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Prologue

Freedom Burning

T HE PAINTER captured the fi re burning. It happened in West Af-
rica, on the banks of the Gallinas River. On 4 February 1845 sail-
ors advanced from their ships in small boats to reach the African 

settlement and burn it to the ground. The fl ags of the vessels and the fl ames 
of the fi re refl ected on the surface of the water, as the moment was recorded 
by an unknown artist. As the village burned, he captured the smoldering 
sky and the assembled vessels, the fl aming houses and the raiding party. 

The attackers were not slave traders or pirates but serving men of the 
British Royal Navy. So, was this part of some invasion force or some mis-
sion to colonize the area? No, they did not intend to stay. The sailors served 
on ships that formed part of the West Africa squadron, tasked with sup-
pression of the Atlantic slave trade. A complex web of treaties between 
Britain and most other “civilized” governments required the fl otilla’s pres-
ence off the African coast. The navy was authorized to police most of the 
world’s shipping, searching out illegal slave traders and delivering them to 
international justice. Beyond this surveillance of merchants, the squadron’s 
offi cers were also instructed to secure treaties with African peoples for the 
suppression of the slave trade and the promotion of alternative forms of 
commerce.

More than a decade earlier the British had emancipated enslaved Af-
ricans in the West Indies and, twenty-fi ve years before that, the British 
Parliament had banned a prosperous slave trade. Now the nation sacrifi ced 
millions of pounds and scores of sailors’ lives each year to eradicate the 
slave trade that fl ourished illegally throughout the Atlantic. In doing so, 
Britain had reasserted its identity as a land of freedom, a friend of human-
ity, and a beacon of liberty. But in a distant part of West Africa, these noble 
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FIGURE 1. Detail of anonymous painting of African settlements being destroyed on the 
banks of the Gallinas River, 1845. By permission of the Museum of the Royal Navy, 
Portsmouth.
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aspirations took the form of threats and intimidation against an African 
people.

The attack on the village was part of an operation against “the Chiefs 
and Head-men of the Native Tribes in the River Gallinas.” These African 
leaders, living near the border between modern Sierra Leone and Liberia, had 
offended Commodore William Jones, commander of the West Africa squad-
ron. The local rulers were accused of breaking their side of an 1840 treaty 
by “countenancing and encouraging foreign dealers in black men to live in 
your country, and to sell their slaves into captivity beyond the seas.” But this 
was not all. Worse, they had taken their “contempt of the Treaty so far, as 
to enslave, and sell, the subjects of the Queen my mistress.” Jones demanded 
“redress and reparation” for Great Britain and, more than a week before 
the attack, he bluntly requested that the chiefs of the Gallinas meet him 
for this purpose. He particularly requested the presence of Prince Manna, a 
leader who stood accused of personally traffi cking into slavery black British 
subjects—free men and women residing in the Queen’s Sierra Leone colony. 
From the start the commodore had threatened violence and, when Manna 
and his allies did not comply, he entered the river with a force of 286 men.1

The towns of Tindes, Taillah, and Minnah, aligned with these chiefs, 
were destroyed by fi re. It is now impossible to know which of these three 
settlements was pictured by our artist. Commodore Jones, as part of his 
attempt to intimidate the rulers, had sent notice that women and children 
should vacate the villages, since he would soon “infl ict a severe and sum-
mary punishment.” When he made good on his threat, he found that the 
Africans had removed their property too, leading him to claim to his supe-
riors with confi dence that “the Chiefs will be the only sufferers from their 
wicked folly.” The African families left homeless by the raid would prob-
ably have begged to differ; the chiefs’ penalty was paid by their subjects.2

Elsewhere that same day, the commodore’s men had destroyed the 
slave fort of an insolent Spanish slave dealer who regularly traded with 
Prince Manna. There had, however, been no reply from Manna himself, de-
spite the reprisals against towns belonging to his allies. After being briefl y 
distracted by duties at another point on the coast, the squadron returned 
to the area on 17 February. Approaching Guindemar, the key settlement 
in Manna’s domain, Jones was ready to repeat the punishment he had 
infl icted upon the three Gallinas villages. His two hundred marines and 
sailors, some of the latter West Africans recruited to serve in the squadron, 
advanced on the town, encountering light resistance. The British force oc-
cupied Guindemar for two hours as a demonstration of the Queen’s power, 
but Jones spared it from destruction as a demonstration of her mercy.

Manna saved the settlement by adopting a humble tone and provid-
ing evidence that his alleged offenses were overblown: while he admitted 
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selling slaves to the Spanish middleman, he produced the two Sierra Leo-
nean women he had been accused of abducting. They convinced the offi cer 
that, far from being abducted, they had chosen to marry men in Guinde-
mar. Moreover, on closer examination, the evidence about selling other 
British subjects into slavery fell apart; one eye-witness could not identify 
Manna, so the chief helpfully promised to fi nd the real offender and hand 
him over to Jones. Broader complaints of supporting the slave trade, de-
spite an 1840 treaty with Britain, stood, however, and the commodore de-
manded compliance.3

For Jones, these interventions were a vital part of his mission to intimi-
date coastal peoples into rejecting the European-stimulated traffi c in slaves. 
He had spared Guindemar, he claimed, so that “we leave the natives some-
thing to lose” if they defi ed Britain in the future. He was pleased to report 
that he had advanced the nation’s anti-slavery crusade: “We have evidently 
impressed these people with a very wholesome terror, and they begin to 
think resistance to our power is useless,” he reported with satisfaction.4 Al-
though this incident did not expand the formal borders of British territory 
of West Africa, it is clear with hindsight that the exercise of naval power 
foreshadowed the following fi fty years of colonial advance. Indeed, Jones’s 
ship, HMS Penelope, would take a leading part in the annexation of Lagos 
six years later, which would mark the next stage of European penetration 
of the continent.5

How did these events in West Africa fi t into the wider history of anti-
slavery? The use of force to suppress the slave trade was not without con-
troversy in Victorian Britain, but objectors were concerned more with the 
principles of international law, pacifi sm, and free trade than the collat-
eral African victims of violence against slave-trading chiefs. Jones’s actions 
came as a colleague, Captain Joseph Denman, was being tried in the British 
courts over a similar raid in 1840—but his trial was about his destruction 
of a Spanish trader’s nonslave merchandise, not his conduct toward local 
Africans. For those very few Victorians who objected, the violence and suf-
fering infl icted on the African families of these villages was, as it is for us, 
a troubling version of anti-slavery morality.

The fi res Jones and his fellow naval offi cers lit in West Africa sit uneas-
ily with modern expectations for what an anti-slavery policy should look 
like. Was violence against Africans a betrayal of humanitarianism or a just 
war for slave-trade suppression? Did the fl ames of the Gallinas villages help 
kindle some new beacon of liberty or consume the spirit of freedom? Was 
freedom burning brightly or was freedom burning down? The chapters 
that follow uncover the complexities and contradictions of anti-slavery for 
Victorian Britain and its empire. British emancipation cast shadows upon 
many of the central questions of the age; there was a myriad of different 
views on how the fl ames of freedom should burn on.



1

An Anti-Slavery Nation

Dispel the blue haze,

Golden fountain of morn!

With meridian blaze

The wide ocean adorn!

The sunlight has touched thy glad shores, Caribee!

And day now illumines the Isles of the Free!

DAWN ON the morning of 1 August 1834 brought a kind of free-
dom to the enslaved women, men, and children of the British West 
Indies. As the sun rose, the Emancipation Act of the previous year 

made them free—legally free, at least. Patriotic prose, images, and poetry 
depicted the dawn of their freedom. Composed by the anti-slavery pub-
lisher Josiah Conder, the above lines are typical of the celebration and 
self- satisfaction expressed by British abolitionists, politicians, and news-
papermen. The “meridian blaze” of liberty had fi nally drenched the sugar 
colonies in light and warmth equal to the midday sun, he believed.1 Con-
temporaries understood emancipation as the climax of a spasmodic fi fty-
year campaign by humanitarian reformers who had skillfully mobilized 

popular support by means of petitions, consumer boycotts, and political 
pressure on the House of Commons. In 1807 the slave trade had been abol-
ished, but emancipation in the sugar colonies waited until the 1830s, fol-
lowing further public agitation.

What happened to Britain’s enthusiasm for anti-slavery after this cel-
ebrated emancipation? This book argues that it did not collapse in the face 
of Victorian racism, imperialism, or indifference, even if the contradic-
tions, hypocrisies, and shortcomings of British anti-slavery became more 
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visible and so presented an image of decline. This chapter and the next 
will show how variety and diversity hid, in plain sight, the breadth of anti-
slavery sentiment in Victorian culture. Within British society, anti-slavery 
could be claimed or rejected as a relevant precedent for particular reform 
movements depending on what individual Briton assumed “anti-slavery” 
to entail. Moreover, anti-slavery ideas shaped the use and abuse of Brit-
ish power by successive governments, who deployed unequalled force to 
establish a world free from slavery. Such a world was morally and materi-
ally desirable, though Britons disagreed enormously over how, when, and 
why their nation should act to promote anti-slavery. In the midst of these 
confl icts, anti-slavery policies favoring imperial expansion triumphed, 
and I shall explain why anti-slavery ideology failed to halt—and indeed 
encouraged—hardening attitudes toward Africans’ racial capacity and po-
litical sovereignty. A basic consensus against slavery broke down on the 
particulars of almost any practical question; this being the case, why did 
certain answers triumph over others?

An attempt to understand and explain anti-slavery politics does not 
mean a simplistic search for moral condemnation or vindication. Rather, 
the relationship between anti-slavery and imperial power helps explain 
Victorian foreign and colonial policies as well as the context of domestic 
politics, revealing why particular interpretations of anti-slavery triumphed 
and others did not. The bulk of historical research on British anti-slavery 
concludes before Victoria’s accession to the throne in 1837 and so ignores 
this question. Historians have pored over the popular and parliamentary 
campaigns that made this freedom possible and have begun to document 
the human experience of enslaved Africans in the middle passage. Scholars 
have also examined the realities of life for black freed people in the West 
Indies and the gross injustices they continued to suffer after the legal aboli-
tion of slavery. Africanists have recovered the history of a continent from 
the perspective of its indigenous peoples, slowly uncovering the human ex-
periences that lie behind the silences and assumptions of Western sources.2 
A focus on the legacies of anti-slavery enthusiasm that framed British at-
titudes comes at a cost. The voices of Africans and the enslaved appear 
only fl eetingly because they were largely excluded from British politics and 
policymaking—the notable exceptions being black abolitionists lecturing 
in Britain and those Africans whose actions disrupted the best-laid plans 
of the colonizers.

Linda Colley has suggested that “abolitionism became one of the vital 
underpinnings of British supremacy in the Victorian era” but historians 
have largely focused on explaining the motives for abolition and emancipa-
tion rather than the implications afterward.3 Freedom Burning charts the 
political confl icts that emerged over what it meant to be an anti-slavery 
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nation in a world where slavery still openly existed and investigates exactly 
what this “supremacy” meant (and whose supremacy it was). This uncer-
tainty meant that there was more than a little “blue haze” over what was 
required for “the Isles of the Free” in the years after Conder’s 1834 poem 
had heralded the “golden fountain of morn”.

The era can be viewed as a period of anti-slavery decline—a decline 
 indicated by the fading infl uence of anti-slavery societies, by the rise of 
racial thinking, by the stirrings of imperialism, and by the apathy of many 
Britons toward the cause of the North in the American Civil War. This has 
been the dominant view of historians, who have located the dotage and de-
cline of British anti-slavery sentiment in the fi rst decade of Victoria’s reign, 
as fratricide replaced crusade.4 However, judging the health of anti-slavery 
sympathies from the institutional survival of abolitionist organizations is 
a mistake. There was nothing as cohesive as an “anti-slavery movement” 
in Victorian Britain. A broader examination of society is reveals that or-
ganizations such as the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society (BFASS) 
represented only a portion of anti-slavery opinion.

Historical research has slowly begun to pick apart the complex network 
of interests and agendas that made up the “anti-slavery movement” before 
1834 and to understand it as a shifting patchwork of alliances.5 A focus on 
anti-slavery societies distorts the fate of anti-slavery ideas after West Indian 
emancipation; if the abolitionist societies were in decline, it does not follow 
that British anti-slavery sentiment was necessarily in decline too. To study 
the history of free trade after 1846 through the institutional fate of Britain’s 
Anti-Corn Law League would strike historians as very curious. Doing the 
equivalent for the history of anti-slavery is looking for signs of life in all the 
wrong places.6 A national abolitionist society was no longer the principal 
vehicle for anti-slavery ideas. Instead, it was an era of anti-slavery plural-
ism, and it was no longer obvious which policies best advanced the nation’s 
opposition to slavery.

Unless, like Victorians, we wish to reserve the epithet “anti-slavery” for 
some favored methods and techniques, it makes sense to take seriously 
anti-slavery in all its chaotic and pluralist forms. As historian Howard 
Temperley notes, the epithet “abolitionist” could also apply to “a host of 
individuals and groups—for example those British Ministers, government 
offi cials and naval personnel who gave their energies (and sometimes their 
lives too) in the struggle against slavery.” He is right to invoke a meta-
phor that the abolitionist Thomas Clarkson described in his 1808 history 
of slave-trade abolition. In his youth, Clarkson saw diverse campaigners 
as tributaries uniting in a great anti-slavery river, cascading toward a sea 
of freedom. Clarkson lived long enough to see British anti-slavery senti-
ment split, after 1833, from one river into numerous estuaries, streams, and 
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puddles, muddily emptying into quite different destinations (although he 
would have found it too painful to adapt his metaphor to refl ect this fact).7 
This diversity should not blind us to the continued infl uence of anti-slavery 
ideology in Victorian Britain.

“Ideology” is a key term here—and one that refers to the family of ideas 
regarding the wrongfulness of slavery. Describing anti-slavery as an ideology 
recognizes the variety of opinions, methods, and defi nitions that could be 
accommodated around a core set of beliefs. Before 1834, antipathy toward 
slavery had transformed into anti-slavery as a political idea pursued through 
legal intervention. Differences and nuances could be contained beneath the 
wider, unifying world view of opposing the ownership of human beings—an 
ideology of anti-slavery. Rather like a solar system or an atom, an ideology 
has a core orbited by different bodies of ideas and practices.8 Ideologies are 
therefore “imaginative maps drawing together facts that themselves may be 
disputed. They are collectively produced and collectively consumed, though 
the latter happens in unpredictable ways, and that collective nature makes 
them public property.”9 This approach works well for Victorian anti-slavery, 
where opposition to the ownership of humans was the core of the ideology, 
but there could be disagreements over the racial equality or inequality of 
Africans to Europeans, the use of tariff barriers to promote free labor, or the 
morality of compensating slaveholders for emancipation. Groups of anti-
slavery supporters, approaching the question of chattel bondage from var-
ied perspectives, assumed different collections of beliefs. Anti-slavery was, 
however, a coherent ideology insofar as it saw the social norm of slavery as 
inimical to the national good (be that good defi ned by prosperity, godliness, 
or honor).10 This “ideology” is therefore distinguished from both the rigor 
of a single political philosophy and the autonomy of a particular idea; it is 
instead a belief system for viewing the world.

If such scholarly theorizing seems foreign to the past we are consider-
ing, it should not do so. In 1872, Bartle Frere, a colonial offi cial and anti-
slavery advocate, used a similar metaphor when he regretted that “many 
atoms, and very infl uential atoms” would “tell you all these new fangled 
theories” of race. He remarked, however, that among the public a more 
generous, traditional attitude to anti-slavery remained.11 Frere’s model was 
a little simplistic, as many people—including himself—combined anti- 
slavery sentiment with racial prejudices, even when they did not subscribe 
to pessimistic scientifi c theories. Still, what matters here is his attention to 
the ways that issues such as race could cut across anti-slavery (as he defi ned 
it); he described society as clusters of beliefs. His atomic metaphor is use-
ful, since it lends itself to understanding how Britons could fi nd themselves 
allies in one anti-slavery controversy and enemies in another.

Therefore, “anti-slavery” can be defi ned as opposition to slavery rather 
than as the particular policy prescriptions or methods of any one faction. 
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Before August 1834, anti-slavery campaigners operated successfully despite 
a wide range of expectations, methods, and purposes. Without any clear 
agenda to unite strands of anti-slavery opinion in the Victorian period, dif-
ferences became more obvious. A brief study of events between emancipa-
tion and Victoria’s coronation on 28 June 1838 will help explain why.

DIVISION AND DIVERSIT Y

On the day of West Indian emancipation, the London-based Anti-Slavery 
Society instructed the British public that “a day of such vast moment to the 
welfare of one part of the empire, and to the honour of the whole, ought 
not to pass unnoticed.”12 In the glow of victory it was possible for aboli-
tionists to forget their internal disagreements over whether it was right that 
planters received £20 million in fi nancial compensation and freed people 
suffered a period of compulsory work.13 These disputes set aside, on the 
evening of emancipation day the anti-slavery elite gathered for a feast in 
Freemasons’ Tavern to toast their success. Beyond self-satisfaction, neither 
the parliamentary leaders of the emancipation struggle nor the British pub-
lic at large had any great sense of what an anti-slavery nation should do 
next; the Anti-Slavery Society had no plan to rally support for abolitionist 
movements in Europe or the Americas.

A group of radical campaigners calling themselves the Agency Society 
differed from their elders and betters on this, and they would become a 
leading force in the Victorian BFASS. Frustrated with the caution of par-
liamentary leaders such as Thomas Fowell Buxton, these men had declared 
independence from the Anti-Slavery Society in the summer of 1832, want-
ing to pursue more vigorous agitation against pro-slavery MPs seeking re-
election.14 It is debatable whether “an Antislavery House [was] returned 
by an Antislavery public for the fi rst time” in the 1832 elections thanks 
to them, as some members claimed.15 However, members of the Agency 
Society certainly were far more focused than their Anti-Slavery Society 
collaborators in seeking a new cause after the death of West Indian slav-
ery. In February 1834, six months before the emancipation celebrations, 
they had reorganized themselves as the British and Foreign Society for the 
Universal Abolition of Negro Slavery and the Slave Trade. This new group 
intended to support abolitionist groups abroad and advance the cause of 
global emancipation. They were mostly campaigners who, unlike the anti-
slavery establishment, rejected patience and compromise with the govern-
ment’s cautious ministers in the early 1830s.16

Differences over the speed or nature of anti-slavery policies originated 
in the abolition and emancipation campaigns. A majority vote for the 1833 
Emancipation Act represented both more and less than it fi rst seems. On 
the one hand, for all the measure’s timidity and uncertainty, debate in 
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Parliament refl ected a change in how slavery could be discussed by British 
politicians. Even those who opposed an act for immediate emancipation had 
grudgingly adopted the language of anti-slavery. The Tory Sir Robert Peel 
insisted, during the emancipation debate, that his gradualism was founded 
on a desire to avoid “the grave responsibility of having, by a precipitate at-
tempt to ameliorate the condition of our own slaves, aggravated the hard-
ships of those who were exposed to a more bitter fate in other parts of the 
world.” Acting too quickly could lead to disaster, discrediting amelioration 
and emancipation, he suggested. Peel felt able to criticize the emancipation 
bill only in this guarded way; in a sense, everyone was an opponent of slav-
ery now, even those who wanted a slower process of emancipation. Indeed, 
replying to Peel for the Whig government, Lord Althorp insisted that “the 
only difference between the course recommended by the right hon. Gentle-
man, and that proposed by the Government, was in the point of time.”17 
Yet despite this language, there was no consensus behind emancipation. 
Both abolitionists and conservative MPs such as Peel resented the speed 
at which the Whigs moved and the package of compensation they offered 
to the sugar colonies: the former found the ministers too meek, the latter 
found them too harsh. The government sold emancipation as a careful, 
well-measured change; it was not a complete capitulation to the abolition-
ists’ demands but a negotiated surrender to anti-slavery passions.

