lady liberty figure, a former slave, presumably 

having been recently emancipated, stands holding his broken chains aloft. As Mary Nyquist has 

shown in her investigation of the deployment of similar images by early modern resistance 

theorists, the depicted manumission ritual and liberty cap derive from Roman chattel slavery, 

but they was taken up as early as the sixteenth century as symbols of Dutch political 

independence from Spain, and they became common symbols of political liberty thereafter. Of 

the early modern use of the liberty cap as an icon for political liberty, Nyquist writes “when 

early modern nation-states utilized this icon, they thus self-consciously inserted themselves 

into Greco-Roman antityranny traditions…the liberty cap reappears…as a visual marker of 

collective liberation from both intrastate and interstates liberty (126). A scene of individual 

manumission from chattel slavery was thereby transformed into a scene of collective liberation 

from political subjection.  

Much like the abolitionist antityrannicism conveyed in the text of The Liberty Bell, the 

visual rhetoric of the annual’s cover tableau conflates chattel slavery with political slavery and, 

through historical association, interlaces both struggles with a longer narrative of the 

Reformation and the pursuit of Protestant freedom from Roman Catholic rule. By the 

nineteenth century, the scene would therefore concatenate the liberation narratives of a 

variety of forms of “slavery”: national political subjugation to a tyrant, Protestant subjection to 

a Catholic foreign power, and the chattel slave’s loss of individual civil, political, and social 

rights.   
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The cover’s overt classicism is supplemented by the Christian millennialism of a second 

liberty bell, which typically appears on the first page of the text, and which brings to the fore 

the less obvious religious liberty narrative embedded in the first image (See Figure 4). This 

second bell more fully highlights the Levitical injunction—“Proclaim liberty throughout all the 

land unto all the inhabitants thereof”—that was inscribed on the real Philadelphia Liberty Bell 

and that its tolling was meant to fulfill. Where the cover truncates the real bell’s inscription to 

the injunction “proclaim liberty,” the second bell includes the additional words “to ALL 

Detail: Liberty Bell (1852) cover. Courtesy, Google Books. 
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inhabitants of the land, with the capitalization of the word “ALL” flagging the foundational 

exclusion to American democracy that chattel slavery represents. The imagined community of 

the U.S. nation-state and its millennial mission are alluded to through the iconography of the 

bell, but only so that the cathectic energy invested by the reader in those symbols can be 

displaced: national election is replaced by the transnational community of abolitionist readers 

whom the text is designed to interpellate with its command. 

If the residue of a certain national patriotism nevertheless remains inescapably affixed 

to the icon of American liberty, that linkage is made to signify the threat of imminent 

destruction facing the existing nation-state for violating God’s law. Given the jeremiads against 

American slavery that are a staple of the anthology, the injunction to “proclaim liberty” is 

polysemous. In a Garrisonian idiom, it can be taken as an injunction to use agitation and the 

exercise of free speech to literally “proclaim” the God-given liberty of all human beings. But, 

given the annual’s repeated celebration of figures like Toussaint and Placido, it also suggests 

that slave revolt, even national revolution, is a fulfillment of the Levitical injunction. That the 

injunction to “proclaim liberty” carries with it this implicit threat is nowhere more clearly 

attested to than in the 1848 edition, where a short story, titled “The Insurrection and its Hero,” 

and attributed to an anonymous “Southron,” appears beneath the image of the bell.  
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The pairing of image and text ambiguates moral suasion with violent insurrection, so that 

“Proclaim liberty!” concatenates multiple and potentially conflicting messages. In the story that 

follows, the apocalyptic potential of fulfilling the liberty bell’s injunction is immediately 

affirmed when the narrator informs the reader that the threat of slave revolt in the South is 

ever-present, writing “If, reader, you have never lived in a Slave-land, you can know nothing, 

comparatively, of the terror which an insurrection creates” (“The Insurrection” 1). 

If even The Liberty Bell’s insurrectionary rebuke of the existing United States can be 

interpreted as reaffirming a certain version of American exceptionalism through its 

encouragement of the reader’s ongoing investment in the iconography of U.S. nationalism, the 

series counterbalances this tendency in its iconography by attributing a succession of new 

meanings to the bell that signify otherwise and elsewhere than the founding of the U.S.  

"The Insurrection and its Hero." 
Courtesy, Google Books. 
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nation-state. For instance, in the eponymous poem that opens the 1847 edition, what the 

liberty bell tolls is not American independence, but British Emancipation in the West Indies. 

Alluding to his active participation in that event, the speaker brags “I gave that bell a pull of 

yore/…The peal of Thirty four! The peal/that made the tropics dance for joy!” (3). As the poem 

progresses, the cause of abolition blends with that of republican revolution around the globe, 

as the same tocsin that sounds the end of West Indian slavery also “shake(s) the proud 

oppressor’s throne” and “bring(s) the potent despot down” (3). “Liberty Bell” was written by 

the Irish abolitionist Richard Robert Madden, who drew his allusion to British emancipation in 

the West Indies from his personal experience in the civil service. As a justice of the peace, he 

had assisted in the administration of abolition in Jamaica, and he had worked in Cuba to ensure 

Spanish compliance with the abolition of the slave trade. Madden had also translated the 

manuscript of the autobiography of the Cuban slave-poet, Juan Francisco Manzano, and 

published in English what was then the only known version of the text. His knowledge of the 

conditions of Cuban slavery eventually led him to testify on behalf of the Amistad rebels at their 

trial in Hartford. Beyond his work as an abolitionist, Madden was also a champion of Irish 

nationalism who had written a celebratory history of the United Irishmen and the Rebellion of 

1798. He thus embodied the kind of transnational pursuit of abolitionist and republican liberty 

that The Liberty Bell hoped to organize and inspire through its pages, and which it routinely 

made its titular national icon signify.  

This transnational coalition, united by its abolitionist millennialism, coexists uneasily 

with the republican nationalism that the annual frequently evokes and invokes in its rhetoric. 

But the series’ emphasis on denationalizing national symbols and anchoring them in Christian 
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eschatology encourages the reader not to dwell in these tensions and potential contradictions, 

making the spread of human freedom merely the latest battle in a war against evil that the 

series suggests long predates the Age of Revolution. An epigraph from the thirteenth-century 

compendium of Christian lore, The Golden Legend, which routinely appears on The Liberty Bell’s 

title page, roots the significance of the eponymous bell—and, by extension, the text and its 

mission—in a Manichean Christian eschatology, transforming the struggle between slavery and 

freedom into a battle between good and evil. The inscription of the 1847 edition reads:  

It is said that the evil spirytes that ben in the region, doubte moche when they 
here the Bells rongen : and this is the cause why the Bells ben rongen, whan 
grete tempeste and outrages of wether happen, to the end that the fiends and 
wicked spirytes should be abashed and flee. 

 
In the context of abolitionist discourse, references to a “grete tempeste and outrages of 

wether” do dual duty, much like the Levitical injunction to “proclaim liberty!,” suggesting that 

divine punishment is imminent and also anachronistically providing a euphemistic or coded 

allusion to the latent threat of slave revolt. Among its other contents, The Golden Legend also 

contained biographical accounts of the lives of the Saints, whose sufferings The Liberty Bell’s 

American readers could imagine were analogous to those suffered by themselves at the hands 

of anti-abolitionist mobs in the North, as well as by the enslaved at the hands of their masters. 

As I will discuss in the next chapter, this characterization of the Garrisonian clique as voluntary 

martyrs in the face of anti-abolitionist violence was reinforced by one of the annual’s most 

famous and frequent transatlantic contributors, the English novelist and sociologist, Harriet 

Martineau. Her 1839 Martyr Age of the United States, which was published in Boston in the 

same year as The Liberty Bell’s inaugural volume, provided a hagiographic portrait of the 
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Garrisonian clique and presented the anti-abolitionist violence visited upon them as a kind of 

anti-Protestant pogrom. 

Much as the annual negotiated different contingents of readers and liberty struggles 

through its use of polyvalent textual and visual rhetoric drawn from a mixture of republican 

antityrannicism and Christian eschatology, it also routinely negotiated the divergent paths to 

abolition represented by moral suasion and revolutionary violence. What moral suasion and 

slave revolution come to represent in The Liberty Bell’s pages are tactical alternatives open to 

the free abolitionist reader and the enslaved respectively, as well as a promise of the divinely 

guaranteed inevitability of liberation. In his 1838 Fourth of July speech, and again in his 1843 

“Address to the Slaves,” Garrison had presented revolution as the natural consequence of 

tyranny, and also as a form of divine punishment. Since, according to the rhetoric of abolitionist 

antityrannicism, slavery was a form of political tyranny, it followed that where slaveholders 

could not be convinced to voluntarily relinquish slavery, revolution was inevitable. At the same 

time, however, Garrisonians insisted that there was a better, more Christian way to end slavery, 

which could be pursued by a community that was not engaging in “republican tyranny,” and it 

was this path that The Liberty Bell implicitly claimed to be pursuing through its circulation. This 

contrast between the different paths to freedom taken by the Anglo-Atlantic abolitionist and 

the enslaved had a tendency to reinscribe a racial hierarchy in the miscellany’s rhetoric, 

according to which the slave revolutionary’s actions were depicted as a heroic but reflexive 

response to tyranny, while the “imagined community” of the gift book’s readers and the 

bazaar’s donors was depicted as engaging in a higher order of truly free, self-sovereign action.        
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Consequently, no matter how tactically flexible the series might have been, and no 

matter how expansive its transnational vision became, there were some notable limitations to 

the collection of abolitionists that it assembled in its pages and the geopolitical vision that they 

articulated. First, though laudatory portraits of Afro-Atlantic revolutionaries abound in the gift 

book, there is a dearth of contributions from black abolitionists in the United States. Charles 

Lenox Remond, Frederick Douglass, and William Wells Brown all contributed essays to The 

Liberty Bell throughout the 1840s, but their collective contributions to the annual over the 

course of that decade account for fewer total pages than the black-authored pieces that appear 

in the single inaugural 1853 volume of Autographs for Freedom.  

Another limitation to the transnational coalition that The Liberty Bell constructed was 

that, prior to the Second French Emancipation, the essays included in the annual gift book were 

contributed almost exclusively by Anglo-Atlantic abolitionists living in the United States and the 

United Kingdom. The stray translation of Placido, the periodic valedictions for figures like Ogé 

and Toussaint, cannot disguise the fundamentally Anglophone inflection of the chorus that 

Chapman routinely compiled. Nevertheless, a sign of changes that would come in the wake of 

1848 and one of the few exceptions to this rule is “Prayer to God for the Planters by an Exile,” 

by the Italian revolutionary, Joseph Mazzini, which appeared in the series’ 1847 volume. 

Mazzini’s “prayer” provides evidence that even before the Second French Emancipation some 

of the leaders of the democratic revolutions in Europe saw their project as of a piece with the 

pursuit of abolition in the United States, and it also demonstrates that they were willing to risk 

angering American slaveholders by proclaiming so publicly38.   

                                                           
38 On Mazzini’s longstanding relationship with the Garrisonians, see Dal Lago.  
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Following the French Second Emancipation, Chapman was briefly able to better 

ameliorate this problem and finally present the inter-imperial coalition that The Liberty Bell had 

long depicted in its pages as something more than just a phantasm conjured by the collective 

imagination of Anglo-Atlantic abolitionists. In 1852, when Brown published Three Years in 

Europe in London, with its account of his experiences at the Paris Congress, that year’s edition 

of The Liberty Bell appeared in Boston with a small contingent of notable French abolitionists 

assembled between its covers. Under Chapman’s editorial direction, the gift book contained 

short antislavery pieces from many of the prominent abolitionists who had risen to power in 

the Second Republic’s provisional government, including such luminaries as French abolition’s 

chief architect, Victor Schoelcher; Alexis de Tocqueville’s longtime collaborator, Gustave de 

Beaumont; and the Second Republic’s former minister of war, Francois Arago. In many respects, 

the collection was a minor triumph of the international organizing that Brown and Chapman 

had been sent to Paris by the AASS to pursue. In his 1850 panorama, Brown had borne witness 

to what was an intranational struggle in the United States over the international significance of 

the French 1848. While some conservative American Whigs rejected the revolution outright, 

most Americans initially read the triumph of republican democracy abroad as a sign that the 

successful realization of republican democracy in the United States had made it a beacon of 

freedom throughout the world39. When Douglass, Brown, and other abolitionists used the 

Second Republic’s embrace of abolition to throw into sharp relief just how far the United States 

had fallen short in its own experiment with republicanism, they did so in part to combat this 

                                                           
39 My brief summary of the U.S. reaction to the 1848 revolutions draws on Timothy Mason Roberts’ Distant 
Revolutions: 1848 and the Challenge to American Exceptionalism (2019). 
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other, more self-flattering interpretation of the revolutions. In the eyes of the abolitionists, the 

westward expansion of slavery that coincided with the expansion of the United States’ national 

borders throughout the nineteenth century had aligned the fledgling empire not with the forces 

of the world’s emerging republics but with what abolitionists deemed to be the moribund 

forces of the globe’s aristocratic and despotic empires. Clarkson had made a similar point as 

early as The Liberty Bell’s 1845 volume. But Clarkson, who died in 1846, was a symbol of 

abolition’s past successes, and pro-slavery forces were long-practiced in preying on tensions 

leftover from the American Revolution and the War of 1812 to discredit the influence of the 

British abolitionist movement in the United States.  

With the 1852 edition of The Liberty Bell, American abolitionists had at least modest 

proof that the old Anglo-Atlantic coalition that they had assembled was expanding in new 

directions and that the leaders of the new French republic agreed with them about where the 

United States stood in relation to the global progress of liberty. For the most part, the French 

rebuke of the United States that appears in the annual is mild. Echoing from abroad the 

abolitionist strain of American providentialism, which attributed a millennial significance to the 

United States, but which made the achievement of that significance contingent upon 

emancipation, Beaumont writes, “I am firmly convinced…that the United States are destined to 

become…the richest and most powerful, as they are already the happiest nation in the world. 

This is equivalent to saying that I believe in the speedy abolition of Slavery in the United States” 

(44). And he goes on to note that “A people cannot be at the head of the Christian world (which 

is identical with the civilized world) if it cherishes in its bosom an institution which is the very 

abnegation of Law, of Religion, of Liberty; in other words, of all that constitutes the power and 
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grandeur of nations.” (45). Arago’s contribution is only indirectly about slavery in the United 

States. It details how and why he became convinced that immediate emancipation was the best 

and the safest solution to the problem of slavery in the French Empire. And the American 

reader can infer, through the inclusion of this argument in The Liberty Bell, that his arguments 

provide a basis for immediate emancipation in the United States as well.  

In direct contrast to his colleagues, Schoelcher tackles slavery in the United States head 

on, and his essay is therefore both the longest and the most scathing. Much like Jefferson 

before him, Schoelcher, fresh off a republican revolution, emphasizes the incompatibility of 

slavery with the preservation of republican morals and manners. Titled “American Slavery and 

the Great Exhibition,” Schoelcher’s essay uses the American contribution to the London 

Exhibition as the jumping off point for his attack, remarking 

Let these States but send to London a specimen of their varied industry, and we 
shall have a perfect picture of their manners. Alongside of their magnificent 
cottons and beautiful sugars we shall have, before our eyes, hideous specimens 
of whips with knotted throngs, of iron collars, of heavy chains, and of collars with 
long spikes of iron…by means of which they obtain the labor of their three 
million slaves. (166)  
 

Schoelcher’s emphasis on implements of torture, punishment, and confinement highlights 

slavery’s continued reliance on rule through force and hierarchy rather than reason and 

isonomia. In mock anticipation of the reader’s disbelief at hearing that slaves exist in “the Great 

Republic of North America,” the architect of the French Second Emancipation continues, “Yes, 

there are masters (and men who call themselves republicans!) who fasten iron collars, armed 

with long spikes, sometimes with little bells attached to them, about the necks of their 

recaptured runaways!” (166). However, much like Jefferson’s description of slavery’s 

deleterious impact on republican social production, Schoelcher’s description of the shackling of 
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the enslaved is not designed to elicit the empathy of the reader for the victims of this 

confinement, but the reader’s opprobrium for the slaveholder, who Schoelcher alleges is acting 

contrary to republican principles. As Schoelcher’s essay progresses, the reason for this point of 

emphasis gradually becomes clear: he is at pains to assert the incompatibility of republicanism 

with slavery not only to convince Americans to proceed with abolition, but because the 

legitimacy of republicanism—including that of the Second Republic—remains an open question 

on the global stage.   

Where Beaumont emphasizes international public opinion’s growing opprobrium for 

slavery, and thus the growing stain that will be affixed to the United States in the international 

community should it not abandon the practice, Schoelcher, with the need to legitimate France’s 

recent republican revolution in mind, emphasizes the ways in which the United States’ embrace 

of chattel slavery accrues international opprobrium not only to the United States, but to all 

republics at a time when their reputation in the international community is under threat. 

Hence, it is in the name of legitimating republicanism throughout the world, over and against 

the forces of a resurgent aristocracy, that Schoelcher enjoins American slaveholders to “Think 

[how]…the enemies of liberty in Europe make use of the lamentable example of the United 

States to depreciate republican principles. ‘Forget not,’ they all exclaim, ‘how ill-advised it is to 

sap the foundations of monarchy when ye see North America permit the infamous institution of 

Slavery to exist upon her soil!”’ (167). In a pattern that we have already seen before in 

Jefferson, and which we will see again in the next section under the heading of black 

antityrannicism, when antityrannicism is invoked in the name of abolition the concerns of 

republicanism have a tendency to crowd out those of abolition.  
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Still, when the Anglo-French coalition assembled in the pages of The Liberty Bell is set 

alongside other efforts at connecting Anglo-Atlantic abolition with the revolution in France, 

such as Chapman’s Paris salon, and the Paris Peace Congress attended by Brown and 

Pennington, it can appear for a brief moment as though, against all odds, the international 

coalition that Brown tried to call forth in his 1849 speech to the Paris Congress eventually 

answered the call. Unfortunately, the French side of the Anglo-French coalition assembled in 

The Liberty Bell would be disrupted almost as soon as it came to fruition by Louis Napoleon’s 

December 1851 coup d'état, which resulted in the resignation or exile of many of American 

abolition’s French allies. Nevertheless, the link between the Garissonians and 1848 lived on into 

the 1850s through Mazzini’s periodic contributions to The Liberator. And the Garrisonians were 

not the only American abolitionists who put the European revolutions to use for the cause of 

abolition in the 1850s. 

 

Black Antityrannicism in Autographs for Freedom:  

Overthrowing the Tyranny of Supplication 

As Benjamin Fagan has chronicled, much like the Garrisonian camp, Frederick Douglass 

and the political abolitionists made an immediate connection between the revolution in France 

and the abolitionist movement in the United States. The North Star’s reporting of emancipation 

in Martinique and Guadalupe was merely one piece of a large body of coverage that Douglass 

and his paper devoted to the European revolutions more broadly, and especially to 

developments in the French Atlantic. In the same month that the AASS held its Boston 

celebration of French emancipation, Douglass gave a speech at a gathering of community 
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leaders in Rochester in which he suggested that the French provisional government’s recently 

announced plan for emancipation would be a source of shame to the United States because it 

would demonstrate to the world what a truly free republic should look like. He also claimed 

that, thanks to the speed of the new technologies for transatlantic communication, Europe’s 

revolutions would spread across the Atlantic and end slavery in the Americas. Simultaneously 

anticipating and seeking to instigate that revolutionary awakening, Douglass proclaimed to 

those in attendance, “A revolution now cannot be confined to the place or people where it may 

commence, but flashes with lightning speed from heart to heart, from land to land, till it has 

traversed the globe…The revolution of France, like a bolt of living thunder, has aroused the 

world from its stupor” (quoted in Fagan 76). A few weeks later, making use of those same 

newly modernized  communication systems that he had just extolled, Douglass printed his 

speech in The North Star, which was then shipped to abolitionists throughout the United States 

and across the Atlantic to the nearly half of the paper’s original subscribers who were English 

subjects (Fagan 75-78).   

In 1852, in the same year that The Liberty Bell appeared with its contributions from 

French abolitionists, Douglass delivered his famous “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” 

address to the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society. Though Douglass’s speech departs from 

the Garrisonians in its interpretation of the Constitution as an anti-slavery document, he makes 

extensive use of the same abolitionist antityrannicism to solicit his audience into a 

disidentification with the existing nation-state and to hail them into a new community that the 

enslaved and the abolitionists might bring into being together. We see this, for instance, in an 

extended analogy that Douglass draws between the contemporary conditions of the enslaved 
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and the conditions of the Anglo-American colonists at the outbreak of the revolution.  Douglass 

sets the scene as follows:  

the coming into being of a nation, in any circumstances, is an interesting 
event…The whole scene, as I look back to it, was simple, dignified and sublime. 
The population of the country, at the time, stood at the insignificant number of 
three millions. The country was poor in the munitions of war. The population 
was weak and scattered, and the country a wilderness unsubdued. There were 
then no means of concert and combination, such as exist now…From the 
Potomac to the Delaware was a journey of many days. Under these, and 
innumerable other disadvantages, your fathers declared for liberty and 
independence and triumphed.  (63) 

 
In her account of how the analogy of political “slavery” is able to function successfully in 

antityrannicist rhetoric, Nyquist notes that in order for the analogy not to break down the 

rhetor must carefully emphasize the aspects of each condition that have the most in common 

while ignoring or deemphasizing those in which the two conditions obviously diverge. 

Submission to arbitrary power and the cruelty of the tyrant/master, for instance, is often 

highlighted; natal alienation is often ignored. Abolitionist antityrannicism must also be careful 

in the details that it chooses to emphasize, lest the metaphor between republican revolution 

and slave revolution break down. And Douglass’s staging of the American Revolution—“the 

coming into being of a nation”—is managed with expert precision so that every detail can do 

double duty, signifying an aspect of the revolution that has an obvious parallel with the 

condition of the enslaved at the moment that his speech is being delivered. The size of the 

country’s population, their poor access to arms, their lack of sufficient means for concert and 

combination,” their difficulty of navigating the terrain, the distance from the Delaware to the 

Potomac all place the audience in the midst of an American Revolution that is, at the same 

time, a collective slave narrative for the more than three million slaves living in the United 
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States in the 1850s. In many ways, this extended comparison between American Revolution 

and slave revolution is one we have already seen ad nauseam in Wright, Garrison, Brown, and 

Remond. But not only is Douglass’s use of the analogy more subtle, it is also used to an entirely 

different effect. Where the former enjoin their audiences to imagine the enslaved as heroic 

republican revolutionaries—potential tyrannicides—Douglass invites his audience to imagine 

their heroic republican forebears, and by extension themselves, in a kind of collective slave 

narrative. The result is a kind of national history told not as a history of the present, but as a 

history of the future nation that the address seeks to bring into being, one in which the chattel 

slave’s natal displacement is enabled to be heard alongside and inside the narrative of 

republican revolution.  

Autographs for Freedom’s inaugural anthology was published by the RLASS, the 

following year. We might think of it as, in a certain sense, the “imagined community” that 

emerged out of his Fourth of July speech, albeit refracted through the various points of view of 

his auditors and their associates. Most famously, the first volume of Autographs includes 

Douglass’s novella, The Heroic Slave, depicting Madison Washington’s successful 1841 rebellion 

aboard the slave ship Creole. Less famously, Douglass’s novella is preceded by an essay on the 

Hungarian revolutionary Lajos Kossuth, written by the abolitionist John Thomas. Much as The 

Liberty Bell’s sequential pairing of essays on Toussaint and Clarkson had suggested a shared, 

federated struggle in the service of a single overarching cause, Autographs implied the 

existence of a similar federation by pairing Madison Washington’s 1841 rebellion aboard the 

Creole with Kossuth and the struggle of the Magyars for independence from Habsburg rule. The 

similarity between several European independence movements and American abolition is 
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affirmed more explicitly within the body of each text. In The Heroic Slave, Douglass uses the 

same pair of quotations from Byron and Thomas Moore that Garrison had employed in his 

“Address to the Slaves of the United States,” linking the Greek rebellion from the Ottoman 

Empire and the 1798 Irish Rebellion against British rule to Madison Washington’s 

commandeering of the Creole. This implicitly transforms Washington from the leader of a minor 

revolt aboard a slave ship into a co-equal participant in a global, federated struggle against a 

variety of forms of unfreedom. Afro-Atlantic resistance to slavery is thereby brought into the 

historiographic ambit of the Age of Revolution, and the Age of Revolution is likewise brought 

within the interpretive horizon of abolition.    

In Thomas’s essay on Kossuth, this linking of causes would seem to be complicated by 

the Hungarian revolutionary’s reluctance to speak out publicly against American slavery, a 

failure that William Lloyd Garrison and others had called out in the pages of The Liberator and 

The Liberty Bell. Thomas, however, takes a different tack—one that demonstrates just how 

deeply abolitionist antityrannicism had taken hold by mid-century. He insists that regardless of 

whether Kossuth was willing to speak about American slavery directly, the mere talk of liberty, 

even when the liberty in question was national independence from foreign rule, would promote 

the cause of abolition. In an essay on Placido, the pacifist William Allen makes a similar point 

from the other direction, asking of his reader, “Do you honor Kossuth?—then forget not him 

who is worthy to stand by side with Hungary’s illustrious son” (263). Sidestepping the question 

of whether he has just advocated revolution as a means of ending slavery, Allen, who founded 

the International Peace Society shortly after the conclusion of the Napoleonic wars, quotes 

from Jefferson’s Notes to attribute the revolution, should it occur in Cuba, to divine providence, 
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writing “What may be the destiny of Cuba in the future near at hand, I will not venture to 

predict. What may be her ultimate destiny is written in the fact that,—'God hath no attribute 

which, in a contest between the oppressed and the oppressor, can take sides with the latter’” 

(262-263). Confident that Jefferson’s oft-quoted warning was so widely circulated among 

abolitionists as an explanation for slave revolt as to obviate further explanation, Allen doesn’t 

even bother to name his source.  