The nervous Whig government tried to ease the pain of the Emancipa-
tion Act for West Indian slaveholders by allowing an ameliorated, regu-
lated kind of forced labor to continue for a few years under the new name 
of  “apprenticeship”—despite howls of protest from many abolitionists. 
Loosely based on long-standing laws for apprentices in Great Britain, the 
Caribbean variant imposed physical punishment and compulsory, unpaid 
labor on the newly manumitted black population. Concerns about the treat-
ment of apprentices emerged in the fi rst year after emancipation but met 
with faltering offi cial investigation. Both Lord Melbourne’s Whig adminis-
tration and the leaders of the Tory opposition were committed to the terms 
of the 1833 Emancipation as a solemn compact with the West Indian plant-
ers, and they would hear no talk of renegotiation. Buxton, William Wil-
berforce’s successor as leader of the parliamentary anti-slavery faction, was 
hesitant to push the fragile ministry too hard. Parliamentary investigations 
of abuses of the system in 1836 and 1837 showed little appetite for action.18

Instead, Joseph Sturge, a Birmingham-based Quaker associated with 
the Agency group, emerged as the leader of a serious campaign against 
apprenticeship. He traveled to the West Indies with Thomas Harvey, Wil-
liam Lloyd, and John Scoble in 1837 to investigate. Emphasizing that their 
mission was “entirely independent of the Anti-Slavery Society,” they sought 
to gather fi rst-hand evidence of abuses under the system of apprenticeship. 
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Sturge and his compatriots acted on their own initiative, though they drew 
support from a subsection of the Universal Abolitionist Society’s member-
ship.19 The death of King William IV in June 1837 triggered a general elec-
tion, but it came too early for Sturge’s group to make apprenticeship a key 
point of debate in the constituencies. Regardless, in the fi rst few months 
of Victoria’s reign, these abolitionists turned to the task of reviving anti- 
slavery pressure in the hopes of building a parliamentary majority that 
would end apprenticeship immediately.20

In the winter of 1837–38 Sturge published his own account of the hor-
rors uncovered by the expedition and the narrative of James Williams, an 
abused Jamaican apprentice. “Apprentices get a great deal more punish-
ment now than they did when they was slaves,” asserted the eighteen-year-
old Williams to his readers.21 A “Central Emancipation Committee” was 
founded to mobilize the anti-slavery public, once more harassing govern-
ment ministers and MPs. This “take-over by the provincial immediatists” 
caught the public mood. Sturge seemed likely to build a parliamentary ma-
jority to abolish this continuing form of forced labor. Behind the scenes, the 
colonial secretary, Lord Glenelg, encouraged the governors of the British 
West Indies to make a local termination of apprenticeship. He was moti-
vated not only by public pressure on Parliament but also by fears that re-
sistance to two more years of apprenticeship would provoke free people in 
Jamaica and other colonies to revolution.22 Concerned to assert sovereignty 
over their own affairs and recognizing that the weak ministry was unlikely 
to withstand further pressure, the colonial assemblies chose to end appren-
ticeship themselves rather than wait for the inevitable.23

Though they were outvoted, both Whig and Tory MPs from English 
boroughs defi ed their party whips to vote for a premature end to appren-
ticeship in March 1838. Their constituencies were the kind where extra-
parliamentary agitation could be intimidating; in small urban populations, 
anti-slavery sentiment could organize in favor of a rival candidate. West 
Indian planters surrendered the remaining two years of apprenticeship be-
cause they recognized that public outrage would ultimately sway a majority 
of MPs.24 More fundamentally, the apprenticeship question was a taste of 
coming clashes between alternative models of anti-slavery. Glacially cau-
tious attitudes did not die out after 1838; indeed, they became a politically 
accepted refuge for those who had previously opposed anti-slavery. Reluc-
tance among politicians of both parties to curtail the period of appren-
ticeship shows that many remained committed to a gradual, conservative 
brand of anti-slavery, even after emancipation.

Still, on the morning of 1 August 1838, the sun rose over the Carib-
bean alongside another, slightly purer, kind of freedom for black Britons. 
In Britain, Sturge and his allies celebrated this new victory for radical 
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abolitionism. Daniel O’Connell, the Irish nationalist, was particularly keen 
to launch a British crusade against global slavery off the back of the ap-
prenticeship agitation. In the eyes of this democratic admirer of the United 
States, slavery prevented America from being the perfect blueprint for Brit-
ish reform and Irish independence.25 On the same day as these celebrations, 
Buxton separately published a small private edition of a book he had been 
working on throughout the tumult of the apprenticeship controversy. His 
main concern after the emancipation act of 1834 had been Britain’s plod-
ding efforts to suppress the transatlantic slave trade, and he wanted the 
government to establish a model farm on the River Niger to diffuse Chris-
tianity, commerce, and free-labor farming across the continent.

These divergent concerns shaped two new abolitionist societies, the 
BFASS and the African Civilization Society. The BFASS—which hoped 
to be the national voice of anti-slavery concerns—was founded in 1839 
as a result of Sturge’s and O’Connell’s ambition for Britain to attack for-
eign slavery. Its membership was drawn from among those campaigners 
who had led the Negro Emancipation Committee’s fi ght against appren-
ticeship.26 Meanwhile, Buxton’s plans found form in the African Civili-
zation Society. He published his fi ndings on the slave trade publicly and 
used meetings at the venerable Exeter Hall—a famous rallying place for 
charitable and religious causes—to spread his ideas.27 However, his dream 
perished in 1841 with a disastrous expedition up the Niger, just four years 
before Buxton died. The BFASS proved longer lived, with its successor or-
ganization surviving to the present day. Still, the group occupied a different 
role than its predecessor Anti-Slavery Society; despite its radical ambitions, 
it was less successful in leading a popular national movement than it was 
in providing information about foreign slavery to the British government.

By the late 1830s, newspapers had begun to discern the differences 
among these bands of anti-slavery campaigners. Press judgments were 
colored by broader concerns about religious denomination and political 
partisanship. One article in the Times contrasted the African Civilization 
Society, patronized by Prince Albert, Anglican churchmen, and Conser-
vative leader Sir Robert Peel, with the “anti-slavery farce” of the BFASS. 
The latter faction harbored “the inferior devotees of the anti-slavery pan-
theon,” who were radicals, dissenters, or, worst of all, Irish. Good Angli-
cans and Methodists, the newspaper suggested, had become wise to “the 
crafty dissenting objects for the promotion of which that great noble cause 
had too often and too notoriously been desecrated.”28 As another reporter 
put it in 1845, the BFASS was “a clique of great unknowns, a squadron of 
busy-bodies who pursue great objects by small means.”29 Victorians in-
creasingly distinguished between a universal opposition to slavery and the 
prescriptions of particular abolitionists. This was in part due to the divisive 



 AN ANT I -SLAVERY NAT ION  13

infl uence of American societies on their British counterparts. Transatlantic 
disputes over the role of women in anti-slavery societies were dismissed by 
some commentators as “one of the most paltry affairs which ever unsettled 
a great cause.”30 More fundamentally, alignment with radical Americans 
linked British activists with their allies’ “bigotry” and “zealotry.” When 
the Spectator argued in 1852 that “progress is made in spite of the party 
that unduly monopolizes that title” of “abolitionist,” it was referring to 
Britain as well as America.31 Another journal noted, fi ve years later, that 
Britons had started “looking beyond the Faneuil Hall and Exeter Hall as-
pects of the anti-slavery cause” and thinking “beyond the narrow sphere of 
anti-slavery societies.”32

Newspapermen ceased to identify any particular abolitionists as an 
“anti-slavery movement” with authority over what was, or what was not, 
good anti-slavery policy. To speak of anti-slavery was, for the Times of 
1861, to speak of “England, for no ‘Christian and philanthropic class’ has 
any monopoly here of hatred for negro slavery.”33 Indeed, politicians, writ-
ers, and members of the public picked and chose which strategies they be-
lieved would best advance those goals. There was no great consistency in 
the contemporary language used to differentiate schools of anti-slavery pol-
icy, but there was an important conceptual divide. The Spectator’s distinc-
tion between “abolitionists” and “anti-slavery” can be usefully adopted to 
distinguish between the surviving societies and the wider currency of anti-
slavery sympathy in Victorian Britain. There were great varieties of opin-
ion within these divisions. After 1838, contending factions struggled to 
defi ne the meaning and to claim the mantle of anti-slavery. Some developed 
suffi cient differences to become separate, rival species of anti-slavery de-
spite sharing a common ancestor in their opposition to the ownership of 
human beings as property. Historians of the United States have understood 
 anti-slavery ideas to exist on a spectrum, ranging from colonizers and mod-
erate free soilers to radical abolitionists and racial egalitarians.34 Alongside 
the well-studied failures of progressive abolitionists, it is critical to study the 
vibrant “moderate”—perhaps “conservative”—veins of anti-slavery opin-
ion in Victorian Britain.

Although the abolitionist societies declined as a popular force, it would 
be wrong to dismiss their impact entirely, particularly on a local level. In 
many ways, it was the unity and national authority of a London leader-
ship over a national movement that declined most markedly, while re-
gional groups revived and declined periodically. The BFASS saw itself as 
the country’s leading society but suffered from splits and divisions even 
with its own local auxiliaries. A wide variety of local institutions existed 
during the period, as well as abortive attempts to found rival national or-
ganizations. In Glasgow and Edinburgh, the abolitionist agitator George 
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Thompson established his own base of support aligned with William Lloyd 
Garrison’s faction in America. The BFASS was, by contrast, allied to the 
Tappan brothers’ American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society.35 Across the 
country, regional bastions of support would also emerge and survive under 
local leaders such as the Estlin family of Bristol and Wilson Armistead 
of Leeds.36 Even so, early Victorian abolitionists largely found it hard to 
identify political issues they could unite about or on which to mobilize the 
public.

This problem of authority was sharply illustrated at the World Anti-
Slavery conventions of 1840 and 1843. Called by the BFASS, the self- 
appointed head of the global anti-slavery cause, the conferences drew together 
a wide array of abolitionists. The impressive range of topics (encompassing 
Liberian colonization, Russian serfdom, “the slavery of Red Indians,” the 
condition of British India and slaveholding in South America, the West In-
dies, the United States, Texas, the Ottoman Empire, and the Indian Ocean) 
illustrates a breadth of ambition but divided priorities. Indeed, the conven-
tion threw up signs that some strategies for spreading the anti-slavery cause 
were in direct confl ict with others. The 1840 assembly rather lacked “that 
spirit of love, unanimity, and Christian charity” that Joseph Sturge urged 
delegates to show.37 For example, the American radical George Bradburn 
antagonized many of the English clergymen present when he suggested that 
they were not forward enough in challenging pro-slavery attitudes on their 
visits to the United States.38 Similarly, after the Oxford Baptist minister 
Benjamin Godwin gave a noncontentious lecture on the absolute sinfulness 
of slavery, an argument broke out over whether the convention should ask 
all churches to withdraw fellowship from slaveholders. Many delegates felt 
that the assembly should abstain from meddling in denominational ques-
tions of church discipline.39

The BFASS, infl uenced by Sturge and other Quakers, was committed 
entirely to pacifi st methods of slave-trade suppression. When this was ex-
pressed in a motion suggesting that the government should employ only 
“religious” means, some British nonconformists were outraged that reli-
gion was invoked in relation to the state, thinking of their wider struggle 
for freedom of conscience.40 Still, they at least did not object to the pacifi sm 
of the convention’s stated principles, which excluded those who supported 
military suppression of the transatlantic slave trade. Charles Fitzgerald, a 
Royal Navy lieutenant, was in London recuperating from the damage to his 
health from a tour with the West Africa squadron. When this future gov-
ernor of the Gambia and Western Australia rose to speak, Sturge “strongly 
and directly” chided him for being opposed to “the pacifi c principle” of the 
convention.41 The dogma of the BFASS made its conference an exclusive 
rather than inclusive gathering.
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Most notoriously, a large debate erupted when William Lloyd Garri-
son’s female allies were denied seats on the fl oor of the fi rst conference. 
Some American delegates insisted that the “customs and habits, not to 
say prejudices, of Englishmen” should not decide which representatives of 
world abolitionism should be admitted. The British organizers insisted on 
all-male debates and the women abolitionists ultimately sat with Garrison 
in a gallery as observers rather than as participants.42 It is also worth not-
ing that the delegates were not just exclusively male but almost exclusively 
white; though the British freedman William Beckford appeared during the 
opening session to give thanks for abolitionists’ attention to his race, he 
was hardly treated as an equal during the convention, and the haughty 
John Scoble, secretary of the BFASS, objected passionately when Benjamin 
Haydon proposed painting him next to Beckford in a portrait of the gath-
ering. Although they professed brotherhood with all races, abolitionists 
could be as condescending and contemptuous as other Britons.43

The 1840 meeting ended, as it had begun, mired in national and inter-
necine squabbling, now over the location of any subsequent convention. 
Garrison’s supporters suggested that any future event be held in the United 
States or France, where it would not be “under the shadow of any society” 
and, in particular, would not be closed to women. The delegates aligned 
with the BFASS defeated any such plan.44 The promised 1843 convention 
was marred by problems similar to the fi rst one, with any hope of unity 
overshadowed by the question whether anti-slavery was better served by 
free trade or protection.45 A later convention, in November 1854, was in-
tended to heal wounds between the BFASS and Garrisonians in Britain 
and America but ended in predictable bitterness.46 In many ways, the anti-
slavery conventions show how narrowly sectional the BFASS’s positions 
were; they represented just one set of ideas, and a set of ideas that was not 
shared by other abolitionist sects, let alone the British public.

Moreover, the way in which anti-slavery ideas and sentiments impinged 
on British politics changed dramatically in the fi rst years of Victoria’s reign, 
in ways that removed abolitionist societies’ role in marshalling or speaking 
for public opinion. Mass petitioning and the mobilizing of public opinion 
had been a sporadic but important part of the crusades against the slave 
trade and slavery since 1787.47 The antiapprenticeship campaign suggested 
that Sturge’s followers would continue this tradition, yet abolitionists 
failed to replicate such agitation. In an era when anti-slavery was the avowed 
policy of the government, it was not clear what should be petitioned for or 
who should be petitioned. The successes of 1807, 1833, and 1838 had abol-
ished slave trading, slave-holding, and apprenticeship in the British Empire. 
All these were clear targets for legislative action by representative institu-
tions, which might respond to popular agitation.
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There was no direct reason after 1838 to petition the British govern-
ment about a slave system it had completely expunged from the British 
West Indies. Attacks on foreign slaveries encountered an additional prob-
lem, since foreign authorities were less likely to listen to the opinions of 
the British public. In its early years, the BFASS attempted petitioning the 
U.S. president and Congress, leading only to ridicule in the press.48 Sim-
ilarly, abolitionists stumbled over international etiquette if they tried to 
address foreign governments directly, rather than working through their 
own government.49 The society, operating from offi ces in London’s New 
Broad Street, found that national borders interfered more often that they 
would have liked in their international crusade. Anti-slavery auxiliaries 
experimented with petitions from British towns to those locals who had 
emigrated to the United States, an innovative but ineffective tactic.50 Brit-
ons concerned with American slavery never discovered a way to apply the 
pressure of petitioning to a foreign power. Besides the practical question of 
whom to address, it was increasingly diffi cult to build a popular coalition 
around a simple, moral objective. The legal status of slavery in the British 
Empire was a fundamentally more straightforward question than—to take 
examples—the relationship between free trade and slavery, how to create 
an anti-slavery majority in the U.S. Congress, or the best method by which 
to induce Brazilians to suppress their slave trade. Finally, the benefi ts of 
petitioning were curbed after 1842, when public petitions ceased to trigger 
a parliamentary debate and, instead, were simply delivered to an impotent 
committee.51

The anti-slavery societies should not be forgotten in the period after 
emancipation, but they have enjoyed too much attention relative to other 
varieties of anti-slavery sentiment in Victorian Britain. The marginaliza-
tion of abolitionist societies did not mean, as has been argued, that “aboli-
tion had become, politically speaking, something of a marginal issue.”52 
Sir George Stephen, a prickly opponent of the BFASS, suggested in 1853 
that “as a national movement, the stimulus was gone” but that he did not 
doubt “the religious principle in which it had its source, or of the determi-
nation of the English character, when stimulated to action by the force of 
conscience.” If British feeling on the question, Stephen suggested, “may 
appear wanting in energy or unanimity, it is simply because no point is im-
mediately presented to be the view on which the feeling can be brought to 
bear.”53 He was right.

ABOLITIONISTS AND ANTI-SLAVERY

The division of abolitionist societies and the complexity of anti-slavery is-
sues help explain why Victorian Britain has been mistaken for a place with 



 AN ANT I -SLAVERY NAT ION  17

declining concern for slavery. Even if anti-slavery became an article of faith 
in Victorian Britain, hegemony did not dictate uniformity.54 Although the 
wrongness of slave-holding and slave trading had become an unassailable 
truth, unacceptable to question publicly, there was a contest of ideologies 
and methodologies over what the country should do to eliminate them. It 
was easy for those who were disappointed in political or cultural endeav-
ors to ascribe the failure of their projects to a decline in the nation’s anti-
slavery sympathy.

Every decade, someone declared that anti-slavery sympathy had re-
cently evaporated and promised that only their cause or product would 
revive its status in Britain. The publication Uncle Tom’s Almanack asserted 
that there had been a dismal decline of anti-slavery enthusiasm in order to 
promote the importance of zeal for Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel and its 
commercial spin-offs (such as itself, conveniently).55 A decade later, Thomas 
Hodgkin expressed frustration that “public interest is reduced to zero,” 
since Britons largely shunned his Aborigines’ Protection Society (APS), 
which promoted the rights of nonwhite peoples in British colonies as the 
logical extension of anti-slavery policy.56 After the playwright Dion Bouci-
cault’s The Octoroon bombed on the London stage in 1861, he blamed the 
embarrassment on a shameful swing away from sympathy with slaves. (Per-
haps responses to Boucicault’s play said more about the quality of his pro-
duction or the theatrical taste of metropolitan audiences than it did about 
anti-slavery sentiment in Victorian Britain.)57 Frederick Douglass answered 
his own complaint when he argued that “in all England the anti-slavery 
feeling lies dormant, as if it had nothing on which to vent itself.” He said 
this when selling the idea of a new British society—the Garrisonian Anti-
Slavery League—and he had a clear interest in presenting it as the vehicle 
that the British public had been waiting for.58 However, by 1907, the cente-
nary of slave-trade abolition, speakers once more claimed that anti-slavery 
concern had recently collapsed.59 Such complaints should not, therefore, be 
taken at face value. Narratives of decline suited those with minority views 
who thought that their interpretation was the only legitimate one.

Those investigating literature and culture in this period have acknowl-
edged the ubiquity of British anti-slavery sentiment much more readily than 
have historians of politics. Wherever there was money to be made in popu-
lar culture, slavery could be adopted as a theme. This happened as part 
of Britain’s long-standing enthusiasm for black minstrelsy, which helped 
to make the slave lament “Lucy Neal” one of the nation’s favorite tunes. 
Black minstrel groups such as the Ethiopian Serenaders played primarily for 
amusement, but they were actively marketed as an insight into American 
slavery and supported by abolitionists as such.60 Drawing middle-class au-
diences, the minstrel shows must be counted as anti-slavery entertainment, 
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as curious as it now sounds.61 Attractions such as the model of the captured 
slave-ship Semiramis, with detachable decks to show the Africans impris-
oned within, also provided visual representations of the middle passage for 
a paying public.62 By 1870, as the transatlantic slave trade drew to a close, 
Chambers’s Journal noted that “we have all been familiar” with its cruel-
ties “from our infancy.”63

It would be surprising if this fascination with anti-slavery subjects co-
existed with a total lack of interest in anti-slavery politics. The next chapter 
looks at the problem of American slave-holding, contrasting—as contem-
poraries did—British enthusiasm for Uncle Tom’s Cabin with the nation’s 
confusing and muted support for the Northern cause in the Civil War. In 
the rest of this book I show how scholars have overlooked anti-slavery poli-
tics in other parts of Victorian Britain: at the heart of foreign policy and 
diplomacy, in debates over domestic reform and society, in questions of 
free trade and naval suppression, and in the shaping of imperial policy. 
By shifting the emphasis from abolitionist radicals to broader anti-slavery 
sentiment, it is possible to put the politics back into the story and to make 
sense of British attitudes toward slavery.

In 1883 and 1933, anniversary celebrations would herald emancipation 
as a national act of contrition and consensus, yet at the time of Victoria’s 
1837 coronation the proper course of anti-slavery policy was still in dis-
pute.64 Slavery had long been indefensible, but the terms of its destruction 
were very much debatable. The novelist Anthony Trollope, writing more 
than twenty years after the end of apprenticeship, declared:

Slavery was a sin. From that sin we have cleansed ourselves. But the mere 
fact of doing so has not freed us from our diffi culties. Nor was it to be 
expected that it should. The discontinuance of sin is always the commence-
ment of a struggle.65

The sin of slavery continued to present diffi culties to Britons long after the 
expiation of their own slave-holding. Rather than endorse certain strate-
gies or tactics as authentic anti-slavery and others as inauthentic, we must 
examine the full range of contemporary opinion. Competing varieties of 
anti-slavery ideology made it harder to agree on anti-slavery policies, at just 
the time anti-slavery sentiment dominated public discussions.

This was because the “struggle” Trollope described had become vis-
ible only with the discontinuance of the national sin; existing inconsis-
tencies were no longer held together by the same objective. The best way 
to imagine this is by borrowing a metaphor from the world of science, 
familiar to photographers. Parallax is a visual trick of perspective; when 
we move position, static items on the horizon seem to have stayed still, 
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but stationary objects near us will have apparently shifted a long way. Of 
course, neither has moved but, for us, their distance in relation to each 
other appears to have done so. That seems to be the case regarding anti-
slavery’s relationship to imperial or racial ideologies, where the Victorian 
age’s choices and constraints might trick us into seeing a rise in colonial-
ism and racism accompanying a distancing of anti-slavery values. Depth 
perception in human sight is based on the overlapping parallax views from 
our eyes, and astronomers use this to measure the distance of celestial ob-
jects. Historians might borrow it to describe how the same ideas were cast 
in new light in different periods of time.66 The politics of the Victorians 
did not represent a fundamental break with the struggle for emancipation, 
but brought into view new aspects or confl icts within anti-slavery ideology 
as a “commencement of a struggle,” to borrow Trollope’s phrase. Events 
and individuals thrust some currents of anti-slavery thought into obscu-
rity while others shaped national policy; those changes can be understood 
by decoupling our idea of anti-slavery from anachronistic expectations 
of antiracism, anticolonialism, or humanitarianism. Taking seriously the 
full spectrum of anti-slavery ideas allows us to perceive the depth of anti- 
slavery sentiment and, more importantly, the continuities or discontinuities 
with earlier enthusiasm.

If sentiment ran as deep as this book claims, should Britain in this pe-
riod be considered some sort of “abolitionist nation”? The American abo-
litionist Ellis Gray Loring thought so. In a private letter to Lydia Maria 
Child, he wrote that “England, the most civilized, the most intellectual, the 
freest nation on the globe, is at the head of this [abolitionist] movement. To 
repair her wrongs to the negro, lies at the very heart of that great people.”67 
Also in the early 1840s, considering British attitudes to fugitive blacks, 
Senator Thomas Hart Benton thought Britain was a land “where abolition-
ism is the policy of the government, the voice of law, and the spirit of the 
people.”68 He did not mean this as a compliment. He was referring, like 
Loring, to “a nation of abolitionists” in an American sense—meaning sup-
porters of immediate emancipation around the globe. This was not quite 
right. Contemporary British distinctions between “abolitionist” campaign-
ers and a broader “anti-slavery” sentiment, as noted earlier, are important. 
Victorian Britain was not a “nation of abolitionists” as these Americans 
hoped or feared, or in the ways promoted by British abolitionist societies. 
In the 1860s, British newspapers labeled their country “the leading anti-
slavery nation of the world” and “a great anti-slavery nation.”69 This is a 
better fi t. Don Fehrenbacher has described the antebellum United States as 
a slave-holding republic, given the way that slavery shaped its politics.70 In 
a similar vein, Victorian Britain should be seen as an anti-slavery nation, 
with its institutions, policies, and people shaped by that identity.
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This book is not an encyclopedia of questions involving slavery be-
tween 1837 and 1901 but a study of the controversies that best explain the 
varied descent of anti-slavery ideas and passions in this period. Different 
aspects of British anti-slavery are examined with different lenses, bringing 
into focus diverse debates and ideas within the public sphere, the Houses of 
Parliament, and the offi ces of state. For many incidents it is possible only 
to scratch the surface and show how they fi t into the shape of anti-slavery 
practices more generally. Taking the following chapters together, however, 
it is possible to see how the tensions and dissent within Victorian anti-
slavery have hidden its ubiquity and signifi cance. Throughout Victoria’s 
reign there was persistent diffi culty in agreeing what it meant to be the fi rst 
anti-slavery empire.71 However, as will become clear, anti-slavery shaped 
the moral and material interests of the globe’s fi rst modern superpower.
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Uncle Tom’s Britain

F IFTEEN YEARS into Victoria’s reign, Britain was enthralled with 
“a remarkable and very exciting story by an American lady, whose 
purpose is to exhibit the evils of slavery.”1 Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin created a phenomenon that amazed contemporaries 
and has intrigued cultural historians. From 1852 the book racked up 
countless editions thanks to lax transatlantic copyright laws. Ten differ-
ent editions came out in one October fortnight and forty were on offer 
by the end of 1853; the book sold 1,500,000 copies in Britain and her 
colonies.2 One contemporary complained that the book’s “title has been 
pirated to give currency to every drug in the literary market.”3 British 
society embraced hundreds of derivative books, theatrical adaptations, 
lectures about the novel, Staffordshire fi gurines of Stowe’s characters, toy 
theaters, Uncle Tom wallpaper, and Topsy dolls.4 The commercial frenzy 
around Stowe’s novel spurred numerous new anti-slavery tracts and re-
inforced the crowds attending public meetings to hear fugitive slaves and 
other abolitionist lecturers.

In response to Stowe’s book, the evangelical reformer Lord Shaftes-
bury prepared an “affectionate address,” or petition, from women of all 
ranks, expressing solidarity with those female Americans who despised 
slavery. Alongside humbler hands, it attracted the support of the Duch-
ess of Sutherland (a longtime friend of the Anglophile Stowe), Viscountess 
Palmerston, Mrs. Charles Dickens, and Lady Tennyson among its 562,448 
signatories.5 The novel’s popularity spread across geographical and so-
cial divides. In his preface to a Routledge edition, former cabinet minister 
Lord Carlisle described “the violent outburst of tears which it has excited 
amongst some of the loftiest regions of our social life, and in the obscure 

T
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cottages of hard-working and unpolished labourers and miners.”6 Sympa-
thy for Uncle Tom was equaled by rapturous celebrity for Stowe herself. As 
she and her family set foot on the Liverpool docks on 10 April 1853, a pas-
sionate crowd greeted them.7 The Duchess of Sutherland, one of Victoria’s 
ladies-in- waiting and close confi dantes, introduced the American visitor to 
high society.8 The duchess gave Stowe a gold chain made of shackle links 
inscribed with a series of anti-slavery dates but with room for new ones 
to be added. She played host to a special reception for the author at her 
Stafford House home on 7 May, with guests drawn from the cabinet, the 
opposition, the clergy, and the nobility.9

Yet to Stowe—and to generations of historians since—it was puzzling 
that just a decade after this frenzy Britain should respond so uncertainly 
and ambiguously to the American Civil War. In the Union, one magazine 
pictured John Bull, the personifi cation of Britain, betraying past anti- slavery 
pieties (fi g. 2). Both British and American champions of the Northern cause 
were astonished that a nation so enthused by abolitionist literature could 
equivocate over a struggle for liberty.10 How, they asked, could a coun-
try that so adored Uncle Tom turn its back on President Lincoln? Was 
there really no political or moral commitment in the huge consumer re-
sponse to Stowe’s book? In 1863, the author herself asked if the answer 
to those questions was a “decline of the noble anti-slavery fi re” in Britain, 
when she issued a belated public reply to the thousands of women who had 
signed the affectionate address.11

Recent research has made it easier to navigate the complexities of Brit-
ish reactions to the American Civil War and appreciate the issues as con-
temporaries did. There was no direct pattern of support for North or South 
based on social class or political party but rather a wide variety of re-
sponses. Those who agreed on other political questions found themselves 
at odds over the rebellion.12 British interpretations of the war were largely 
formed by ideas of what the war was understood to be about. In part, this 
was helped by antagonism over the Republicans’ economic protectionism 
and the Trent incident, where Southern diplomats were unlawfully seized 
by the Union from a British ship.13 Francis Power Cobbe replied on behalf 
of British women to Stowe’s complaint of inconsistency; she ascribed the 
confusion to “the complicated motives which have blended in your war.”14 
As Douglas Lorimer concludes, British reaction to the American Civil War 
confi rmed rather than undermined “a continuing attachment to Britain’s 
anti-slavery tradition.” Opinion could be mixed precisely because under-
standings of the war’s relationship to slavery were mixed.15 Even Stowe 
herself accepted that confusion was the result of Confederate attempts to 
“blind and bewilder the mind of England as to the real issues of the confl ict 
in America.”16
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This was not entirely the product of Stowe’s imagination. Southern 
agents were keen to raise support for their cause and in one of his earliest 
reports, William Yancey, the Southern commissioner to Europe, bemoaned 
the depth of anti-slavery feeling among the public. It was uncharacteris-
tically good judgment on his part, not special pleading to his superiors, 
when he predicted that there would be no signifi cant support for the Con-
federacy in Britain if it was identifi ed with slavery.17 Aware of the situa-
tion, most secessionist propagandists were concerned with neutralizing the 
slavery issue or even harnessing anti-slavery to the Southern cause. Typi-
cally, partisans of the Confederate States of America (CSA) warned that 
British anti-slavery traditions should not be “prostituted” in support of the 
North and argued that slavery would be sooner abolished in an indepen-
dent Confederacy.18

FIGURE 2. A Union view of Britain’s Civil War betrayal of anti-slavery tradition, embodied 
by the Exeter Hall venue for evangelical meetings. Harper’s Weekly, 28 September 1861, 
624. By permission of the Mary Evans Picture Library, ref. 10080884.
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Such claims were less ridiculous in the early 1860s than they appear to 
modern eyes. In the decades before the war, prejudice and segregation in 
the North struck some British visitors as equally gratuitous as the evils of 
Southern slavery.19 Lincoln had put very little emphasis on the anti-slavery 
dimension of the confl ict in the opening stages of the war.20 These facts 
convinced the trade unionist T. J. Dunning, who promoted Confederate 
sympathy amongst British workers, to insist that “the trades of London are 
dead against slavery, but they have no confi dence in Mr. Lincoln either as 
an opponent to slavery or a friend to the Negro.”21 More fundamentally, 
the armed confl ict and forcible emancipation of Southerners’ slaves was 
at odds with British views of the Civil War. Twenty-fi ve years of public 
discussion of American slavery in literature, periodicals, and wider cul-
ture did create political sympathies, but they were often fairly cautious and 
gradualist in their approach. We can understand the apparent discontinuity 
between adulation of Uncle Tom and suspicion of Honest Abe not by exten-
sively documenting those moments—because that has been done  before—
but by looking instead at the broader discussion of American slavery that 
had taken place in early Victorian Britain.

GEOLOGIES OF EMANCIPATION

Britons’ own experience of ending slavery in the West Indies fundamentally 
shaped popular attitudes toward the American South. Britain’s Emancipa-
tion Act was not the dramatic measure of immediate freedom and racial 
equality that radical British abolitionists had dreamed of. Widespread sus-
picion of the Northern cause in the 1860s was perfectly consistent with 
some conservatives’ reaction to Uncle Tom’s Cabin and other anti-slavery 
culture in the preceding two decades. British abolitionists of all stripes had 
pointed to terrifying insurrections as one of the main evils of slavery, and 
emancipation had been framed by a desire to avoid them with an ordered, 
peaceful transition to freedom.22 Such fears were further heightened after 
the British “trauma” of the Indian “mutiny” of 1857–58.23 For Stowe, Lin-
coln’s emancipation of southern slaves on 1 January 1863 should be proof 
of the anti-slavery sincerity of the North. Many British periodicals thought 
the opposite. Lincoln’s proclamation did not provide for any period of ap-
prenticeship or preparation and did not include any element of compensa-
tion for slave-owners. Most damningly of all, it only applied to the nation’s 
rebels, not loyalist slaveholders. This seemed, to many British eyes, to be a 
desperate attempt by the North to incite a servile war, or slave revolt, as a 
last chance for victory.24

A year earlier, John Stuart Mill rightly noted the fi x in which Lincoln 
found himself: his government was not anti-slavery enough for the British 
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public, yet he would have been criticized all the more for embracing im-
mediate abolitionism in a time of war.25 Conservative British opinion sym-
pathized with the containment of slavery but would never have any truck 
with radical abolitionism.26 The Times review of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 
1852 had emphasized this fear of revolutionary change. Patronizingly, it 
praised Stowe’s ability to “excite the passions” but saw this as “the very 
worst mode of getting rid of a diffi culty, which, whoever may be to blame 
for its existence, is part and parcel of the whole organization of a large 
proportion of the States, and cannot be forcibly removed without instant 
anarchy, and all its accompanying mischief.” What they deprecated most 
of all was “a war of the races.”27 It is in this context that the same newspa-
per responded to the Emancipation Proclamation with a virulent attack on 
Harriet Beecher Stowe, suggesting that she could have helped end Southern 
slavery by writing a novel designed to convert rather than condemn plant-
ers. “As it is, she and her equally impassioned, but far less able and bril-
liant relatives and friends have done all they could to widen the chasm into 
which the whole American community, slave and all, appears to be falling 
headlong.”28

Such reactions expressed sympathy with planters, mirroring con-
servative concern for compensation during the dismantling of West In-
dian slavery. These Britons still saw gradual emancipation as the logical 
and necessary direction of American politics, precisely because a slave 
war was to be deplored. Desire to avoid catastrophe cut both ways. Just 
a few months later, the same newspaper noted that Southerners “would 
tell with greater force against pressure from without if more movement 
could be observed within.” Revolutionary change’s “incalculable peril to 
blacks and whites alike” was best avoided by “some visible foundation for 
negro emancipation,” even if distant.29 A similar sentiment was expressed 
by the distinguished author Sir Arthur Helps in his review of Stowe’s book. 
He feared “a great crash” (a sudden emancipation) might come to settle 
the question “with all the want of wisdom which there is in undue haste.” 
For this reason he urged a gradual and moderate initiative should begin, 
drawing on Britain’s experience of the Reform Bill, the repeal of the Corn 
Laws, and Catholic emancipation. These great changes would have “come 
still more abruptly than they did” if cooler heads had not embraced their 
gradual adoption.30 In this view, wise men had to steer reform into the most 
peaceful and gradual channel. The “servile war of St. Domingo” (the Hai-
tian Revolution) was seen as an example of why America needed a “bold 
application of the legislative knife” to Southern slavery.31

Such perspectives predated both Stowe’s novel and the Civil War. In 
1845, the eminent geologist Charles Lyell published well-read accounts of 
his travels in the United States. His views on slavery were pained. Lyell 
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denied most slaves were kept “in a state of discomfort” but saw slavery as 
clearly “evil.” He imagined himself in the role of a Southern planter, puz-
zling how he would deal with the predicament.32 Lyell had spent most of his 
time in the South focusing on rock and fossil formations, the manufacture 
of millennia of geological pressure. In his refl ections on slavery, he applied 
the same gradual approach to change that he advocated in geology. Just as 
he insisted that long-term pressures rather than occasional catastrophes had 
gradually shaped the earth, so Lyell was concerned for the stable, orderly 
formation of a free-labor society. His views formed part of a long tradition 
of fi nding sympathy for “the dreadful position” or the “Herculean task” 
facing slaveholders in ridding themselves of it.33 Lyell ultimately decided that 
Southerners should allow education for slaves and voluntary manumissions 
by masters as the urgent fi rst steps toward ending the institution. It could 
not be left to the euthanasia of economic ineffi ciency in fi fty years or more.34 
In fearing a surge of pressure that would destroy Southern society Lyell and 
Helps were representative of an important section of British opinion.

Crucially, public debate was divided over whether the “social earth-
quake” of immediate emancipation was desirable, even when it was non-
violent.35 This tension was revealed in the women’s “affectionate address” 
to Stowe, which did not endorse radical social change. A rival immediatist 
women’s petition was soon circulated in some areas alongside the more fa-
mous and more cautious address.36 Although expressions of sympathy for 
planters can be seen as conservative apathy toward a “social earthquake,” 
these gradualist anti-slavery prescriptions should be treated seriously, even 
if our sympathies clearly lie with marginalized radicals.