From a distance, this use of abolitionist antityrannicism to cross-hatch abolition with the 

Age of Revolution may seem to be an extension of the twinned national narrative of slavery and 

republican revolution that emerged in Douglass’s Fourth of July speech, but one that 

internationalizes that vision and brings it into conversation with contemporary developments in 

Europe and the Spanish Atlantic. But unlike Douglass’s reimagining of the national founding, the 

abolitionist antityrannicism in Autographs tends to use antityrannicism to crowd out the 

specificity of chattel slavery. The result is the licensing of radical, revolutionary action, but also 

a socially conservative vision that tends to reassert republican nationalism without forcing it to 

undergo the reciprocal transformation set briefly in motion by Douglass’s speech, which makes 

the chattel slave, rather than the heroic tyrannicide, its central agent.  

 This problem is brought into particularly sharp focus in the epic poem “How Long?,” by 

the African American bardic poet James Whitfield. Written in joined ballad stanzas, the poem 

rounds out the volume’s picture of American abolition’s relationship to European revolution by 

providing Autographs’ most comprehensive attempt to unite the two movements in a single 

panoramic narrative. In addition to appearing in Autographs, the poem was published roughly 

concurrently in Whitfield’s sole collection of poetry, America and Other Poems (1853). There, 
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other pieces, such as “To Cinque,” “Stanzas on the First of August,” “Lines on the Death of John 

Quincy Adams,” and “The North Star,” pair a counter-nationalist attack on the United States 

with a celebratory portrait of a federated Anglo- and Afro-Atlantic abolitionist movement to 

create a geopolitical picture that would have been equally at home in The Liberty Bell or 

Autographs for Freedom.  

 Though Whitfield’s work has been understudied, he published poetry that left a lasting 

impression on the other major black abolitionists of his day, and he was a prominent advocate 

for black emigration throughout the 1850s. Several of the poems in America were first 

published in The North Star. Others, including “How Long?,” were appropriated by Martin 

Delany in his serialized novel Blake; Or the Huts of America (1859-61), where they are recited in 

an excepted and unattributed form by Placido, the character that Delany based on the  

Afro-Cuban slave-poet executed for his suspected involvement in the Conspiración de La 

Escalera. Whitfield and “How Long?” also left an enduring mark on William Wells Brown: ten 

years after the poem was published, Brown would go on to quote its opening 35 lines in the 

mini-biography of Whitfield that he included in his compendium of Black excellence, The Black 

Man: his Antecedents, His Genius, and his Achievement (1863)40.  

It is not hard to understand why Whitfield’s poetry was frequently appropriated and 

reprinted by prominent black abolitionists in the 1850s, or why, when he resettled in California 

in the 1860s, he continued to be discussed with reverence in the San Francisco-based African 

American newspaper, Pacific Appeal (Wilson and Levine 1-28). In his recent well-received 

                                                           
40 For general background on Whitfield, the circulation of his work, and his critical reputation, I am indebted to Ivy 
Wilson and Robert Levine’s pathbreaking collection, The Works of James M. Whitfield (2011).  
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account of the influence of romanticism on abolition, Jared Hickman describes the emergence 

of a kind of “titanism” in the rhetoric of black abolitionists during this period, which he argues 

was part of a rejection of the old “work and wait” orthodoxy disseminated by the Garrisonians, 

and which he associates with the adoption of Byron’s ubiquitous heroic couplet as a pose for 

black abolitionists to assume when they imagined themselves and the enslaved as agents of 

revolutionary change (Hickman 355-363). Although what Hickman describes as the movement’s 

“titanism” was not new in the mid-nineteenth century, and it was hardly anathema to the 

Garrisonians, he is right to position the increasingly dominant use of this rhetoric by black 

abolitionists as part of a broader rejection of the position of supplication often assigned to 

black subjects within much of the orthodox rhetoric of abolition, including that sometimes 

employed by the Garrisonians. And though Whitfield escapes Hickman’s notice, the poet was 

the most consistent practitioner of this new “titanism.”   

For my purposes, what makes “How Long?” worthy of a closer reading than any other 

text in the 1853 volume of Autographs is that its “titanism” is due in large part to its deep 

embrace of the rhetoric and political grammar of abolitionist antityrannicism. At times 

Whitfield’s antislavery appeal draws so heavily on the classic imagery of antityrannicism that it 

is chattel slavery, rather than political “slavery,” that begins to seem like a metaphor. As a 

result of the fulsomeness of Whitfield’s attempt to articulate an abolitionist position through 

the rhetoric of antityrannicism, some of the latent tensions, contradictions, and limitations of 

the analogy between political slavery and chattel slavery that can be sidestepped in brief 

allusions are brought into a much sharper focus, and we can see more clearly some of the 

opportunities and impasses to which abolitionist antityrannicism invariably leads. What I want 
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to suggest is that one reason for these impasses is that the political grammar of republicanism 

suggests that the solution to tyranny is tyrannicide and the restoration of republican isonomia, 

but antityrannicism lacks a clear mode of redress for republicanism’s compatibility with chattel 

slavery, and so the figure that it historically celebrates is himself (I use the gendered pronoun 

advisedly) but another potential tyrant. Consequently, antityrannicism lacks a grammar in 

which to venerate a mode of human sociality that is not rooted in the onto-political hierarchies 

that make chattel slavery possible in the first place, and it cannot imagine a future beyond the 

apocalyptic violence that will bring about the end of slavery/tyranny.   

 As we have seen in other texts that appear in Autographs, one of the benefits of the 

deployment of the rhetoric of antityrannicism to the project of abolishing chattel slavery is an 

amplification of the geopolitical pertinence of American abolition, such that its means and ends 

become synonymous with that epochal shift that, since R.R. Palmer, we have come to name the 

Age of Revolution. We see this amplification right from the outset in “How Long?”, where the 

world-historical sweep of the poem’s titular question is elaborated in the opening lines: 

 How long, oh gracious God! How long 
Shall power lord it over right?  
The feeble, trampled by the strong,  
Remain in slavery’s gloomy night. 
In every region of the earth, 
Oppression rules with iron power… (56) 

 
And increase in amplitude, however, comes at the cost of analytic precision. It is initially unclear 

if the speaker’s reference to “slavery’s gloomy night” is meant to single out the unfreedom of 

chattel slavery from the more general “oppression [that] rules with iron power” in “every 

region of the earth,” or, alternatively, if “oppression” and “slavery” are being used 

interchangeably to deliberately ambiguate political “slavery” with chattel slavery. But what the 
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speaker gains by articulating American chattel slavery with other forms of unfreedom 

throughout the world is the sense that the former is part of a global dispensation that needs to 

be overturned, and that to do so would signify an epochal, world-historical shift rather than 

merely a sectional or national reform.    

This ambiguation of political “slavery” with chattel slavery is deepened rather than 

clarified in the lines that follow, where the imagery of unfreedom to which Whitfield returns 

most frequently is drawn from the iconography of classical antityrannicism and the 

Enlightenment critique of absolutism rather than the abolitionist movement’s attack on chattel 

slavery. Whitfield continues, 

…every man of sterling worth 
Whose soul disdains to cringe, or cower 
Beneath a haughty tyrant’s nod, 
And, supplicating, kiss the rod… 
Is threatened with the dungeon’s gloom, 

 The felon’s cell, the traitor’s doom; 
  And treacherous politicians league  
 With hireling priests, to crush and ban 
 All who expose their vile intrigue  
 And vindicate the rights of man. (56) 
 
Conspicuously absent from Whitfield’s account of global unfreedom are the most common 

abolitionist tropes and chronotropes: the plantation, the slave ship, the coffle, the auction 

block. To be sure, Whitfield’s references to the “tyrant’…rod,” “the dungeon’s gloom,” 

“treacherous politicians,” “hireling priests,” and “vile intrigue” can be read as an allegory for 

developments in American abolition in the 1850s—the Compromise of 1850, the mass arrests 

for treason that followed the Christiana Riot, the flourishing of pro-slavery religion—but the 

vehicle for the conceit is imported from Whitfield’s reading in the classics and resistance theory 

rather than scenes of chattel slavery that he has borne witness to in the United States. It is the 
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idiom of the Enlightenment’s assault on absolutism, theocracy, and empire rather than the 

abolitionist critique of chattel slavery that predominates. The speaker’s stated desire to 

“vindicate the rights of man” recalls Thomas Paine’s and Mary Wollstonecraft’s defense of 

natural rights more so than, say, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s attempts to elicit empathy for the 

Christlike suffering of Uncle Tom. 

Whitfield draws on the touchstones of Anglo-French resistance theory to simultaneously 

critique American slavery and to chart an alternative framework for thinking abolition. This 

becomes clear when “How Long?” is read in the additional context provided by America and 

Other Poems, where the sequence of poems directs the reader to interpret the post-

revolutionary spread of chattel slavery in the United States as but one iteration of a familiar 

historical problem: the tendency of republics to be betrayed into “slavery” by the corruption of 

their leaders. In America, “How Long?” is followed by “The Arch Apostate,” a poem about 

Daniel Webster that tracks his fall from an apostle of liberty to its greatest betrayer. Webster 

begins the poem as  

One called the Godlike… 
whose learned thoughts, and glowing words, 
in early days had oft been poured 
In trumpet tones at Freedom’s shrine… (66) 

 
As we have seen throughout, politics and theology have become so thoroughly intertwined in 

post-revolutionary abolitionism that to be a defender of republican freedom is to be, not only a 

good Christian, but to be divinized—to become “Godllike” oneself. Soon, though, like Milton’s 

Satan, Webster turns his “glowing words” against the deity that he had once faithfully served.  
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By the poem’s end, Webster has partnered with the republic’s slaveholders, and he has become 

one who the speaker of the poem describes as  

having greater power of mind 
than any other living man,  
Had used it to debase his kind, 
And spread abroad the direst ban 
Which man or devil ever saw, 
Slavery’s corrupt, inhuman law… (69) 

 
 “Slavery’s corrupt, inhuman law” in this instance is the Compromise of 1850, which Webster 

helped to shape and pass. The legislation strengthened the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793 by 

requiring citizens to assist in the recapture of fugitive slaves. The poem’s epigraph is taken from 

Byron’s “Ode to Napoleon Buonaparte” (1814), the title of which places Webster’s betrayal of 

the American Revolution through his facilitation of  the spread of slavery alongside Napoleon’s 

betrayal of the French and Haitian revolutions—presumably, his post-revolutionary 

establishment of military dictatorship at home and instauration of slavery in the West Indies. 

And the content of the epigraph, which reads “Since he miscalled the morning star,/Nor man, 

nor fiend hath fallen so far,” reinforces the theological significance of Webster’s “apostasy” by 

comparing him to Lucifer. As Robert Levine and Ivy Wilson have noted, for Byron Napoleon is a 

traitor to God, party, and country, and Whitfield’s pairing of Napoleon with Webster directs the 

reader to draw a similar conclusion about Webster (Whitfield 64). But where Byron’s allusion to 

the Luciferian nature of Webster’s betrayal is momentary, Whitfield uses the comparison as the 

basis for the poem’s central conceit, which presents Webster’s fall primarily in the terms of a 

politico-theological fall from grace. Webster is thus presented in similar terms to Satan in 

Milton’s Paradise Lost, and the traitor to American freedom is thereby linked to the English Civil 

War and its subsequent betrayal under Cromwell.  
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Whitfield’s decision to almost entirely eschew common abolitionist tropes and to 

instead present the struggle against slavery within the more allegorical register of 

antityrannicism’s critique of absolutism, must be read as, among other things, a rejection of the 

role of the supplicant that is assigned to the enslaved in the dominant iconography of abolition. 

This point is perhaps best illustrated via Whitfield’s heroic “man of sterling worth” who refuses 

to “cringe or cower/beneath a haughty tyrant’s nod,/and supplicating, kiss the rod.” It is hard 

not to read these lines as an ekphrastic criticism of the famous Wedgwood antislavery seal and 

the many variations on the image that were a ubiquitous presence in the visual culture of 

abolition. In addition to expressing a refusal to be a political slave or a chattel slave, the refusal 

to “cringe or cower…and supplicating, kiss the rod” is also a refusal to assume the onto-political 

position of the kneeling black slave, pleading to be recognized as a man and a brother, which 

the antislavery seal presents to the viewer as abolition’s primal scene. As we have already seen 

in The Liberty Bell’s roman variation on the antislavery seal, the image tends to depict the 

abolitionist as bestowing freedom, Christianity, or humanity on a prostrate slave with upraised 

arms. Insofar as, following the famous Wedgwood antislavery medallion, the abolitionist is 

almost universally depicted as white and the slave is almost universally depicted as black, the 

antislavery seal conveys a hierarchical onto-political binary that synonymizes racial whiteness 

with natural or inborn freedom and racial blackness with natural or inborn slavery41. If Black 

freedom is not inborn or won through battle, then, as Saidiya Hartman and George Boulukos 

have each explored, abolitionist iconography suggests that black subjects enter into their full 

                                                           
41 On the racial politics of the iconography of emancipation, and especially the depiction of freedom as a gift 
bestowed on the enslaved by the emancipator, see Marcus Wood’s The Horrible Gift of Freedom (1-34). Wood 
emphasizes the ways in which the depiction of freedom as a gift, rather than a natural right of the enslaved, 
subordinates the enslaved to the emancipator.  
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humanity with a permanent asterisk, always-already indebted to an emancipator to whom they 

owe their subordination. Hartman discusses this problem in the context of the discourses of 

emancipation in the United States, but, as Boulukos shows, even by the time of British 

emancipation the trope of the “grateful slave” was already old hat. Tellingly, he traces its 

origins to eighteenth-century British amelioration literature, rather than to abolitionism. In the 

original incarnations of the trope, the grateful slave is owned by a bad master. He is then saved 

from death, punishment, or sale through the timely intervention of a good master, who 

thereafter acquires his gratitude and his voluntary service. He exchanges cruel slavery for kind 

slavery, but he is never freed. Through its iconographic translation of the narrative trope of “the 

grateful slave,” the visual rhetoric of the antislavery medallion presents freedom as a new form 

of subordination, an exchanging of the bad master (i.e. the slaveholder) for the good master 

(i.e. the emancipator). Boulukos even goes so far as to suggest that it is in these abolitionist 

tropes of black gratitude to a white master, rather than in scientific racism or any explicitly 

proslavery arguments, that we can find the origins of our modern concept of race. If Boulukos’s 

attempt to locate the origin of modern concepts of race in these tropes is perhaps overdrawn, 

he is no doubt right to see in the trope of the grateful slave an influential renovation of 

slavery’s onto-political hierarchy, which outfitted that hierarchy to live on after abolition under 

the heading of freedom.  

Though, in The Heroic Slave and My Bondage and My Freedom, Frederick Douglass 

would also come to reject the implicit onto-political assumptions inscribed in the antislavery 

seal’s tableau, it seems likely that one reason the position of the supplicant was rejected with 

such consistency and vehemence by Whitfield is that its binary logic of white/free and 
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black/slave left no structural place for one who was both born free and born black. Having 

never been chattel slaves, black abolitionists who were born free in the North, like Whitfield 

and his close associate Martin Delaney, found themselves structurally erased in the antislavery 

seal’s synonymization of racial blackness with slavery/supplication and whiteness with 

freedom/benevolence. Moreover, Whitfield was the nephew, on his mother’s side, of Jude Hall, 

a veteran of the American Revolution, and Thomas Paul, a leader in Boston’s black community. 

Within the political grammar of antityrannicism and its celebration of those who earn their 

freedom through successful warfare, he could thus boast that his ancestors had fought for his 

freedom and that, beyond his claim to freedom as a natural right, his freedom had been earned 

by his ancestors.           

Whitfield’s antityrannicist rejection of the position of the supplicant also carries with it a 

gendered inflection that was common of the era’s republicanism. This becomes clear later in 

the same poem when he returns to the figure of the supplicant a second time in order to stage 

a subtler disavowal of its racial politics. Having asserted the refusal of “the man of sterling 

worth” to assume a position of supplication, shortly thereafter the poem’s speaker describes a 

personified, female Africa assuming a position of supplication akin to the one that the defiant 

male figure has just refused. Whitfield writes, 

How long shall Afric raise to thee 
Her fettered hand, oh Lord, in vain? 
And plead in fearful agony,  
For vengeance of her children slain. 

 
That Whitfield places male resistance to slavery in a posture of open defiance, but places black 

female resistance to slavery in a position of supplication, is entirely consistent with the gender 

roles of classical antityrannicism, where political freedom and despotic power accrue to male 
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heads of household, but not to women of any social class. Autographs for Freedom‘s 1853 

volume also reinforces this dichotomy between black male resistance and black female 

supplication through a short story titled “The Heroic Slave Woman,” by the pacifist Samuel J. 

May. Obviously meant to be paired with Douglass’s The Heroic Slave, which is sequentially 

separated from May’s story only by John Thomas’s essay on Kossuth, May’s piece celebrates 

the honesty and moral purity of a slave woman who enters a free state with her master and 

refuses to flee despite the entreaties of a northern abolitionist. Unlike Douglass’s celebratory 

portrait of Madison Washington or Whitfield’s “man of sterling worth,” whose heroism consists 

in their open defiance of slavery/tyranny, what accounts for the heroism of the slave woman is 

her willingness to patiently suffer slavery because of a promise not to abscond that she made to 

her mistress. The dichotomy between male resistance and female supplication in “How Long?” 

suggests that Whitfield’s rejection of the figure of the slave as supplicant is in part a gendered 

one, a pushback specifically on the role assigned to black masculinity within the dominant 

iconography of abolition, where racial hierarchy often trumps gender hierarchy, and where, as 

the cover of The Liberty Bell depicted, a black man is frequently displayed as supplicating 

himself before a white woman in order to gain his freedom.    

The gender disparity in the poem’s representations of black resistance to slavery 

notwithstanding, even Whitfield’s “Afric” stops short of accepting the role of the supplicant 

depicted in the antislavery seal. What she prays to God for is not to be recognized as part of the 

human family, but “vengeance for her children slain.” And though her “fettered hand” is 

upraised in supplication, the question that the speaker presents to the Lord on her behalf is the 

opening gambit in an anti-theodicy in which God himself is found wanting. The poem’s titular 
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question—"How Long?”— is a rebuke to a dilatory divine providence, not its vindication, for, as 

the speaker of the poem informs us, Africa’s plea has long been “in vain.” Insofar as the visual 

culture of abolition often explicitly places the abolitionist in a structurally homologous position 

to God, the speaker’s rebuke suggests both an undermining of the racial hierarchy inscribed in 

abolitionist iconography and a rejection of the political theology underwriting that hierarchy. 

Per Hickman’s reading of black Prometheus, we might take the personified Africa’s impatience 

with the pace of divine vengeance as a kind of “black Prometheanism,” a titanic unseating of 

the Gods that is also a growing skepticism of their absolute transcendence, and, consequent 

upon that, a desire to assume the no longer fully transcendent position from which they have 

been removed. If this seems like a bridge too far, we might recall that in “the Arch-Apostate” 

Daniel Webster’s fall is given a similarly theological pertinence. He is “one called the Godlike,” 

whose betrayal of the cause of freedom makes him akin to Satan and leads to his fall from 

grace.  

There are obvious political stakes to this war in the heavens. Implicit in the question that 

the speaker of “How Long?” poses to God is the message that Africa and her children—the 

African diaspora—have grown tired of waiting for divine intervention to end their suffering, and 

that the time is not far distant when they will seek for themselves the redress that the Lord has 

not provided. Here we can think of Whitfield as providing a counterstatement to the position 

that Garrison ultimately settles on in his 1843 “Address to the Slaves of the United States.” 

There, Garrison, having acknowledged that the enslaved have every right to revolt, enjoins 

them to instead wait for their abolitionist friends in the North to peacefully deliver them to 

freedom without lifting a finger for themselves. Consequently, “How Long?” is also a question 
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that Whitfield poses to Autographs’ abolitionist readers, black and white, a solicitation for them 

to assume the antityrannicist role of the “man of sterling worth” who refuses to assume any 

posture of servility, be it to the slaveholder, the tyrant, or the white abolitionist.  

There are also some political consequences to Whitfield’s anti-theodicy that are both 

less obvious and less direct, and which raise deeper questions about the project of black 

antityrannicism and its limits. We can begin to take the measure of these consequences by 

comparing the epic’s early diptych—the defiant “man of sterling worth” and the vengeful but 

supplicant mother Africa—with the frontispiece of Autographs for Freedom, which presents the 

reader with a more traditional abolitionist tableau (See figure 5).  

 

Autographs for Freedom (1853), frontispiece. Courtesy, Google Books.  
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In direct contrast to the antityrannicism that characterizes Douglass’s and Whitfield’s 

contributions to the miscellany, the frontispiece of Autographs presents a biblical variation on 

the antislavery seal. A black slave, stripped to the waist, kneels before a standing, beneficent 

white Jesus, who takes him by the hand and appears to be helping him to his feet. In the 

background are startled passersby who shield their eyes from a heavenly light that shines on 

the pair. A caption is placed below the image, which states “He is not ashamed to call them 

brethren.” The caption is a partial quote of the King James translation of Hebrews 2:11, which 

emphasizes the divinity of the human form through Jesus’ willingness to become flesh and be 

sacrificed. The full sentence to which the caption alludes reads, “For both he that sanctifieth 

and they who are sanctified are all of one: for which cause he is not ashamed to call them 

brethren.” Insofar as the frontispiece is addressed to a presumptively white abolitionist reader, 

the message it conveys is saturated with textual irony. The reader is enjoined to acknowledge 

his or her shared humanity with the enslaved, but the caption implies that the abolitionist will 

have to overcome shame in order to make that acknowledgment and thereby suggests an 

ongoing social hierarchy. Likewise, the act of recognition that the reader is solicited to make 

locates him or her in a structurally homologous position to that of Jesus, and it suggests that 

the slave’s participation in a shared humanity is borrowed from the abolitionist, much as the 

divinity of the human form is borrowed from Jesus’ sanctification of human flesh.  

Whitfield’s oscillation between the “man of sterling worth” and the supplicant Africa in 

“How Long?” suggests an analogous unresolved ambivalence over the speaker of the poem’s 

relationship to the enslaved and the divine, albeit from the position of a free Afro-Atlantic male 

rather than that of the white Anglo-Atlantic female who is the annual’s implied reader. But the 
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anti-theodicy that the poem’s questioning of divine providence sets afoot directs the reader to 

a very different conclusion than does Autographs’ more traditional frontispiece. If, like the rest 

of humanity, the enslaved are conceived in the “image of the living God,” as orthodox 

abolitionists so frequently averred, then Whitfield’s speaker suggests that this is not because 

the human image partakes in the Lord’s absolute sovereignty, but because the Lord himself is 

not absolutely sovereign. Reiterated on a more terrestrial scale, we might say that Whitfield’s 

poem provides a heretical reading of the antislavery seal’s (in)famous question, “Am I not a 

man and a brother?,” a reading that remains latent in the image but that often goes ignored in 

critiques of its racial politics. In the standard reading, the antislavery seal invites the abolitionist 

to project his or her full humanity onto a figure of black abjection. The viewer is thus placed in 

the position of someone whose full humanity or self-sovereignty is presumed, and who can 

therefore arbitrate the boundaries of the human through an act of recognition. But Whitfield’s 

anti-theodicy suggests an obverse reading of the question that the prostrate slave poses to the 

viewer: instead of the abolitionist projecting his own humanity onto the slave, it is the slave 

who, through the question that he poses to the viewer, projects his lack of sovereignty onto the 

abolitionist and enjoins the abolitionist to see his lack of absolute power reflected there. In this 

reading, rather than the abolitionist assuming the structural position of the risen Christ, as the 

frontispiece to Autographs suggests, the antislavery seal would interpellate the abolitionist as 

Jesus on the cross in his moment of forsakenness. It is this latter path that the anti-theodicy of 

“How Long?” directs the reader to take and that is implicit in another common abolitionist 

dictum that is also derived from the Book of Hebrews: “remember them that are in bonds as 

bound with them.”  
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For Hickman, this questioning of the absoluteness of the absolute, its rejection of what 

we might describe as the complete sovereignty of any sovereign power, is inextricably linked to 

what he calls “black Prometheanism” and what I, charting something of a parallel course, would 

describe as abolitionist antityrannicism. According to Hickman, black Prometheanism results in 

part from the appropriation by black abolitionists of the anti-absolutist rhetoric of bourgeois 

revolution and their application of that rhetoric to the project of ending Euro-Christian 

supremacy. He explains the distinction between white and black Prometheanism as follows:  

Bourgeois revolution—the triumph of the white Prometheus—is predicated on 
an absolutist political theology under which all Euro-Christians claim to represent 
the Absolute God to non Euro-Christians… The triumph of the second 
Prometheus, the black Prometheus, would, by contrast, be theoretically 
predicated not only on the falsity of the Euro-Christian claim to represent the 
Absolute God but on the recognition that the principle of the Absolute itself 
produces slavery rather than freedom or, rather, freedom for some only by way 
of slavery for others. (81) 

 
What is crucial for Hickman is that in bourgeois revolution “the triumph of the white 

Prometheus” results in the persistence of an “absolutist political theology” beyond the death of 

absolutism as a political form. The persistence of an absolutist political theology beyond the 

death of absolutism proper ultimately places Euro-Christians on the throne that has been 

vacated by the monarch. We have political revolution under white Prometheus, but not a 

corresponding theological revolution, and so what Hickman elsewhere in the same passage 

describes as “the monistic fiction of the White Race…provides any recognizable member of that 

race an arena in which he has the right to exercise absolute power, to be king” (81). By 

contrast, the black Prometheus, precisely because she conceives of her liberation in opposition 

to the White Prometheus, does not accept the absoluteness of this new ruler, and forms her 
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own liberation narrative in opposition not just to the absolute monarch, but to the 

absoluteness of Euro-Christian hegemony, or the “the monistic fiction of the White Race.”  