The widespread suspicion of immediate emancipation is better appre-
ciated as part of a broad, cross-party tradition deriving from Whiggish 
conceptions of gradual reform.37 Immediate abolition therefore seemed “ab-
surd.”38 Explaining why, despite strong anti-slavery views, he had talked to 
planters during a visit to the South, Russell Lant Carpenter argued “if we 
wish to convince those in error, we must shew [sic] our comprehension of 
their point of view.” His articles for the Christian Reformer refl ected a 
similar tone to Lyell’s, as he warned that “for Abolition I earnestly pray; 
but as to the degree in which slaveholders are guilty or abolitionists wise” 
he could not say.39 With this emphasis on gradual reform, the language of 
Victorian social reform proved useful: in his 1856 novel The Old Domin-
ion, one of the British author G. P. R. James’s characters attacked an aboli-
tionist as a “foolish fanatic” who would “attempt, in his vain self-conceit, 
to cause a violent change in the relations of the different classes of society 
without a consideration of all the consequences.”40

More striking, though, was the antiabolitionists’ ability to retain anti-
slavery credentials as an intrinsic part of their Britishness. The same writers 
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who criticized immediatism believed it was “incumbent on us to affect no 
disguise of our real and universal sentiment on the great question which 
agitates the country [America].”41 Even the most cautious consideration of 
emancipation, such as Charles Dickens’s jealous review of Stowe’s novel, 
still looked forward to the end of American slavery and predicted that 
“England shall be foremost in the celebration of her triumph.”42 Lyell him-
self did not deny the need to be “pointing out the evil unreservedly.”43 Some 
of his reviewers praised the book for expressing “the true English, Christian 
abhorrence of slavery.” His criticism of “the imprudent and fanatic crusade 
of the Abolitionists” was simply seen as good “judgement and temper.”44

As British writers became acquainted with the political diffi culties of 
ending the peculiar institution in America, they came to fear revolution and 
insurrection and to search for ways they might be avoided.45 Fraser’s Maga-
zine believed that American abolitionists’ “rabid attempts at freedom result 
in twisting the chains more closely and painfully.” Slavery would have ended 
if it were not for their “injudicious attacks,” which only made the slaves’ 
position worse.46 The Morning Chronicle doubted that abolitionist hector-
ing could make slaveholders’ treatment of their slaves any worse, but it 
counseled that rousing further passion was less important than addressing 
the “terrible questions” of how emancipation could be practically effected.47 
Writing an introduction for Stowe’s novel, the seventh Earl of Carlisle felt 
obliged to make excuses for the abolitionists, begging “due allowance for 
error, infi rmity, and . . . intolerance” while they were engaged in the “Chris-
tian chivalry” of exterminating slavery.48 The main charge cautious com-
mentators laid against New England abolitionists was the revolutionary 
and dangerous nature of their program. The abolitionists appeared to want 
“manumission . . . at the point of the sword.”49 Under siege from vitriolic at-
tacks, they argued, Southerners had been induced not only to reject any 
thought of amelioration but to actively defend the evils of slavery and pon-
der reopening the slave trade. Hence a counterproductive form of agitation 
had stymied and reversed moral progress on the slave question.50 But the 
greatest fear of all was that abolitionists, and provocative British meddling 
in support of them, could stir up “a frightful calamity,” a euphemism for 
servile insurrection.51 Such “frantic projects” were no substitute for “plans 
devised on principles of common sense, peaceful suasion, and a reasonable 
allowance of time.”52

Of course, there was a bolder vein of British anti-slavery sentiment 
that happily identifi ed itself with Northern abolitionists. Some of Lyell’s 
reviewers were appalled by his conservatism, seeing him as “the apologist 
of the slave-owners” when he should have praised “the northern missionar-
ies of negro freedom.”53 Others regretted that Stowe did not explicitly in-
cite slaves to run away in her book.54 Many popular theatrical adaptations 
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of Uncle Tom rectifi ed this with revolutionary endings, featuring mass 
emancipation or perhaps a violent come-uppance for the tyrannical master 
Simon Legree—precisely what more cautious columnists and correspon-
dents feared.55 And Stowe herself played to this market with an anti-slavery 
sequel, Dred, that concerned black resistance.56 This new radicalism was 
not quite as antithetical to elites as we might expect; rather startlingly, 
Queen Victoria preferred Dred to its predecessor.57 Despite some negativ-
ity about the epithet, “abolitionist” was suffi ciently acceptable to mass 
consumers that Uncle Tom’s Almanack was advertised as an “Abolitionist 
Memento.”58 Britain was genuinely divided on whether the New England 
radicals should be applauded or deplored. Indeed, if anything, the years im-
mediately before the American Civil War saw an increase in sympathy for 
the “ultra-abolitionists” in response to Southern politicians defending their 
institution as an abstract good and talking of reopening the slave trade.59

What much of the British press demanded was a reforming political 
movement that would begin a gradual amelioration and emancipation.60 
This would require engagement with the proper political process, some-
thing that American abolitionists had eschewed. Dickens’s Household 
Words supported the “practicable-looking theory” of “more moderate abo-
litionists” who “without infl icting a class wrong” could achieve emancipa-
tion “gradually and slowly.”61 In a similar vein, Frances Trollope wished 
that “the possibility of amelioration” was “taken into the consideration of 
the legislature” so that “the negro population of the Union might cease to 
be a terror.”62 The Times, declaring that it spoke “in the name of English 
abolitionism,” protested against Charles Sumner’s and John Brown’s re-
spective attacks on the South. Rather than wrestling slaves from the hands 
of planters, critics must convince masters that free labor was superior and 
a peaceful transition was possible.63 Hence, a British writer could demand 
that Americans pay more attention to the slavery question and simultane-
ously denounce abolitionists as “puerile” for rejecting electoral politics.64 
A Chambers’s Journal article dismissed the New England movement as 
“inconsiderable” but lectured residents of the free states that without “the 
selfi sh compromises of the North, slavery must have long since have been 
extinct.” They should assert their anti-slavery objections more consis-
tently.65 It is a great irony, given later suspicion of Lincoln’s motives, that 
such commentators were delighted with the emergence of the Republican 
Party, which pursued the reformist anti-slavery cause in electoral politics.66 
The Economist cheered on the party’s candidates for president in 1856 and 
1860 despite their protectionism, in all other circumstances a dominant 
concern for the paper.67

It should not be surprising that conservative and radical tempers for-
mulated different expectations of how slavery would be best removed. 
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Understanding these debates before 1860 shows how political sympathy 
with the North was not, by contemporary perspectives, the only course 
consistent with Britain’s affection for Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Sympathy for the 
South resulted not just from what John Stuart Mill called “inbred Toryism” 
but from twenty years of literary and cultural ruminations on American 
slave-holding.68 A defense of the Civil War as an emancipatory purge grated 
with humanitarian horror at the massive loss of life incurred in the con-
fl ict.69 Britons shuddered “to think that Abolition is destined to be achieved 
by such bloodshed.”70 Moreover, Confederate sympathizers revived old 
anxieties about the “radical” abolitionists and the free states. They drew 
on perceptions of slavery as a national, rather than a sectional, American 
crime in highlighting the North’s complicity in antebellum slavery.71 Before 
the war it had sometimes been argued that the North accepted slavery in 
exchange for the South swallowing protectionism. Republican support for 
protective tariffs, which the Confederate states sometimes presented as the 
cause of the war, predisposed some Britons against the Union.72 Equally, 
Northern segregation and racism toward blacks were cited as evidence of 
its inhumane conduct, as was the section’s complicity in the slave trade and 
shipping to England the fruits of slavery.73

Finally, supporters of the South could quote Garrison’s antebellum pre-
dictions that disunion was the surest way to undermine Southern slavery.74 
They argued that Southerners would be able to effect an abolition of slav-
ery when relieved from the siege undertaken by Northern abolitionists.75 
British newspapers often stated that the war would end slavery one way or 
the other; the system’s fate was settled, whatever the result.76 These claims 
went some way to neutralizing the best argument of Union propagandists, 
who loved to quote Confederate vice-president Alexander Stephen asserting 
that slavery was the “corner-stone” of his new nation.77 The Tory Marquess 
of Lothian, writing in 1864, chastised “infl ammatory” Northern abolition-
ism for not copying the British anti-slavery formula; they had denied com-
pensation to slave-owners and disregarded the awful effects insurrection 
would have on both Southern planters and their slaves. He predicted that 
the border states would have freed their slaves before the war if not for 
the disruption of abolitionists, and he thought that the gulf states of the 
Confederacy would come to emancipation in their own time, once they 
had prepared slaves for freedom.78 The marquess’s gradualism—glacial 
gradualism—fl irted with apology for slavery but took pains to condemn 
the “false philosophy” of Southerners who defended their institution as any 
kind of moral good.79 Even pro-Union thinkers such as Mill accepted that 
an independent South would quickly emancipate its slaves.80

If explicit support for the institution of slavery was almost entirely ab-
sent from British debates on the Civil War, then we should not assume that 
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it did not linger in private thoughts and writing. One of the few publica-
tions to defend slavery as a positive good was Robert Hardwicke’s The 
Slavery Quarrel.81 That others shared his views privately can be gleaned 
from the surviving letters of a family corresponding between Virginia and 
Cumbria, where an Englishwoman declared to her American cousin in 1861 
that “slavery is perhaps not a very desirable institution for either masters 
or slaves” but “the darkies” were not “fi t for freedom.” Subsequent letters 
expressed her support for “you chivalrous Southerners” even though she 
was aware that the perpetuation of slavery lay at the core of the confl ict.82 
Still, it is striking that it was impossible to be taken seriously in public de-
bates if an author defended slavery, as opposed to explaining the South’s 
tardiness in abolishing it. D. W. Mitchell, a British settler in the U.S. South, 
tried to explain to his former countrymen the pragmatic advantages of 
“abstractly unjust” slavery in a pro-Confederate tract. All he managed to 
do was provide reviewers with ammunition for the corrupting effects of a 
decade in a slave society.83 Even James Hunt, the leading Anthropological 
Society racist, claimed in public to oppose the slave trade.84 Outside of 
private prejudice, “pro-slavery” was “essentially unenglish [sic],” as one 
author apologized to readers, after using the word.85

If the confl icting and apparently baffl ing pattern of British responses 
to the American Civil War is explained by anything, it must be traced to 
the huge variety of plans and ideas that existed for dismantling Southern 
slavery in the decades before. Still, these were not perfect predictors of 
the attitude individuals would take to the war. Lyell, once the opponent 
of the abolitionists, praised Lincoln’s reelection in 1864 and celebrated 
“the emancipation of the negroes in the South” as one good to come from 
the bitter fi ghting.86 The one clear lesson we can take from public debates 
about American slavery before and during the Civil War is that by any 
sensible measure Britain had not lost its appetite for anti-slavery but re-
tained traditional differences of taste over the best recipe to follow for its 
abolition.

A GREAT, UNSEEN, GIGANTIC POWER

It is striking, after studying the varieties of British opinion over American 
slavery, how few of these disagreements translated into concrete political 
actions by Britons. The notable exception was the acute debate over whether 
to recognize or assist the Confederacy in the Civil War. In many other 
cases, there seemed to be no practical action behind anti-slavery ideas and 
rhetoric. The women’s “affectionate address” was a rare example of chan-
neling cultural enthusiasm for Uncle Tom into some political expression. 
Despite the wider inaction, contemporaries believed that Britain’s reception 
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of the book was laden with inherent signifi cance; literary excitement was 
itself an act of meaningful solidarity. The Examiner asserted that the mere 
diffusion of Stowe’s book would help peaceably expunge “this hideous 
plague of slavery.”87 The Daily News thought that “her fame is a protest 
on the part of the world against slavery.”88 This was hackneyed hyperbole 
from the press, in one sense, but it was a self-reinforcing declaration too. 
Before and after the book’s publication, anti-slavery speakers had insisted 
that British condemnation of American slavery was an act of evangelism in 
itself. Stowe, corresponding with Sir Arthur Helps about his review of her 
book, spoke of how “this great unseen gigantic power the public sentiment 
of nations so hems in & encloses the slave holders”; Southerners were be-
sieged by “the intolerable blaze of the contempt & indignation of civilized 
humanity.”89 In this sense, British cultural discussion of slavery could be a 
political pressure on pro-slavery Americans.

Stowe’s hope was not new, as two incidents at the Great Exhibition 
of 1851, before the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, show. The United 
States had chosen Hiram Powers’s sculpture of a Greek slave as an exam-
ple of the country’s artistic achievement, and the comical magazine Punch 
mocked this irony with a cartoon of a Virginian slave, suggesting it was a 
more honest choice for the slave republic (fi g. 3).90 A group of fugitive slaves 
and abolitionists took this cartoon with them to the exhibition’s Ameri-
can section on 21 June 1851 and gathered by the Greek Slave. The group, 
which included the fugitive slave William Wells Brown, William and Ellen 
Craft (a couple who had escaped slavery in disguise), and the family of 
abolitionist George Thompson, loudly and publicly compared the cartoon 
with Powers’s masterpiece. However, none of the American exhibitors or 
visitors reacted. Deciding that further provocation was required, Brown 
loudly proclaimed that he was a fugitive slave and that the Punch cartoon 
was a fi tting comparison to the Greek Slave and placed it in the statue’s 
enclosure. But still no one replied or challenged them. A further six or seven 
hours produced not one American or pro-slavery sympathizer who would 
openly disagree with the abolitionists. “The American citizens dared not 
come into court and plead to the indictment of American fugitive slaves, 
upon British soil, and before a British jury,” reported Garrison’s Libera-
tor.91 Pro-slavery politics could not be voiced in public.

In the Canadian section of the Crystal Palace, Josiah Henson, a minister 
and founder of an industrial community for his fellow runaway slaves, dis-
played fi nely polished walnut boards, the product of his workshop. In future 
decades, he would be better (but wrongly) known as the man on whom 
Stowe’s Uncle Tom character was based. For the duration of the exhibition, 
however, he attracted more modest fame, including the attention of Queen 
Victoria during one of her tours. Because his lumber had been carried in 
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a ship with American wares, Henson 
was at fi rst told he must display his 
work in their section. But he resisted 
this, insisting he was a British citizen. 
He embarrassed the American super-
intendent into allowing him to move 
his exhibit to the Canadian section by 
painting a sign above it: “This is the 
Product of the Industry of a Fugitive 
Slave from the United States, whose 
residence is Dawn, Canada.” The 
protest meant that “English gentle-
men began to gather around, chuck-
ling with half-suppressed delight, to 
see the wrath of the Yankee” exhibi-
tors.92 Like the Greek Slave protes-
tors, he had exploited the uneasiness 
of Americans in defending slavery to 
a British audience. These incidents 
chimed with the BFASS’s hopes that 
the exhibition could be an opportunity to evangelize visiting foreigners on 
the subject of slavery.93 At the end of an August 1851 meeting, William Wells 
Brown asked his audience, which included Alfred Tennyson and Thomas 
Babington Macaulay, to “expostulate with the Americans. . . . The moral and 
religious sentiment of mankind must be arrayed against slave-holding, to 
make it infamous.”94

This emphasis on moral pressure through public discussion was not 
new in the 1850s. As early as 1839, Frances Trollope, in a fi fth edition of 
her Domestic Manners of the Americans, noted Britain’s new awareness 
of the evils of American slavery, explaining that “all truth on a theme so 
tremendously important should be uttered by every voice that can hope to 
make itself heard.”95 The American orator Henry B. Stanton asked British 
abolitionists to talk and write about his nation’s sin because “the literature 
of Great Britain exercises so vast an infl uence over the public opinion of 
America.”96 Speaking in 1846, Frederick Douglass insisted that “discus-
sion was its [slavery’s] death.” Douglass suggested, at different times, “a 
cordon of Anti-Slavery feeling” or “a wall of anti-slavery fi re” that would 
bind slavery within its present limits and suffocate it.97 A slave-holding 
American nation was too degraded to see its own sins; only the disdain of 

FIGURE 3. Punch, May 1851, 218. By 
permission of Plymouth University.
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the world would force the United States to face the power of “the pulpit and 
press” and learn to repent.98

The booming Victorian newspaper and periodical press happily 
obliged, feasting on anti-slavery material for regular copy. Articles on slav-
ery were frequently reprinted from American journals.99 The Times, for 
example, featured details of slave auctions, to demonstrate how low whites 
were brought “by unlimited power to use human beings for gain.”100 Other 
papers and periodicals featured the chilling and gory tales of abuse that 
seemed to proliferate after the Fugitive Slave Act. Britons grew to pity es-
caped slaves, who killed their own children to spare them recapture, and to 
hate slave catchers, who imprisoned free people in cases of mistaken iden-
tity or willful kidnap.101 Of course, the volume of coverage in the press is 
not in itself an accurate barometer of British opinion.102 However, whatever 
their political attitudes toward abolitionists, newspapers tended to push an 
uncompromising censure of slavery. For example, the South’s antebellum 
laws against free black seamen disembarking from British ships were re-
ported in the Times as evidence of “the utterly indefensible nature of those 
institutions which this particular law was directed to maintain.”103

British booksellers had a long pedigree in exhibiting the evils of Ameri-
can slavery too. Before British emancipation, writers had mocked the United 
States as a slave republic; after Britons had removed the mote from their 
own eye, their sense of moral superiority was even more pronounced.104 
We have already seen how the geologist Lyell was fascinated by slavery in 
his travel book and in the two decades after emancipation, the travelogues 
of Frances Trollope, Harriet Martineau, Frederick Marryat, and Charles 
Dickens had criticized American slave-holding.105 Images of the United 
States were, by midcentury, invariably yoked to images of slavery, so com-
mon was the theme in newsprint and publishing.106 In a children’s book 
profi ling the countries of the world and their peoples, Favell Lee Mortimer 
described the wickedness of American slavery, and the image chosen for its 
frontispiece showed Southerners abusing slaves, with one kneeling down in 
the pose of the British abolitionist cameo “Am I not a man and brother?” 
(fi g. 4). From Americans, slaves received the lash, not freedom.107

Public meetings held by abolitionists such as Brown and Douglass 
formed part of a long tradition of speaking tours by African Americans 
who had liberated themselves from bondage. Richard Blackett has identi-
fi ed these campaigners as a “third force” for abolitionism in Victorian Brit-
ain, as they established their own authority and popularity independent of 
the warring sectarians in the Garrisonian and BFASS tribes. Most towns 
must have been visited by black abolitionists, often selling popular books 
about their experiences, before Uncle Tom hit Britain.108 Scholars have 
been impressed by their infl uence on British readers. Audrey Fisch counts 
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at least twenty slave narratives on sale by midcentury and Julia Sun-Joo Lee 
suggests that their phenomenal popularity helped shape the conventions of 
the mid-Victorian novel.109 Douglass’s book sold thirteen thousand copies 
in 1845–47 and he calculated he had spoken three hundred times in his 
nineteen-month visit to Britain.110 Brown sold twelve thousand copies of 
his book in 1850, and in fi ve years on the stump he addressed a thousand 
public meetings.111 This black “third force” was part of a broader anti-
slavery culture that constituted a “third sector” of anti-slavery in the fi rst 
half of the Victorian period, beyond the institutions of abolitionist societies 
and the state.

Anti-slavery sentiment emerged in popular culture, as well as in the 
worthy Town Hall lecture or the moralizing tome. Literature such as Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin was the dignifi ed side of an enthusiasm and fascination that 
also plumbed the depths of low culture. It seems more than a little odd, in 
light of slaves’ misery, to speak of “anti-slavery entertainments,” but there 
was such a thing in nineteenth-century Britain. One farcical play written 
in 1853—“Chaff; or the Yankee and the Nigger at the Great Exhibition”—
imagined a mad American soldier killing a fugitive slave who rented the 
same room in a boarding house. Alongside mockery of the racist Amer-
ican and an indictment of slavery were a plethora of jokes stereotyping 
the former slave, “Gumbo-Jumbo.” It was an odd mix, particularly when 
the comic play both criticized racial hatred and mocked African American 

FIGURE 4. A view of the United States, from a British children’s geography book. 
Favell Lee Mortimer, Far Off; or Africa and America Described (London, 1854, 2 vols.), 
vol. 2, frontispiece. By permission of the Bodleian Library, copy held at 203 d. 306.
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speech patterns.112 The following year, the music hall entertainer Henry 
Russell took “Negro Life! In Freedom and Slavery” as the material for a 
show that followed an African from the village “where the Free negro was 
born” to the cotton fi eld “in which the worn-out slave ends his days.” The 
ditties addressed a British cruiser capturing a slave ship and the depraved 
auction of freshly imported captives. Russell also composed a number of 
songs based on Uncle Tom’s Cabin when the novel was at the height of 
its popularity.113 In 1850, Brown offered the paying public a panorama of 
scenes of slavery, including the inspiring incident of slaves fl eeing across 
the cracking ice of the Ohio.114 Meanwhile, from the comfort of their own 
homes, Britons could enjoy ballad sheets of jolly musical entertainments on 
anti-slavery themes; one ditty celebrated the Northern Star guiding slaves 
to freedom and a fl ight from slavery in a shipping crate by a different Wil-
liam Brown.115 “Box” Brown, as he was nicknamed, toured the country 
with a panorama of his own, which proved more controversial than Wil-
liam Wells Brown’s. The Wolverhampton and Staffordshire Herald found 
“Box” Brown’s images of human immolation and whipped female slaves 
indecent.116 Many stories, lectures, or shows, besides his, appealed to Victo-
rians’ interest in foreign climes, exotic characters, heroes, and villains—in 
some cases even gore and sex.117 Still, even if these elements titillated some 
consumers, the anti-slavery message was hard to ignore.

The growing American crisis of the 1850s attracted “an interest rarely 
felt in the domestic concerns of a distant country” among Britons. The 
Democrats’ victory in 1856 left Britons “disappointed and disquieted” with 
the defeat of Republican presidential candidate John C. Frémont.118 The 
battle over American slavery had captured the interest of the British pub-
lic, meaning that, unusually, they had followed the bewildering “mazes 
of American politics.”119 One paper noted the coincidence that, with the 
exception of Iowa, every state that voted for the Republicans had bordered 
British land or British waters. It seemed that they alone had stood up to the 
slave-power.120 The Illustrated London News showed its readers a South 
Carolina slave market with interesting commentary on the image. The art-
ist had included a rusty old cannon, buried in the ground, which was ex-
plained to be symbolic of buried revolutionary enmity between Britain and 
her former colony. He hoped “in that spirit of true friendship we may be 
allowed to raise up our voice now and then against the curse of slavery.”121 
Cassell’s Uncle Tom’s Almanack imagined that its readers, having read 
about the abuses of the slave system, would want to do something against 
it, but the best advice it could give its readers was to create a love of free-
dom and hatred of slavery throughout Britain. Given the number of poor 
Britons who emigrated to America, it reasoned, the anti-slavery climate in 
the old country would slowly diffuse, through immigrants, into the United 
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States.122 Wesleyan-Methodist Magazine, reviewing Stowe’s novel, gave 
Americans notice that “the withering indignation of Europe is directed to 
this institution.”123 And yet in substance, the most militant demand of these 
books, lectures, and newspaper pieces was that “we must have public meet-
ings.” There was an expectation that condemnation of slavery would reach 
across the ocean and spur action on the opposite shore.124

British publications were not merely adherents of this philosophy but 
were also understood to be the principal machinery through which cul-
tural pressure could be effected. William Wells Brown believed that this 
“rapid increase in communication between the two sides of the Atlantic has 
brought them so close together” that the British public had contact with, 
and infl uence upon, the slaveholder.125 The two countries had, “by the aid 
of steam and the power of science, been brought alongside each other, so 
that a word uttered to-day in opposition to the hateful system of slavery, 
may be heard fourteen days hence in the streets of Boston.”126 The British 
papers were assumed to hold this kind of cultural infl uence in the United 
States.127 The idea of stirring up British anti-slavery disapproval was, then, 
principally a public relations campaign within Britain, whose moral disap-
proval would have a diffusive effect through Britain’s press.

On the one hand, this may well have been because anti-slavery culture 
fed off itself, and Douglass and Garrison’s idea of an “anti-slavery cor-
don” infl uenced wider circles of later speakers and derivative books. Yet it 
also arose from the fact that there were few alternatives to informal moral 
suasion. Indeed, besides preventing British intervention on behalf of the 
Confederacy (which, as Richard Blackett points out, was never very likely), 
many British supporters of the Union imagined sending Lincoln nothing 
beyond their good wishes. An anti-Southern partisan such as Mill admit-
ted he was engaged in a contest only for “our moral attitude, for politically 
there was no other course open to us than neutrality.”128 Cairnes, a polemi-
cist against the slave power who wrote a book of that name, was skeptical 
about the wisdom of any British interference in the Civil War, despite his 
moral sanction for the North.129 In this, nothing had changed. Britons saw 
their role as sanctioning or condemning American practices.

From the perspective of a twenty-fi rst century of grand international 
appeals and fearsome charitable fund-raisers, it seems remarkable how 
rarely antebellum British anti-slavery feeling was converted into practical 
resources for an attack on American slavery. We may be surprised that 
more was not done to bankroll abolitionist societies overseas.130 Some Brit-
ons, particularly a few wealthy abolitionists with transatlantic friendships, 
did donate directly to anti-slavery organizations in the United States.131 
Some British anti-slavery women sent goods to be sold in America’s East 
Coast bazaars. Up to fi fteen boxes of British fancy goods were dispatched 
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each year for the Boston sale from a variety of English, Scottish, and Irish 
towns.132 Still, the vast majority of Britons who keenly consumed anti- 
slavery culture did not donate to the cause. Even in the case of the women 
supplying bazaars, it was not the monetary value of their gift that was 
valued, but rather, as Douglass put it, how “every stitch, every painting, 
embodied and shadowed forth a spirit of freedom and spoke of the power 
of English sympathy; and against that sympathy all opposition was fruit-
less.”133 Even such direct aid, undertaken by a minority, was understood 
primarily as a demonstration of the great British public’s moral sanction. 
This might be dismissed as merely rhetorical were it not for the fact that 
sending items to America for sale was a fundamentally ineffi cient way of 
funding that country’s abolition movement. Only in 1859 did supporters 
adopt the plan of holding a bazaar in Britain and sending the funds across 
the Atlantic in place of their donated goods. Whether this practice would 
have developed further if the Civil War had not settled the slave question 
forever, we cannot know.134 It seems, however, that the moral force sending 
handmade goods was valued more than mere revenue.

Indeed, instead of raising funds in Britain, anti-slavery supporters fo-
cused on cultivating public opinion and seemed inclined only rarely to ask 
the public to convert its wrath into donations for American abolitionist soci-
eties. The failure to make fi nancial sacrifi ces for American anti-slavery was 
caused by a number of factors. To begin with, it was far from obvious exactly 
to whom they should give money. Enthusiasm for American abolitionists 
lagged far behind broader British anti-slavery feeling. The apparent impo-
tence, extremism, and petty factionalism of American anti-slavery societies, 
reinforced by their dogmatic vision for abolitionism, made it far from obvi-
ous that they were the best vehicles for striking down slavery. Instead, fugi-
tive slaves, itinerant lecturers, and anti-slavery authors who cultivated the 
broader currents of anti-slavery enthusiasm fed (literally) off it. Many black 
fugitives lived off collections and sales of their narratives at these events. 
Giving money, on these occasions, was a way of keeping the lecturer—and 
their gospel—on the road, a motive in keeping with trust in the power of 
belief alone. A few lecturers were sent to Britain by American anti-slavery 
societies precisely in order to raise funds for their  organizations—in 1856, 
for example, Douglass sent Julia Griffi ths to secure money for his newspa-
per.135 However, for most British audiences, supporting a lecturer was often 
the ultimate end of their fund-raising.136 The point of paying speakers was 
to enable them to take their message to the next town.

The pattern was the same when Stowe visited Britain and found her-
self showered with gifts of cash. Uncle Tom led to public collections of 
money, but most were entrusted personally to Stowe. One plan envisaged 
every English reader donating a penny for a fund to be split between Stowe 
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and the abolitionist cause in America.137 Although participation was never 
broad, money for the “authoress” was collected in a fund she could dispose 
of as she wished. In April, two hundred women presented her with £130 
and in Edinburgh she received £1,000. None of this went to American 
abolitionists, and it does not appear to have been intended for such a pur-
pose. It was a private, almost commercial, appreciation of an individual 
advocate.138

An audience at a public lecture also expected to give a personal gift to 
the speaker. This extended to very specifi c fund-raising efforts, targeted at 
helping individual slaves or former slaves. It was not just regional groups 
of anti-slavery organizers who raised money for fugitives. For example, in 
May 1846 Douglass made an offhand remark to his white patrons that he 
would like to be joined in Britain by his family. They made an impromptu 
appeal to Douglass’s Finsbury Chapel audience of over twenty-fi ve hun-
dred people, and had taken in £105 (worth about $500 at the time) by the 
next day.139 These very specifi c appeals were the mainstay of anti-slavery 
culture, high and low, and formed an alternative to simply bankrolling the 
expenses of American anti-slavery societies. Quantifying the money gener-
ated by anti-slavery sympathy is diffi cult because of the diverse private and 
organizational uses to which it was put. It would be hard, too, to decide 
whether the cost of a ticket to watch the Ethiopian Serenaders or an Uncle 
Tom play was emotionally different from paying to hear Douglass or Moses 
Roper lecture. It seems doubtful that many Victorian consumers of this 
mass culture made distinctions when enjoying this popular theme.

Trust in “the force of public opinion” was tied not only to Britain’s 
national duty but also to its role as a Christian country.140 The common ap-
peal to “testify against slavery” was no accident: anti-slavery lecturers and 
their lectures had much in common with the style of evangelical preachers 
and revival meetings making similar demands.141 Addressing an audience 
at the Poultry Chapel in London, Samuel Ringgold Ward described escape 
from slavery “like a sort of resurrection, and the man becomes another 
being altogether.” Slaves fl eeing to Canada enjoyed, he thought, “the trans-
forming power of the sacred aegis of British laws that said to the man who 
was a chattel, ‘Be thou free—be a man!’”142 But this culture did not simply 
share its rhetoric with religion; cultural passion was expected to function, 
like prayer, as a moral suasion.

Historian Edward Rugemar has argued that British anti-slavery pro-
vided a stream of abolitionist propaganda (and Southern reaction) that 
contributed to “the Caribbean roots of the American Civil War.”143 How-
ever, while cultural anti-slavery in the fi rst half of Victoria’s reign aimed 
to mobilize the British people, there were few plans offered for state ac-
tion against slavery in the United States. Although it may seem weak to 
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modern eyes, contemporary Americans—both pro- and anti-slavery—took 
this “soft power” seriously. If British readers seemed slow to connect their 
anti-slavery enthusiasm to any course of action by the state, this was be-
cause they were not asked to do so. American anti-slavery visitors showed 
little interest in mobilizing Britain’s cruisers or consuls but rather appealed 
for the artillery of her presses and her pulpits. Any “physical or politi-
cal interference” was explicitly rejected.144 One African American lecturer 
warned in the 1830s that free blacks would defend the United States from 
any threat, even if the British waged a war on slavery as part of some future 
confl ict with the United States.145

It would be a mistake to see the limited political implications of anti-
slavery culture as simple amorality. Marcus Wood has suggested that 
English and American abolition merged by midcentury, becoming “a trans-
atlantic propaganda that was homogenized and constituted a missionary 
and imperialist form.”146 This suggestion is problematic. Although aboli-
tionist societies increasingly shared factional transatlantic alliances, Brit-
ish anti-slavery sympathy was heterodox and patriotic. British anti-slavery 
sentiment did not map onto America’s politics of slavery very cleanly. Di-
gesting Uncle Tom’s Cabin, watching a freedman lecture, or reading about 
the wickedness of American slavery did not logically require support for 
 Anglo-American abolitionist societies. A consensus against slavery con-
tained plenty of variety, meaning that prescriptions for America—and 
hence responses to the Civil War—could follow different lines of anti- 
slavery logic. Indeed, as later chapters will show, the cultural dominance of 
anti-slavery sentiment was well hidden by political disagreements over how 
an anti-slavery nation should act.



3

The Anti-Slavery State

ANTI-SLAVERY’S TRANSITION from reformist crusade to national 
policy was a curious and complicated process. After centuries of 
supporting the slave trade, the British state was transformed, in 

stages, from the patron of slavery to its determined enemy. How and why 
did international suppression of the slave trade become an objective for 
successive Victorian governments? Various strands of government policy 
responded to the challenge and the relationship between anti-slavery and 
the state was transformed as anti-slavery evolved from a question of impe-
rial morality to a cause for moral imperialism.1

Anti-slavery action by the British state dated back to Sir William Dol-
ben’s act regulating the traffi c in slaves in 1788. The abolition of the na-
tion’s slave trade in 1807 was accompanied by naval patrols to enforce the 
ban on British slave trading and, as gradually permitted by treaty and law, 
to stop foreign participation in the traffi c too. Registration of slave owner-
ship and ameliorative mandates preceded the Emancipation Act of 1833, 
controlling and then alienating private property. In order to compensate 
owners, the British government raised its duties on foreign sugar and spent 
£20 million on a compensation scheme that represented the largest fi nan-
cial transaction ever undertaken by the state.2 The system of apprenticeship 
was supervised by London and looked set to be abolished by Parliament in 
1838, although this was preempted by voluntary abolition by the colonial 
legislatures. In short, Britain had been developing anti-slavery state action 
for fi fty years before Victoria’s accession but her reign would see a further 
institutionalization.

When the question of British emancipation was settled in 1838, the 
“anti-slavery state” had passed through adolescence into its prime. As 

T
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Howard Temperley has suggested, the epithet “abolitionist” could apply to 
offi cials, sailors, and politicians as much as to members of the BFASS.3 This 
does not mean that the British state adopted the form and practices that 
many anti-slavery activists would have wished. Among abolitionist cam-
paigners, within the British public, and throughout government and the 
state, there remained great divisions over the best tactics—and sometimes 
over the right strategy too.4  What united differing Victorian views was the 
presumption that the British state should give powerful consideration to 
the nation’s impact on slavery and the slave trade abroad. However, British 
anti-slavery politics had never existed independently of imperial and foreign 
policy anxieties or of the perceived and suspected actions of other countries. 
After the Emancipation Act, Britons would discover that their interactions 
with other nations uncovered more and more anti-slavery problems; foreign 
and imperial policy hence became enveloped by these dilemmas.

For early Victorians, “the Empire” meant Britain’s overseas territo-
ries and conquests: the sugar colonies of the Caribbean; the white settler 
colonies of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa; the vast 
subempire of India; and various scattered territories. British power also 
“expanded overseas by means of ‘informal empire’ as much as by acquiring 
dominion in the strict constitutional sense,” and focusing on occupied ter-
ritories alone is “like judging the size and character of icebergs solely from 
the parts above the water-line.”5 Historians have recognized that Britain 
exerted a cultural and economic dominance over a vaster “informal em-
pire” stretching from Brazil and Argentina, which were soaked in London 
fi nance, to Chinese, African, and Middle Eastern ports, which were opened 
to British merchants through violence and menace.6

This unwieldy, chaotic assortment of economic and military opportuni-
ties formed something greater than the sum of its parts, as they enriched 
and reinforced each other to create what John Darwin calls a “British sys-
tem of world power.” Thanks to “the chaotic pluralism of British interests 
at home and of their agents and allies abroad,” this power sometimes led 
to full colonies carved from tiny “bridgeheads,” sometimes to the preserva-
tion of these vulnerable outposts, and sometimes to compromise or retreat 
in the face of opposition.7 As we shall see, foreign and colonial anti-slavery 
policies were part of a global assertion of imperial power, with British poli-
cies fl exible, responsive, and opportunistic with different peoples in differ-
ent circumstances. This book makes an arbitrary but necessary division, as 
many Victorians did, between relations with sovereign, or nominally sov-
ereign, independent states (considered in this chapter) and countries over 
which Britain claimed ownership for at least part of our period (discussed 
in chapter 6). This practical distinction does not change the fact that British 
politicians and offi cials applied some common principles to both spheres of 
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operation, though pragmatic discrimination led to inconsistent degrees of 
force being applied to other nations. Before anatomizing “the anti-slavery 
state,” it is important to defi ne what and who made up such a thing, how it 
related to the rest of the Victorian state, and what it did.

ANTI-SLAVERS IN DISGUISE

The most visible manifestations of British anti-slavery policy were the 
squadrons of Royal Navy cruisers stationed in international waters to inter-
cept slave traders. Although illegal traffi cking by Britons was their ini-
tial target, after the 1807 Act it proved diffi cult to distinguish between 
foreign and British slavers. This problem—and a wider desire to spread 
 anti-slave-trade values to other Christian countries—led British diplomats 
to embark on a long and frustrating project of enrolling other governments 
in Britain’s crusade. A complex series of bilateral treaties authorized Brit-
ain and an individual partner country to intercept and detain slave traders 
from each other’s country. The practical result was that Britain gained the 
right to search foreign nations’ shipping, because other governments were 
unable to send naval squadrons to patrol the Atlantic.8

The ships assigned to suppression were not a quantitatively or qualita-
tively signifi cant portion of Britain’s total naval forces. Although the system 
directly cost hundreds of thousands of pounds each year, it absorbed, on 
average, less than a twentieth of the naval budget and less than 0.05 percent 
of the national economic product.9 Still, this represented, in a typical year, 
a third of one percent of the expenditure of central government, sometimes 
rising to as much as 1 percent (fi g. 5).10 Beyond the direct costs of fi tting 
and crewing the cruisers, the British also paid crews prize money for every 
successful capture of a slave trader.11 There were rarely fewer than one 
thousand men stationed off the West African coast and sometimes more 
than four thousand.12

Operationally, the campaign was directed from the Admiralty, which 
was often suspected of being halfhearted about the slave-trade mission. 
Lord John Russell, foreign secretary in 1861, wrote to a cabinet colleague 
that “the Sea Lords of the Admiralty endeavour to avoid this disagreeable 
duty. Palmerston says that in his time the Admiralty always sent their slow-
est and worst craft to catch the swift vessels used by the slave-traders.”13 It 
was a charge that the admirals tried to challenge, always insisting that gov-
ernments (including those of Viscount Palmerston and Lord John Russell) 
did not give them suffi cient funds to pay for the naval operations demanded 
of them.14 Whatever the truth of such squabbles, the idiosyncratic crusade 
extended British maritime dominance into new spheres of infl uence and 
created innumerable challenges for British diplomats.
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The diplomatic and legal framework for this suppression system was, as 
Tory statesman Lord Aberdeen put it, “a new and vast branch of interna-
tional relations.” The Foreign Offi ce’s Slave Trade Department emerged in 
the 1820s when more than one clerk was required to manage these new chal-
lenges. The offi cials were placed, at fi rst, on a temporary footing because, 
optimistically, the slave trade was expected to last only a few short years 
more.15 Far from being a dry and obscure bureaucracy, the Department’s 
paper pushing had hugely signifi cant political and diplomatic implications. 
The Slave Trade Department’s path to permanence came in steps between 
1841, when it acquired its own staffi ng budget, and 1854, when it was fi nally 
recognized as a regular part of the Foreign Offi ce establishment—a tacit 
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acknowledgement that suppression was a gradual process, not an imminent 
revolution.16 Although the Slave Trade Department enjoyed particular pa-
tronage from Lord Palmerston—foreign secretary in three governments—it 
survived in recognizable forms under the orders of a relatively small number 
of statesmen in various governments

The small size of the nineteenth-century Foreign Offi ce meant that 
the secretary of state was in direct contact with the output of all depart-
ments and every dispatch arriving in London from overseas would cross 
his desk.17 The four Slave Trade clerks working there in 1841 may seem an 
insignifi cant force to deploy against the international slave trade, but the 
entire Foreign Offi ce, from the foreign secretary on down, consisted of a 
mere forty people (diplomats and consuls were administratively separate).18 
The Slave Trade clerks spent their days responding to the slave-trade dis-
patches from diplomats abroad, collating their fi ndings, and publishing 
annual parliamentary papers on the progress of their campaign. As well 
as guiding ministers and consuls abroad on slave-trade matters, the De-
partment provided them with news about treaties with other nations. The 
Foreign Offi ce librarian compiled the bewildering and expanding collec-
tion of slave-trade treaties for the reference of government offi cials. During 
the most frantic periods of Atlantic suppression operations the Slave Trade 
Department sometimes accounted for almost a fi fth of the dispatches re-
ceived and sent by the Foreign Offi ce, although this had been reduced to a 
twentieth by the end of the American Civil War.19

Although often jaded and weary from day-to-day contact with the 
problems of slave-trade suppression, the civil servants of the department 
generally became experts in their fi eld. James Bandinel, the fi rst Slave 
Trade Department superintendent, set a precedent for his successors when, 
in 1840, he became a de facto adviser to other government departments 
on African affairs, since he was the only one in government with direct 
knowledge of them. His “zealous and effective service” helped the Colo-
nial Offi ce to plan Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton’s Niger expedition, although 
given its disastrous end, he was keen to have written absolution from “any 
responsibility whatever in respect to the Expedition . . . as it was to be, and 
was indeed fi nally executed.”20

The strength he possessed in knowledge, Bandinel apparently lacked in 
other areas. He was a poor writer, venal (though not corrupt), and, in the 
words of his superior John Backhouse, “mean & tricky” over reorganization 
of the Foreign Offi ce. Aberdeen praised his “friendly zeal” and willingness 
to pursue anti-slavery policy well beyond his “offi cial duties,” however, and 
Bandinel was happy, in retirement, to be involved in public inquiries into 
improving the suppression system.21 He had spent twenty years as a Foreign 
Offi ce clerk when, in 1819, he was fi rst charged with administering the sup-
pression system. He personally nurtured the growth of the department and 
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his departure more than twenty-fi ve years later left a void that was imper-
fectly fi lled by successive chief clerks Thomas Staveley, Thomas Ward, and 
Adolphus Oom. As Foreign Offi ce historian Keith Hamilton has noted, Ban-
dinel’s infl uence over government anti-slavery policy would be matched only 
when his old job went to William Wylde, who succeeded Oom in 1859.22