Hickman describes two forms that this opposition can take. The first, which he describes 

as “orthodox antislavery,” is the pursuit of the “true absolute behind the false absolute of  

Euro-Christian hegemony… refusing submission to the human master on the basis of one’s 

proper submission to the Divine master” (82). We might think of this as the strategy of 

resistance depicted in the frontispiece to Autographs for Freedom, where the position of the 

sovereign is assumed by Jesus, and where the slave’s supplication is therefore depicted as 

proper in a way that it would not be were the slave supplicating himself to the slaveholder. As 

Hickman observes, and as should be evident from my discussion of that image, the orthodox 

response leads to an impasse insofar as it leaves in place a master-slave relation between the 

Absolute and the black subject; this problem is exacerbated by the fact that within the 

hegemonic religious iconography of the era “the Absolute is a Euro-Christian figure” (Hickman 

82). As we have already seen in the iconography of Autographs and The Liberty Bell, this 

enables the position of the Absolute to be usurped by the white abolitionist. But Hickman notes 

that there is a more radical path available to the black Prometheus. He argues that the black 

Prometheus is disinclined to accept the orthodox path because “the absolute comes to the 

African in the context of and as a pretext for her enslavability, which makes it inherently 

doubtful so far as Afro-Atlantic liberation is concerned” (82). And so, instead of assuming the 

position of the absolute for herself, the black Prometheus pursues a theodicy that questions the 

absoluteness of the absolute altogether, attacking the structural position of the sovereign in 

addition to the sovereign himself. We might think of this as something like the path taken by 
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the speaker of “How Long?” on behalf of Africa when he reproaches a dilatory divine 

providence on her behalf. Hickman argues that the white Prometheus does not share this 

historically derived aversion to the Absolute because his concept of absolute power was 

developed through his own experience of having absolute power over the enslaved.   

Hickman’s brilliant dialectic of racialized titanism has several benefits, not least of which 

is its refusal to accede to a secularization narrative in which color, in some simplistic fashion, 

comes to replace religion in the global onto-political order. And his attempt to think through 

how bourgeois revolution renovates absolutist theology provides a compelling explanation for 

the continued salience of antityrannicism and Christian millenarianism for abolitionism in the 

Age of Revolution. Nevertheless, the Promethean duality that he articulates faces conceptual 

and historical problems when he tries to move it out of the realm of a philosophical myth or 

dialectic and attempts to map it onto specific historical subjects. As a basic historical and 

conceptual point, making “Euro-Christian” synonymous with slaveholder and “African” 

synonymous with the enslaved is problematic given the geopolitical weakness of Europe’s 

empires relative to those of Africa for the first several centuries of the slave trade. As I will 

discuss in more detail in the next chapter, Euro-Christians regaled themselves with tales of their 

own captivity in North Africa long before there were widespread popular entertainments 

making racial blackness synonymous with slavery. But even assuming that what Hickman has in 

mind is the crucible of the plantation, he neglects strategic options available to “African” or 

“Afro-Atlantic” subjects that would have prevented Euro-Christians from ever being able to 

revel in a sense of “absolute power” over them. Among other options, in addition to rebelling, 

the enslaved exercised their power against the slaveholder by going over his head and availing 
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themselves of the power of the monarch. They also allied themselves with rival empires, 

formed maroon communities, and simply ran away. Another problem with Hickman’s account is 

that it is unclear at what historical point he is asserting the existence of a self-identifying 

“African” or “Afro-Atlantic” subject and what would constitute its geocultural or experiential 

univocality. Similar problems attend his “white Prometheus,” who he argues comes to his sense 

of freedom through the experience of absolute power over the enslaved and therefore lacks a 

concept of natural freedom or simple self-sovereignty. But, as we have seen ad nauseam, in 

antityrannicism the concern for simple self-sovereignty is ubiquitous. “Absolute power” is rare, 

even for slaveholders, and when it does appear, as it does in Jefferson’s Notes, it is the source 

of opprobrium and presages tyrannicide. It is the unwillingness to be a slave, not the desire to 

be a tyrant, that best characterizes the political grammar in which republican freedom is 

articulated. Total self-sovereignty, or the pursuit thereof, is quite literally the white 

Prometheus’s national anthem, especially during the Age of Revolution. A constitutive or 

originary lack of sovereignty is what the white Prometheus cannot abide. 

This is also true for antityrannicism’s abolitionist strain, which is led by the political 

grammar of antityrannicism to assert the naturalness of Black freedom over and against the 

institution of slavery and the iconography of orthodox abolition. It is perhaps for this reason 

that in the rhetoric of abolitionist antityrannicism it is more common for abolitionists to 

transform Nat Turner into a founding father than it is for them to transform founding fathers 

into Nat Turners. Consequently, Hickman’s thesis needs to be amended. It might be true that an 

absolutist theology underwrites the “monistic fiction” of white supremacy in the 
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post-revolutionary age, but the core of that fiction is the belief in “simple self-sovereignty,” 

which is always-already a monistic fiction of absolute power. Abolitionist antityrannicism, 

insofar as it asserts Black self-sovereignty, reasserts this monistic fiction. But insofar as the 

assertion of Black self-sovereignty is made in a context in which white self-sovereignty has been 

made synonymous with self-sovereignty as such, abolitionist antityrannicism is a powerful 

propaedeutic. It can set in motion a questioning of the absoluteness of self-sovereignty and of 

any monistic fiction on which such an ideal would be predicated. Unfortunately, abolitionist 

anityrannicism’s tendency to contain within it the same assumptive logic that it is rebelling 

against makes it a poor grammar for articulating post-emancipation futures. It cannot imagine 

the future as anything other than revolutionary apocalypse or else as a repetition of the same 

betrayal of republican isonomia that led to enslavement in the first place.   

In the second half of “How Long?,” Whitfield tries to counterbalance abolitionist 

antityrannicism’s tendency to displace chattel slavery with political slavery by articulating Africa 

with Europe in a series of tableaux that detail the global unfreedom announced in the opening 

lines of the poem. The font of this oppression is “Gambia’s swelling flood/And Niger’s darkly 

rolling wave,” which “Bear on their bosoms stained with blood/The bound and lacerated slave.” 

From the principle river of West Africa and a glimpse of the slave trade we travel to central 

Europe, “where Danube’s waters roll, And where the Magyar vainly strove…in battle for the 

land he loved.” There is a clear contrast between the passive image of chattel slavery—the 

“bound and lacerated slave”—and the resistance to political enslavement presented by the 

Magyar, which seems to repeat the iconography of the slave as supplicant, but this dichotomy 

is undermined by the fact that the Magyar’s striving, like the prayers that Mother Africa poses 



103 
 

to God, are in vain. From there we are off again to the next tyrant’s domain. This time it is the 

“Rugged Russian Bear”—Czar Nicholas I—whose “slavish hordes” wage war 

Upon the right of every State 
Its own affairs to regulate: 
To help each Despot bind the chain 
Upon the people’s rights again, 
And crush beneath his ponderous paw  
All Constitutions, rights and law. (57) 

 
By the end of the poem, however, it is not only Europe’s old aristocracies that are trampling the 

people’s rights, but it is also Europe’s new republics, which, for reasons the poem leaves 

unanalyzed, have given way to new dictatorships that are even more despotic than the 

monarchies that they deposed. With Louis-Napoléon’s 1852 coup in mind, the speaker of the 

poem laments,  

I see in France, oh, burning shame! 
The shadow of a mighty name, 
Wielding the power her patriot bands 
Had boldly wrenched form kingly hands,  
With more despotic pride of sway 
Than ever monarch dared display. (57-58) 
 

It this discordant note struck by Whitfield in “How Long?,” which calls into question whether 

the existing idiom of republican democracy is adequate for the task of describing the liberation 

that abolition would like to articulate. Whitfield’s growing skepticism can also segue us back to 

Brown and the concern with the militarism of the French Second Republic that he flags at the 

outset of his Paris letters in Three Years. If, in the pages of the 1852 edition of The Liberty Bell, 

the French Second Republic still retains the same moral authority that it had when it abolished 

slavery in 1848, in the pages of Brown’s contemporaneous travelogue a very different picture of 

the post-revolutionary French state emerges, one that strikes a cautionary note about 
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republican democracy as a vehicle for global peace and liberation, and which thus presents a 

challenge to the political grammar of antityrannicism. As I noted at the outset of this chapter, 

Brown’s account of Paris begins with a description not of symbols of French liberty, but of the 

Column Vendome. Where, in the accounts of Brown’s fellow abolitionists and in his own Paris 

speech, the Second Republic represents the displaced fulfillment of the democratic and 

egalitarian promises on which the United States had long since defaulted, in his travel narrative 

Brown presents a more pessimistic vision of republican France’s world-historical significance. 

The Column Vendome is a reminder, among other things, that republican revolution has already 

visited France, and the result, much like in the United States, was imperial expansion, the 

resurgence of slavery, and increased militarism. In this regard, written at the end of the  

so-called “springtime of peoples,” Brown’s description of the Napoleonic monument as having 

been “made of…warlike implements taken from the Russians and Austrians” is a cautionary 

tale, albeit one with a layered, polysemous significance that must be unpacked.  

With the peace mission of the Congress in mind, Brown’s analysis of the monument 

alludes, in the first instance, to the biblical prophecy set forth in Isaiah 2:4, “And they will 

hammer their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not lift 

up sword against nation, and never again will they learn war.” That France has instead 

hammered the “warlike implements” of its rivals into a celebration of its own martial prowess is 

a sign that its revolution, much like that of the United States before it, has failed to achieve that 

epochal rupture that would mark the end of history and the beginning of the prophesied era of 

millennial peace. Moreover, France’s ongoing celebration of imperial conquest suggests not 

only a continuity between its pre-revolutionary military dictatorship and post-revolutionary 
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republic, and thus the collapse of the progressive global historicity that subtends revolutionary 

rhetoric, but also an onto-political similitude between the democratic republics of the West and 

the “despotic” empires of the East, represented in this instance by Russia and Austria.   

By describing the Column Vendome as “the Bunker Hill monument of Paris,” Brown 

suggests that what republican democracies have inaugurated thus far is not an end of 

hereditary hierarchy maintained through violence, but a new iteration rooted in the republican 

nation-state. The significance of Brown’s allusion to the Column Vendome as “the Bunker Hill 

Monument” is underdeveloped in Three Years, but Brown presents his thoughts on another 

American Revolutionary monument in the second volume of Autographs for Freedom (1854), 

which helps to flesh out the reference. There, in his essay “Visit of a Fugitive Slave to the Grave 

of Wilberforce,” as part of an unfavorable comparison with the greater respect shown to black 

soldiers on the base of Nelson’s Column, Brown writes of the Groton Monument,  

Some years since, while standing under the shade of the monument erected to 
the memory of the brave Americans who fell at the storming of Fort Griswold, 
Connecticut, I felt a degree of pride as I beheld the names of two Africans who 
had fallen in the fight, yet I was grieved but no surprised to find their names 
colonized off, and a line drawn between them and the whites. This was in 
keeping with American historical injustice to its colored heroes. (71)  
 

I will have occasion to return to this passage at greater length in Chapter Three, where I discuss 

the significance of Nelson’s Column in Brown’s other depictions of the relationship between 

American slavery and the British Empire. But here I would like to draw attention to the way in 

which Brown presents the nation-state not as a vehicle for human liberation, but as the vehicle 

for a new form of colonial violence and political “slavery,” as the names of the “two Africans” 

are “colonized off” to preserve the monistic fiction that synonymizes racial whiteness with the 
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American demos. It is this internal colonialism, this reinvention of tyranny through republican 

democracy and national sovereignty that will be the subject of the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LEVERAGING THE WORLD COUNTER-REVOLUTION: 

ANTI-JACOBINISM, ABOLITION,  

AND THE SHIFTING GEOHISTORICAL BOUNDARIES OF CHRISTENDOM  

 

It is worth pausing here to consider the incongruity of Brown’s presence at the Paris 

Peace Congress, an incongruity that I will ultimately argue was not as incongruous as it might at 

first seem. To that end, for the first two sections of this chapter I will bracket my analysis of 

Brown’s critique of the French Second Republic, as well as the act of rhetorical legerdemain 

that, in his speech to the congress, enables him to transmute its call for international peace into 

his own call for international revolution. In the previous chapter, I sketched the terms of the 

growing radicalism in Anglo-Atlantic abolition’s public sphere that preceded Brown’s arrival in 

France and that was ongoing throughout his European sojourn. I argued that the 1848 

revolutions provided a contemporary anchor for militant abolitionists to make use of a strain of 

millenarian republican rhetoric that I call “abolitionist antityrannicism” in order to legitimate 

the use of revolutionary violence by the enslaved and their allies. I further argued that this 

rhetoric enabled Brown and his abolitionist colleagues in the United States to raise the 

possibility that the national revolutions in Europe and a potential slave revolution in the 

American South were part of a single federated struggle for overturning the  

mid-nineteenth-century global dispensation and inaugurating a new global order that would 

mark the end of history.  
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In this chapter, I will begin by sketching a different contextual horizon, namely the 

international social milieu in which Brown was embedded at the peace congress and the 

impasses that it confronted him with in his attempts to solicit its participation in an ongoing 

world revolution. As we will see, in Brown’s account of his experiences at the congress’s formal 

proceedings and informal festivities, he presents himself as having been confronted by a 

multilateral struggle. The stakes of that struggle were nothing less than the political ontology of 

the post-revolutionary French state and the trans- and international coalitions in which it would 

become entangled, as well as the narratives that would be used to plot those coalitions in the 

telic unfolding of global history. In this first section, I attempt to locate some of the 

foundational impasses—simultaneously iconographic, narratological, theoretical, and 

practical—that greeted Brown in Paris and that he would attempt to outflank both in his 

activities at the congress and in his subsequent writings. I argue that at the crux of those 

impasses was the significance of William Wells Brown himself, or, more precisely, William Wells 

Brown beyond himself, since it is less the private individual than the polysemous metonym that 

that individual had become who becomes the focal point around which a set of contending 

forces can be seen to converge42.  

                                                           
42 William Wells Brown’s name, like that of his more famous colleague, Frederick Douglass, was a combination of 
the first name given to him at birth and an assumed patronym. Unlike Douglass, who took his last name form the 
protagonist in Walter Scott’s poem “The Lady of the Lake” (1810), Brown took the name “Wells Brown” from a 
Quaker in Ohio who gave him food and shelter during his escape from slavery. Brown tells different versions of this 
incident in several texts, with the fullest account appearing in an autobiographical chapter of The Black Man 
(1863), titled “A Man Without a Name.” The title of the chapter is an allusion to a related anecdote that Brown 
tells of a period in his youth when a relation of his master with the first name “William,” possibly Brown’s  
half-brother, came to live with the family and Brown was stripped of the name William to prevent confusion and 
potential embarrassment over the relation.  
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In the remainder of the chapter, I will look at the rhetorical strategy that Brown used to 

outflank those forces in his subsequent texts and speeches. Section two examines a strain of 

rhetoric that employed many of the same terms as the abolitionist antityrannicism that I 

examined in the previous chapter, but whose roots were drawn from the conservative  

anti-Jacobin response to the French Revolution, which American abolitionists adapted to a 

critique of mob violence in the northern states throughout the 1830s, and which they 

successfully used to challenge republican democracy’s claim to have achieved liberty from 

monarchism. In the final section of this chapter, I will examine how Brown evolved this rhetoric 

into a trenchant critique of the French Second Republic and its renascent imperialism.  

With the inseparability of William Wells Brown the man and William Wells Brown the 

metonym in mind, some biographical context is in order. When he arrived in Paris, Brown was a 

man without a country. Still legally the property of riverboat owner Enoch Price, he had fled 

enslavement in 1834 and achieved success as an abolitionist author and lecturer in the 

northern states before crossing the Atlantic in 1849 to continue his antislavery work in the 

United Kingdom and France. Yet, in Paris, this fugitive from American slavery found himself 

hobnobbing with prominent economists, journalists, activists, and statesmen hailing from 

throughout Europe, Britain, and the United States43. From one vantage point, then, the Peace 

Congress presented the fugitive slave and fledgling author with the opportunity to stage the 

scene of his own social and political recognition abroad on terms not only of equality with his 

fellow Americans, but as one of their betters—a member of the United States’ cultural elite 

invited to weigh in on matters of global significance alongside some of the West’s most noted 

                                                           
43 For a more thorough account of Brown’s experiences in Paris, see Greenspan and Farrison.  
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thinkers, writers, and diplomats. It is this narrative of recognition and elevation that emerges 

periodically in Three Years in Brown’s accounts of his interpersonal interactions at the 

Congress’s associated parties and excursions. For instance, he relates with obvious relish how a 

white American who objected to his presence onboard the steamer that took the U.S. 

delegation to Paris later begged him for an introduction to Victor Hugo and the British free 

trade advocate Richard Cobden. Shortly thereafter, Brown boasts that “[his] coloured face and 

curly hair did not prevent [him] getting an invitation” to an afterparty hosted by Alexis de 

Tocqueville, then France’s Minister of Foreign Affairs (50). And he uses the invitation as an 

opportunity to contrast the social equality seemingly afforded to him in France with what he 

imagines would have occurred in “America, where colour is considered a crime,” and where “he 

would not have been seen at such a gathering, except as a servant” (50).  

Brown would put a similar phrase in the mouth of the eponymous enslaved heroine of 

his first novel, Clotel, a year later in a scene where she begs her lover and master to arrange for 

their family’s “remov[al] to France or England, where both her and her child would be free, and 

where colour was not a crime” (my emphasis 81). In both texts, France is held up as an example 

of a nation whose ostensible lack of chattel slavery and racial proscription make it a fit locale 

for the circulation of the United States’ black elite on terms of relative social equality, if not 

superiority, to the average white American. And though the Parisian setting of the scenes that 

Brown describes in Three Years complicates Elisa Tamarkin’s claim that his tendency to present 

himself in close proximity to culturally significant sites and celebrities on the other side of the 

Atlantic is evidence of “Anglophilia,” it supports her more general insistence that the staging of 
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such scenes by Brown and other black abolitionists is part of an attempt to elicit the social envy 

of their white abolitionist readers (Tamarkin 200). 

We can add to Tamarkin’s discussion of the social envy that such scenes are intended to 

elicit in the reader that the performances of bourgeois cultural cultivation that Brown’s travel 

narrative both records and performs were also intended to serve a clear political function. In his 

pioneering account of black Americans in the antebellum transatlantic antislavery movement, 

Richard Blackett describes the efforts of black abolitionists in England and Europe as an attempt 

to build a “moral cordon” that would isolate slavery in the United States from the international 

community. Blackett’s is an analytically precise account of the strategy by which abolitionists 

hoped to combat American slavery by quarantining it from the international community, yet it 

is also incomplete. In addition to their attempts to convince the international community to 

withdraw from all commercial, social, and political affiliation with slaveholders, black 

abolitionists also sought to combat a belief in the cultural and biogenetic inferiority of  

dark-skinned peoples of African descent that abolitionists argued had been produced by the 

legacy of chattel slavery. This belief had begun to take hold abroad over precisely the same half 

century that abolition began to succeed throughout the Atlantic’s major empires. Despite their 

assertions of Anglo-European color blindness, many black abolitionists who traveled on the 

international circuit found that scientific racism and other forms of anti-black prejudice had 

preceded them to the United Kingdom and Europe.  

This was certainly the case in post-emancipation France, where, if “colour was not a 

crime,” the equality of that portion of humanity that W.E.B. Du Bois would later call “the darker 

races of mankind” was increasingly contested. Dating back to the seventeenth century, 
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antislavery and antiblack legislation developed in a complicated tug of war within France’s 

metropolitan borders and in relation to its colonial escapades in the Caribbean. Prior to French 

involvement in Atlantic slavery, many cities in France enforced some variety of the so-called 

“Freedom Principle,” according to which slavery was prohibited on French soil and any slave 

who set foot thereon was deemed free. When slavery began to take off in the French 

Caribbean, rules governing the institution were laid out in Louis XIV’s edict of 1685, the Code 

Noir, but the Freedom Principle remained in place within France’s continental borders. By the 

eighteenth century this brought the metropolitan Freedom Principle into routine conflict with 

the colonial Code Noir when colons brought their slaves to France either for training or as 

domestic servants. The initial result of this conflict was that the Freedom Principle took 

precedence and, from the 1690s to 1715, Louis XIV set free slaves who sought their freedom 

after arriving on French metropolitan soil. However, between the death of Louis XIV and the 

outbreak of the French Revolution, developments were murkier. Slaves continued to 

successfully invoke the Freedom Principle to sue for their freedom in Paris despite competing 

but unenforceable edicts elsewhere in France that had been put in place to protect 

slaveholders’ rights over the enslaved. Nevertheless, the growth of a small black population in 

France, slave and free, gradually became the target of public opprobrium in the 1760s. In 1777, 

this led Louis XVI to pass the Déclaration pour la police des Noirs, banning the entry of 

additional non-whites into France44. 

                                                           
44 My discussion of the conflict between colonial slavery and the metropolitan freedom principle draws on Sue 
Peabody’s pathbreaking research in There are No Slaves in France (1996).   
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The French Revolution did away with the ban on non-whites, but by 1815 the cultural 

racism that developed during the ancien régime to prevent a free black population from 

growing within the French metropole was supplemented by a school of scientific theories that 

postulated the biogenetic distinctness and inferiority of black people of African descent. These 

theories were initially discredited by the French scientific establishment, but they grew in 

prominence over the first half of the nineteenth century, and Gobineau’s infamous Essay on the 

Inequality of the Races (1853) was published just four years after Brown’s trip to Paris. This 

growing body of antiblack thought coincided with transformations in French society that had 

previously been used to render its internal onto-political hierarchy visually transparent. In the 

wake of the French Revolution, the sumptuary laws that prohibited the Third Estate from 

wearing the same clothing as the aristocracy were done away with, disrupting the visual 

transparency of class distinction. The end of the pre-revolutionary use of fashion to render the 

state’s onto-political order visually self-evident thus coincided with the gradual emergence of 

color as the new basis for making the post-revolutionary state’s hereditary onto-political 

hierarchy visually legible45. 

That Brown was keenly aware that the debate over Black capacity that had been 

sparked by slavery was global, and not merely national, and that emancipation would only 

deepen the debate’s significance for the African diaspora is evident from his remarks in The 

Black Man (1862). Written as the United States was contemplating the political status that  

                                                           
45 My discussion of the decline of the end of the ancien régime’s sumptuary laws and the emergence of scientific 
racism draws on Martin Staum (3-22). 
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would be afforded to post-emancipation black Americans, the book’s introduction opens with a 

description of the global scope of the debate over black capacity that slavery had produced. 

There Brown writes,   

OF the great family of man, the negro has, during the last half century, been 
more prominently before the world than any other race. He did not seek this 
notoriety. Isolated away in his own land, he would have remained there, had it 
not been for the avarice of other races, who sought him out as a victim of 
slavery. Two and a half centuries of the negro's enslavement have created, in 
many minds, the opinion that he is intellectually inferior to the rest of mankind. 
(31) 

 
According to Brown, the fact that chattel slavery’s invention of “the Negro” as a subject 

inherently fitted out for a subordinate onto-political status could exist even after emancipation 

was particularly evident in the northern United States. In Clotel (1853), the narrator describes 

“The prejudice that exists in the Free States against coloured persons, on account of their 

colour…[as] attributable solely to the influence of slavery, and… [as] but another form of slavery 

itself” (172). Brown’s attempt to counteract the belief in Black inferiority abroad through his 

speech to the Congress and his physical and textual circulation internationally is thus of a piece 

with his attempts to secure the abolition of slavery in the American South, as he included the 

Jim Crow system of de jure and de facto segregation and suppression of civil rights that had 

arisen in the “free” states as both a product of slavery and one of its forms.  

As Brown knew from his experience of color discrimination in the “Free States,” the fact 

that France had emancipated its slaves did not mean that it had eradicated the belief in black 

inferiority that chattel slavery had produced. Much as Brown elsewhere turns a critical eye on 

slavery’s ability to expropriate a surplus value from black bodies, which circulates beyond the 

regions where the peculiar institution is practiced directly, sustaining speculative commercial 
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and financial practices throughout the Atlantic, he is also at pains to delineate and disrupt the 

ways in which slavery had a similarly wide-ranging transformative impact on processes of social 

production in communities where chattel slavery had either never existed or had already been 

abolished. Though Brown’s Paris letters omit a discussion of the scientific racism that had taken 

hold in France in the years between the conclusion of the Napoleonic Wars and the outbreak of 

the 1848 Revolution, he does detail the influence of antiblack forces from without and their 

displeasure at his presence at the congress. As Brown records, the U.S. delegation to the 

congress included proslavery as well as antislavery representatives, and though Brown 

describes himself as besting the former in his attempts to bond with his liberal French hosts, 

the jockeying between the two groups that he describes attests to the very real international 

and intranational struggles over the role that race was to play in the newly remade French 

state.  

In this regard, Brown’s account of his experiences at the Congress functions as a 

demonstration of black capacity intended to push back against a transnational racial ontology 

that was in the process of becoming integral not only to what Alexander Saxton has described 

as “the rise of the white republic” in the United States, but also to the dominant geoculture of 

the Atlantic world-system. Brown effectively transforms himself into a living refutation of those 

who the fugitive author would later describe as “the calumniators and traducers of the Negro” 

(“The Black Man” 5). Among this group of detractors, he would come to distinguish by the 

mid-1860s between those who participated directly in slavery, such as the white American who 

objected to traveling with him to the Paris Congress, and those who, like many of the 

Europeans he encountered, “[were] ignorant of the characteristics of the race and the mere 
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echoes of the first” (5). For Brown the existence of this second class was proof that the form of 

racialized social production that had been inaugurated by chattel slavery had spread beyond 

the boundaries of the plantation, and it lent added importance to his physical and textual 

circulation in the capitols of the Atlantic world-system’s Anglo-French core.  

At the same time, however, even as Brown’s textual account of his social incorporation 

at the Paris Congress and its associated festivities serves as a counterstatement to slavery’s 

invention of the figure of the Negro as a natural slave, an attempt to quarantine slavery’s social 

ecology from contaminating a Europe with which it was culturally contiguous, the need for 

Brown to be not just an abolitionist abroad, but also a representative figure in abolition’s public 

sphere—a metonym for American slavery—works at a cross-purpose. By programmatically 

reiterating, and therefore naturalizing, an association between racial blackness and slavery, 

Brown’s physical circulation at the Congress perpetuates an abolitionist discourse that, as we 

saw in Chapter 1, has in its dominant form made of the figure of the black slave—represented 

most famously through the abolitionist trope of the “grateful slave,” or the slave as 

supplicant—the icon for a new form of onto-political subordination. Put differently, insofar as 

his pertinence to the congress and its associated soirees is underwritten by his prior 

enslavement, Brown’s presence at the meeting serves to connect his color with his condition 

and participates in the transmutation of what was a form of captivity imposed on him in the 

United States into a kind of international social typology. This conflict between Brown’s goal of 

putting international pressure on the institution of slavery in the United States and his attempt 

to combat the more widely disseminated impression of Black inferiority that it produced 

presents him with a dilemma that is simultaneously practical and structural. To better achieve a 
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revolution in the United States that would abolish chattel slavery as a political form, he must 

participate in the dissemination of one of slavery’s afterlives internationally by continuing to 

evoke/invoke for his readers and audiences what Hortense Spillers has described in another 

context as “that grid of associations, from the semantic and iconic folds of our collective past, 

that come to surround and signify the captive” (210)46.  