Wylde was a statesman in disguise. Though a civil servant, he master-
minded the campaign to suppress the East African slave trade in the 1870s 
and can be credited as one of the architects of the subsequent “scramble 
for Africa.” He had risen from the ranks of the Slave Trade Department 
clerks and was briefl y promoted out of the department, though he contin-
ued to advise on anti-slavery matters, before returning from 1876 as head 
of a larger division that included slave-trade suppression.23 He was a keen 
activist for British attention to the “misery and ruin over a large portion 
of the African Continent” as a result of the east coast slave trade, and it 
is possible that he went so far as to leak the information that spurred a 
vital and hostile parliamentary motion against the government in 1871.24 
Corresponding regularly with British explorers, offi cials, and offi cers in 
Africa, he enjoyed collecting “African curiosities” sent by his friends.25 
On retiring from the Foreign Offi ce, he pursued openly what he had qui-
etly attempted as an offi cial; he joined the committee of the BFASS and 
 encouraged them to steer British policy in Africa toward his preferred 
brand of anti- slavery imperialism. In 1892, Edmund Sturge of the BFASS 
told Wylde that “you effected more for the cause than the whole Anti-
Slavery Society put together.”26

A second battalion of anti-slavers provided the global eyes and ears of 
the Slave Trade Department. A network of consuls abroad fed informa-
tion from around the globe to the Foreign Offi ce. Their duties, promoting 
commerce and representing British interests, included sending dispatches to 
the Slave Trade Department on developments in their local patch. In 1807, 
when Britain abolished its own trade, diplomats to other powers had im-
mediately been instructed to lobby for permission to search their shipping; 
acting on the imperatives of slave-trade diplomacy would become a part 
of the duties of many consular postings. Indeed, anti-slavery policy could 
also require operating covertly. In Cuba, a consul’s duty could extend to 
bribing foreigners for information and, in Brazil, to buying local politicians 
and newspapermen.27 Alexander Dunlop, the British consul at Cadiz in the 
mid-1860s, was vexed that the Spanish authorities “don’t care a farthing” 
about illegal slave trading, so he relied on informants among the port’s 
boatmen and shipbuilders.28 In Tehran, the British minister arranged for 
secret-service-fund payments over two decades for information from the 
Persian commissioner for the slave trade at Bushir. This “Secret Bribe” was 
deliberately hidden from Parliament by the Slave Trade Department, which 
did not want news of the arrangement to reach the shah.29
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Together, a network of ambassadors, consuls, and commissary judges 
scattered across the globe fed information into the Slave Trade Department. 
At the most basic level, they observed the progress of anti-slavery senti-
ment and slave-trade suppression or collected statistical data as required by 
the Foreign Offi ce.30 Beyond this, dispatches fi lled with observations and 
suspicions would be sent to London. Where a host country was implicated, 
the British agent could make representations; when a third country was 
involved, the Foreign Offi ce could coordinate a complaint to a third na-
tion.31 To some degree, British anti-slavery activity consisted of demands to 
other nations that they enforce their own laws better. On one occasion, for 
example, Palmerston chided the Greeks that they should “rescue the Greek 
name from the reproach attaching to the prevalence of the slave trade under 
the fl ag of Greece.” He called for more than mere edicts, expecting tough 
enforcement and punishment of the perpetrators.32 Such familiarity with 
other nations’ failings helped reinforce contempt for foreigners’ attitudes. 
Palmerston, prime minister in 1860, bemoaned that “it is as unreasonable 
to expect honesty in a Portuguese or a Frenchman” about slave trading “as 
it is to look for courage in a Neapolitan.”33

Regardless of the many problems with suppressing international slave 
trading, the system initiated by Britain had some success. Of an estimated 
7,750 Atlantic slave ships operating in the period 1808–67, about one in 
fi ve were condemned by the courts or destroyed by naval interdiction, and 
all but 15 percent of such captures were the work of the Royal Navy (fi g. 6). 
Ninety thousand enslaved Africans were freed in the three decades after 
1836, just over 5 percent of the total slaves embarked for bondage in the 
New World.34 The greatest challenges came in creating an international 
legal framework to prosecute and convict slave traders.

British naval power could be legally applied to subjects of other nations 
only when they ventured into British waters or when subject to treaties. 
In the latter case, these agreements were enforced through the system of 
courts established to try the cases of captured slave-trade suspects (fi g. 7). 
In the Mixed Commission Courts planted around the Atlantic Ocean, a 
British judge sat alongside an appointed foreign counterpart to try suspects 
from both their nations. Although British foreign policy focused on the 
negotiated expansion of the Mixed Commission system, these courts made 
up a declining proportion of slave-trading convictions. The Vice-Admiralty 
Courts dealt with British subjects or foreigners detained under British law 
and delivered half of all such convictions; their activities made up the ma-
jority of successes in the period after 1837.35 Each court was established 
according to individual bilateral treaties with other powers. If the com-
missary judges found a suspected vessel guilty of slave trading, then any 
Africans aboard would be liberated and the ship sold for the profi t of the 



FIGURE 6. East Africans liberated by HMS Daphne, 1 Nov. 1865. By permission of the 
Mary Evans Picture Library, ref. 10474557, under license from the National Archives, FO 
84/1310/a.
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two governments, but the crew members were not punished. An acquittal 
meant release and—should harm have been caused by the navy—potential 
legal claims for compensation against the capturing nation (in most cases 
Britain).36 The commissary judges from Britain held an anomalous position 
outside the regular diplomatic and consular establishment, though the role 
could sometimes be combined with such appointments.37
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Although commissary judges of the Mixed Commission Courts were 
offi cially employed to decide cases that arose, they too could play a role in 
sharing information on the trade. They acted as an extension of the con-
sular network in feeding information about the slave trade to the  Foreign 
Offi ce.38 In 1848, a commissary report from Havana reported that “one 
vessel, if not more, has sailed from the City of Trinidad, two schooners from 
Santiago de Cuba, and several from the Island of Puerto Rico.” However, 
the commissary judge, James Kennedy, realizing he was part of a wider 
intelligence system, suggested that “should these rumours be correct” then 
the foreign secretary “will no doubt have had fuller details respecting them, 
from Her Majesty’s Consuls at the two last mentioned places.”39 The judges 
could themselves be forewarned by other agents of the anti-slavery state 
when illegally traffi cked Africans were likely to be landed in their juris-
diction. Kennedy played detective among the island’s slave population, on 
one occasion following some slaves he thought could have been recently 
(and therefore illegally) imported, because they had been speaking African 
languages. Even if his suspicions turned out to be unfounded, when he real-
ized that their children could speak Spanish, the incident shows a personal 
zeal in tracking down illicit slave trading.40 Finally, the commissioners in a 
slave-holding society such as Cuba’s could report on the suppression system 
from the slavers’ side: by 1849, Cuban planters believed that British cruis-
ers were stationed only twenty miles from each other in a cordon around 
the coast.41 In addition to their judicial functions, the Mixed Commission 
Courts were part of a global anti-slavery network.

That much is clear from the diaries of George Canning Backhouse. A 
clerk at the Foreign Offi ce and son of its late permanent under-secretary, 
he complained of days when the bureaucrats were “very busy at the F.O. all 
day. No time for relaxation on the roof.” Beyond his frustrations with days 
when work or inclement weather disrupted his afternoons smoking on the 
Foreign Offi ce roof, the junior Backhouse was delighted to say “farewell to 
FO dreary drudgery” when he left London in 1853 to replace Kennedy as 
commissary judge in Havana.42 He was dispatched with orders that “Govt. 
anxious if necessary to accumulate cases of misconduct of Spanish Authori-
ties” and to work with the naval offi cers patrolling Cuba to document such 
evidence.43 “No man keeps his word in this country,” Backhouse quickly 
concluded after taking up residence on the island.44 His frustration with 
the Spanish was confi rmed by his early experiences of judging slave-trading 
cases that came before the court; when the commissioners from each nation 
could not agree on a verdict, lots would be drawn to decide which country’s 
arbiter would break the deadlock. In many cases, this meant that a guilty 
verdict could be secured only when the British adjudicator was drawn.45 
Besides his role in suppressing the slave trade, the new judge also acted as 
a protector for the “emancipados”—liberated Africans—who worked in a 
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tenuous condition of apprenticeship on the island’s estates, bringing cases of 
unfair treatment to the attention of the colonial government.46 Backhouse’s 
Caribbean sojourn had a tragic end when he was murdered at his Havana 
home in 1855 during a break-in.47

The commissary judges, consuls, diplomats, and bureaucrats did not 
operate independently of other branches of the anti-slavery state. The Royal 
Navy’s squadrons relied on information from the consuls to maximize their 
effectiveness. In one case, John Lindegreen, British consul at Puerto Rico, 
learnt of a slaver operating near the Rio Pongo through his web of in-
formers. He passed this intelligence to the naval station at Barbados and 
subsequently heard, through news originating with the ship’s owner, that 
the slaver had been destroyed. He knew this from his local contacts be-
fore the Foreign Offi ce learnt of the naval interception.48 At St. Paul de 
Loanda (in Portuguese West Africa, modern Angola) in the 1850s, Consul 
George Brand created a close working relationship with Rear Admiral Ar-
thur Fanshawe, who commanded the naval squadron there. Fanshawe and 
other naval offi cers sent a letter of praise for Brand to the Foreign Offi ce, 
 testifying to “the advantage which the naval service derived from his intel-
ligence and prompt attention to all matters connected with the suppression 
of the slave trade.”49 On these occasions, the different branches of the Brit-
ish state cooperated for anti-slavery purposes.

Beyond this, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that offi cials acted 
beyond the requirements of their political instructions. Many British agents 
abroad were committed anti-slavers and did not simply act on orders from 
the Foreign Offi ce. A vibrant and enthusiastic culture of anti-slavery activ-
ism pushed them to doggedly pursue complaints, often before London had 
provided instruction. In this sense, “men on the spot” were often anti-
slavers on the spot.50 For example, in Athens, in 1840, Sir Edmund Lyons 
doggedly pursued action from his host government once he caught wind 
of Greek vessels indulging in slave trading off the Barbary Coast. When 
assured that a letter had previously been issued by the minister of marine 
against the trade, he checked and discovered it had not been circulated. 
He also engaged local lawyers to provide an opinion on the preexisting 
illegality of slave trading by Greek citizens. All of this was done by Lyons 
unilaterally and approved by the Foreign Offi ce after the event.51

The most outstanding example of an anti-slavery man-on-the-spot is 
perhaps Sir Thomas Reade, a consul whose personal infl uence over the bey 
of Tunis was widely credited with the abolition of slavery in that country.52 
His fi rst interview on the subject, in April 1841, elicited a promise from the 
bey to liberate all his own slaves and turn his attention to the suppression of 
the trade within his country—“the noblest acts possible,” as Reade judged 
them. The meeting, held on Reade’s initiative, was received with delight in 
London, where enquiries were made to arrange a gift for the bey.53 The 
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consul was proud to be “the humble instruct” of Great Britain and divine 
providence in advancing anti-slavery.54 In other Tunisian cases he pursued 
anti-slavery as a vocation, on one occasion intervening to prevent the abuse 
of an enslaved Algerian boy and eventually buying his freedom.55

At the same time, the colorful Colonel Hanmer Warrington, Her Maj-
esty’s representative in Tripoli, was pursuing his own anti-slavery mission. 
As well as agitating to convince local rebels to make anti-slavery part of 
their cause against the area’s Turkish rulers, he sent to the Foreign Offi ce 
his ambitious schemes to civilize the interior of Africa and suppress the 
slave trade. He declared in one dispatch that “the civilization & emancipa-
tion of the poor & suffering slaves has created deep interest & refl ection in 
my mind” and hailed “with prayers the present period when apparently the 
grand structure will be built on the foundations already laid.”56 He prom-
ised London that “if I can in the remotest way contribute to the Glorious 
cause it will give me infi nite pleasure as I have no selfi sh feeling excepting 
doing good to my fellow creatures.”57

In this way, some offi cials used their dispatches to emphasize their 
role as anti-slavery champions abroad. Career-minded or pious Britons in 
Queen Victoria’s armed or civil services could rely on a broad culture of 
anti-slavery activism. Another consul, referring to the slave trade in 1846, 
insisted to Foreign Secretary Lord Aberdeen that “as an Englishman, I can-
not but feel a just indignation at such a departure from a grand principle of 
humanity.”58 Beyond self-aggrandizement, the boasts of such consuls also 
suggest that anti-slavery was a national interest, holding glory for those 
who advanced its cause.

On the other hand, it is diffi cult to ascertain whether those agents who 
took less initiative were unconcerned and negligent or whether they lacked 
an opportunity to act. Certainly in some cases, such as in Spanish Puerto 
Rico, complicit local offi cials could run rings around gullible British of-
fi cials.59 However, there seems ample evidence that many British consuls 
often took pride in exercising their considerable discretionary powers to 
abolitionist ends. In this way, Britain’s anti-slavery men-on-the-spot went 
beyond mere global omniscience and actually took the initiative in pursu-
ing British interests as they saw fi t. Through both policy and initiative, dif-
ferent limbs of the state pushed anti-slavery goals, but this raises questions 
about why politicians chose particular times or places to do so.

BRITAIN’S ANTI-SLAVERY WORLD SYSTEM

It helps to think of a British “world system” of imperial power in the nine-
teenth century, varied in local tactics but united by strategic considerations 
and linked in subtle, myriad ways. Similarly, it is useful to see a British 
world system of anti-slavery, its “gravitational fi eld” fl uctuating in power 
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depending on the terrain, atmosphere, and individuals involved.60 On a 
practical level, we have already seen how the informants, commissioners, 
and agents of the Foreign Offi ce shared information about slave trading 
across the world’s oceans. There was no single set of uncontested policies, 
but the offi cials in the Slave Trade Department developed a narrow set 
of approaches. These assumptions designated the proper spheres of action 
and wisest goals for anti-slavery policy, constituting something close to an 
anti-slavery “offi cial mind.”61 In making these assertions, the Foreign Of-
fi ce men clashed with foreign nations, ideological abolitionists, their own 
consuls, and other parts of the British government. Yet, by dissecting the 
anti-slavery lobe of the offi cial mind, it is possible to understand how and 
when foreign policy pursued anti-slavery ends and exactly which disputes 
arose over its stewardship of Britain’s identity as an anti-slavery nation.62

While the Foreign Offi ce focused on the Atlantic slave trade, as it did 
before 1870, bilateral agreements were generally preferred. The nightmar-
ish exchanges surrounding the Quintuple Treaty of 1841 between Britain, 
France, Russia, Austria, and Prussia, undermined by French Anglophobia 
at the point of ratifi cation, had shown the diffi culties of that approach.63 
When Palmerston ordered a renewed effort for all Christian countries to 
recognize the slave trade as piracy in 1851, he still expected this league to 
take the form of bilateral treaties with Britain.64 The alternative—a multi-
national treaty recognizing the slave trade as piracy—was disfavored, as it 
opened British shipping to trial in foreign courts.65

Anti-slavery treaties generally permitted the parties a mutual right to 
search the other country’s merchant ships for slaves or equipment used 
in the slave trade. This meant the establishment of Mixed Commission 
Courts with some countries (such as the Netherlands, Scandinavian na-
tions, Brazil, and Spain), and the escalation of tensions with others. Some 
European nations insisted on the exclusive right to try their own subjects 
and expected British cruisers to hand over suspected slave traders to them. 
The United States (until 1862) and France (always) resisted conceding the 
right of search to perfi dious Albion, preferring to maintain their own naval 
squadrons for the prohibition of slave trading by their citizens.66 British 
diplomats gave all “civilized” nations, regardless of their power, the same 
courtesies and respectful language when contracting treaties. Their nego-
tiations with African states stood in stark contrast; slave-trade-suppression 
negotiations created a lasting legal prejudice against acknowledging the 
statehood of “non-civilized” peoples.67

Beyond this, the simple divisions between “civilized” and African coun-
tries hid a wide variety of approaches to ensure compliance from other 
countries. The Foreign Offi ce’s anti-slavery worldview and the political 
realities of world power meant that different options seemed appropriate 
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to different countries at different times. A brief review of British actions 
toward the United States, Brazil, and the Ottoman Empire illustrates these 
distinctions. These three countries were treated—in the repertoire of the 
Foreign Offi ce—as advanced, civilized, and semicivilized states respec-
tively, and their experiences are revealing and broadly representative of 
British policy toward nations possessing similar wealth and power.

The British state’s anti-slavery policy toward the United States baffl ed 
and disappointed abolitionists in Britain and America. In ways the abo-
litionists disliked, British politicians balanced diplomacy with questions 
about the slave trade, slavery, and fugitive slaves across a range of different 
crises. For example, Britain struggled with the Republic of Texas, which 
fl irted with the possibility of annexation to the United States following 
unilateral secession from Mexico in 1836.68 Abolitionists had focused their 
energies on withholding recognition from the new republic so long as it 
remained a slave republic. BFASS president Thomas Clarkson had lobbied 
General Antonio López de Santa Anna of Mexico, Sam Houston of Texas, 
and the British government to make emancipation part of the settlement 
of the question.69 Yet this question was not the principal problem in the 
eyes of the Foreign Offi ce; Britain recognized Texas as a sovereign nation 
in 1840. Preventing American annexation and securing the permanent in-
dependence of the Republic of Texas seemed to offer better prospects for 
emancipation in offi cial eyes. The price of recognition was a slave-trade 
treaty between the two countries, which made the recognition of a slave na-
tion acceptable to the British public’s anti-slavery sensibilities. As would so 
often be the case, the Foreign Offi ce’s priority was naval suppression rather 
than involvement in local emancipation projects.70

This was not what abolitionist societies on either side of the Atlantic 
wanted or what some Anglophobic Southern planters feared.71 Writing back 
to Washington, President Tyler’s private American agent in London, Duff 
Green, was certain that “England is stimulating the abolition of slavery in 
Texas.”72 He believed that a potential emancipation in Texas was being mas-
terminded by the British chargé d’affaires, Captain Charles Elliot (recently 
transferred from China, where he had helped start the Opium War). “They 
exert themselves to abolish slavery everywhere else and will then press on 
us. Even war will not stop them,” Green warned John C. Calhoun in the 
autumn of 1843.73 He was completely mistaken in these assumptions, since 
the British government rejected a proposal from an abolitionist delegation 
for Britain to engineer Texan emancipation through the promise of national 
bonds. The foreign secretary, the Earl of Aberdeen, assured anti-slavery 
activists that he “felt the subject deeply” and that “the gov[ernment] would 
do all they could legitimately,” but that did not include a bribe in bonds.74 
As Prime Minister Sir Robert Peel assured Green, “the government did not 
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wish to interfere with the subject of slavery in the United States” even if the 
British public’s “general sentiment against slavery was very strong.”75 Peel’s 
Whig opponent, Lord John Russell, gave Green a similar promise regarding 
“non-interference in the domestic policy of other nations.”76

These tensions over Texas underlined an important general rule. Brit-
ain’s priority in anti-slavery diplomacy with other “civilized” nations was, 
as both political parties promised, not about interference with foreigners’ 
internal laws.77 However, the Foreign Offi ce was disposed to fi ght more 
fi ercely when enslaved Africans from abroad found refuge in British lands. 
Surrendering escapees to foreign slaveowners violated patriotic and roman-
tic notions of national freedom. In the 1835 Enterprize case, an American 
ship engaged in the domestic slave trade entered a British harbor during a 
storm, leading local offi cials to free the enslaved people aboard it. The at-
torney general maintained that “a slave was as much free when he arrived 
in the Bahamas or at Bermuda as if he had reached Portsmouth or Plym-
outh.” This judgment rendered void international agreements guaranteeing 
property in cases involving slaves.78 Palmerston supported this view of Brit-
ain’s anti-slavery sovereignty, believing that “there is no wrong, and there 
shall be no compensation.”79

There was even greater acrimony after enslaved African Americans 
aboard the brig Creole had seized command during a voyage from Rich-
mond, Virginia, to New Orleans, Louisiana, in 1841. They sailed the ship 
to Nassau, a colony of the British crown, where Governor Francis Cock-
burn told those slaves who wished to disembark (all but three) that they 
were free to do so.80 The ministers of the United States furiously protested 
that this meddling had stolen the freed slaves from their owners, in con-
travention of maritime law, and demanded that the leading insurrection-
ists be extradited to America to stand trial for piratical theft of the vessel. 
However, the British law offi cers in London advised the Foreign Offi ce that 
the rebels should not face charges or extradition, given that they had risen 
so that “they might obtain their freedom, and we think that the acts of 
slaves committed with such intent and object does not amount to piracy.” 
Moreover, they maintained that Cockburn had not interfered to liberate 
the slaves but simply permitted them to “leave the vessel on board of which 
there was no legal power to detain them.”81 Taken with previous disputes, 
the Creole incident suggested that the two countries needed to fi nd com-
mon principles in such cases.