One outcome of the disparate significances that Brown’s presence invokes/evokes at 

the Paris congress is that he self-consciously inhabits a social and discursive space of  

onto-political ambivalence47. Within a liberal discourse of colonial and world-historical 

development predicated on class and cultural sophistication, he is able to upstage his racist and 

proslavery countrymen by framing their racial attitudes as the signifier of a certain American 

backwardness or underdevelopment, a provincialism that appears disadvantaged when set 

against the enlightened cosmopolitanism of his Parisian social circle and his own repeated 

displays of highly developed cultural literacy. But no matter how high he ascends according to 

the criteria of this liberal cultural taxonomy, his color, personal history as a slave, and public 

                                                           
46 The concept of a post-emancipation “afterlife” of slavery is richly developed, albeit implicitly, in Spillers’ seminal 
1987 essay “Mama’s Baby: Papa’s Maybe: an American Grammar Book.” But the phrase “afterlife of slavery” was 
coined by Saidiya Hartman in her 2007 memoir, Lose Your Mother (6).    
47 I intend my reference to Brown’s onto-political ambivalence to be an allusion to Hortense Spillers’ “Moving on 
Down the Line: Variations on the African American Sermon.” There Spillers writes, “just as the Eagle…conflates 
notions of freedom under military might, just as it elides in a distinct visual field a protocol of the imperialistic and 
the free, the African American’s relationship to Christianity and the state is marked completely by ambivalence; we 
could even say that at moments such a relationship gropes toward a radically alternative program” (252). In a 
subsequent elaboration in the same essay, Spillers writes, “for the captive personality to learn to read is not only 
mastery of the inherited texts of his or her culture, also its subversion” (253). What I am trying to outline in this 
section are the ways in which Brown’s conspicuous displays of cultural cultivation are designed  to subvert the 
culture of a peace congress that, much like Spillers’ Eagle, conflates the protocols of the imperial and the free. But 
insofar as I am also interested in delineating the limits of such strategies of cultural subversion, I am also at pains 
to describes the forces at the congress that arrayed themselves to prevent Brown from pushing the event towards 
a “radically alternative program.”  
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activism combine to ensure that he is repeatedly “read” against the semantic horizon of 

abolitionist discourse as the socially subordinate figure of the “American slave.”  

We see these tensions between Brown’s simultaneous elevation and subordination pull 

taut around him in an anecdote that he tells of his tête-à-tête with Marie de Tocqueville at the 

congressional afterparty hosted by her husband. If, on receipt of his invitation to the party, 

Brown initially takes it as a sign of the French capital’s lack of color prejudice, his public role as a 

representative figure in abolition’s public sphere complicates matters when he attends the 

actual event. Of his experiences at the Tocqueville soiree, Brown writes  

I was about passing on, when the gentleman who introduced me intimated that I 
was an ‘American slave.’ At the announcement of this fact the distinguished lady 
extended her hand and gave me a cordial welcome—at the same time saying, ‘I 
hope you feel yourself free in Paris.’ Having accepted an invitation to a seat by 
the lady’s side, who seated herself on a sofa, I was soon what I most dislike, ‘the 
observed of all observers.’ I recognised among many of my own countrymen, 
who were gazing at me, the American Consul, Mr. Walsh. My position did not 
improve his looks. (51)  

 
The fact that Brown does not initially attract any special attention from Marie de Tocqueville 

would seem to provide evidence that there is some truth to his and his heroine’s claim that 

“colour is no crime” in France. But this is undercut when he is introduced to Tocqueville as “an 

‘American Slave,’” a term that Brown distances himself from by enclosing it in quotes, and 

which he suggests, through his capitalization both words, is being used as a proper noun. 

Though he had long since freed himself from enslavement by the time of the Paris  

Congress—indeed, he was an invited guest at a party of international notables—his 

introduction as an “American Slave” thus transforms him into a known quantity whose needs 

and characteristics have preceded him through the international debate over abolition. It is not 

William Wells Brown, abolitionist and author, but an “American Slave,” that sparks 
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Tocqueville’s interest and secures from her that intimacy of person and discourse that attracts 

the troubled attention of his countrymen. Crucially, by introducing Brown as an “American 

Slave” rather than as an abolitionist lecturer and author, his interlocutor privileges Brown’s 

legal status in the United States—even though that legal status is something that Brown has 

fled and that Tocqueville would ostensibly claim to reject as a violation of natural law. This 

seemingly innocuous interaction—one of those quotidian scenes in which indebtedness is 

affixed to black emancipation, which Saidiya Hartman has expertly anatomized in the context of 

the  

post-emancipation United States—neatly illustrates the structural and practical bind in which 

Brown is caught48. For him to perform the role of abolition’s ‘American Slave’ permanently 

would be to deny his social equality with his auditors. But for him to abandon the pretense of 

supplication and dwell permanently in the extended performance of bourgeois 

cosmopolitanism that is its opposite, and which his travel narrative both records and enacts, 

would be to abandon his abolitionist cause and to leave in place a discourse that has positioned 

racial blackness, in Spillers’ felicitous phrase, as “vestibulary to culture” He is thus forced into a 

performative cul-de-sac whereby he must repeatedly invoke/evoke the figure of the slave, even 

as he proves his exorbitance to it, so that his abolitionist interlocutors can recognize his full 

humanity and, in doing so, symbolically “free” him. 

Not coincidentally, given the tantalizing prospect of social incorporation that Brown’s 

account of the Paris Congress seems to present as just out of reach of its narrator, in the 

                                                           
48 On the entanglement of African American freedom with subjection and debt bondage in the era of U.S. 
emancipation, see Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection (115-163). 



120 
 

penultimate chapter of Three Years Brown abandons the travel narrative genre for a brief foray 

into short fiction. There he tells a story that explores precisely the road not taken by the author: 

that of a fugitive from American slavery leaving the cause of abolition behind and, at the same 

time, abandoning his own racial identity. Titled “A Chapter on American Slavery,” the story 

depicts two American slaves, George and Mary, who independently escape to England and then 

settle in France, where they are reunited and pass as white for the remainder of their lives. 

Brown told multiple versions of this story throughout his career, frequently changing key details 

to address the political exigencies of the moment and the specific responses that he wanted to 

elicit from different reading publics. The first iteration appears in A Description of William Wells 

Brown’s Original Panoramic Views. In this less intricate version of the narrative, conveyed 

through two of the panorama’s tableaux, the protagonists are named Leander and Matilda; 

they are phenotypically black; and, instead of escaping to England and reuniting in France, they 

escape to Canada. The fact that the “George” who appears in Three Years is a revision of the 

earlier “Leander” is clear from the similarity of the romance and escape plots, as well as the fact 

that both characters arrange for their respective flights to freedom only after they have been 

arrested for participating in Nat Turner’s rebellion. They are thus not only fugitive slaves 

escaping from their respective masters, but also failed revolutionaries going into exile to avoid 

execution. 

When he revised and expanded the story for Three Years, Brown made several changes 

to its plot and characterization that helped to further link the war against American slavery with 

the brand of European revolutionary nationalism afoot in France from the late  
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eighteenth-century through the time of his arrival. “A Chapter on American Slavery” is thus 

particularly relevant to the coalition building activities in which Brown was engaged in his 

speech to the Paris Congress, and, as we will see, it runs into a similar set of impasses around 

the international political significance that racial blackness is to be afforded in the federated 

liberty narrative that had been prompted by international revolution. In the story of George 

and Mary, the merging of political causes across continents is first suggested through a 

whitening of George’s skin and physiognomy. Though the appearance of Leander is not 

described in A Description of William Wells Brown’s Panoramic Views, the reader can infer that 

he is dark-skinned from the fact that he paints his face white in order to “pass” during his 

escape from the slave states. By contrast, in Three Years, Brown dwells on George’s appearance 

at length, describing him as visually indistinguishable from the travel narrative’s predominantly 

white British readership. George is first presented to the reader as follows: 

In the year 1831, there resided in the state of Virginia, a slave who was so white, 
that no one would suppose for a moment that a drop of African blood coursed 
through his veins. His hair was straight, soft, fine, and light; his eyes blue, nose 
prominent, lips thin, his head well formed, forehead high and prominent; and he 
was often taken for a free white person by those who did know him. This made 
his condition still more intolerable; for one so white seldom ever receives fair 
treatment at the hands of his fellow slaves; and the whites usually regard such 
slaves as persons who, if not often flogged, and otherwise ill treated, to remind 
them of their condition, would soon "forget" that they were slaves, and ‘think 
themselves as good as white folks.’ (274) 

 
George’s phenotypic whiteness in this passage serves several purposes. Most obviously, it is 

designed to facilitate the presumptively white reader’s identification with the plight of the 

enslaved. This investment is buttressed by the fact that George is not only light of skin, but also 

European in his features and physiognomy. At the same time, because it lacks any of the 

biomarkers used to identify black Americans in the nineteenth century, George’s appearance 
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suggests that the racial taxonomies that were legally recognized in the United States were not 

based in any natural biological hierarchy that could be used to arrange distinct human types, 

but were merely a thinly veiled attempt to manufacture and maintain—often through a mixture 

of law, artifice, and violence—the clearly delineated hierarchical political ontology that would 

best enable chattel slavery to flourish. 

George conveys a warning to the presumptively white reader: if race is maintained and 

manufactured through artifice and violence, then your whiteness is not guaranteed; you too 

could be legally “black”; you too could be enslaved. Brown would return to variations on this 

theme ad nauseam the following year in Clotel, where George and Mary’s story forms the 

novel’s concluding subplot, and where a host of other “white slaves” are used to convey a 

similar message, often even more explicitly than does George.  

This rhetorical strategy is not without its limitations, however. By choosing to challenge 

the legitimacy of racial proscription in the United States on the grounds of its arbitrariness and 

the possibility that this arbitrariness has led to “white” slavery, Brown’s characterization of 

George inadvertently holds out the possibility that a more coherent racial taxonomy is possible 

and that what is wrong with George’s enslavement is that he really is white. This problem is 

compounded by the fact that George’s likeness to Brown’s white readers is more than skin 

deep.  

As the passage continues, Brown will also rely on abolitionist antityrannicism to link 

George’s struggle against chattel slavery with the battle against political slavery in Europe. 

Where, in his 1849 speech to the Paris Congress and his 1850 panorama, Brown had set the 

possibility of the 1848 revolutions in Europe inspiring a slave revolt in the United States in an 
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imagined imminent future, in Three Years he backdates that shared revolutionary endeavor to 

failed revolts on both sides of the Atlantic in 1831:   

During that year, an insurrection broke out amongst the slave population, known 
as the… ‘Nat Turner Insurrection.’ Five or six hundred slaves, believing in the 
doctrine that ‘all men are created equal,’ armed with such weapons as they 
could get, commenced a war for freedom. Amongst these was George, the white 
slave…He had heard his master and visitors speak of the down-trodden and 
oppressed Poles; he heard them talk of going to Greece to fight for Grecian 
liberty, and against the oppressors of that ill-fated people. George, fired with the 
love of freedom, and zeal for the cause of his enslaved countrymen, joined the 
insurgents, and with them had been defeated and captured. (274-275) 
 

Brown’s allusion to the Declaration of Independence and his discussion of revolutions in Europe, 

produce yet another variation on the constellation of American abolition with European 

revolution that we have seen in The Liberty Bell and Autographs for Freedom. In addition to the 

complications introduced by analogizing chattel slavery with political slavery that I explored in 

the previous chapter, there are specific geopolitical complications introduced by way of 

Brown’s comparison of black Americans to “that ill-fated people,” the Greeks.  

It is these additional complications that I would like to focus on in the remainder of this 

section, as they touch on issues that it seems to me remain less thoroughly explored in 

discussions of abolitionist rhetoric, and especially Brown’s rhetoric, than the significance 

afforded to color in the use of “white slaves.” On the one hand, the rhetorical conflation of the 

Greek struggle for independence from the Ottoman Empire with the Black struggle against 

slavery throughout the Atlantic world was, as we saw in Chapter One, a commonplace in the 

abolitionist antityrannicism of the period, thanks in no small part to abolitionists’ frequent use 

of Byron’s famous lines from Canto II of Childe Harold to portray American slaves as the agents 

of their own emancipation. Brown was no stranger to this practice; he would go on to use 
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Byron’s couplet as the epigraph to St. Domingo: Its Revolutions and its Patriots, his 1854 lecture 

on the Haitian Revolution, which was first delivered in London and then published as a 

pamphlet in Boston the following year.  

On the other hand, the Anglo-Atlantic affective investment in the Greek war for 

independence was underwritten by an attempt to redefine the nature and contours of an 

allegedly free, white Euro-Christian West over and against an Orientalist East, which was 

defined as non-white, predominantly Muslim, and inherently despotic. If we follow out Brown’s 

analogy, one of its entailments is that the American slaveholders are the Ottoman Turks. This 

Orientalist component of the analogy has received little comment when compared to Brown’s 

emphasis on color-based forms of racial identity. But it exposes a loose seam between the 

Hickman’s monistic fiction of racial whiteness and that of Euro-Christianity. Tightly stitched 

together over the course of the nineteenth century, these overlapping fictions would be used 

to give renewed coherence to the idea of a West or Occident as a self-identifying geocultural 

unit. But abolitionists would try to redraw the lines of that Occident by pitting the narrative of 

Euro-Christianity against that of slavery.  

One of the ways that abolitionists sought to get the better of slaveholders within the 

new global onto-political order was by pulling apart this seam in order to de-synonymize racial 

whiteness and “Euro-christianity” and positioning the African American as both inside and 

outside the boundaries of Christendom. This juxtaposition drew on the ambiguous position of 

the chattel slave in antityrannicism’s typological triad, as well as a body of “Orientalist” 

discourse that, at least since Aristotle, had been used to describe North Africa as a separate 

onto-political realm where political slavery was natural. If the rhetoric of antityrannicism 



125 
 

betrays an anxiety over the threat of collective enslavement from without as well as within, 

Brown plays on antityrannicism’s fear of an external threat by typologically linking the 

slaveholder with the Ottoman Empire and the Barbary States.   

Brown witnessed these problems directly during his time in London. As Ezra Greenspan 

has chronicled in his recent biography of Brown, when the abolitionist attended the Great 

Exhibition in London in 1851 he was frustrated by the abundance of attention lavished on the 

American sculptor Hiram Powers’ contribution, “The Greek Slave”. The statue, a nude female 

hewn from white marble, was the most talked about American contribution.  Greenspan 

explains that the exhibit drew teary-eyed crowds and a considerable amount of press coverage. 

At the same time, Henry Mayhew’s satirical magazine, Punch, made light of the hypocrisy of the 

United States weeping over Greek slavery by publishing a cartoon of a similarly nude and 

shackled black American slave, titled “The Virginian Slave.” Brown apparently patrolled the 

Powers exhibit with a copy of the Punch cartoon, confronting teary-eyed onlookers with the 

image in the hopes of sparking dialogue and perhaps making some news of his own.  

The emphasis on skin color is only half of the story, however, and it has tended to 

obscure the juxtaposition between a naturally free Western Christendom, threatened with 

enslavement by an Orientalized Ottoman despotism, that is the implicit narrative the statue is 

designed to tell. In Clotel, through the eponymous heroine—a phenotypically white slave 

descended from Thomas Jefferson and his slave, Currer—Brown clearly tries a strategy that is 

loosely analogous to the one that he employed at the London exhibition, but more subtle in its 

execution. The novel’s opening chapter concludes with the auctioning off of Clotel. Clotel’s 

presentation to the crowd of potential purchasers is designed to gin up the same sentiment in 
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Brown’s British readers that Powers’ famous statue had produced at the Great Exhibition; 

indeed, it is almost a restaging of that scene: 

The appearance of Clotel on the auction block created a deep sensation amongst 
the crowd. There she stood, with a complexion as white as most of those who 
were waiting with a wish to become her purchasers; her features as finely 
defined as any of her sex of pure Anglo-Saxon; her long black wavy hair done up 
in the neatest manner; her form tall and graceful, and her whole appearance 
indicating one superior to her position. (62-63) 
 

Brown would appear to be ventriloquizing the perspective of Powers’ London audience when 

the narrator informs the reader that Clotel’s “features…of pure Anglo-Saxon” make her “whole 

appearance indicat[e] one superior to her position.” Unlike Powers’ nude statue, Clotel is 

clothed and unshackled, but the lascivious implications of “The Greek Slave,” as well as its 

underlying juxtaposition of Euro-Christian vulnerability with an Orientalized Turkish Other, is 

articulated at great length as identification with Christendom comes to supplement and at 

times supersede racial whiteness. As the auctioneer tries to drive up Clotel’s price, he 

emphasizes her Christian virtue more strenuously than her skin color, and with better results:  

She is a devoted Christian, and perfectly trustworthy." "Nine hundred." "Nine 
fifty." "Ten." "Eleven." "Twelve hundred." Here the sale came to a dead stand. 
The auctioneer stopped, looked around, and began in a rough manner to relate 
some anecdotes relative to the sale of slaves, which, he said, had come under his 
own observation. At this juncture the scene was indeed strange. Laughing, 
joking, swearing, smoking, spitting, and talking kept up a continual hum and 
noise amongst the crowd; while the slave-girl stood with tears in her eyes, at one 
time looking towards her mother and sister, and at another towards the young 
man whom she hoped would become her purchaser. "The chastity of this girl is 
pure; she has never been from under her mother's care, she is a virtuous 
creature." "Thirteen." "Fourteen." "Fifteen." "Fifteen hundred dollars," cried the 
auctioneer, and the maiden was struck for that sum. This was a Southern 
auction, at which the bones, muscles, sinews, blood, and nerves of a young lady 
of sixteen were sold for five hundred dollars; her moral character for two 
hundred; her improved intellect for one hundred; her Christianity for three 
hundred; and her chastity and virtue for four hundred dollars more.  
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And this, too, in a city thronged with churches, whose tall spires look like so 
many signals pointing to heaven, and whose ministers preach that slavery is a 
God-ordained institution!  
 
What words can tell the inhumanity, the atrocity, and the immorality of that 
doctrine which, from exalted office, commends such a crime to the favour of 
enlightened and Christian people? What indignation from all the world is not due 
to the government and people who put forth all their strength and power to 
keep in existence such an institution? Nature abhors it; the age repels it; and 
Christianity needs all her meekness to forgive it. (63-64) 
 

Lurking beneath the question of whether French color prejudice would really allow for the kind 

of escape from racial proscription that Brown describes is also a deeper problem: by making 

George’s inspiration for joining Nat Turner’s rebellion the Greek and Polish wars for 

independence, Brown inscribes George in a racialized liberty narrative that played a crucial role 

in helping to define Europe as a self-identifying geocultural unit, whose alleged tradition of 

native freedoms was juxtaposed to the domain of an allegedly despotic “Oriental” Other to its 

East.  

Although this cultural myth was, in the first instance, grounded less in color than in 

religion, Brown had seen from the response to Powers’ statue how that narrative continued to 

animate and support the new color-based dispensation. At mid-century, The Greeks and Poles 

who inspire George to participate in Nat Turner’s rebellion were effectively sidesteps the issue 

of whether, at mid-century, France was as colorblind as his hosts liked to suggest, and whether 

the future chosen by George was a real possibility for a fugitive slave like Brown, who had 

darker skin as an adult and could not pass.  

Here it should be noted that if Brown presents himself—and, by way of his status as a 

representative figure in abolition’s public sphere, all black Americans—as inhabiting an 

ambivalent onto-political status in Europe, he was hardly the only one at the Paris Peace 
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Congress who possessed a polysemous public significance in the international arena at mid-

century. In his account of his colloquy with Marie de Tocqueville, the different responses that 

Brown evokes from his proslavery countrymen and his abolitionist French hosts index not only 

the tenuousness of Brown’s position on the world stage, but also their own. For the Americans 

who are upset by Brown’s presence, the circulation of a black man—and a fugitive slave at 

that—in the rarified air of the Congress’s elite social scene represents both a diplomatic 

problem and also, at a deeper level, a challenge to their own onto-political status as creoles, 

produced by the highly maligned environment of the Americas. Insofar as Brown’s antiblack 

and proslavery countrymen are invested in what was then the still-contested and ongoing 

global transformation of whiteness into the bearer of a significance that would elevate them 

from creoles in the Atlantic’s periphery to the social and political equals of their European 

counterparts, Brown’s presence at the Congress not as a servant to one of the representatives, 

but as an official representative of the AASS, disrupts the careful stage management of public 

life necessary for shoring up that political ontology. In this regard, the set of tensions pulling on 

Brown, his French hosts, and his proslavery countrymen are still anchored, at a distance of 

nearly three quarters of a century, to the international debate over human taxonomy on which 

Thomas Jefferson had weighed in shortly after the American Revolution, itself merely one 

iteration of the debate over the status of the Amerindian sparked by Columbus’s arrival in the 

West Indies three centuries prior. In 1785, when Thomas Jefferson published Notes on the State 

of Virginia anonymously in Paris, he was motivated by the need to legitimate the new republic 

in the eyes of France and the international community not only politically, but also racially. An 

important part of that effort was his need to refute Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon’s 
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widely read theory of American degeneracy, which stated that the New World’s ecology 

necessarily produced smaller, less fertile, less intelligent animals—including humans. This 

process of degeneration, Buffon averred, applied not only to the indigenous peoples of the 

Americas, who demonstrated its outcome over the longue durée, but its white creoles as well. 

It rendered their ability to self-govern inherently suspect. For a European readership, Buffon’s 

theory helped to legitimate the subordination of American colony to European metropole on 

which Europe’s mercantile system relied. By contrast, for America’s newly independent British 

colonies, the theory suggested that they not be recognized within the interstate system on 

equal terms. As a number of historians have noted, it is for this reason that, in Notes, Jefferson 

goes to great lengths to demonstrate not only the soundness of the Commonwealth of 

Virginia’s laws, manners, and manufactures, but also the size of its animals in relation to those 

of Europe.  

Even as Brown’s polysemous public significance makes him a problem for his 

countrymen, a threat to their attempt to give racial whiteness the degree of international 

recognition necessary to replace birth on European soil as the basis for claiming an identity that 

was , it makes him a solution for Marie de Tocqueville and his other French hosts. What 

distinguishes her reaction to Brown from that of his troubled countrymen is not merely that it 

expresses personal solicitude where theirs expresses opprobrium, but that motivating her 

solicitude is a similar need to legitimate her status within a new and still contested political 

ontology in the national and international arenas. In the wake of the 1848 revolution, and in 

light of the shaky foundations of the recently erected French Second Republic, Tocqueville’s 
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status is grounded less in the alchemical significance attributed to color than in having replaced 

governance through violence and with governance through reason and representation.    

 

The Tyranny of Democracy: 

The Anti-Jacobin in the Attic of Garrisonian Abolition 

It is here that I would like to pick up a thread from the opening section of Chapter One: 

the critique of violence that Brown articulates in his speech to the Paris Congress and, 

conceptually downriver from that critique, his call for international revolution. As incongruous 

as Brown’s presence at the three-day meeting was, his expressed wish for a second American 

revolution was even more so. If Brown’s abolitionist mission seems to temporarily coincide with 

the need for post-revolutionary legitimation exhibited by his French hosts, the insurrectionary 

vision elaborated in his speech does not. Though of little geopolitical importance on its own, 

the meeting served as one of many international diplomatic functions that French officials 

could use to bolster two interdependent periodizing narratives about their own post-

revolutionary restoration of civil peace. The first of these narratives was inward looking: France 

had finally emerged from the sixty-year maelstrom that separated its prerevolutionary 

absolutist monarchy from its post-revolutionary republican democracy. The second narrative 

was outward looking: after centuries of religious, mercantilist, and revolutionary warfare with 

rival powers, France had achieved comity with the other Anglo-European and North American 

states present at the Congress. The evidentiary support for these narratives was the peace 

congress itself, which brought together representatives of previously warring nations and tried 

to establish frameworks for future international relations free from conflagration. According to 
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these intertwined teleological narratives, civil peace at home and international peace abroad 

were not so much restored to their pre-revolutionary status as successfully achieved for 

perhaps the first time in French history.  

The success of these intertwined narratives was important in affirming France’s right to 

participate as a co-equal partner in the European “society of states” that had developed by the 

mid-nineteenth century. A tiered system of modern international law emerged at the end of 

the eighteenth century out of a mixture of Enlightenment universalism—a belief in a universal 

right of nations—and, at the same time, a belief that the right of all nations was not equal. As 

intellectual historian David Armitage has discussed, those nations that met the standards of 

European Christendom—later amended to European “civilization” to admit Japan and other 

non-Christian powers—were treated to reciprocal recognition as sovereign agents in the 

nineteenth-century international “society of states,” while those that did not were subject to 

additional coercion, “including the admissibility of war and non-military pressure as a 

prerogative of sovereignty”(Alexandrowicz quoted in Armitage 40).  

Over the course of the nineteenth century, that tiered system was increasingly used to 

manage the European colonial consumption of the extra-European world. According to 

Armitage, “The states and princes of the East Indies, who had been treated as equal sovereign 

agents by the European states in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, became 

unequal subjects of European colonial rule in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries” 

(Armitage 40). Likewise, “African and North African rulers whose rights and sovereignty had 

been respected before the nineteenth century became casualties of the ‘Scramble for Africa’ in 

the late nineteenth century” (Armitage 40).  Nevertheless, as Armitage has shown, the origins 
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of modern international law were counter-revolutionary rather than colonial. The system 

emerged, in the first instance, not out of extra-European colonial contact, but out of an attempt 

to contain the French Revolutionary state: 

The appeal to Christian civilization, and the narrowing of the law of nations to 
betoken that law of the ‘Nations of our own SET, that is, of EUROPE’, derived 
from a defence of embattled orthodoxy in the face of atheistical French 
republicanism and a consequent nostalgia for the integrative maxims of a united 
Christendom.  