To this end, in 1842 British diplomat Lord Ashburton and American 
secretary of state Daniel Webster constructed a treaty that would settle a 
number of outstanding tensions in transatlantic relations. Besides bound-
ary disputes, the negotiations were dominated by the various ways in which 
British freedom and American slavery permeated each nation’s borders. 
Webster, raising the Creole case, was assured by Ashburton that offi cials 
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would seek “no offi cious interference” with the cargoes of American ships 
entering British waters. Still, he maintained that they had to uphold im-
perial laws permitting freedom to those on British soil: “On the part of 
Great Britain, there are certain great principles too deeply rooted in the 
consciences of the people for any minister to be able to overlook; and any 
engagement I might make in opposition to them would be instantly dis-
avowed.”82 Cockburn’s activist role in guaranteeing to slaves the right to go 
ashore—and hence to secure their freedom—meant that Britain ultimately 
accepted the need to compensate the Americans in 1853.83 More broadly, 
however, British policy toward the United States sought to balance a rigor-
ous application of British laws—not least, as Ashburton noted, because of 
his country’s anti-slavery sensibilities—with recognition that transatlantic 
relations should not be too thinly frayed. Privately, Ashburton assured the 
BFASS that no “part of the Treaty lately concluded by me with the United 
States of America should tend to impair in any way the protection which 
fugitive slaves receive when they take refuge in any of our colonies.”84

America’s border with Canada created further tension over escaped 
slaves, since fugitives from the United States could escape to claim their 
freedom on British soil.85 In 1837, for example, Britain had argued that a 
fugitive, Jesse Happy, had stolen a horse only in order to secure his personal 
liberty, which under British law he should not have been deprived of. The 
charge of horse stealing, it was reasoned, could not therefore be considered 
a crime under British law and therefore could not justify extradition to 
America.86 The tenth clause of the Treaty of Washington, which emerged in 
1842 from Ashburton’s mission, addressed Webster’s demand that Britain 
extradite escaped slaves such as Happy for trial in the United States, just 
like other fugitives from American justice. The BFASS was outraged that 
Great Britain had conceded the right, but the British Foreign Offi ce was not 
worried. Lord Aberdeen, who as foreign secretary approved Ashburton’s 
stance, was certain that Britain could appease American bluster and honor 
extradition rules in principle while ignoring them in practice. He made a 
private promise to concerned abolitionist opponents, in 1843, that if “the 
10th article of that treaty would operate injuriously to the slave I would 
abolish it today.”87 Thomas Clarkson was overjoyed on receiving assur-
ances from the governor general of Canada, Sir Charles Metcalfe, that he 
would “go to the utmost length that the late treaty will allow him to go to 
protect the unhappy fugitive against the claims of an enraged master, and 
he is quite aware of all the Tricks” they might employ.88

Aberdeen and Metcalfe had no need to break Webster and Ashburton’s 
Washington Treaty. They showed cosmetic respect for international con-
ventions and America’s domestic institutions, while pursuing a strategy that 
freed the British government from any direct accommodation with the slave 
trade.89 Far from conceding the right of extradition, the negotiations had 
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respected American power at the same time as they permitted anti-slavery 
practice. The BFASS’s initial response to these developments demonstrated 
their uncompromising and doctrinaire brand of anti-slavery. By contrast, 
the subtler British offi cials continued to apply their logic of 1839  in all 
cases; Canada never extradited a single fugitive slave to the United States.90 
In the fi nal attempted extradition of a runaway slave, when John Anderson 
stood accused of murdering a white man, the Colonial Offi ce was prepared 
to step in and overrule the verdict of his 1860–61 trial rather than see him 
returned. The case was dismissed on procedural grounds, but by this point 
London had instructed Ashburton, now Canada’s governor general, not to 
surrender Anderson in order to give their own law offi cers time to assist in 
manufacturing a reason not to return him.91

The Webster-Ashburton Treaty also considered the question of suppres-
sion of the slave trade, though the United States still withheld from Britain 
the right to search its shipping—a sore point as it had been one of the causes 
of the War of 1812. Webster would not permit any measure that had “a ten-
dency to place the police of the seas in the hands of a single power.” The 
search of American vessels by British anti-slavery patrols thus remained 
unauthorized and the fl ag of the United States remained a safe choice for 
slavers of all nations.92 The only concession to British concern was the U.S. 
Navy’s deployment of an African squadron to enforce the 1808 American 
ban on slave trading. In the next two decades these ships caught an average 
of two ships per year. It was only when the U.S. government recalled its 
vessels from Africa during the Civil War that the State Department—now 
liberated from Southern opinion and recognizing the Union’s inability to 
police the slave trade—gave Britain the right to search its merchant ships.93

British naval suppression was severely hampered by American obsti-
nacy, but statesmen tended to be timid and pliant when dealing with the 
U.S. government. In 1860, for instance, the Duke of Somerset, fi rst lord 
of the Admiralty, rejected instructions from Foreign Secretary Lord John 
Russell that cruisers should openly patrol off the coast of Cuba, fearing 
inevitable American opposition. Preferring not to elicit U.S. censure, he 
went so far as to request that a duplicate be sent without the order, so it 
could be omitted from the physical records of his department for parlia-
mentary publication.94 This delicacy in dealing with the United States had 
been a lesson of the ugly confrontation in 1858 over such British activi-
ties. Then, the American government had threatened war when the Royal 
Navy began to aggressively patrol all shipping near Cuba. The cruisers had 
visited American ships on the basis that they needed to check that they 
were not fl ying false fl ags. Although most British papers were jingoistic, the 
Times—and, it seems, British statesmen, on mature refl ection—thought 
America’s anti-slavery partnership was better secured by discretion and ne-
gotiation.95 While Americans celebrated their victory, Aberdeen was “at a 
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loss to understand what is given up” because “the zeal of our cruisers had 
converted into a rule that which was only intended to be an exception.”96 
In these cases Britain attempted to tease greater support for slave-trade 
suppression out of Washington, but war would never have been a viable 
strategic choice. As a “civilized” and powerful nation, anti-slavery objec-
tives could only be pushed tactically.

Foreign Offi ce policy aimed to suffocate global slavery by strangling 
the slave trade rather than confronting foreign slave-holding by directly 
entering American politics as partisans. This partly explains why Britons 
could contemplate recognizing or even allying with the Confederacy dur-
ing the American Civil War. In the midst of Southern secession, the anti-
slavery state was most concerned that the Confederate fl ag would join the 
U.S. fl ag as a haven beneath which slave traders could hide.97 The new 
nation included a ban on the importation of slaves in its constitution (de-
spite some internal opposition).98 Even if Jefferson Davis had been willing 
to concede to Britain the right to search Southern ships, a treaty would 
require recognition of the Confederate States of America as a sovereign na-
tion. The British agonized long enough over whether to recognize the rebels 
as belligerents and recognition would have provoked war with the Union. 
Wily old Palmerston, now prime minister, saw the sectional struggle as a 
long-awaited excuse to extort the right of search from the Union. In this he 
succeeded, securing a (limited) right of search in 1862.99

Even if the Foreign Offi ce was cautious in intervening in American 
politics, it maintained a robust stance on existing rights. There were still 
redlines beyond which anti-slavery policy could not be pushed or maneu-
vered. One of these was the liberty of British subjects. Just as the Royal Navy 
made special attempts to retrieve any Sierra Leonians abducted by slave 
traders in West Africa, so the Foreign Offi ce doggedly hunted for abduct-
ees within America—though by rather different means. In March 1860, 
Mr. Archibald, the British consul at New York, informed British ambassa-
dor Lord Lyons about an “extraordinary & outrageous proceeding”: news 
had reached Archibald of a black British subject, William Brodie, who had 
been kidnapped and sold into slavery by the people of Darien, Georgia. 
A Bahamian sailor, Brodie had been accused of encouraging American 
slaves to run away, and two years earlier he had been tried by the town’s 
mayor in an impromptu informal “court.”100 The sailor was subsequently 
sold illegally into slavery and disappeared into America’s massive internal 
slave trade between the upper and lower South. An urgent correspondence 
ensued between Lyons, Archibald, Foreign Secretary Lord John Russell 
and the British consul in Savannah, Edward Molyneux. Lyons insisted 
that “the object of paramount importance is the restoration of Brodie 
to freedom. To this, but to this only, the punishment of the offenders is 
secondary.”101
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Molyneux was sent £200 and authorized to spend any additional funds 
required to secure information and witnesses who could testify “to pros-
ecute the perpetrators of the outrage” and to enable “the best counsel be 
employed to prosecute in every court before which the case can be brought 
the authors of this fl agrant wrong”; moreover, Russell instructed him “that 
Her Majesty’s Government will expect that every effort shall be made to 
discover whether William Brodie is living” and to “buy the freedom of Bro-
die, if it be impossible to rescue him from slavery in any other way.” Despite 
the involvement of the federal government, the case was not resolved before 
the secession of Georgia from the union, and Brodie presumably found 
himself emancipated by President Lincoln in 1863 but stranded in Southern 
poverty for the rest of his life.102 He was subsequently forgotten about by 
Britain’s agents, who were apparently concerned about his reenslavement 
but not his ultimate fate. The episode was still a rather remarkable rescue 
attempt by the Foreign Secretary and his diplomatic agents. Even if they 
focused on the “outrage” caused to their country, they clearly also felt a 
moral obligation to recover the legal freedom of a victimized black Briton. 
There was no question of Britain’s legal right to protect its subjects from 
arbitrary reenslavement, so the anti-slavery state was confi dent intervening 
in a local dispute. Such an effort still engaged with the sovereign legal pro-
cesses of the United States, however, demonstrating a grudging deference 
to the republic. In West Africa, villages were burnt for similar offenses. 
The difference, of course, was that the United States was a crucial trading 
partner, an Anglophone cousin, a threat to Canadian security, and a pillar 
of the global balance of power that favored the empire’s supremacy.103

Similarly, a greater disparity in military, economic, and geopolitical 
position meant that Britain was more willing to cajole, push, and bully an 
emerging South American nation such as Brazil than the United States. In 
Brazil, as with the United States, Britain focused on the slave trade and not 
on domestic slave-holding.104 Under the Anglo-Brazilian Abolition Treaty 
of 1826, the Brazilian government had agreed to treat slave trading by its 
subjects as “piracy” after 1830. As a condition for British recognition of 
Brazil, the Brazilians assented that they would be bound by the agreement 
of 1817, made when they were Portuguese subjects. This agreement permit-
ted the right of search and Mixed Commission Courts.105 When the treaty 
of 1817 fi nally expired in 1845, the Brazilian government stalled renewal 
negotiations in hope of a better bargain.

The new nation had miscalculated, as Lord Aberdeen, then foreign 
secretary in Sir Robert Peel’s Conservative government, sought a forc-
ible solution from the repertoire of a political rival. His Whig predeces-
sor, Palmerston, had passed an act in 1839 that unilaterally authorized the 
Royal Naval to search Portuguese vessels on the pretext that Britain was 
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only enforcing an undertaking neglected by Portugal. The government’s 
law offi cers had insisted that Parliament pass a bill because it was “expedi-
ent that before any steps are taken for detaining ships not now authorized 
to be detained express authority should be given by Act of Parliament so as 
to indemnify all parties concerned.”106 In exchange for the repeal of Lord 
Palmerston’s Act, Portugal had grudgingly signed a new slave-trade treaty. 
Aberdeen’s Act, six years later, found different legal trickery to justify a 
similar law in the case of Brazil, which he hoped would lead to a similarly 
speedy capitulation by the targeted nation.107

Embarrassingly, the Conservatives had previously criticized Palmer-
ston’s approach to slave-trade diplomacy, promising to secure suppression 
while respecting “the framework of international law, and without taking 
any action which might endanger amicable relations with other states whose 
goodwill and co-operation were essential to the attainment of Britain’s ob-
ject.”108 Their own repeat performance was no less controversial. Parlia-
mentary opponents attacked Aberdeen’s Act as “a colourable pretext” and 
“subterfuge” to get around international law and regularly lobbied for its 
repeal.109 Aberdeen in private admitted to Peel that it was “certainly a great 
stretch of power and open to many objections on principle.”110 After he re-
turned to the Foreign Offi ce the following year, Palmerston conceded that 
the new law had angered the Brazilians, but he denied that the antagonism 
would ultimately be counterproductive. Although British highhandedness 
might retard the development of domestic anti-slavery feeling in Brazil in 
the short term, the act would help attack the slave trade and drive up the 
price of imported slaves; only this would permit local abolitionism to take 
root. In 1850, in the midst of a political storm over whether to adopt softer 
tactics, Palmerston violated Brazilian territorial waters to attack slave trad-
ers. Brazil promptly accepted the enforcement of abolition, but Aberdeen’s 
Act would remain on the statute books until 1869, underlining Britain’s 
contemptuous distrust of the country. Palmerston argued that “if you were 
to repeal it, depend upon it from that moment the Brazilian slave trade 
would recommence with all its attendant evils.”111 The Palmerston and Ab-
erdeen laws, as unilateral assertions of British power, led to more captured 
suspected slavers being tried by the Vice-Admiralty Courts, which operated 
on the basis of British law alone.112

With a young South American nation, Britain was willing to indulge in 
what the explorer Richard Burton would remember as “one of the greatest 
insults which a strong ever offered to a weak people.”113 Britain knew from 
experience that a similar violation of American sovereignty would have led 
to a bloody nose. Further pressure would follow in the early 1860s, when 
British offi cials pursued the condition of emancipados who were rescued 
from slave ships only to be forced to work in conditions akin to slavery.114 
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Commercial links ensured that the British government had no desire to 
cause a war or revolution in Brazil. Compared to the United States, how-
ever, Brazil was less able to resist British bullying and force. For this reason 
even the Conservatives were willing to use national law and imperial power 
to override the Brazilian government’s obstinacy. British diplomacy was the 
art of the possible with the archness of the powerful.

Abolitionist critics of British policy, such as the BFASS, put their efforts 
into policing the business affairs of British subjects in a slave-holding coun-
try such as Brazil. Their main concern, expressed at the 1840 convention 
and after, was to attack the use of British goods and capital in the slave in-
dustries of Brazil.115 It was not just pacifi sm that led the BFASS to focus on 
domestic emancipation rather than international slave-trade suppression. 
It also refl ected a fundamental difference between “abolitionist” and “of-
fi cial” brands of anti-slavery over how global slavery would most likely be 
throttled. Although both options required British imperial power to direct 
the development of other countries, the Foreign Offi ce’s methods stayed 
closer to the spirit of international law and permitted greater fl exibility 
depending on the strength and circumstances of individual countries.

This streak of government pragmatism is particularly evident in British 
relations with the Ottoman Empire. It was commonly accepted that the 
existence of slavery “amongst the degraded tribes that people the conti-
nent of Africa is not surprising,” but it was unclear whether such pessimism 
should apply to the Ottoman domain.116 The Turks’ slavery posed particular 
problems: should their empire and its client states be held to the standards 
Britain expected from Christian and “civilized” societies, such as Brazil or 
the United States, or be permitted to behave as “degraded” peoples, with 
domestic slavery as a natural phase they were going through?117 The fact 
that Ottoman slavery relied on importing non-Muslim slaves pointed to-
ward the former approach, but the Foreign Offi ce had diffi culty formulating 
a consistent policy toward a non-Christian people. Turkish reliance on the 
protection of Britain during the Crimean War produced early fruits, with 
laws proscribing the Black Sea slave trade in 1854 and the African slave 
trade in 1857.118 However, enforcing these legal concessions was a much 
trickier matter.

These comparisons of foreign policy risk suggesting that Britain had a 
single-minded approach to anti-slavery. The “anti-slavery state” was not a 
homogeneous organism; there was plenty of disagreement between offi cials. 
For example, many consuls on the spot found diplomatic caution about 
Ottoman slavery to be perplexing and frustrating. The consul in Tripoli, 
Drummond Hay, caused consternation for his heavy-handed approach with 
local offi cials over slave-trade matters in 1870. He was berated for failing 
to appreciate “the necessity of great prudence in tampering with slavery in 
Mohammedan countries.” The chargé d’affaires in Constantinople warned 
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Foreign Secretary Lord Clarendon that “I have deemed it necessary to ex-
hort Mr. Consul General Hay to a more conciliatory attitude.”119

Britain’s consul in Smyrna, Mr. Henry A. Cumberbatch, had to be simi-
larly restrained after he took an abrasive approach. His abuse of Turkish 
offi cials turned out to have been prompted by his mistaken impression that 
the internal sale of slaves within the empire was illegal; in fact, only the im-
portation of new African slaves had been banned.120 His superior, Sir Henry 
Elliot, the ambassador in Constantinople, stressed to Cumberbatch that 
too outspoken an approach could retard rather than advance the state of 
public opinion in the country.121 Having sent seven reports about suspected 
slave trading in May 1872 alone, the Foreign Offi ce warned Cumberbatch 
that while Clarendon gave “you full credit for the zeal which you display in 
this matter, His Lordship suggests that you should make as minute enqui-
ries as possible.”122 Cumberbatch was also ordered not to allow his consul-
ate to become a refuge for runaway slaves and to “confi ne himself, except 
in extreme cases, to notifying local authorities of any fresh importation or 
instances of slave dealing.”123 This mirrored practice in Egypt, where the 
Foreign Offi ce encouraged offi cials to attack the slave trade rather than 
dabbling in helping slaves who had escaped to the consulate.124 For the 
senior echelons of the anti-slavery state, the day-to-day realities of Otto-
man governance seemed to prove that anti-slavery could only be advanced 
through a more cautious and pragmatic approach.125

Sir Henry Elliot, who would within a decade earn notoriety for his 
amoral reaction to the 1876 massacre of thousands of Bulgarians by their 
Ottoman overlords, stated his position that

the slave trade’s most revolting features and the demoralizing publicity of 
sale may be said to have nearly ceased already, and the vigilance of Her 
Majesty’s Consuls may well be exercised in seeing that they do not revive, 
but for anything more, we must, I believe, wait for the development of the 
higher moral tone of feeling.