The modern conception of international law therefore sprang from the 
counter-Revolutionary and counter-Enlightenment ardour of the 1790s. This in 
turn underpinned the more famous accounts of the European ‘states-system’ 
whose ‘initial purpose was to stigmatise the French Revolution, and especially  
the Napoleonic imperial system…’” (Armitage 40-41) 

 
As I explore in the rest of this section, the stigma that had been attached to the French 

Revolution would have been very real for the Anglo-Atlantic readership of Three Years, as the 

overlaThis distinction between societies that met the European standard of civilization and 

those that did not, which would set the stage for international relations in the second half of 

the nineteenth century, leads us back, perhaps not surprisingly, to the political grammar of 

antityrannicism.  

One of the ways that France and England, the core powers in the mid-nineteenth 

century interstate system, narrated their emergence into modern civilization was as an 

autochthonous overcoming of tyranny in their respective metropoles and slavery in their 

colonies. Antityrannicism, including its abolitionist strain, could thus be a useful tool for either 

affirming or challenging the relative degree of civilization that a nation had achieved. When 

placed in a progressive historical narrative, antityrannicism could distinguish a prior era of 

tyranny/slavery from a current era of freedom, and it could thus be used as an affirmation of 

the present dispensation. When mapped globally, that same rhetoric could also be used to 
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distinguish a set of free sovereign nation-states in a redefined “West” from those deemed to be 

historically retrograde—that is to say, places where tyranny or slavery of one form or another 

allegedly still prevailed or, worse still, was deemed to be the natural state of affairs.  

But what the political grammar of antityrannicism could do, it could also undo. A critic of 

the post-revolutionary dispensation could use the political grammar of antityrannicism to 

represent the new nation-state as an iteration of the hereditary hierarchy and governance 

through violence that characterized the ancien régime—tyranny by a new name, but political 

“slavery” just the  same. And once it was made clear that the tyrannical past was not past, it 

was only a small jump to conclude that because the revolution had not been completed, it had 

not ended. Part of what gave antityrannicism its power for republicans and abolitionists alike 

was its ability to present the everyday functioning of society as something like perpetual war. 

As we saw in Chapter One, for eighteenth-century republican thought life under tyranny was 

properly narrated as a perennial struggle between the coercive force exercised from above by 

the tyrant and the barely suppressed resistance from below exerted by the republic’s “free 

citizens,” however that group was differently defined by the rhetor. From the end of the 

eighteenth-century through the first half of the nineteenth this rhetoric keyed a wave of 

revolutions and independence movements. By midcentury, abolitionists routinely deployed a 

similar political grammar to motivate their own growing radicalism. When applied to chattel 

slavery, antityrannicism could present slave revolt as the overthrow of a class of “tyrants”—the 

slaveholders—by a nation of naturally free African Americans who had only been kept in check 

by the regime of routinized violence that was the plantation’s modus operandi. Whether used 

to describe revolt against political tyranny or chattel slavery, antityrannicism had the effect of 
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naturalizing, sometimes theologically supernaturalizing through reference to divine 

intervention, a revolutionary response to governance through coercive force. And one thing 

that the French revolutionaries shared with American abolitionists on the eve of the 1848 

uprisings was the sense that their respective eighteenth-century republican revolutions had not 

achieved an end to the perpetual violence of the prior dispensation: both the slavery of tyranny 

and the tyranny of slavery persisted. “It is impossible to maintain slavery without maintaining 

war,” Brown averred in his speech to the Paris peace congress. It followed that the revolution 

had not ended. It had simply resumed its suppression of a naturally free demos. For, as 

Garrison warned in his Fourth of July speech to the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society in 1838, 

“Oppression and insurrection go hand in hand, as cause and effect are allied together.” Once 

civil peace was revealed to be civil war under another name, the recourse to violent resistance 

became inevitable according to antityrannicism’s assumptive logic. And even the act of calling 

civil society “peace” became another form of domination, which the abolitionist/revolutionary 

sought to overthrow. It is for this reason that James Whitfield, in a poem published in America 

and Frederick Douglass’s Paper,  titled “Yes! Strike Again that Sounding String,” asks for a song 

about a “tempest roaring/Across the angry foaming deep,” and claims that a song about “joy 

and gladness,” “azure skies and mellow light,” would only “increase the raging pain,/And turn 

fever into madness” (77). Whitfield’s longed for storms are both an indication of a potential end 

to the status quo—a euphemism for revolution—and also a signifier of the current 

dispensation’s ongoing unfreedom, which a more halcyon natural image would traduce.    

In the previous section, I detailed how Brown used his presence in the rarified air of the 

peace congress and its associated social functions to simultaneously undermine the global 
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onto-political status of American slaveholders and to elevate his own. I noted, however, that 

this strategy was predicated on a tension between two social fictions that emerged in Three 

Years. The first of these was the narrative that Brown sought to construct around himself: the 

story of his elevation from fugitive slave to recognized cosmopolite via his incorporation into 

the milieu of the French intellectual elite. This narrative proceeds at the expense of a third 

group—his less sought-after pro-slavery countrymen—who are typologically rendered 

synonymous with a despotic, Orientalist East. The second narrative staged at the congress, 

however, was the one that his French hosts sought to construct around that same act of 

incorporation. According to that second narrative, Brown was a stereotyped supplicant, an 

“American Slave,” and his hosts could assert their own natural freedom by symbolically 

bestowing freedom upon him. In this way, his hosts could assert a new global onto-political 

hierarchy in which they were the natural sovereigns of a newly free West; the formerly 

enslaved were their naturally unsovereign subjects; and the slaveholders occupied an 

ambivalent status, simultaneously representatives of a vestigial aristocratic western order, 

which was supposed to have been thrown off with the revolution, and also not fully  

western—typologically akin to despots in an Orientalist East. In this section, I will examine how 

Brown undermined that narrative through his account of the persistence of rule through 

coercive force under the French Second Republic. In order to do so, he needed to deploy a 

discourse that did not simply lead to a reassertion of republican democracy as the vehicle for 

liberation, since, much like in the United States, that had already been achieved in France. He 

would instead need to present republican democracy as itself a form of tyranny.  
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Fortunately, American abolitionists had developed precisely such a discourse over the 

first half of the nineteenth century as a way of describing antiblack and anti-abolitionist 

violence.  As I discussed in Chapter One, the problem with using the analogy of political 

“slavery” for American abolition had been that if slavery really was “tyranny,” then the 

formation of a republic of “free citizens” was the solution that antityrannicism had traditionally 

proposed, and that solution ran up against the fact that the United States already was a 

republic of “free citizens”. Additionally, for mid-nineteenth century political abolitionists, 

doubling down on American republicanism—insisting that republican isonomia did not exist in 

the United States and needed to be restored—had come to mean a vision of socio-economic 

equality not unlike that imagined by the antislavery, but not necessarily abolitionist, white 

working class. The homestead was seen by the Free Soil Party and, later, the Republican Party 

as a bulwark against the threat of slavery from the South and the threat of wage labor in the 

North49. Theirs was a utopian vision predicated on American expansion; as such, it had been 

repeatedly rejected by the Garrisonians as a product of imperial violence. In the same 1838 

Fourth of July speech to the MASS in which he described insurrection as the natural response to 

oppression, Garrison had this to say about American continental expansion: 

As to the Indian tribes, we have done the best we could to expel and 
exterminate them; and the blood upon our hands, and the gore upon our 
garments, show that our success has almost equalled our wishes. We have 
driven the Cherokees, at the point of the bayonet, into a distant wilderness, from 
their roles of civilization…all for the laudable purpose of getting their lands, that 
the 'divine institution' of slavery may be extended, and perpetuated to the latest 
generation, as 'the corner-stone of our republican edifice!'  
 

                                                           
49 On the social conservatism of the land reform movement, see Jamie L. Bronstein.  
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Though Garrison’s critique of Indian removal is ultimately the servant of his assault on slavery, 

his description of the “blood upon our hands, and the gore on our garments” suggests that the 

homestead would be nearly as blood-soaked as the plantation, and the homesteader just as 

deserving of extirpation. The Free Soil vision of republicanism was also inconsistent with the 

Garrisonian attack on gender hierarchy insofar as the former tended to make male heads of 

household synonymous with the “free citizens” of the republic. The embrace of land reform by 

political abolitionists was, in these respects, socially reactionary. The other political outcome 

that abolitionist antityrannicism lent itself to was Black emigration. Once abolitionists likened 

African Americans to a nation within a nation, akin to the Poles and the Magyars, they seemed 

to be making a case for Black independence from rule by the United States. For some, this 

meant immigrating to Canada West, or else to Haiti or the British West Indies; for others, it 

meant establishing a settler colony in central or South America or in Africa. But in many of 

these options, the metaphor of slavery as “tyranny” produced a political solution that availed 

itself of both settler colonialism and the same reactionary vision of the homestead as the ideal 

unit of social reproduction that characterized the broader land reform movement.   

These were the liberated futures that abolitionism tended to imagine for itself when it 

borrowed the grammar of antityrannicism from revolutionary movements throughout the 

United Kingdom, Europe, and the rest of the Atlantic world. But the Garrisonians also availed 

themselves of another source of antityrannicist rhetoric, especially when their emphasis was on 

pacifism. This source was not the age’s revolutions, but its counterrevolutions.  

Antityrannicism, as it turns out, has always had a Janus face, and what its other visage 

turns its caustic gaze on is not monarchy or aristocracy, but democracy: the so-callled “tyranny” 
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of the majority, or the demos tyrannos. Thanks to William Cobbett’s rantings, we have already 

taken a peep at this counterrevolutionary side of antityrannicism. In Cobbett’s acerbic account 

of American slavery—a metonym in his mind for American democracy—“there is no tyranny 

equal to that, which is practiced under the names and forms of liberty” (XIV). Or, expressed in 

the more subdued tones of Brown’s aristocratic Paris host, Alexis de Tocqueville, in Democracy 

in America (1831), “It is clear that if each citizen…does not learn the art of uniting with those 

like him to defend it, tyranny will necessarily grow with equality.” In each case, the author was 

responding to the French Revolution’s impact on his own country, and the United States 

furnished him with the world’s preeminent example of what privileges and problems came with 

democratization. What concerned both transatlantic social theorists was the instauration of a 

new form of “tyranny” under the guise of democratic freedom. Tocqueville, in his discussion of 

the importance of free association, comes the closest to suggesting the organizational tactic 

that abolitionists would avail themselves of in their resistance to the demos tyrannos, and his 

emphasis elsewhere on the importance of habits of mind and social revolution had an abiding 

influence on moral suasion50. But Cobbett, both in his tone and in his metonymic substitution of 

American slavery for American democracy, comes much closer to the rhetorical strategy that 

abolitionists would pursue in adapting conservative antityrannicism to their own ends: namely, 

make American slavery synonymous with the United States, so that to be an abolitionist means 

either to dissolve the union, leave it, or overthrow it.      

The common, partially disavowed ancestor shared by Cobbett and radical abolitionist 

pacifism was anti-Jacobinism. The marriage of abolitionism with pacifism has a long history that 

                                                           
50 For Tocqueville’s influence on the Garrisonian clique, and especially Wendell Phillips, see W. Caleb McDaniel. 
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runs through the Quaker Society of Friends and predates the American and French revolutions. 

Nevertheless, as historian Rachel Hope Cleves has recently shown, the cluster of radical 

abolitionist pacifists hailing from New England and New York that we have come to label 

Garrisonians was more directly descended, both literally and figuratively, from the American 

anti-Jacobin response to the French Revolution, and especially to the Reign of Terror. This 

response was particularly virulent and widespread in New England. Lydia Maria Child, Theodore 

Dwight Weld, Edmund Quincy, and other abolitionist radicals who came to prominence an the 

antebellum all grew up in anti-Jacobin households, reading anti-Jacobin children’s literature, 

and hearing anti-Jacobin sermons. Moreover, though Cleves is primarily concerned with white 

abolitionists, given the links between anti-Jacobinism and the Federalist Party, it is likely that 

the black abolitionist leaders who came through the Federalist-sponsored African Free School II 

and Noyes Academy, such as Henry Highland Garnet, Alexander Crummell, and James Mccune 

Smith, imbibed many of the same influences through the school’s curriculum.  

Cleves notes that at the core of the Anti-Jacobin critique of the French Revolution was 

an emphasis on the gratuitousness of its violence, a gratuitousness that anti-Jacobin writers 

amplified in their own rhetoric. After the Adams administration passed the Alien and Sedition 

Acts, the Democratic-Republicans turned the critique of the French Revolution back on the 

Federalists. Only instead of foregrounding the tyranny of democracy, the democratic-

republicans likened the Adams administration to Napoleon’s military dictatorship. Much as the 

rhetoric of abolition, antityrannicism, and millenarianism was cross-pollinated by the American 

Revolution, so too were these dueling versions of Anti-Jacobin antityrannicism in the wake of 

the French Revolution. And so antityrannicism could be used by Federalists and, in subsequent 
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decades, conservative Whigs, to stifle democracy and to attack the slaveholding Democratic-

Republican, later Democratic, mob. On the other hand, it could be used by Republicans to 

attack the Federalist expansion of state power. And, in both cases, American partisan, sectional, 

and class politics were filtered through a reading of the legacies of the French and Haitian 

Revolutions.  

The interdependent assaults on the American demos and the expanding federal 

government that antityrannicism had first been used to elaborate in the wake of the French 

Revolution were both taken up by the Garrisonians in the 1830s to stage a similarly two-

pronged offensive on slavery: one prong of the attack first arose as a response to mob violence 

in the North; the other prong arose as a response to the use of federal power to make all 

citizens do the bidding of slaveholders. Unlike the rhetoric of antityrannicist radicalism, which 

the Garrisonians typically used to legitimate slave revolt, antityrannicism’s anti-Jacobin mode 

was more frequently used to legitimate abolitionist pacifism in the North, such as agitation or 

disunion. The first part of the Garrisonian attack, which borrowed most directly from  

anti-Jacobinism, was used to skewer the anti-black and anti-abolitionist mob violence that 

swept northern cities in the 1830s. Garrison briefly exhibits the lasting impress of anti-

Jacobinism on his own rhetoric when, in the same 1838 Fourth of July speech to the MAS in 

which he vituperates against the intertwined policies of Indian removal and the expansion of 

slavery, he attributes both policies to the United States’ “jacobinical clubs, [which have] filled 

the land with mobs and riots which have ended in arson and murder.” Harriet Martineau was 

perhaps the first one to develop this metaphor between pro-slavery mobs and Jacobinism into 

a full-blown conceit. In The Martyr Age of the United States (1839) she wrote of Garrison, 
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Chapman, and other notable white abolitionists as “a moral aristocracy” and the violence 

visited upon free black Americans and northern abolitionists as a “reign of terror.” As 

Martineau describes it, the outbreak of violence was driven by a bourgeoisie worried about the 

impact that abolitionist boycotts and petitions would have on the “the purses of the merchants 

and ship-owners of the North”:  

The panic was generously shared by those who had no ships, and conducted no 
commerce. The lawyers and clergy, ‘gentlemen of property and standing’ of 
every sort, and the press, gave their sympathy to the merchants, and the result 
was presently visible in the reflection of flames upon the midnight sky. (21)  
 

In her attempt to make anti-abolitionist violence into a replaying of the most infamous episode 

of the French Revolution, Martineau presents the abolitionists as the true aristocrats, or the 

“moral aristocracy,” fit to govern society. By contrast, the “gentlemen of property and 

standing” are the bourgeois upstarts seeking to overturn the traditional order through violence. 

And the results of this usurpation of the proper moral hierarchy by the bourgeoisie are 

predictably catastrophic: 

The American Reign of Terror now began. In Philadelphia fortyfour houses and 
two churches were besieged: some few were greatly damaged, and the rest 
sacked and destroyed. The fortyfour houses belonged to the people of color. In 
New York the mob hunted higher game. On the fourth of July (the anniversary of 
the day when liberty was guaranteed to all American citizens by the declaration 
of independence,) the house of Mr Lewis Tappan was sacked, and the furniture 
burned in the street. A certain bureau in which his children kept their little 
keepsakes…was soon crackling in the flames; an early taste of persecution for 
the young creatures… (21) 
 

Martineau begins her “reign of terror” with the “Flying Horse” riot in Philadelphia, in which 

several city blocks of housing for black Americans were burnt by a white mob in 1834. Instead 

of developing that episode at length, however, she quickly moves to the burning of the Tappan 

home on the Fourth of July. She lingers there only slightly longer to contrast the mob’s actions 
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with the ideal of liberty enshrined in the Declaration of Independence and to build the reader’s 

horror over what has been done to Tappan’s children— an “early taste of persecution for the 

young creatures.” But she is on again to her next example in just a few sentences. And she will 

continue in this breathless fashion for over a dozen pages, expanding the conceit to include the 

complicity of local police and public committees that form a loose analogue to the infamous 

Committee of Public Safety. What she is after is not a single, terrifying vignette, but a catalogue 

that overwhelms the reader with its vertiginous voluminousness, its gothic gratuity. The 

aesthetic effect produced thereby is one of horror and disorientation. American civil society is 

made to appear to be a chaotic and endless pogrom. And out of the tale of abolitionist 

persecution that develops, a martyrology emerges in which white abolitionists who peacefully 

suffered violence, such as Tappan and Garrison, can be held up to the book’s readers as 

examples for emulation and adulation.  

For its political impact, the passage relies on implicit allusions to two intertwined liberty 

narratives that would have been deeply embedded in the cultural preconceptions of 

Martineau’s Anglo-protestant readership. The first of these narratives, and the most 

immediate, is the anti-Jacobin narrative of the French Revolution as an event of unprecedented 

terror and mass violence. This narrative was conveyed, most famously, by Burke’s Reflections 

on the Revolution in France (1790), and, as Cleves discusses, variations on Burke’s gory 

descriptions of the Reign of Terror were disseminated in sermons, pamphlets, novels, and 

poems throughout the Anglo-Atlantic for the rest of the decade. Much like Burke’s and other 

anti-Jacobin texts, Martineau’s Martyr Age presents the Reign of Terror to the reader as an 
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example of what happens when traditional social institutions are dissolved and the demos is no 

longer restrained by either a natural or a hereditary aristocracy.  

Embedded in Martineau’s allusion to this first liberty narrative, however, is an allusion 

to a second, this one as positively charged by the text as the other one is negatively. This 

second liberty narrative is that of the protestant reformation, especially as it was conveyed to 

Anglo-Atlantic readers through texts like John Foxe’s Book of Martyrs and other similar 

accounts of pogroms visited upon a persecuted Anglo-French protestant minority in England 

and France. According to this second liberty narrative, abolitionists are no longer the French 

aristocracy, murdered in the Reign of Terror; they are the protestant minority, slaughtered 

during the sixteenth-century religious wars and persecuted under the reign of Queen Mary. The 

revolution that this persecuted minority seeks to accomplish is primarily a social revolution, 

pursued through proselytizing and voluntary martyrdom, rather than through the violent 

overthrow of the existing state. This second liberty narrative is essential if the abolitionists are 

going to function in Martineau’s text as a kind of “aristocracy” without acquiring any of that 

class’s links to the attributes of the tyrant, which might be emphasized by the antityrannicism 

of republican radicalism, and which, as we saw in Chapter 1, abolition frequently ascribed to 

slaveholders.  

 Abolitionist anti-Jacobinism was reinvigorated from the 1850s through the outbreak of 

the Civil War as a way of describing the new wave of violence prompted by the conflict over 

slavery and its expansion. I would like to take a look at a late instance of this, where the 

ongoing link to antityrannicism is clearer, before turning to the other abolitionist critique of 

state power that came out of the U.S. response to the French Revolution. In 1860, Garrison 
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published The New Reign of Terror in the Southern States, for 1859-1860. Garrison opens with a 

lengthy quote from The New York Tribune, which shows that the anti-Jacobin conceit of the 

pro-slavery demos as an American Reign of Terror had gained traction outside of the small 

Garrisonian clique. Garrison writes, 

‘There exists,’ says the New York Tribune, ‘at this moment, throughout the 
Southern States, an actual Reign of Terror. No Northern man, because he is a 
northern man, can visit that region with the certainty of being subjected to a 
mean espionage over his actions, and a rigid watchfulness over all his 
expressions of opinions…This mortifying necessity of submission to a 
contemptible despotism, or suffering the penalty of any assertion of an 
independent and manly spirit, is confined to no condition of life… (iii) 
 

Much as James Whitfield execrated the punishment that slavery inflicted on “the man of 

sterling worth” who refused to kneel before “the tyrant’s rod,” the Tribune describes the 

Southern demos tyrannos as enforcing “submission to a contemptible despotism,” which is 

synonymous with the infringement of the male citizen’s right to free expression and his 

“independent and manly spirit.” 

 Later on, Garrison completes the implicit chiasmus of abolitionist antityrannicism, 

transforming the “despotism” that the pro-slavery South exerts over the North into a form of 

political subjugation that transforms northerners into chattel slaves:  

In one half of the country, there is, practically, no Constitution or Union now; 
there, all constitutional rights are ruthlessly violate in the persons of those who 
believe in the Declaration of Independence and the Golden Rule; there, a bloody 
usurpation holds undisputed sway. And for such atrocities there is no 
remedy…The submission to them, on the part of the North, is as absolute as that 
exacte of the scourged and cowering slaves of the plantation!  (iii) 
 

The loss of constitutional rights to a “bloody usurpation,” which opens the passage, is a classic 

theme of antityrannicism, as is the metaphor that compares northerners to “the scourged and 

cowering slaves of the plantation.” What is new, of course, is that proslavery violence by the 
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southern demos is the usurper, the “tyrant” that has deprived the north of its rights. And so the 

metaphor that makes the northern free citizen into a chattel slave is used to suggest the 

possibility of a very real coalition between chattel slaves and free northerners that can be 

turned against the tyranny of slavery and the slavery of tyranny. 

The other antityrannicist argument that the abolitionists drew from the critique of the 

French Revolution was a response to Napoleon’s military dictatorship. This critique filtered into 

democratic-republican portayals of the Adams administration throughout the 1790s. For 

abolitionists, the critique of military dictatorship and the critique of the “the people” as a 

demos tyrannos were closely intertwined conceptually, as well as experientially. Cleves shows 

that although the critique of the power of the national government was first raised by the 

Democratic-Republicans against the Federalists, and thus was initially used by forces 

sympathetic with the preservation of chattel slavery, it was quickly taken up by Federalists after 

the election of Jefferson, and it became a powerful tool for Federalists to attack the War of 

1812 as proof of the allegedly warlike tendencies of republican democracies when left 

unchecked by a natural aristocracy51.    

 In the 1830s, abolitionists latched onto the anti-Jacobin attack on unrestrained federal 

power in order to emphasize the ways that slaveholders could use the federal government’s 

constitutional power to suppress domestic insurrections as a means of conscripting northern 

men into the suppression of slave revolt. Insofar as they were citizens, Northerners, 

abolitionists argued, had been placed in an ambivalent position with respect to the issue of 

slavery: they were both political “slaves” to the tyranny of slaveholders, and, at the same time, 

                                                           
51 On the anti-Jacobin origins of the Federalist critique of the War of 1812, see Cleves (153-193). 
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they were the slaveholders’ accomplices in keeping actual chattel slaves in bondage. We see 

this position powerfully elaborated by Sarah T. Smith in her speech at the Second Anti-Slavery 

Convention of American Women, held in Philadelphia in 1838, on the day after an  

anti-abolitionist mob had set fire to the convention’s originally scheduled location, 

Pennsylvania Hall. In an early version of the disunionist position, Smith places the Constitution 

at the center of her attack, arguing that  

By the Constitution of the United States, the whole physical power of the North 
is pledged for the suppression of domestic insurrections; and should  the slaves 
maddened by oppression endeavor to shake off the yoke of the task-master, the 
men of the North are bound to make common cause with the tyrant, to put 
down at the point of the bayonet every effort on the part of the slave for the 
attainment of his freedom. And when the father, husband, son, and brother 
have left their homes to mingle in the unholy warfare; ‘become the executioners 
of their brethren, or to fall themselves by their hands,’ will the mother, wife, 
daughter, and sister feel that they have no interest in this subject?... Surely this 
consideration is of itself sufficient to arouse the slumbering energies of woman, 
for the overthrow of a system which thus threatens to lay in ruins the fabric of 
her domestic happiness... (qtd. in “History of Pennsylvania Hall” 132) 
 

A few things are unique to Smith’s specific iteration of what, in the 1840s, would become a 

commonly rehearsed abolitionist argument for disunion. First, in contrast to the iconography of 

the “grateful slave,” which appeared on The Liberty Bell and Autographs for Freedom, and 

which positioned the enslaved as the passive recipients of freedom from the hands of a 

divinized emancipator, the central historical agent in this vignette is the slave, whose resistance 

to slavery sets in motion the causal chain that forces northern men to choose between disunion 

and “mak[ing] common cause with the tyrant” to suppress the revolt.  

Variations on this argument were routinely circulated among abolitionists from the late 

1830s through the outbreak of the Civil War, and, as I discuss below, they formed the core of 

the policy of disunion that Wendell Phillips publicly embraced in the 1840s. The other thing that 
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is notable about Smith’s version of the disunionist argument is the way that the very possibility 

that the enslaved might revolt is used to activate northern women as political agents, since the 

possibility that northern men will be conscripted into the militia “threatens to lay in ruin the 

fabric of her domestic happiness.” If the iconography of The Liberty Bell had positioned 

northern women as naturally free, abolitionist anti-Jacobinism implies that it is the cause of 

abolition that makes them so. It is the potential political slavery of northern men that 

“arouse[s] the slumbering energies of woman.” And thus, in contrast to the gender hierarchy of 

Free Soil republicanism, or the racial hierarchy of the “grateful slave” trope, abolitionist  

anti-Jacobinism declares the free male citizenry to simultaneously be political slaves and 

tyrants, and it holds out the possibility that the two groups that traditional antityrannicism had 

portrayed as non-agents in the polis—“free” women and the enslaved—are the ones whose 

federated rebellion can end the “tyranny” of the republic.  

In Smith’s account, we can already begin to see the outline of the dual revolution that 

Brown would later describe in his speech to the Paris Congress, since the need for northerners 

to free themselves from their allegiance to the United States is directly paired with the 

possibility of slave revolt in the South. Both strains of anti-Jacobin antityrannicism—the one 

directed at the demos tyrannos, the other at the tyranny of unchecked state power—make 

their way into Brown’s writing before and after the Paris congress. One year before he arrived 

in Paris, Brown provided an account of government power that built on Smith’s and other 

similar accounts in an appendix to the second edition of Narrative of William W. Brown (1848). 

There, like Smith, he combines the possibility of slave revolt in the South with the threat of 

Northern conscription. After describing how Nat Turner’s insurrection was suppressed when 
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slaveholders  “appealed to the United States government for assistance… [and] northern men, 

men born and brought up in the free states, at the demand of slavery, marched to its rescue,” 

he concludes that northern men are “the bodyguards of the slaveholders” and warns that some 

“some modern Hannibal will make his appearance in the southern states, who will trouble the 

slaveholders as the noble Carthaginian did the Romans” (118). Having positioned northern men 

as the guardians of slavery, Brown weaves an unattributed quote into his narrative from 

Wendell Phillips’ essay, “Disunion,” which appeared in the 1847 edition of The Liberty Bell, and 

which describes northern men as the sole force standing in the way of slave revolution and the 

immediate end of slavery. Quoting Phillips, Brown avers, “But for fear of northern bayonets, 

pledged for the master’s protection, the slaves would long since have wrung a peaceful 

emancipation from the fears of their oppressors, or sealed their own redemption in blood” 

(118). Here, as in Smith’s account, the Constitution that is supposed to guarantee an end to 

tyranny by preserving the rights of free citizens is the very mechanism by which tyranny is 

produced. The Constitution conscripts each citizen into a reserve army for the slaveholders, 

who in turn prevent the enslaved from pursuing their natural course of rebelling and reclaiming 

their freedom.  

Drawing on the critique of the totalitarian state that American anti-Jacobins had 

developed in the wake of Napoleon’s military dictatorship, in Three Years Brown presents the 

French Second Republic as a state in which the demos has been similarly conscripted into an 

unprecedented war machine.  
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Garrisonian in a Garrison State: The Persistence of the French War Element 

If, in A Description of William Wells Brown’s Original Panoramic Views (1850), Brown 

had chided those meeting in solidarity with the 1848 Revolution in France for failing to see the 

contradiction between their professed support for republican freedom and the coffle of slaves 

shuffling by on their way to be sold in the American capital, in Three Years he is careful not to 

make an analogous mistake from the other side of the Atlantic. Though his letters from Paris 

periodically laud the French capital’s modernity and antislavery spirit at the expense of the 

United States, those inter-imperial plaudits are set against the otherwise caustic backdrop 

created by his urban tourism and the world-historical narrative of French primitive 

accumulation over the longue durée that it enables him to construct. Interpreting the city’s 

social life and monumental architecture for his readers, Brown describes a Paris in which the 

revolutions of 1789 and 1848 are incomplete, and where what passes for peace is in fact the 

product of the state’s robust repressive apparatus. It is that apparatus that, in Brown’s account, 

has renovated rather than abolished the “war element” that was the sine qua non of the Ancien 

Régime, which is manifest in the post-revolutionary Column Vendome and that still provides 

the animating ideal of the city’s other monuments and institutions. The William Wells Brown 

that emerges from his Paris letters is thus an activist and theoretician who is keenly aware of 

how reform movements like the ones that he participated in in France and England could be 

used to give cover to new forms of state-sponsored oppression, even as those same 

movements provided him with an important tool for combatting slavery in the United States. 

He also emerges as a figure with a distinct historical-materialist account of French accumulation 

on a world scale over the longue durée. It is that William Wells Brown that I will now excavate.  
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To see how Brown’s world-historical narrative begins to emerge anecdotally from his 

Parisian perambulations, let us start by examining how his Paris letters take up the thread of 

the French 1848 that his panorama had cast aside. Where the earlier text had placed U.S. 

support for the democratic revolution in the background of an unfinished antislavery 

revolution, which was both more urgent and more proximate, Brown’s Paris letters open by 

turning the tables. In Paris, Brown centers the suppression of the recent democratic revolution, 

and it is the international Peace Congress, which he himself attended as a representative of the 

American Anti-Slavery Society, that he paints as hypocritical for its unwillingness to confront 

the city’s ubiquitous counter-revolutionary violence. Arriving in the middle of the night, Brown 

remarks “Where, a few months before was to be seen the flash from the cannon and the 

musket, and the hearing of the cries and groans behind the barricades, [is] now the stillness of 

death—nothing save here and there a gens d’arme [is] to be seen going his rounds in silence” 

(30). By reading the city’s “stillness” as the suppression of revolution rather than peace, Brown 

is, paradoxically, able to make the revolution live on through the traces of its own demise. His 

attribution of the city’s “silence” to its pervasive police presence transforms the subsiding of 

revolutionary cacophony— the “cries and groans behind the barricades”—into a symbol of 

persistent unfreedom, that restoration of civil order without the presence of justice that, over a 

century later, Martin Luther King would name “negative peace” from a jail cell in Birmingham, 

Alabama. Preceding his account of the first day of the Peace Congress, Brown’s initial portrait of 

the city thus confirms the importance of the meeting’s mission, but it also disambiguates the 

mission of the Congress from that of the nation hosting it, lest his readers interpret the French 
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capital’s hosting of the Congress as a sign that with the return of civil order to the city the 

demands that gave birth to the revolution have been met. 

When Brown does give his readers an account of the Peace Congress in his second Paris 

letter, his tendency to foreclose a progressive national narrative by making scenes of 

unresolved historical violence legible throughout the capital is a stark contrast to the rhetoric of 

the meeting’s speakers, and especially that of his French hosts. Where Brown reads the city’s 

violent history as though, as Faulkner famously put it, “the past is never dead. It’s not even 

past,” the speeches at the Peace Congress that appear in its published proceedings and in 

Brown’s thumbnail sketches often cite similar evidence of historical violence only to produce 

the opposite effect, creating the impression that the past has been successfully transcended by 

the present and that speaker and audience are at the forefront of the telic unfolding of world 

history. This progressive historical vision is particularly evident in a letter submitted to the 

Peace Congress in absentia by the liberal statesman Michel Chevalier, which appears in the 

congress’s published Report of the Proceedings. Chevalier links national militarism to the 

deposed aristocracy and envisions post-revolutionary France as the beginning of a great age of 

disarmament. Connecting past, present, and future, Chevalier argues that 

aristocracies, of which the war-spirit was the soul, and the power of which 
Europe has at length overturned, could not but approve of great armies, national 
rivalries, and separations of all kinds among nations. This was, in reality, the 
secret of their existence. The peoples, emancipated, belonging to no one but 
themselves, could not, on the contrary, do less than energetically disapprove of 
larger armies, national rivalries, and of factitious separations and divisions 
among nations. (110) 
  

At first glance, Chevalier’s account of the role of the “war-spirit” as “the secret of [the 

aristocracy’s] existence” has much in common with Brown’s description of the “war element” 
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of American slavery. And, as I discuss below, Brown’s reflections on aristocracy move in a 

similar direction later in his Paris letters when he describes seeing the monuments to Louis 

XIV’s military conquests outside the Hotel des Invalides. However, the two authors part ways 

over what Chevalier takes to be the necessarily pacific drift of democratization. Where 

Chevalier presents democratization as leading to demilitarization and an end of the “war-spirit” 

that produces “national rivalries,” Brown is less sanguine. After all, the nation-state that had 

enslaved him was born out of the transition from a monarchy to a republic, and yet, as Brown’s 

speech at the Congress makes clear, the war element continued to thrive in the United States in 

a new form. It is thus not surprising that in the wake of France’s 1848 revolution Brown was 

more prone to see signs of historical continuity in the war-spirit of the Second Republic than his 

hosts evinced in their letters and speeches. As for those standing armies whose decline 

Chevalier announces, Brown notes that they remain a forbidding presence not only throughout 

Paris, but at the Peace Congress itself, where their appearance at the concluding celebration 

strikes the fugitive as in particularly poor taste. 

Brown’s ironic juxtaposition of the triumphal rhetoric of the Peace Congress with the 

ubiquitous presence of the state’s repressive apparatus reaches its apotheosis with the 

Congress’s concluding speech, which is delivered by its president, the world-famous author and 

then National Assembly member Victor Hugo. After congratulating himself and the rest of the 

Congress on having met without “distinction of country,” Hugo invites his audience to judge 

“the course of the future…by the sound of the footsteps of the past,” and points out that the 

Peace Congress is being held on the anniversary of the 1572 St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, 

when, sparked by Catherine de Medici’s political assassination of visiting Huguenot leaders, 
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Catholics slaughtered Protestants throughout the city. Hugo recalls the violence, however, only 

to announce that the Peace Congress has successfully expiated it: “the stain of blood is blotted 

out, and in its place beams forth a ray of holy light…Papist and Huguenot meet together in 

friendly communion” (47). Asking his audience to reflect on what its meeting has accomplished, 

the president concludes with the rhetorical question “Who that thinks of these amazing 

changes can doubt of the progress that has been made?” (47).  

Nevertheless, despite the speech’s cosmopolitan sentiment, the proof of progress that 

Hugo’s citation of the Bartholomew’s Day Massacre documents is curiously francocentric. As 

the host of foreign guests visiting on a mission of international comity in 1572 and 1849, Paris 

alone demonstrates its enlightenment via the transition from pogrom to pacifism. Moreover, to 

the extent that Hugo’s speech celebrates a progress that is implicitly world-historical, and not 

merely national or provincial, it does so by elevating the post-1848 French capital into the 

incubator for a new form of human sociality exemplified by the Congress itself, whose eschewal 

of religious and national antagonism makes it a model for global emulation. In this fashion, 

Hugo’s speech implicitly paves the way for a renewal of the republic’s imperial mission on a 

new footing as an empire that liberates and enlightens rather than one that loots and benights. 

These tensions and contradictions are not lost on Brown. Hugo’s speech occupies a 

conspicuous place in the American fugitive’s Paris letters insofar as it is the only speech from 

the Congress that he quotes at length, and it is also framed contextually and textually in ways 

that highlight the basic inaccuracy of Hugo’s depiction of conditions in the French capital. 

Contextually, by the time that Brown published his version of Hugo’s speech in 1852, the 

French author’s optimism over the meaning and mission of the Second Republic would have 
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been heavy with dramatic irony for Brown’s readers. When he delivered his speech to the 

Peace Congress in 1849, Hugo was a member of the National Assembly, but following Napoleon 

III’s 1851 coup Hugo went into exile, where he was a vocal critic of the new regime. The same 

year that Brown published his account of Hugo’s speech in his travelogue, Hugo published his 

own damning indictment of Napoleon III and the Second Empire, Napoleon le Petit, as well as 

its English translation in London, Napoleon the Little. Consequently, for Brown’s British readers, 

the patriotic author and assemblyman who gave the Peace Congress’s concluding speech was a 

man whose political fate had already been sealed and whose confident vision of national 

progress had already been disproven by the Second Republic’s transformation into the Second 

Empire.  

Like the famous monologues of Sophocles’ Oedipus, what Hugo’s speech reveals when it 

is recontextualized in Brown’s Paris letters, is not the city’s gradual enlightenment, but the 

speaker’s own blindness to the corruption at the heart of the demos. And what his offstage 

political demise illustrates is the gap between the legitimating rhetoric of the Congress and the 

reality of France’s counter-revolutionary turn back towards despotism and imperial 

competition. The effect of Brown’s touristic accounts of the city, before and after the Peace 

Congress, is to deepen this contextual irony, and, at the same time, to extend its  

historico-theoretical pertinence along several axes.  

As we have already seen, even before Hugo’s speech, Brown has undercut its implicit 

historical progression by reading the capital’s peace as a negative one, the effect of ongoing 

counter-revolutionary violence rather than the end of violence. In subsequent letters, Brown 

uses visits to the city’s most famous sites—the Tuileries, the Grand Trianon, the Hotel des 
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Invalides—to extend his account of the war element of the French Empire to include the 

absolute monarchy of the late Bourbon kings, the Reign of Terror, and the militarism of the First 

Empire. Hence, when the work of geosocial articulation that Brown began in his speech to the 

Congress is elaborated in his Paris letters, it operates not only spatially and synchronically, 

bringing together European center and American margin—Paris and Martinique, Europe and 

the United States— but also diachronically, bringing together different eras and establishing the 

ongoing influence of prior political dispensations on those of the present. Where Hugo’s and 

Chevalier’s addresses envision the government of post-revolutionary France as marking a 

definitive historical rupture, an inauguration of enlightened modernity through the overcoming 

of political rule founded on violence and hereditary aristocracy, Brown’s letters 

programmatically work to collapse the progressive temporality of that narrative. By making the 

violence of prior eras legible alongside the state’s dominant contemporary arms of  

repression—the police and the army—Brown shows that, revolution notwithstanding, violence 

remains the nation’s preeminent method of social control52.  

Martha Schoolman attributes Brown’s tendency to linger on ruins, war monuments, and 

other sites of historical violence to a desire to transform them into “instructive symbols of 

the…fragility of an oppressive old order…post facto evidence of revolution” (120). In this 

reading, Brown adduces ruins and historical episodes of revolt as evidentiary support for a 

world-historical vision in which the end of Atlantic slavery and the reversal of its racial 

hierarchies is inevitable. However, if it is true that Brown takes a certain undeniable pleasure in 

                                                           
52 For a similar reading of the ways in which Brown’s description of Paris is designed to collapse the progressive 
historical teleology implicit in many of the speeches delivered at the peace congress, see Schoolman (116-118).  
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noting the collapse of social hierarchies that takes place when an empire is overthrown, it is 

also true that he programmatically returns to the idea that the revolutions can themselves be 

undone and the revolutionaries can fall prey to the tumult that they thought they led. If the 

classic theory of the collapse of republics was that they went through a set of predictable 

stages whereby freedom led to luxury, corruption, and then decline, Brown, by contrast, 

presents a vision of republics that is more consistent with the antidemocratic and anti-Jacobin 

origins of the American peace movement, which presented the French Republic as steeped in 

gratuitous violence from the moment of its inception. When Brown wryly notes that during the 

Reign of Terror “the heads of patricians and plebians, were thrown into the same basket, 

without any regard to birth or station,” what follows that realization is not a meditation on an 

aristocracy that has been brought low by its own excesses, but a consideration of the downfall 

of the revolution’s leaders by the same mechanism. Brown continues, “Here Robespierre and 

Danton had stood again and again, and looked their victims in the face as they ascended the 

scaffold, and here these same men had to mount the very scaffold that they had erected for 

others” (66). If there is an implicit lesson to be drawn from these reflections on the revolution 

devouring its children, it appears to be directed as much at the republican revolutionaries as 

the aristocracy that they overthrew.  

Consequently, if it is undeniable that the fugitive author’s meditation on the decline and 

fall of empires is prompted by a desire to show that the “empire” of racial slavery has arisen 

historically and will, like other empires before it, inevitably be ruined by another turn of 

fortune’s wheel, it is also the case that Brown is engaged in a more precise critique of the 

political grammar of antityrannicism and the democratic republicanism that it envisions as the 
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achievement of freedom. He is not simply repeating the prophecies of slave revolution that 

Jefferson set out in his Notes on the State of Virginia—Brown is also calling into question the 

assumptive logic of antityrannicism and republican revolution.   

Where much of Brown’s oeuvre foregrounds the limits of the American Revolution, his 

Paris letters construct an analogous critique of the limits of the French Revolution. In both 

cases, he presents the revolution as having called for an end to practices of expropriation and 

onto-political hierarchy that the post-revolutionary state ultimately adapted to the needs of a 

redefined ruling class rather than abandoning. As a result, in Brown’s account, the bourgeois 

revolutions were arguably not authentic revolutions at all, but merely instances of imperial 

succession in which the bourgeoisie took control of the state’s powers of internal and external 

colonization.  

In short, if Brown reads the 1789 and 1848 revolutions as haunting the Parisian streets, 

it is not because those revolutions went too far in their violence, but because their political 

revolutions were not attended by commensurate social and economic revolutions. Hence, 

when Brown visits the Tuileries Palace and encounters the obelisk that Napoleon’s armies 

looted from Egypt, his rumination on the history of global empires is characterized neither by 

horror nor awe, but boredom. After recounting several famous episodes in French imperial and 

revolutionary history, Brown writes of the obelisk, “It would be tedious to follow the history of 

this old and venerated stone, which was taken from the quarry 1550 years before the birth of 

Christ; placed in Thebes; its removal; the journey to the Nile…thence to Cherbourg, and lastly 

its arrival in Paris on the 23d of December, 1833—just one year before I escaped from slavery” 

(62). What accounts for the “tedious[ness]” of the sequence is that the Napoleonic empire is 
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marked primarily by its continuity with the history of previous global empires insofar as it has 

failed to abolish “the war element” that Brown cites as the source of slavery in the United 

States, national unrest in France, and international conflict in Europe. If anything in the passage 

seems to suggest an important historical irruption, a break with the grist mill of primitive 

accumulation over the longue durée, it is not the French Revolution or the First Empire, but 

Brown’s own escape from slavery—a peaceful labor revolt of one—which interrupts and closes 

off the sequence.  

In the second half of Brown’s Paris letters, his anecdotal reflections on the Second 

Republic’s failure to eradicate the “war element” of the aristocracy turn from a consideration of 

the counter-revolutionary repressive state apparatuses within the metropole to their 

imbrication with the nation’s ideological state apparatuses and their production of an imperial 

culture devoted to primitive accumulation abroad. These reflections bear directly on the issues 

touched on by Hugo in his speech to the Peace Congress insofar as they suggest that the end of 

political violence and theocratic rule that the French author adduces as proof of the capital’s 

enlightenment does not extend to its foreign policy, and that that foreign policy is 

interdependent with a reshaping of social production in the capital.  

We see this when, playing tourist, Brown treats readers to a seemingly innocuous 

account of his visit to the Louvre. As the American fugitive traverses the galleries, his 

commentary surreptitiously suggests that the French religious intolerance and expropriative 

violence that were manifest centuries ago in the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre have been 

exported rather than eradicated, and that similar tactics remain important mechanisms of 

France’s ongoing projection of international power. After entering a gallery that contains what 
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Brown calls “some of the finest paintings of the world,” he temporarily refuses to allow his 

readers to delectate with him in an act of cosmopolitan cultural consumption and instead 

invites them to reflect on the imperial theft that made that act of consumption possible. Brown 

writes, “My first impression was, that all Christendom had been robbed, that the Louvre might 

make a splendid appearance. This is the Italian department, and one would suppose by its 

appearance that but few paintings had been left in Italy” (42). Although the looting that Brown 

alludes to is most directly traceable to Napoleon’s turn of the century Italian campaign, Brown’s 

singling out of Italy at this moment in the text is also a surreptitious commentary on 

contemporary events that were unfolding elsewhere in Europe. As the Peace Congress 

proceeded in Paris, French soldiers were laying siege to Rome with the intent of deposing the 

recently elected republican government and restoring the Pope to power. Under pressure from 

French officials, the organizers of the Peace Congress had agreed not to mention the siege, a 

concession that galled Brown, and which he returns to more overtly later in the same letter 

when he reflects on some of the Congress’s limitations.  

Highlighting the bad faith of the meeting’s celebration of peace achieved, Brown notes 

that the peace at the meeting, much like the deathly silence that first greeted him on the Paris 

streets, is a negative one built on the suppression of civil liberty:  

they were permitted to dwell on the blessings of peace, but were not allowed to 
say anything on the topic that above all others should have been brought before 
the Congress. A French army had invaded Rome and put down the friends of 
political and religious freedom, yet not a word was said in reference to it. (48)  
 

In Brown’s mind, by agreeing not to discuss the French siege of the Roman republic, the 

organizers of the Congress had allowed themselves to be “gagged”—they had “put padlocks 

upon their own mouths, and handed the keys to the government.” As a result of these 
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concessions, the meeting, though “glorious in certain respects,” was ultimately “mere child’s 

play” (48-49). Here, as in Brown’s Louvre and Tuileries anecdotes, the metropole’s imperial 

escapades abroad have a dual impact at home. On the one hand, the metropole’s imperialism 

results in a certain cosmopolitan transformation of the city’s cultural institutions, which 

become artifactual congeries in which the empire’s various domains of expropriation are set in 

a proximate relation—Italian paintings now reside in the same French capital as Egyptian 

obelisks. Insofar as such institutions are transistors of social production, they attest to its 

constitutive hybridity, something to which Brown’s presence in the capital also lends 

evidentiary support. On the other hand, the imperial culture necessary for maintaining the 

French empire results in a quasi-religious elevation of state militarism and a corresponding 

suppression of civil liberties, such as freedom of speech and assembly.  

Though state-sanctioned violence is used most conspicuously outside of the capital, 

Brown’s rhetoric is designed to make its repressive imprint on the social and cultural life of the 

city legible in the most unlikely of places—the silence of the city streets, the lacunae in the 

speeches at an international congress devoted to world peace. He then juxtaposes this 

deleterious effect on human sociality with the cultural narratives articulated in the nation’s 

monuments and institutions—the Column Vendome, the galleries of the Louvre—to transform 

them into figures of both intrastate and interstate violence. Brown’s description of the Paris 

Peace Congress as “gagged” also tropologically links the mechanisms of social control wielded 

by the French Second Republic to those that proslavery forces had used against abolition in the 

republic of the United States. In 1836, in response to massive abolitionist petition drives 

headed up by the AASS, the U.S. Congress passed the resolution that later became commonly 
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known as the “gag rule,” which effectively postponed the hearing of abolitionist petitions. 

Brown’s association of the suppression of free speech with slavery is further demonstrated by 

his choice of an epigraph for his prefatory memoir to Clotel, which begins with a quote from 

Whittier’s “Stanzas for the Times.” Prompted by the disruption of an abolitionist meeting at 

Faneuil Hall in 1835 by an anti-abolitionist mob, Whittier’s poem asks “Shall tongues be mute, 

when deeds are wrought/which well might shame extremest hell?/...Shall pen, and press, and 

soul be dumb?” (1). In addition to the suppression of abolitionist speech, Brown’s description of 

the Congress having “padlocks upon their…mouths” recalls the implements used to control and 

silence American slaves, what Brown, who exhibited an American slave collar at some of his 

lectures in England, referred to caustically as the “paraphernalia of American democracy” 

(“Narrative of William W. Brown” 70).  

The complex influence of imperial culture on Paris’s denizens is put on its most dramatic 

display when Brown, in his fourth Paris letter, visits the Hotel des Invalides. Upon arriving at his 

destination, Brown notes that “on each side of the entrance gate are figures representing 

nations conquered by Louis XIV, with colossal statues of Mars and Minerva”. These icons 

celebrating the absolute monarchy’s imperial triumphs lead to a church dome—"the loftiest in 

Paris”—that rises above Napoleon’s tomb and thereby semantically links the monarchy to the 

military dictatorship that followed (71). Importantly, the progressive narrative encoded in this 

procession is the antipode of the pacific one celebrated by Victor Hugo and anticipated by 

Michel Chevalier in the accounts of French historical development that they provided to the 

Paris Congress. Rather than the achievement of international comity and an end to standing 

armies, republicanism, in Brown’s account, has made military conquest France’s vestal god.  
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After presenting his readers with a church that elevates the “war element” that he 

decried at the Peace Congress into a seemingly national religion, Brown turns to the human 

cost of that religion: 

[the] building is the home of the pensioned soldiers of France. It [is] enough to 
make one sick at the idea of war, to look upon the mangled bodies of these old 
soldiers. Men with arms and no legs others had legs but no arms; some with 
canes and crutches, and some wheeling themselves about in little hand carts 
(71). 
 

 Much as Brown enables us to see how the violence of the French army’s escapades in Italy 

have redounded back upon the Peace Congress, invisibly gagging its participants, his account of 

the “mangled bodies of these old soldiers” shows us how the prospect of enrichment through 

imperial conquest and the quasi-religious elevation of martial values have redounded back 

upon the French population as a whole. If aristocracies, as Chevalier avers, are built on the “war 

spirit,” Brown draws attention to the fact that rule through violence metastasized under the 

French First Republic and First Empire, which expanded military conscription in its effort to 

mount total war. Directing us to look beneath the quasi-religious elevation of imperial violence 

embodied in the architecture of the Hotel des Invalides, Brown shows us how imperial 

nationalism has dismembered and mutilated its conscripts and votaries.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

BEYOND THE CRITIQUE OF VIOLENCE: ENGLAND AND COMMERCIAL HEGEMONY 

 

Here, a counter-argument interposes. In the Introduction to this dissertation, I began by 

detailing the interpretive inversion that a British readership visited upon the insurrectionary 

rhetoric of mid-nineteenth-century American abolitionism—how it transformed the radical 

anti-imperialism that American abolitionists directed at the United States into evidentiary 

support for the idea that the shortest path to liberty was subservience to rather than revolt 

from British colonial authority. Was not Brown’s critical portrait of the French empire 

susceptible to, perhaps even designed to gratify, a similarly Anglophilic interpretation? After all, 

though Brown would later revise his travel narrative for a U.S. readership, Three Years in Europe 

was published in London. Brown’s portrait of a French Empire built on a religion of violence is 

likely to have played well in a place where, as Linda Colley has shown, tales of Protestant 

martyrdom at the hands of French Catholics had been read avidly ever since the Counter-

Reformation53. Given the length of Anglo-French imperial rivalry and the crucial role that 

antipathy to French culture played in the rise of imperial nationalism for Albion’s middle class, 

might not Brown’s exposure of the French peace movement’s many hypocrisies make the post-

Waterloo Pax Britannica seem particularly providential? Put differently, much as Jesse Torrey’s 

exposure of the horrors of U.S. slavery enabled William Cobbett to sweep those of the British 

West Indies under the rug a generation prior, wouldn’t Brown’s account of a French religion of 

                                                           
53 See Colley (23-27). 
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imperial violence make Britannia’s rule over the waves seem like a particularly benign 

development, a necessary protective barrier against the depredations of other imperial powers, 

and especially historically Catholic ones, like the French and the Spanish? 

Certainly, Brown had personal reasons to play to the imperial chauvinism of his British 

readers. By the time that his travelogue was published in 1852, the Fugitive Slave Act had been 

passed in the United States, and Brown, already lecturing in England at the time, was one of 

many fugitive slaves who decided that he would be safer in the British Isles than in the United 

States in the years that followed. Settling in for the long haul in London, Brown relied on the 

strength of British sovereignty and the physical barrier of the Atlantic Ocean to keep him safe 

from recapture, and he also relied on his British readers and audiences to keep him safe from 

financial insolvency. In the short biography of the author that prefaces Three Years, Brown’s 

memoirist, William Farmer, boasts that unlike other fugitive slaves who relied on public charity 

to survive, Brown “rejected the idea of anything like eleemosynary support…[and] determined 

to maintain himself…by his literary labours, and the honourable profession of a public lecturer” 

(XXIV). What Farmer neglects to mention is that while Brown’s decision to eschew public 

charity, as well as to forego more regular forms of employment, may have afforded him the 

status of a professional man of letters, it also made it even more incumbent on him to keep 

Britons interested enough in his writings and performances to be willing to pay for them year in 

and year out during his five-year stay in the British Isles. By 1852 that task would have become 

increasingly difficult: the passing of the Fugitive Slave Act had quickened the transatlantic 

trickle of fugitive slaves looking to survive as abolitionist lecturers in England, and Brown’s tours 

and texts soon began to compete with those of other famous arrivants, such as Henry “Box” 
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Brown, Samuel Ringgold Ward, and William and Ellen Craft. With his future security at stake, it 

is likely that Brown was hesitant to outrage a British public on which he had come to depend 

politically and financially. 

There was also politics for Brown to consider. He had originally been sent to England as 

an official agent of the AASS for the purpose of mustering British support for abolition in the 

United States. If Britons saw themselves as an empire of liberty, then it behooved Brown to 

build on that foundation, even as some of his comments about British commercial dependence 

on American slavery exposed its cracks. Moreover, as I explored in the Introduction and 

Chapter One, the dominant strains of the American abolitionist movement had long since 

adapted Britain’s status as a powerful antislavery empire into their own descriptions of the 

political geography of the Atlantic. In this regard, one thinks not only of the War of 1812 and 

the alliance between crown and coffle alluded to in the AASS’s “Slave Market of America,” but 

also of the multitude of attempts by American abolitionists—black and white—to position 

African Americans within the real and imagined communities of the British Empire in 

subsequent decades. Among the most noteworthy of these activities were the August First 

celebrations that sprang up throughout the northern states in the years following emancipation 

in the British West Indies, which I mentioned briefly in Chapter 1, and which provided 

abolitionists with a kind of anti-Fourth of July in which they could stage not only their disunion 

with slaveholders, but also their union with one another in an Atlantic abolitionist community 

mediated by its shared celebration of British emancipation. There were also the Canada West 

settlements promoted in the newspapers, narratives, and pamphlets of U.S. emigrants like 

Henry Bibb, Josiah Henson, and Mary Ann Shadd Cary. Much as white land reformers in the 
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United States used their newspapers to convince workers in the crowded cities of the eastern 

seaboard to go West and establish a homestead where they could be free from the oppressive 

influence of the boss and the landlord, black abolitionist emigrants from the United States 

settled in Canada West and then established newspapers in which they encouraged others to 

follow them a to a land where they would be free from both the slave catcher and racial 

discrimination.  

Attempting to tempt black readers in the United States into crossing the northern 

border, Shadd Cary begins her A Plea for Emigration; or Notes of Canada West (1852) by 

depicting British America as the geographic double of her native country, and especially its 

northern states. “British America…is a country equal in extent…to the United States…and the 

southern boundary…is subject to the inequalities of the several Northern States and Territories 

belonging to the United States government,” proclaims Shadd Cary. In this environmental 

extension of the free states, Shadd Cary suggests that there exists a broad swath of uninhabited 

territory located below the harsh “higher latittudes” and yet “a considerable distance north of 

the settled districts, particularly in the western part” where black Americans can establish their 

own settlements, and “where the climate is healthy and temperate” (5). This salutary site of 

potential black settlement she contrasts with the present United States and with Africa, the site 

of black emigration most favored by the African Colonization Society, but also, by mid-century, 

contemplated by a number of black abolitionist leaders, including Alexander Crummell and 

Martin Delany. Drawing on longstanding Anglo-Atlantic myths of Catholic and Spanish tyranny, 

she links the Fugitive Slave law to the Spanish Inquisition, noting that in British America, black 

Americans, here implicitly analogized with the protestant martyrs of centuries past, will be free 
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from the “worse than inquisitorial inhumanity in the Southern States, from the operation of the 

fugitive slave law” (IV). According to Shadd Cary, the climate in Canada also forms a marked 

contrast with “Tropical Africa, the land of promise of the colonizationists.” Adopting the 

rhetoric of climatological racism famously used by Buffon to argue for the inferiority of both 

Africans and Americans, Shadd Cary describes Africa as a fatal siren: “…teeming as she is with 

the breath of pestilence…she feelingly invites to moral and physical death” (III).  

Beyond these direct efforts to establish political and cultural ties between the British 

Empire and black Americans in the United States, there was also the powerful image that 

circulated in African American fiction in the 1850s and 60s of the Royal Navy as the Atlantic 

Ocean’s preeminent abolitionist police power. In Douglass’s The Heroic Slave, which I discussed 

briefly in Chapter 1, the titular hero, Madison Washington, leads a successful revolt aboard a 

slave ship before sailing to the Bahamas. Defying U.S. demands for the return of its purloined 

cargo, British authorities, with black Bahamians among them, declare the slaves free by British 

law and refuse to send them home. Based on a famous incident that took place in 1841, 

Douglass’s 1853 novella highlights the deepening contrast between slavery in the British Empire 

and the United States following the passage of the Emancipation Act in the former and the 

Fugitive Slave Act in the latter. Likewise, in Martin Delaney’s Blake, serialized in the Anglo-

African Magazine later in the decade (1859-61), a British ship, appearing in precisely the role 

that William Cobbett hoped to avoid, gives chase to a slaver on its way to Cuba. Aboard the 

slave ship, the eponymous hero, Henry Blake, is organizing a transnational slave rebellion in the 

United States and Cuba. In both texts, British military power and black revolutionary activity 

work independently but synergistically throughout the Atlantic to fight slavery on multiple 
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fronts—the former cordoning it off geographically and importuning the Atlantic trade, the 

latter tackling it directly through armed revolt from within slave societies. Implicitly mediating 

between these two forces is the work of the authors themselves, whose activities as abolitionist 

writers, speakers, and organizers provides a degree of tactical coordination between the two 

groups as well as an imaginative frame in which forces working largely independently towards 

their own ends can be thought of as members in a single antislavery coalition.  

Like that of many of his colleagues, William Wells Brown’s work from the late 1840s to 

the outbreak of the Civil War frequently advances a vision of the British Empire, American 

abolitionists, and the enslaved applying their federated efforts towards global abolition. The 

cover of Three Years in Europe, for instance, depicts Brown in the posture of supplication that 

made famous by Josiah Wedgwood’s antislavery seal. The stark dichotomy between Brown’s 

onto-political status as a slave in the American South and the status of professional man of 

letters that he cultivated in England is reinforced by the portrait of the author on the travel 

narrative’s frontispiece (See Figure 3.2). Where Brown appears shackled and largely stripped of 

clothing on the volume’s cover—beseeching his British readers from his knees—on the 

volume’s frontispiece he is smartly attired, and he confidently meets the reader’s gaze at eye 

level, just above his own neatly written signature. 
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Three Years, cover image. Courtesy, the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

Three Years, frontispiece. Courtesy, the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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Brown had already made the inter-imperial subtext of this diptych clear two years prior when 

he employed a more generic adaptation of the Wedgwood medallion on the frontispiece to A 

Description of William Wells Brown’s Original Panoramic Views. There, in bolded capital letters, 

an epigraph judges the foundational premise/promise of human equality announced in the 

Declaration of Independence to be “FICTION.” And the frontispiece contrasts the betrayed 

promise that gave birth to the United States with the liberating properties of English soil 

announced in William Cowper’s The Task, which it declares to be “FACT.” 

 

 

William Wells Brown's Original Panoramic Views, frontispiece. Courtesy, Google Books. 
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What the prefatory images in Three Years add to this equation is an illustration of what 

British readers could flatter themselves were the salutary effects not only of freedom, but also 

of three years of saturation in British culture. These effects appear to go beyond the mere 

removal of shackles announced by Cowper to include the acquisition of an education in British 

literary culture and a certain middle-class respectability. Lending additional support to this 

conclusion in the body of the text are Brown’s pilgrimages to the homes of famous British 

authors, his frequent allusions to British literature, and his visits to London’s leading political, 

cultural, and financial institutions. Brown’s ostensible and seemingly endless celebration of 

British culture in Three Years, above and beyond what appear to be any directly abolitionist 

ends, has led Elisa Tamarkin to cite Brown’s work as a signal instance of black abolitionist 

Anglophilia. 

While the prefatory visual rhetoric of both texts positions Brown and, metonymically, all 

fugitive slaves in voluntary subjection to their British readers, other moments in Brown’s 

oeuvre from around the same time imagine a much more co-equal and independent role for 

the enslaved, one largely consistent with that envisioned by Douglass and Delaney in their 

fiction. For instance, in the second American edition of Narrative of William W. Brown (1848), 

Brown added a lengthy final chapter containing a short story about a family of fugitive slaves 

who were apprehended by slave catchers on their way to Canada and then set free by Brown 

and the black inhabitants of Buffalo, who had arranged a vigilance committee to protect the 

community from slave catchers. In a climactic scene, the sheriff arrives to defend the slave 

catcher, but he and his men are bested in combat by the locals who have assembled to free the 

fugitives. As in Douglass’s and Delany’s texts, the political geography of Brown’s Atlantic is 



172 
 

organized by inter-imperial comparison—on one side is a coalition of liberty powers consisting 

of a federated Anglo- and Afro-Atlantic; on the other side is a coalition of slave powers, 

consisting of the American South, Cuba, and the regimes of political slavery throughout Europe. 

When considered against the backdrop of British attempts to suppress the Atlantic slave trade, 

Brown’s account of the black community of Buffalo’s attempts to disrupt the trade in fugitive 

slaves along the Canadian border appears to be engaged in a parallel attack on the slave trade, 

only applied to the secondary and tertiary industries that grew up in and around the recapture 

and return of fugitives.  

 Nevertheless, it is important not to overdraw this argument with respect to Brown’s 

work or to black Americans in general. Not all black abolitionists were as ostensibly celebratory 

of the British Empire and the Anglo-protestant tradition as Mary Ann Shadd Cary is in her A Plea 

for Emigration, and there is a great deal about Brown’s celebration of the British Empire that 

should give us pause, and which suggests that even in the midst of his most Anglophilic 

effusions, there is a surreptitious but thoroughgoing critique of British imperial mythology 

afoot. Unlike Brown’s critique of France, however, which centered the Second Republic’s 

massive state repressive apparatus and the imbrication of the police force at home with 

military conquest abroad, his critique of England will turn on the importance of its commercial 

hegemony and the ideological mechanisms that the empire has used to disarticulate its reliance  

It is that critique that I will now elaborate.  
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Famine, Fealty, and Freedom in Liverpool and Dublin: 

the Green, the Orange, and the Black 

 

Keeping in mind the lingering and intertwined issues of British imperial philanthropy and 

William Wells Brown’s alleged Anglophilia, it seems important that in Three Years when Brown 

gives readers his first depiction of cities in the British empire, he follows a brief account of an 

ostensibly free, colorblind, and prosperous Liverpool with a much lengthier treatment of a 

politically “enslaved” and commercially impoverished Dublin. Where the former city provides 

an occasion for Brown to foreground the patriotic proclivities of his British readership and the 

constraints that they place on his rhetoric, the latter city allows him to articulate a precise 

critique of British commercial hegemony and its interdependence with the imperial nationalism 

that the Royal Navy’s role in suppressing the slave trade had helped to legitimize. Unlike 

Brown’s critique of French militarism, which was performed for a British readership, and thus 

could be assured of a sympathetic audience, his account of British imperial philanthropy 

challenges the imperial mythology of his own readership. Consequently, though Brown sets his 

critique of French imperialism in motion right at the outset of his letters from Paris, his 

discussion of British commercial exploitation and the myth of British imperial philanthropy 

develops gradually and, for the most part, surreptitiously, breaking through overtly only after 

he has briefly and hyperbolically genuflected to the whiggish history of abolition that developed 

in the wake of emancipation and that Britons would expect to see gratified by a fugitive from 

American slavery.  
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Marcus Wood has shown that following the abolition of the slave trade Britons 

immediately began rewriting the history of their preeminence in global slavery as a history of 

voluntary emancipation driven by enlightened liberal reformers in the English metropole (“Blind 

Memory” 1-13). According to this newly refurbished pro-British history of abolition, 

emancipation was not the result of the slave resistance that shook the West Indies in the 

decades leading up to emancipation; nor was it the result of the efforts of the London-based 

Anglo-African abolitionist group, the Sons of Africa ; what spurred emancipation was an 

autochthonic English moral awakening that began with pious white protestants from the 

professional class, like Thomas Clarkson and William Wilberforce, and then spread to a mass 

petitioning campaign. This new imperial mythology coincided with political changes that 

increased the rights of the middle class. The Reform Bill of 1832 modestly expanded the 

electoral franchise and shifted representation in the House of Commons from the so-called 

rotten boroughs in rural areas to the cities spawned by the industrial revolution. Between the 

post-emancipation rehabilitation of the reputation of the British empire and the political 

reforms taking place in the British metropole, middle class Britons could suddenly envision 

themselves as newly empowered historical actors with a global mission to remake the world in 

their own image.   

  Liverpool was perhaps the ideal place for Brown to depict the renovation of British 

imperial self-conceptions in the decades following abolition. The city was once low hanging fruit 

for abolitionists looking to shame England by pointing to its financial dependence on West 

Indian slavery. As Nini Rodgers notes, as early as the mid-eighteenth century, abolitionists 

alluded to “Liverpool…being built with Negro blood”; the accusation was so ubiquitous that by 
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the time of West Indian emancipation, the charge had “become a hackneyed jibe” (232) . When 

Brown arrived on the entrepot’s docks in the late 1840s, the barb had been further dulled by 

historical developments—following British emancipation, Liverpool’s star was dimmed by 

declining profits from the West Indies and the transatlantic financial panic of 1837, which 

devastated the economies of England and the United States. But by the late 1840s the city had 

found other sources of revenue—including the cotton produced by American slaves—and 

largely rebounded. At the same time, following the Sugar Act of 1846, which removed the 

tariffs on foreign sugar imports that had previously given British West Indian planters what 

amounted to a monopoly on the home market, the economy of the British West Indies was in 

tatters. For Britons living in England’s commercial and financial centers, the message was clear: 

West Indian slavery needed the home market, but the home market didn’t need West Indian 

slavery.  

Brown at first registers this uptick in the city’s fortunes in a series of expostulations. 

“Every thing… seems to be built for the future,” Brown crows, “the Custom-House, [is] an 

edifice that would be an ornament to any city in the world” (8). But, as we saw in his Paris 

letters, Brown’s descriptions of monumental architecture are often a prelude to a critique. In 

this case, the critique is not of the “war element” but of English commercial hegemony and 

imperial management.  

Accordingly, Brown’s brief account of Liverpool is followed by a lengthy letter on Dublin, 

which dwells at greater length on the darker side of modernity produced in the Emerald Isle by 

and through the influence of English commercial institutions and Ireland’s political 

incorporation into the United Kingdom. In 1840, Dublin was the birthplace of Daniel O’Connell’s 
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efforts to repeal the Act of Union, and it was a city that remained deeply divided over its 

incorporation into the United Kingdom into the late 1840s, when Brown arrived, and beyond. 

The city was also a vantage point from which the British Empire could be seen as a religious 

oppressor, the French Empire a potential liberator.  

The first half of the nineteenth century was a period of enormous upheaval for Ireland. 

In 1798, the country was the site of a major rebellion against British colonial rule. The rebellion 

began when the United Irishmen, a group of republicans from the disenfranchised native Irish 

elite, were inspired by the American and French Revolutions and formed an alliance with the 

revolutionary French republic, then at war with England. The group’s chief grievance was the 

Protestant Ascendancy—the set of religious proscriptions that had enabled Anglicans to 

dominate the country since the seventeenth century. When a planned French invasion was 

hobbled by foul weather, the rebellion was crushed, and the result was not secession, but, 

ironically, incorporation. Hoping to quell Irish separatist sentiment once and for all, the British 

government made Ireland part of the United Kingdom by Act of Union in 1801 and, in the 

decades that followed, proceeded with the process of Catholic emancipation—a reduction or 

removal of the laws that had deprived Catholics and protestant dissenters of many of their civil 

and political liberties. Nevertheless, Irish nationalism persisted. The Emmett Rebellion followed 

in 1803, and when the 1848 revolutions broke out throughout Europe, Ireland was the site of 

the only nationalist rebellion in the United Kingdom. Led by the Young Ireland movement, the 

1848 rebellion was once again inspired by events in France. Though a small affair when 

compared either to the contemporaneous uprisings on the continent or to previous rebellions 
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in Ireland, the Young Irelander rebellion was made up of only a small branch of what was a 

much larger Repeal movement. 

The leader of attempts to effect repeal through official parliamentary channels and 

public pressure rather than through insurrection was Daniel O’Connell. O’Connell’s eschewal of 

violence to work through official channels, and it had a broad based of support when Brown 

landed in 1849. O’Connell, though he equivocated at times, was a friend of the abolitionist 

movement who, much to the dismay of many Irish-Americans, was willing to speak out against 

American slavery. There was also a Hibernian Anti-Slavery Society, affiliated with the 

Garrisonian faction of the AASS, which advocated the slave’s cause to the Irish public. 

But political unrest was not the island’s only difficulty. By the time that William Wells 

Brown arrived, Ireland had been in the grip of the Great Famine for four years, resulting in mass 

emigration and millions of deaths. The immediate cause of the famine was the 1845 potato 

blight. But, as David Lloyd emphasizes, while the blight was a natural disaster, the famine that 

followed was largely a colonial one. In the decades before and after the blight the agricultural 

and landholding practices of the Irish peasantry had been remade through English policies . 

Shared landholdings were broken up and those who lived and worked on the land were evicted. 

The result was that the Irish peasantry’s ability to eke out a subsistence on the land became 

increasingly precarious, and when the blight struck Irish peasants had fewer resources to fall 

back on.  

Brown’s portrait of Dublin is thus an important counterweight to the account of the 

French empire that he constructs in his Paris letters. By including a city where Catholics were 

the victims of state-sponsored oppression, rather than its perpetrators, and where the French 
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could be seen as potential liberators from English colonial subjection, Brown makes his 

travelogue into something more than just a partisan choice in the Atlantic’s longstanding Anglo-

French imperial rivalry and something closer to a critique of empire as such. In that regard, 

Brown’s Dublin letters are also a counterbalance to the obligatory paeans he bestows on the 

liberating properties of English soil. If England’s projection of state power throughout the 

Atlantic could be liberating to the trickle of fugitive slaves who fled the United States and found 

their way to Albion’s shores, Brown’s Dublin letters suggest that this development was not 

because the British empire was a universally emancipatory force throughout the Atlantic, but 

because, during and after the Age of Revolution, liberation had become the lingua franca of 

imperial legitimation. Put differently, if, as matters of personal survival and abolitionist 

realpolitik, it was useful to Brown to leverage British imperial chauvinism against slavery in the 

United States through a celebration of British freedom, the Irish capital provided with him with 

a setting in which he could set a surreptitious counter-discourse in motion, one more critical of 

the consequences of the so-called Pax Britannica and more skeptical about the extent to which 

England had truly abolished the “war element” from its global empire. 

Nevertheless, Brown’s critique of Ireland’s imperial incorporation is less focused on 

martial violence than on the technologies of England’s informal empire. Those technologies, 

such as underdevelopment, colonial management, and free trade, center commercial and 

financial exploitation rather than violent expropriation. Brown’s portrait of British imperial 

legitimation is, in that respect, more nuanced and covert than the portrait of the French Empire 

that he paints in his Paris letters. Where the Paris letters emphasize the ways in which imperial 

nationalism is used to justify primitive accumulation and the growth of the state’s repressive 
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apparatuses at home and abroad, in Ireland the violence that Brown confronted was not 

expropriation proper or the immediate loss of political sovereignty, but the immiseration that 

followed in their wake and the ideological battle over how to interpret it.  

It is on this final point that Brown’s critiques of imperialism in Paris and Dublin begin to 

overlap, for it is the pride with which some of the Irish viewed their incorporation into the 

British empire and their potential involvement in its imperial adventures abroad that ultimately 

leaves Brown nonplussed, and which anticipates his reflections on the bodies of the veterans of 

the Napoleonic Wars at the Hotel de Invalides. As a result, Brown’s target in his Dublin letters is 

not only English commercial exploitation of Ireland, but also the battle over cultural hegemony 

within Ireland, and whether British incorporation represents freedom or political enslavement, 

prosperity or impoverishment. Even as Brown accedes to a certain version of Irish separatism, 

he stops short of embracing the cultural nationalism espoused by O’Connell and the Young 

Ireland movement. Instead, he ambiguates the cause of the American slave with that of the 

Irish victim of the famine, suggesting a kind of global disunionism, an international alliance of 

the dispossessed. 

Early in his Dublin letter, Brown presents the city’s denizens through imperial eyes, or, 

to be more precise, imperial ears54. Brown writes of the Irish dialect, “the curious phrases of 

the Irish sounded harshly upon my ear, probably, because they were strange to me” (10). If in 

Paris Brown reads monuments to Napoleonic Empire and the ostensible peace of the French 

capital as indexing colonial violence abroad and failed revolution at home, in the Irish capital he 

initially gives analogous monuments a more ambivalent interpretation, suggesting that, two 

                                                           
54 On the imperial gaze in travel writing, see Mary Louise Pratt.  
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generations removed from the Act of Union, a significant portion of Dubliners had come to 

accept and perhaps even embrace their incorporation in the United Kingdom. We see this when 

Brown takes his first survey of the city and notes several monuments celebrating British 

imperialism, including Nelson’s Pillar, commemorating the admiral’s victory over French and 

Spanish forces at Trafalgar, and a statue of William of Orange, commemorating the Glorious 

Revolution. Unlike Brown’s description of the Column Vendome in Paris, his account of these 

monuments is absent any allusion to their martial spirit or a recitation of sanguinary episodes 

plucked from England’s long history of conquest in the city. And the fact that some Dubliners 

have come to regard their place in the Empire with acceptance, and perhaps even pride, is 

suggested when Brown notes that “Dublin is considered by the people of Ireland to be the 

second city in the British Empire” (11). This is a far cry from the “stillness of death” and the 

patrol of the gens d’armes that Brown notes in his description of the post-revolutionary Parisian 

streets.  

However, a turning point occurs at the very moment that this tale of lawfully wedded 

kingdoms reaches its apex. As in Brown’s account of the Column Vendome and the Hotel des 

Invalides, the transition is accomplished via a set of architectural descriptions. But, marking 

Brown’s analysis of the different mechanisms of expropriation and ideological legitimation that 

are most important to conditions in Dublin, he focuses not on monuments to martial prowess, 

but architectural celebrations of British commerce. As Brown dwells on the statuary that adorns 

the Custom House, he draws the reader’s attention to “figures…representing Hibernia and 

Britannia presenting emblems of peace and liberty” and “a colossal figure of Hope, ris[ing] 

nobly from the centre of the building to height of one hundred and twenty-five feet” (12). This 
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literal elevation of symbols of the free, peaceful union of Ireland and England through 

commerce and imperial incorporation seems to establish a clear inter-imperial juxtaposition 

between Brown’s theorization of the animating ideals of the British and French empires—the 

former is an empire that incorporates new nations in a commercial partnership, the latter an 

empire that conquers so that it may plunder. However, no sooner does Brown establish this 

dichotomy than he begins to complicate it.  

 Much like in his Paris letters, when Brown’s description of the “figures representing 

nations conquered by Louis XIV” outside the Hotel des Invalides is immediately followed by a 

description of the mangled bodies of the veterans that are its direct consequence, his 

description of the Bank of Ireland and Custom House is followed by an account of the singular 

poverty that has devastated half of Dublin. Writing near the end of the Great Famine, Brown 

exclaims “all the recollections of poverty which I had ever beheld, seemed to disappear in 

comparison with what was then before me.” Belying the Custom House’s promise of an Anglo-

Irish future secured through commercial and political union is the reality of the Dublin streets: 

“a filthy and noisy market, where fruit and vegetable women [are] screaming and begging those 

passing by to purchase their commodities” and “throngs of beggars [are] fighting for rotten 

fruit, cabbage stocks, and even the very trimmings of vegetables” (12). The “sickly and 

emaciated creatures, half naked” that Brown witnesses in the market so unsettle he and his 

companions that they decide to return to their lodgings. That we are to interpret Ireland’s 

immiseration not as the result of autochthonous underdevelopment, but as a consequence of 

British imperialism over the longue durée is suggested in the conclusion to the episode when 

Brown and his companions decide to return to their lodgings. On their way, they happen upon 
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the birthplace of Ireland’s national bard, Thomas Moore, prompting Brown to remark that “the 

following verse from one of Moore’s poems was continually in my mind while viewing this 

house”: 

Where is the slave, so lowly, 
Condemn’d to chains unholy, 
Who, could he burst  
His bonds at first,  
Would pine beneath them slowly?’” (13) 

 
Brown’s description of having the poem “continually in my mind” cleverly buries the fugitive 

author’s agency, making it unnecessary for him to explain to the reader why he recurs to that 

particular poem in the Irish poet’s oeuvre and alleviating Brown of the burden of having to 

indicate whether the poem should be interpreted as a commentary on U.S. chattel slavery or 

Irish colonial subjection. Several aspects of the text encourage Brown’s English readers to 

interpret his recitation of the poem in a self-flattering light. As I discussed in Chapter One, 

Garrison had used the same lines in his 1843 “Address to the Slaves,” and Frederick Douglass 

would use them in The Heroic Slave a year after Brown, so the application of the poem to the 

problem of American slavery was an established convention among American abolitionists. 

Brown’s periodic references to his status as a fugitive slave and occasional expostulations on 

the absence of color prejudice that he experiences throughout the British Isles further suggest 

that the reader should interpret Moore’s poem in relation to American slavery, as though the 

poet’s question were being posed across the Atlantic from an empire of free Britons to the 

group of enslaved African Americans that Brown represents, encouraging them to rebel against 

their masters. This reading is reinforced later on in the text, in Brown’s first letter from London, 

when he sees an American flag at the home of his gentleman host, and it prompts him to recite 
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a stanza of the Scottish poet Thomas Campbell’s “To The United States of North America” 

(1838): 

United States, your banner wears, 
Two emblems… 
The white man’s liberty in types,  
Stands blazoned by your stars; 
But what’s the meaning of your stripes,  
They mean your Negro-scars. (87-88) 

 
Harkening back to the AASS‘s “Slave Market of America” and the insurrectionary patriotism of 

its invocation of “Hail Columbia,” Campbell’s poem reads the U.S. flag as lexically divided, a 

symbol that stands for both white freedom and black enslavement. Brown implicitly links his 

recitation of Campbell’s poem to his prior recitation of Moore when he introduces the poem 

with the same passive construction, writing “Campbell’s lines…were continually in my mind ” 

(my emphasis 88). The repetition of the phrase and Brown’s status as a fugitive slave invite us 

to read both scenes of recitation together as the strumming of a single antislavery bass note.  

But if several moments in the text encourage Britons to read Moore’s poem in relation 

to slavery in the United States, other textual cues direct readers to interpret in the poem in 

relation to Ireland and its loss of political sovereignty. Insofar as Brown’s recitation of Moore’s 

poem occurs immediately after his encounter with the Great Famine, Brown’s allusion invites 

readers to consider the possibility that the Irish are the enslaved who should burst their bonds 

and that his recitation of the poem is an act of solidarity with that struggle. This anti-imperial 

reading of Brown’s allusion would have been unavoidable had Brown included the chorus of 

Moore’s poem—“Farewell Erin, farewell all/who live to weep our fall”—which directly alludes 

to Ireland’s loss of sovereignty and therefore would have revealed Moore’s original intent. By 

omitting the chorus, Brown leaves the precise meaning of the allusion ambiguous and allows 
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his readers to construe it as they will. While this might serve a strategic function—allowing 

Brown to communicate his indictment of British imperialism without alienating his English 

supporters—it also serves a semantic one by briefly ambiguating American chattel slavery and 

Irish colonial subjection. 

The ambiguity is further deepened by the fact that Moore had written both antislavery 

and anticolonial verses. The latter indirectly led to the former. Moore was a childhood friend of 

Wolfe Tone, a founding member of the United Irishmen, and had written a few articles 

encouraging Irish insurrection in his youth. As a consequence, shortly after Irish Rebellion, he 

took a minor position in Bermuda, where he would be safely out of the way of the government 

repression that followed the rebellion. In Bermuda and during a trip to the United States, 

Moore witnessed slavery firsthand and began to write poems railing against American slavery. 

The irresolvable textual irony introduced by Brown’s incorporation of Moore’s poem has 

important implications for the political message of Brown’s text and forms a loose analogue 

with the strategies Brown pursued in his Paris speech and letters. Insofar as Brown 

momentarily allows his English readers to misinterpret Moore’s poem as having abolitionist 

intent, the fugitive author is able to leverage British imperial chauvinism against U.S. slavery, 

much as he did with French imperial chauvinism at the Peace Congress. This inter-imperial 

comparison between united kingdoms and united states, the former devoted to liberty and the 

latter devoted to slavery, invites the patriotic Briton to withdraw commercial, political, and 

religious support for an American empire that is inconsistent with the values of his own in a 

kind of transatlantic application of disunionism. At the same time, insofar as Moore’s poem 

uses the rhetoric of political slavery in an intra-imperial rejection of Ireland’s incorporation into 
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the United Kingdom, Brown’s ambiguation of chattel slavery in the United States with Irish 

colonial “slavery” suggests the possibility of a much more radical inter-imperial alliance, a world 

revolution from below, in which British colonialism and American slavery might both be 

overthrown. Such a coalition, however, would be predicated on more than just an international 

alliance between separatist forces in Ireland and slaves in the United States. It would also 

necessarily involve a fundamental transformation of Irish nationalist self-conceptions. What 

makes Moore an odd choice for Brown  

 The textual irony created by the introduction of Moore’s poem is particularly evident in 

the remainder of Brown’s Dublin letters, which are largely built around a description of the 

crowd that gathers to view the passing of the Royal Fleet and then a Royal Procession in 

nearby. Brown’s choice of subject matter provides fodder for his continued meditation on how 

Ireland’s imperial incorporation has been received by the Irish themselves. Watching the rapt 

crowd watch the Queen in his final Dublin letter, Brown momentarily debates whether their 

enthusiasm is the result of “the novelty of the occasion” or “actual love of her person” before 

concluding that “One thing…is certain, and that is—Queen Victoria is beloved by her subjects” 

(18). His conclusion seems to provide a definitive affirmation of Ireland’s imperial 

incorporation. But if Brown’s judgment regarding Irish acceptance of their English subjection in 

this moment seems particularly unequivocal, then it stands all the more condemned by 

Moore’s “Where is the slave so lowly?”, which reserves its harshest criticism for the Irish 

“slave” who is unwilling to “burst his bonds.” When the crowd’s rapture is set against Moore’s 

poem, Brown seems to be answering the rhetorical question in the poem’s title. If Moore asks 
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“Where is the slave so lowly?,” Brown’s anecdotes seem to suggest that we can find that slave 

in the crowd watching the queen.  

In the final section of the Dublin letter, as he further reflects on the crowd’s excitement 

over the queen, Brown seems to take on Moore’s anti-imperial perspective as his own. 

Summing up his interpretation of the Emerald Isle, he describes it as a nation built around a set 

of constitutive colonial and class antagonisms: a land of “genius and degradation—of great 

resources and unparalleled poverty—noble deeds and the most revolting crimes” (20). Perhaps 

alluding to the Custom House and other monuments he described approvingly earlier in his 

Dublin letters and implicitly juxtaposing them with the poverty and depopulation that he 

witnessed in the actual market thereafter, he concludes that “Dublin is a splendid city, but its 

splendor is that of chiseled marble rather than real life” (20). A paragraph later, Brown extends 

this criticism of the island’s imperial incorporation further still, when he returns to Moore, 

writing “of Ireland’s sons, none stands higher in America than Thomas Moore the poet…the 

support which his pen has given to civil and religious liberty throughout the world, entitled the 

Minstrel of Erin to this elevated position” (21). Brown makes Moore not only Ireland’s national 

poet, but also the poet with the highest reputation in America. A sentence later he turns his 

celebration of famous Irishmen to those involved in the antislavery cause, once again 

articulating the anti-imperial struggles of the Old World with the antislavery cause of the New. 

Though Brown’s description of Moore’s cause as a struggle for “civil and religious liberty” 

seems to establish a clear analytic distinction between Ireland’s anticolonial struggle for liberty 

and the antislavery struggle against chattel slavery, Brown’s rhetorical ambiguation of the two 

allows them to be articulated with rather than against one another. The textual irony that this 
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creates is so thick that when Brown concludes his final Dublin letter by writing “I quitted Dublin 

with a feeling akin to leaving my native land,” we are once more confronted with an 

irresolvable textual irony (21). Brown’s comment suggests that the strength of the antislavery 

movement in Ireland made him feel like he was at home among his antislavery colleagues in the 

United States, but his account of Irish poverty also suggests that the Irish are themselves among 

the Atlantic’s enslaved. 

 

Between the Bank of England and the Deep Blue Sea 

We have seen how Brown’s travelogue surreptitiously exposes Anglo-French imperial 

depredations by critically inhabiting the bourgeois reformist discourses that are used to 

legitimate them as forms of political and economic modernization. Thus, Brown’s Paris letters 

reveal how the French state’s use of counter-revolutionary violence is one of the material bases 

for the capital’s vaunted cosmopolitan cultural institutions, its alleged domestic tranquility, and 

its pretension to be a beacon of international peace. Likewise, Brown’s Dublin letters reveal 

how British martial pageantry and monumentalism are the Janus face of Ireland’s loss of 

political sovereignty and its widespread immiseration. In his London letters, Brown synthesizes 

and expands these critiques to account for how the surplus value extracted from slaves in the 

United States has helped to finance London’s commercial and cultural institutions, even as the 

British Empire has become the global face of abolition and imperial philanthropy. This 

transatlantic articulation of the American slave market and the British free market represents a 

synthesis and an expansion of Brown’s previous foci insofar as it shows how the different 

technologies of colonial domination that he analyzed in prior letters—the “war element” he 
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witnessed in Paris and the colonial exploitation that he witnessed in Dublin— can work 

synchronically and interdependently not only within a given empire, but also across rival 

empires that rely on an axial division of labor and international commodity chains to supply 

them with cheap inputs in the world market. However, the urban travelogue is a genre that is 

particularly ill-suited to addressing mechanisms of capital accumulation that rely on the 

depredations of two sovereign nations operating independently within their respective national 

borders on opposite sides of the Atlantic. Relying on an implicit sociological positivism, the 

travel narrative typically positions the narrator as the interpreter of discrete regional or 

national cultures, which are represented metonymically via the people and places the narrator 

encounters directly.  

If hitherto his rhetorical strategy has been to provide an intra-imperial critique of 

empire’s functioning through a juxtaposition of that empire’s legitimating myths with the 

deflating reality of its mechanisms of social control, in London the international division of labor 

that enables free Britons to profit from American slaves through the world market threatens to 

transform that intra-imperial critique into the kind of flattering inter-imperial comparison. Since 

Britons had abolished slavery from their own imperial domain, the contrast between Black 

slavery in the United States and Black freedom in England could be explained away through a 

variety of English patriotic myths, such as a nativist blood and soil account of the inherent rights 

of the free Briton or a liberal account of the salutary influence of British good government on its 

colonies abroad.  

As I have shown in the previous section, Brown periodically adopts these tropes himself, 

playing to his British readers’ imperial chauvinism in the hopes of establishing a broad base of 
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support for American antislavery in England. But he also sets a counter-discourse into motion 

that fundamentally calls into question the nature and influence of the British imperial project. 

In his London letters, and in other texts dealing with the relationship between England and the 

United States that he authored during the period of his English sojourn, this counter-discourse 

takes two forms: first, Brown’s prior accounts of the dependence of affluent metropolitan 

institutions on colonial exploitation and expropriation have prepared the reader to see the 

juxtaposition of British institutional affluence and American expropriation as interdependent 

phenomena rather than the natural extension of autochthonous national cultures. Once Brown 

uses his tours of the city to demonstrate the multifaceted development of uneven development 

between the American South and London, he is able to present the structural insufficiency of 

British philanthropy as a solution to English commercial dependence on American slavery. 

Second, Brown highlights similarities between the seventeenth-century forms of social control 

and primitive accumulation employed by the English monarchy prior to the revolution and the 

forms of social control and primitive accumulation employed by slaveholders in the American 

colonies thereafter. When this account is read in conjunction with Brown’s other texts on the 

topic, a broader historiography of the development of slavery in the English colonies out of the 

bourgeois adaptation of English forms of social control develops in which the “war element” 

that he identified in the French absolute monarchy and then traced through two French 

revolutions has an analogous history in the British empire. The combination of these two 

strategies results in the same kind of return of the historiographically repressed that Brown 

presented in Dublin and France. 
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The challenge that Brown faces in London, however, is that he must account for an 

inter-imperial system in which the expropriative violence committed by one empire—in this 

case, the United States—accrues profits for a British empire that has abolished that form of 

violence from its own imperial domain. The first addition is a return to the vital role played by 

American chattel slavery in the mid-nineteenth century Atlantic world-system, a subject that is 

central to the rest of his corpus but that he had largely abandoned in the early letters of Three 

Years to focus on the forms of unfreedom existing in the metropoles of empires that had 

abolished chattel slavery. Much as in Paris and Dublin, where Brown’s tours of cultural and 

financial institutions lead him to surreptitiously articulate those institutions with the various 

forms of expropriation that are their condition of possibility, in London similar tours lead him to 

juxtapose major cultural and financial institutions with the expropriative violence visited upon 

him as a slave in the United States.  

Brown begins this process by flattering his English readers and their sense of their own 

abolitionist philanthropy. We see this when, after his first antislavery lecture on English soil, he 

remarks approvingly that he was left with “a good impression of the English” and that he found 

his host in Croydon to be “one of the most benevolent of men” (97). Brown’s approving 

description of English social benevolence seems to be extended to English financial institutions 

in the next narrative episode when he describes his visit to the Bank of England, writing “As 

nearly all my countrymen who visit London pay their respects to this noted institution, I shall 

sum up my visit to it, by saying that it surpassed my highest idea of a bank” (97). However, as 

with Brown’s visit to the Bank of Ireland in his Dublin letters, his account of the financial center 

marks a turning point in the narrative and is surreptitiously undercut by the episodic sequence 
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that follows in a way that forces us to not only reassess Brown’s view of the English financial 

system, but also of English benevolence. If, in Ireland, Brown stages a surreptitious critique of 

British imperialism by momentarily ambiguating Irish colonial “slavery” with American chattel 

slavery, in England Brown ambiguates The phrasing of Brown’s description of the bank has 

already begun to prepare us for that transition insofar as it leaves unanswered an important 

question: if the Bank of England surpasses Brown’s “highest idea of a bank,” then what, exactly, 

is Brown’s idea of a bank?  

As is programmatically the case throughout the travel narrative, Brown proffers an 

indirect answer by way of a series of polysemous anecdotes. The episodic sequence begins in 

the very next sentence when Brown writes, “a stroll through this monster building of gold and 

silver brought to my mind an incident that occurred to me a year after my escape from slavery” 

(97). Just as Brown’s Dublin letters juxtapose the opulence of the Bank of Ireland and the Dublin 

Custom House with the starvation on display in the city market to suggest the deleterious 

effects of British imperial incorporation, the “incident” that Brown recalls in the wake of his 

visit to England’s “monster building of gold and silver” is one of poverty and theft. Recalling his 

experiences as a fugitive slave in the United States, Brown writes “In the autumn of 1835, 

having been cheated out of the previous summer’s earnings, by the captain of the steamer in 

which I had been employed running away with my money, I was…left without any means of 

support during the winter, and therefore had to seek employment in the neighboring towns 

(98). Though it is not immediately clear why his visit to the Bank of England prompts him to 

recall this incident, as the anecdote develops Brown explains that when he was unable to find 

employment, he set up shop as a barber, and out of the money he earned thereby he 
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commissioned a printer to create fake banknotes for him, which he then circulated through his 

barbershop, exchanging the fake notes for real money when he made change for customers. By 

way of context, Brown explains that “at this time, money matters in the Western States were in 

a sad condition. Any person who could raise a small amount of money was permitted to 

establish a bank, and allowed to issue notes to four times the sum raised. This being the case, 

many persons borrowed money merely long enough to exhibit to the bank inspectors…and the 

country [was] flooded with worthless paper” (99-100). At the conclusion of the anecdote, 

Brown returns to his description of the Bank of England in order to contrast “the clerks 

shoveling out the yellow coin upon the counters …and men coming in and going with weighty 

bags of the precious metal in their hands” with “the Wild Cat Banks of America”. The anecdote 

thus appears to emphasize the contrast between the soundness of the British financial system 

and the fraudulence of American banking in a way that redounds to the credit of Brown’s 

British readers. If Brown’s account of the Irish custom house surreptitiously built links between 

British commercial institutions and Irish starvation, the anecdote that Brown tells at the Bank of 

England seems to thwart that expectation by establishing a pro-British and anti-American 

 inter-imperial contrasts instead of an intra-imperial connection within the British Empire.  

The contrast between British benevolence and American theft appears to continue in 

Brown’s next letter, even as it shifts from the realm of finance to those of social and cultural 

production through Brown’s recounting of his visit to the British Museum. Brown’s previous 

anecdotes about metropolitan museums and galleries—especially his visit to the Louvre in his 

Paris letters—have set us up to expect the fugitive author to link imperial plunder abroad with 

the building of museums and galleries at home, but, as with Brown’s visit to the Bank of 
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England, in his London letters there is a recurring difference: the discussion of the empire’s 

depredations abroad is diverted from Britain to the United States. This occurs when Brown’s 

meditation on the ease of access to cultural knowledge provided by the museum causes him to 

juxtapose that access with the attempt to forcibly deprive him of knowledge in the United 

States. Brown writes, “he who escapes from slavery at the age of twenty years, without any 

education, as did the writer of this letter, must read when others are asleep, if he would to 

catch up with the rest of the world” (107). The prohibition on educating the enslaved to which 

Brown alludes, common in slave states, is implicitly contrasted with the common access to 

enlightenment provided by the museum. When Brown visits the museum’s library, his remarks 

further elaborate on the equal access to enlightenment the museum provides—“men of 

different rank can meet here” and “no one inquires who the man is who is at his side, and each 

pursues in silence his own researches” (109). Though both anecdotes appear to establish a firm 

dichotomy between the systems of financial circulation and cultural production in the U.S. and 

British empires, several textual, intertextual, and contextual pieces of evidence  suggest that, as 

with Brown’s Dublin and Paris letters, we are once again being asked to read the global in the 

local, the (former) colony in the metropole.   

 A long line of references in Brown’s work establish connections between American 

slavery and the British economy. As I discussed in the Introduction to this dissertation, Brown’s 

1850 panorama drew a direct line between American plantations and British consumption of 

slave-produced goods. In Clotel, Brown would locate origins of that commercial dependence in 

seventeenth-century British mercantilism, writing 

MORE than two hundred years have elapsed since the first cargo of slaves was 
landed on the banks of the James River, in the colony of Virginia, from the West 
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coast of Africa. From the introduction of slaves in 1620, down to the period of 
the separation of the Colonies from the British Crown, the number had increased 
to five hundred thousand; now there are nearly four million. In fifteen of the 
thirty-one States, Slavery is made lawful by the Constitution, which binds the 
several States into one confederacy. 
 
On every foot of soil, over which Stars and Stripes wave, the negro is considered 
common property, on which any white man may lay his hand with perfect 
impunity. The entire white population of the United States, North and South, are 
bound by their oath to the constitution, and their adhesion to the Fugitive Slave 
Law, to hunt down the runaway slave and return him to his claimant, and to 
suppress any effort that may be made by the slaves to gain their freedom by 
physical force. Twenty-five millions of whites have banded themselves in solemn 
conclave to keep four millions of blacks in their chains. (iii-iv) 

 

In light of the British origins of American slavery, Brown’s juxtaposition of British benevolence 

with American theft begins to take on a new significance. If his visit to the Bank of England 

causes him to remember that in the United States he was cheated out of his wages, perhaps 

this is because he views the accumulation of capital that he saw laid out before him in the 

“monster building of gold and silver” as being wrung from the bodies of American slaves. 

Likewise, if Brown’s visit to the British Museum causes him to remember that in the United 

States he was forcibly prevented from educating himself, perhaps that is because Brown wants 

his readers to see British cultural institutions and the American South’s peculiar institution as 

part of a single causal chain. From this vantage point, British philanthropy begins to look less 

like charity and more like reparations, and, as the remainder of his London letters clarify, 

woefully insufficient reparations at that.  

If the second half of Letter VIII and the first half of Letter IX reproduce some of the 

British Empire’s most potent legitimating myths, the second half of Letter IX seems to show us 

the darker side of the empire that has been excised from those myths. A turning point occurs 
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when Brown, expecting to receive money from the sale of his slave narrative and misjudging 

the distance to his next speaking engagement, mistakenly sends the last of his cash on hand to 

the United States to pay for the education of his daughters instead of saving some of it to pay 

for his own travel expenses. As a result of his mistake, he is left temporarily destitute. This sets 

in motion a chain of events and reflections on the British Empire that help to contextualize 

Brown’s earlier assertions regarding British freedom and egalitarianism. 

Brown’s destitution immediately seems to trigger a physical change in the environment 

that literally brings out the dark side of London. No sooner is the fugitive author deprived of 

funds than the sun disappears behind a London fog. Brown writes “day had been completely 

turned into night; and the brilliant lights from the shop windows almost persuaded me that 

another day had not appeared” (111-112). Brown’s destitution and the general darkness of the 

city are juxtaposed with London’s commerce, represented here by the “brilliant lights from the 

shop windows” and earlier in the paragraph by the foot traffic on the Strand, “thronged with 

business men going their way, and women sauntering about for pleasure” (111).  As with 

Brown’s encounter with the Great Famine in Dublin, signs of commercial promise are undercut 

by the presence of the starving poor. Making his way through the city in the dark, Brown is 

confronted by a beggar, to whom the author gives money for bread. Afterwards, Brown 

encounters a fugitive slave. Unlike Brown, who supported himself in England through his 

performances and publications, the fugitive is only trained in raising tobacco and is thus unable 

to find work in Liverpool and London. After advising the man to try his luck in the West Indies, 

Brown gives the fugitive half of his last shilling and returns to his lodgings. Once there, Brown is 
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saved from his predicament when money from the sale of his slave narrative arrives 

unexpectedly.  

That Brown’s descent into poverty is to be read as a failure of British racial 

egalitarianism and imperial philanthropy is suggested earlier in the letter, when, in the 

darkness, Brown wanders to Trafalgar Square and notes that he “looked in vain to see the 

majestic statue of Nelson upon the top of the great shaft” (111).  The disappearance of Nelson’s 

statue is doubly significant. Insofar as the statue commemorates Nelson’s decisive 1805 victory 

over French and Spanish forces at the Cape of Trafalgar, it represents the triumph of British 

empire over its imperial rivals. The eclipse of the statue suggests that British supremacy 

throughout the Atlantic world will one day come to an end, much as French and Spanish 

supremacy did before it. But another text in Brown’s oeuvre also gives the column a more 

precise significance in the struggle for racial equality. In “Visit of a Fugitive Slave to the Grave of 

Wilberforce,” published two years later in Autographs for Freedom, Brown clarifies that for him 

the statue’s martial significance made it an object to be avoided rather than sought out. In a 

description of the monument that recalls his revulsion at the imperial spirit of French 

monumentalism in his Paris letters, Brown writes of Nelson’s column, “being no admirer of 

warlike heroes, I was on the point of turning away.” What keeps Brown fixed on the statue, 

however, is that among the soldiers represented on its base is “a full blooded African… with 

musket in hand (70-71). This inclusion of “as black a man as was ever imported from the coast 

of Africa, represented in his proper place” causes Brown to linger by the statue, and prompts 

him to reflect on the difference between British and U.S. monumentalism. Recalling the Groton 

monument he had seen in the United States, Brown remarks that it included “the names of two 
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Africans who had fallen in the fight” but that it had “colonized [them] off” by “a line drawn 

between them and the whites” (71). For Brown, then, Nelson’s column is an imperial symbol 

that is as semantically divided against itself as Campbell’s American flag. As an emblem of 

British imperial violence, much like the Column Vendome and Bunker Hill monument that he 

alluded to in his Paris letters, Nelson’s column is rejected by Brown. However, insofar as the 

column clears space for Black inclusion, it signifies the possibility of a different future, one that 

avoids the internal colonization that he described as characteristic of France and the United 

States. In “Visit of a Fugitive Slave,” the promise of inclusion represented by the black soldier on 

the column’s base is further reflected in Brown’s description of the day itself—“a beautiful 

morning in the month of June” (70). If Black inclusion is represented by sunlight shining on 

Nelson’s column, then it follows that the eclipse of the same monument is its opposite. Since 

the eclipse of the monument immediately precedes Brown’s encounter with a penniless 

fugitive slave who cannot find a “friend” in England, it can be read as a sign that England has 

failed to deliver on its promise of inclusion. And though, in his travelogue, Brown’s immediate 

hardship is alleviated by the timely commercial support of the Friends of the Slave, it is clear 

from his encounter with a destitute fugitive “everyman” on London’s streets that Brown’s 

ability to support himself through authorship is not one shared by most fugitive slaves55. Here it 

must be noted that the entire episodic sequence can be read as a meditation on the education 

that England and the United States owe to the enslaved and the necessity of education for the 

uplift of the emancipated.  

                                                           
55 See also Martha Schoolman’s similar reading of this episodic sequence (112). Like Schoolman, I read this 
sequence as depicting a structural failure of British philanthropy, which Brown tries to remediate through a focus 
on education as a form of reparations.  
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This focus on how to secure former slaves a place in British society that is neither that of 

the grateful slave, begging for charity, nor the soldier depicted on the base of Nelson’s Column, 

introduces a structural problem in British emancipation and the antislavery movement more 

generally, which, though acknowledged by antislavery writers, remained unsolved in the British 

West Indies when Brown published Three Years. By suggesting that England owed an education 

not only to the emancipated slaves of the West Indies, but also to fugitives from U.S. slavery, 

Brown makes an implicit argument that the promise of emancipation in the West Indies 

remains incompletely fulfilled in ways that require structural remediation rather than charity. 

That the structural problem introduced by Brown’s encounter with black poverty in 

England has not been resolved by the alleviation of his personal financial duress. 

The structural insufficiency of British philanthropy is made clear in the Three Years 

when, even after Brown’s is miraculously saved from penury by the timely arrival of the 

proceeds from the sale of his narrative, the darkness that engulfed London during Letter IX 

persists into Letter X. Much as in his Dublin letters, where Brown’s encounter with the Great 

Famine is followed by his indirect voicing of an anti-colonial position via his inclusion of Thomas 

Moore, in Brown’s London letters his encounter with beggars is followed by his inclusion of a 

socialist position via his chance encounter with another radical.  

The first anecdote of Letter X describes Brown’s visit to the Whittington Social Club, 

where, after some remarks on the pleasantness of the club system, Brown is struck by the 

appearance of “one of the French refugees” produced by the 1848 revolution, who turns out to 

be Louis Blanc. Though Brown does not quote Blanc’s work the way he did with Moore, his 

decision to single out his meeting with Blanc for extended description seems to be the 
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antislavery writer’s way of establishing a certain minimal distance between himself and a 

socialism that many of his British readers would not support, while at the same time using that 

distance to surreptitiously solicit his readers into a more radical platform than they would ever 

knowingly embrace.  
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