Elliot, advocating such restraint in 1869, was naturally keen to preface such 
pragmatism with a disclaimer that “I trust not to be taken as an apolo-
gist for this detestable institution.”126 The clash with Cumberbatch’s anti-
slavery zeal could be seen as simple, apologetic Turkophilia on the part 
of Elliot, but there was a point of policy at stake too. Elliot argued that 
emancipation was impractical in the short term because “even if the [Otto-
man] Government was willing to attempt it (which it certainly would not 
be) it would fi nd itself powerless to carry out such a reform contrary to the 
general feeling of the country.”127

In this regard he shared a realism that had been broadly applied by British 
policy makers for fi fty years. Yusuf Erdem, a historian of Turkey, has argued 
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that British anti-slavery policy in the Ottoman Empire was split between 
these two models: an idealist vision of destroying demand for the trade by 
attacking the institution and a more pragmatic one that regarded this as im-
possible and preferred to restrict operations to the trade.128 These differences 
stretched back to 1840, when the General Anti-Slavery Convention lobbied 
Palmerston to act for Ottoman emancipation. He had responded with a 
campaign to suppress the slave trade and yet to resist interfering in domestic 
institutions.129 As late as 1883, when Wylde and Henry Layard succeeded 
in forcing an Anglo-Ottoman slave-trade convention upon the Porte, the 
same distinction was made. During their negotiations, Layard agreed with 
Wylde that “it would be very unwise to ask the Turks at the present time to 
take any measures, or to give any pledges, as to the abolition of the status of 
slavery. No Turkish Government could do anything of the kind. It would be 
to create a social revolution” since “domestic slavery is interwoven into all 
the domestic institutions of this country . . . to abolish it at one swoop would 
be to irritate them beyond measure.”130 By the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, British offi cials still rehearsed many of the same fears about meddling 
with “Islamic slavery” in another region, the Persian Gulf, where Britons 
struggled to balance realpolitik and slave-trade suppression.131

This caution mirrored that shown in the Ottoman Empire, where for-
eign secretaries’ priority, following the offi cial view, was to retain Britain’s 
leverage on larger anti-slavery questions and to prop up the sultan’s regime. 
This explains why they took an ambivalent approach, preferring to apply 
pressure in subtle ways. The Foreign Offi ce seems to have shown a remark-
able indulgence for offi cials acting beyond their authority for anti-slavery 
ends. Although offi cial action focused on the slave trade itself, local agents 
were still encouraged to informally explore progress toward emancipation. 
Even Hay, one of the more exuberant consuls, was encouraged to use his 
“discretion to make such unoffi cial friendly representations as you may 
deem expedient.”132 The Foreign Offi ce did not like to allow British consul-
ates to become refuges for runaway slaves, but in cases where there was 
clear abuse local consuls had considerable latitude.133

The strength of Britain’s anti-slavery network across the Ottoman 
Empire’s shaky dominions proved invaluable in coordinating slave-trade 
policy. Consuls around the Mediterranean exchanged intelligence on slav-
ing regularly. In practical terms, while British diplomats had little success 
in undermining the status of slavery, they did act as an unoffi cial watch-
dog on the enforcement of the 1857 ban on public auctions of imported 
slaves. For example, when the governor general of Tripoli told Hay that 
he doubted the Porte would wish for him to interfere with the conduct 
of the local slave trade, Britain’s ambassador in Constantinople swiftly 
ensured that the governor was disabused of this notion by his masters.134 
Equally, when it emerged in 1870 that the authorities in Roustchouk (in 
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modern Bulgaria) had never been given instructions to act on the 1857 
order, the Foreign Offi ce ensured that they were furnished with some.135 
On one level, then, the British anti-slavery network provided an unwanted 
augmentation or assumption of governance functions that the sickly Ot-
toman Empire would not perform, refl ecting a more general evisceration 
of the sultan’s political and economic independence by Britain and other 
European powers.

Local circumstances and geopolitical considerations clearly dictated 
how the anti-slavery world system would respond to opportunities and di-
lemmas.136 The weakness of the Ottoman regime and the strength of the 
United States both caused British governments to avoid the kind of ag-
gression they showed toward Brazil, because the alternatives seemed less 
attractive for the long-term advancement of anti-slavery and British im-
perial power. As foreign secretary in the mid-1820s, George Canning—
Palmerston’s mentor—had held back from demanding immediate abolition 
of the slave trade from newly independent Brazil, fearing that it would 
only  destabilize that government and undermine a pliant partner.137 The 
calculus had changed by Victoria’s reign, when suppression policy could 
be pursued much more forcefully. Such judgments were, naturally, an art 
rather than a science; while Palmerston and most Britons thought that pres-
sure and violence had defeated Brazilian obduracy, recent research suggests 
domestic factors persuaded the ministry in Rio to abolish the slave trade.138

More generally, though, these calculations show that anti-slavery could 
be a serious objective of British foreign policy while being balanced with 
other considerations. Frequently, statesmen saw broader interests melding 
with anti-slave-trade policy, rather than confl icting with it. In August 1869, 
for example, the Foreign Offi ce counseled Clarendon not to pursue a new 
suppression treaty with Turkey as it might endanger the informal anti-slavery 
work of British consuls, currently tolerated, and expose Britain to reciprocal 
search arrangements in the sensitive Mediterranean. Annotating the memo-
randum, Clarendon summed up the overriding pragmatism behind Britain’s 
pursuit of any foreign-policy objective: “the object is of great importance, 
but it may be purchased at too high a price.”139 Similarly, in exchange for 
Tunisian anti-slavery efforts in the 1840s, Palmerston was happy to guar-
antee protection against the bey’s local enemies—“as long as he pursues the 
wise and prudent course which he has hitherto followed.” The anti-slavery 
mission happily dovetailed with other interests in this case, as support for 
the bey helped undermine French infl uence within his court.140

Paul Michael Kielstra, examining Anglo-French diplomacy over sup-
pression, judges that “without the dexterity of the statesmen involved, a 
worthy ideal might have sparked a war on more than one occasion”; it 
was precisely such dexterity that the Foreign Offi ce prided itself on.141 As 
in other spheres of infl uence, British anti-slavery policy aimed to get away 
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with as much as possible without sparking war or permanent damage to 
Britain’s local or global standing; the whole point was to guide a world 
system that advanced the causes of Christian civilization and British domi-
nance at the same time, not to purchase one at the price of the other.

In 1965, Roger Anstey observed that “the notion that action against 
the slave trade on both humanitarian and commercial grounds was a good 
and proper concern of policy became the received conviction of the Of-
fi ce, something which did not require to be argued afresh as one genera-
tion of offi cials succeeded another, as one Foreign Secretary gave place to 
his successor.”142 Since his untimely death, there has been little attention 
given to this “received conviction” in the Foreign Offi ce.143 Historians and 
nineteenth-century rivals were right to see a crafty national interest at work 
in Britain’s policies, but wrong to assume, invariably, that this rendered 
humanitarian intentions false. The anti-slavery state sought to spread anti-
slave-trade laws around the globe, using whatever methods appeared ex-
pedient. This meant the vigorous pursuit of the right of search or other 
arrangements with Christian sovereign nations and some others such as the 
Ottoman Empire; this informal legal imperialism extorted a concession of 
maritime sovereignty, to greater or lesser degrees. For Brazil and Portugal, 
Britain used a formal legal imperialism, with Palmerston’s and Aberdeen’s 
acts manufacturing a right to search suspected slavers.144

As fl exible as these practices were, there was a discernable shape to the 
anti-slavery mentality, which linked trade, Christianity, and civilization to 
the ending of the slave trade. The historical works of Sir Arthur Helps, a fu-
ture clerk to the Privy Council, offer an insight into the view of one British 
offi cial. Fascinated by the history of slavery in the New World, he under-
took a study of its origins in the Spanish conquest of America. He mused 
that other planets in the galaxy might be very similar to Earth in their 
histories and developments, but that any visitors from those worlds would 
sadly discover that the most unusual thing “in the records of our Earth, 
may be its commercial slavery and its slave trade.” Helps claimed there 
was a “natural” phase of slavery in ancient societies, such as Greece or 
Rome, which was “gradually modifi ed by Christianity and advancing civi-
lization.” The European slave trade created “a new branch of commerce” 
in human beings, resurrecting slave-holding in civilized societies where it 
was otherwise dead or dying.145

Helps’s “science” of slavery understood slave-holding and slave trading 
by modern, “civilized” communities to be a diversion from historical laws 
of progress. The same year he published the fi nal volume of his account, 
the jurist Henry Maine completed his tome on ancient law, counting as the 
characteristic of civilized progress a transition from status (such as slavery) 
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to contract (such as wage labor).146 Both authors refl ected a common “civi-
lizational” approach to human societies, putting the British at the front of 
a historic march of progress.147 Beyond these intellectual theories, Joseph 
Denman, an offi cer in the West Africa squadron, was repeating offi cial 
doctrine when he argued that “much as we may deplore and condemn the 
Slavery of other states, we have no right to interfere. . . . The views of this 
country should be confi ned to those cases in which the Slavery is supported 
by Slave Trade.”148 As the Times rightly observed in 1876, Britain had never 
looked to overthrow slave-holding governments; it had looked to attack the 
slave trade, on the basis that “the foreign supply of slaves being once cut 
off, domestic slavery must rapidly perish.”149 More sardonically, Foreign 
Offi ce offi cial Sir Villiers Lister observed that “it is like permitting the con-
sumption of meat while punishing butchers,” but such a diet was one that 
successive governments stuck to none the less.150

As strange as this distinction seems, there was a reason for it. Whereas 
slavery was seen as a natural stage that less-developed societies would 
grow out of, the international slave trade clogged and reversed the mo-
tors of civilization. As a writer argued in the conservative Fraser’s Maga-
zine, “the evils of slavery are deepened and darkened by the difference of 
race . . . [causing] the utmost cruelty of which human nature is capable.”151 
Interracial slave trading and slave-holding seemed to create particularly 
unnatural evils and would retard the development of civilization. Offi cials 
and the public largely accepted the suppression of the slave trade as a moral 
and material national interest, just as they “saw Britain’s fate as tied up 
with its overseas interests.”152 This is why slave-trade suppression became a 
foreign-policy objective, alongside other ways that British leaders hoped to 
shape the world economic system.

CONSENSUS, CONFLICT, AND PARTISANSHIP

Although politicians shared anti-slavery objectives, they differed dramati-
cally in the way to obtain them. It is abundantly clear that while the For-
eign Offi ce followed certain theories in anti-slavery policy, offi cials were 
besieged by critics and skeptics within Britain, as well as the considerations 
of realpolitik and real-world events. Anti-slavery rows erupted more often 
over management rather than purpose, but the differences could be stark. 
Opposition to particular anti-slavery actions came from other branches of 
the British state, abolitionist societies, and partisan politics. Examining 
these can help identify the areas of dispute and the relative power of each in 
curbing or redirecting anti-slavery foreign policy.

It is already clear that anti-slavery could run up against other national 
interests pursued by branches of the British state. When Commodore 
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A. P. E. Wilmot tried to work with the Slave Trade Department to develop 
economic and political means for suppression, he was offended when told 
by one of the “gentlemen at the admiralty” that “I think you sometimes 
forget that you are employed as a naval offi cer & not a diplomatic one.” 
Wilmot was advised that “your well-intentioned desire to benefi t Africa” 
did not “belong to your province or fall within the scope of Admiralty busi-
ness.”153 Although the Foreign Offi ce regularly suspected the Admiralty 
of harboring institutional resentment toward the dictates of anti-slavery 
policy, naval offi cers varied in their enthusiasm for assignments in Africa or 
the Americas, where deaths from disease were common. Wilmot was one 
of the keener ones. Although some sailors were surely sincere in their en-
thusiasm, there are hints at the edges of surviving sources that others were 
not. In 1877, William Houghton, a British subject enjoying the bar of the 
Shepheard Hotel in Cairo, overheard a fellow drinker attacking the foreign 
secretary, Lord Derby, as a “b[lood]y old fool.” “If he thinks I am going 
nigger hunting he makes a damnation error,” ranted Henry McKillop, a 
former naval offi cer now serving the khedive of Egypt. His new employer, 
under British pressure, had asked McKillop to catch slave traders. Foreign 
Offi ce offi cials heard of this outburst thanks to a report Houghton made to 
the BFASS but would not take action on the basis of hearsay, even if it was 
likely to have been true.154 This unusual case, however, implies that some 
British sailors disliked slave-trade-suppression duties.

Even among the Foreign Offi ce’s own network of judges and consuls, 
information and cooperation did not always fl ow smoothly and collegially. 
For example, George Canning Backhouse, commissary judge at Havana, 
quickly fell out with the British consul, Joseph Crawford, over the latter’s 
reluctance to share intelligence about slave-trade operations in Cuba; he 
suspected his colleague of being “jealous no doubt” of his successes. The 
two engaged in a bitter turf war in the year before Backhouse’s death, 
with Crawford posing to the Foreign Offi ce as a zealous abolitionist while 
taking little action over cases of liberated Africans reported to have been 
abused.155 Backhouse’s clash was just the latest episode in a long-running 
series of melodramatic clashes between Britain’s diplomatic and judicial 
personnel in Cuba.156 Even more seriously, the previous commissioner and 
other staff of his court had been implicated in (and in some cases proven to 
be) holding slaves themselves. Moreover, despite its strict attitude toward 
other countries, the Foreign Offi ce was not above false economies and over-
sights in its own operations, such as not sending a replacement arbitrator 
to the Mixed Commission Court at Havana for several years after 1847.157

The anti-slavery state was not in practice the perfect, homogeneous or-
ganism that Foreign Secretaries might have wished it to be. Yet for all the 
incompetence and evasion that doubtless arose in the privacy of consulates 
and courts abroad, anti-slavery had become a routine part of the British 



 THE ANT I -SLAVERY STATE  67

interests promoted and defended overseas. Some offi cials could be lazy or 
duplicitous in their duties; what is more surprising is that so many took the 
responsibility so seriously, eagerly talking up their part in the world anti-
slavery system to the Foreign Offi ce.158 Outside the confi nes of the state, 
however, there were two main impulses for public discussion of whether 
this system was working well and whether it was the right way to develop a 
free-labor world. The fi rst was pressure from surviving, marginalized fac-
tions of abolitionist activists, and the second was from partisan political op-
ponents of whoever the foreign secretary was at a particular point in time.

Popular abolitionism had succeeded, between 1807 and 1833, in seed-
ing anti-slavery sentiment within government, where it had rooted itself in 
the apparatus of the state. To the frustration of groups such as the BFASS, 
“what happened to the Atlantic slave trade had gone beyond the control 
of the abolitionists and into the hands of government offi cials,” as Dun-
can Rice puts it pithily.159 Early foreign overtures by the BFASS met op-
position from supporters on the basis that “it is quite understood that the 
only means of one government communicating with another is through the 
diplomatic agent at the court of that government.”160 Moreover, relations 
with the campaigners’ own government were rocky. The BFASS found itself 
frustrated on a wide variety of questions besides Texas annexation, the 
Webster-Ashburton Treaty, or violence against Brazil. Successive British 
governments were “anxiously desirous to see the Slave Trade put down and 
the condition of slavery abolished in every part of the world,” as Palmer-
ston typically declared.161 Still, this did not mean that they could tackle 
these two objectives simultaneously and instantly. British and American 
abolitionists often hoped to confront slave-holding in any country and to 
pursue tactics “of a MORAL, RELIGIOUS, AND PACIFIC NATURE” 
to promote emancipation in foreign lands.162 This provided relatively little 
common ground for radical infl uence on state anti-slavery policies.

Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton argued that his Civilization Society’s focus 
on spreading commerce and Christianity in Africa could complement the 
BFASS program. He suggested that the BFASS and African Civilization 
Society were

not rivals; your fi rst blow is aimed at slavery, ours at the slave-trade; you 
wish to extinguish the demand, we desire to crush the supply; your op-
erations are in one hemisphere, ours in another. There is no possibility of 
interference; on the contrary, success cannot attend the one without its also 
attending the other.163

Yet, there was an important difference between the two approaches. Bux-
ton’s project was funded by the government, as part of its crusade against 
the slave trade; the BFASS worked at cross-purposes with the state, hoping 
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to interfere in foreign countries’ political affairs. So long as this stra tegic 
gulf existed between the BFASS and the state the infl uence of the former 
would be limited. Buxton might have been right that the approaches of the 
two voluntary societies were complementary, but his rivals’ methods were 
incompatible with state anti-slavery.

These ideological differences were refl ected in clashes of style and pro-
cedure, too, which limited radical infl uences on policymaking. From the 
founding of the BFASS in 1839, the society’s members gained a reputation 
in some quarters as irresponsible idealists.164 Sturge’s abolitionist follow-
ers had not endeared themselves to the Whigs during the apprenticeship 
crisis of 1838. The radical MP Sir Eardley Wilmot had managed to pass 
a nonbinding resolution in favor of the immediate abolition of apprentice-
ship in May, due to the incompetence of the government’s whips. Wilmot 
refused Lord John Russell’s requests that he follow etiquette and introduce 
a bill proposing immediate abolition of apprenticeship (which properly 
whipped government MPs would have defeated). This was because Wilmot 
and Sturge wanted news of the fi rst vote to reach the West Indies and cre-
ate confusion about whether abolition had taken place. Although their 
campaign succeeded, the Sturgeites’ willingness to threaten ministers with 
the risk of a violent colonial rebellion in the sugar colonies helps explain 
the later coolness toward them from some civil servants and politicians, 
particularly Russell.165 By contrast, Buxton had shared with his friends in 
government the content of his critical speeches in advance so they could 
prepare informed and compliant answers to his probing public interroga-
tion; this cozy relationship would have been anathema to the early BFASS 
activists.166 Even a man such as Sir James Stephen, under-secretary of state 
at the Colonial Offi ce and son of a leading abolitionist, did not show par-
ticular deference or respect to BFASS lobbying.167 Only the advice of men 
such as William Wylde from the 1870s onward would transform the society 
into a more effective lobbying group. Before this time, they lacked both the 
popular support and the bureaucratic infl uence to regularly shape govern-
ment action.

Despite their early Victorian disadvantages, however, the BFASS did 
succeed to some degree in shaping anti-slavery policy in particular areas 
where they had the potential to raise public anger. As much as the BFASS 
struggled to dictate policy, it could erratically perform the function of an 
auxiliary to the anti-slavery state; without its lobbying, politicians might 
have been even more cautious or conservative. One of the society’s lasting 
victories was to ensure that offi cials abroad were prohibited from profi ting 
from slavery. In 1841, Palmerston responded to pressure from the General 
Anti-Slavery Convention when he banned all British agents from associat-
ing with slave-holding. A circular demanded that all British ministers, con-
suls, and agents avoid the taint of owning or dealing in slaves and asked for 
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representations to be made to all host governments for them to replicate the 
instruction with their employees.168 When a case arose that year involving 
Sir Thomas Reade’s agent in Tunis, the Foreign Offi ce was quick to demand 
his dismissal.169

Parliament eventually moved beyond the regulation of British govern-
ment employees abroad and in 1843 banned British subjects owning slaves 
anywhere in the world (the inadequacies of this law are discussed else-
where).170 How much this directive to offi cials was honored in public and 
broken in secret is hard to know. William Hamilton, a zealous minister 
to Brazil during Palmerston’s and Aberdeen’s anti-slavery escapades, ex-
plained in an 1837 personal letter that “it would be anomalous for the Eng-
lish” minister to buy slaves, but “the hire of slaves from their owner, which 
we are obliged to do to supply ourselves with under servants, is enormous. 
£24 sterling a year are the least.”171 In 1841, he would complain that Palm-
erston’s new ban “has magnifi ed our diffi culties a hundred fold, by giving 
in to the request of the Anti Slavery [sic] Society folks at home. We are not 
allowed to hire slaves. As if our depriving ourselves of the service of half 
a dozen of these people, and giving them comfortable good places, could, 
or would, suppress the trade!”172 Historian Michelle Anders Kerney has 
revealed that consul Edward Molyneux of Savannah had extensive hidden 
interests in slaves after the 1841 ban. When caught for a small part of his 
dealings, he successfully convinced the Foreign Offi ce that he was engaged 
in a humanitarian scheme to evacuate inherited slaves to the British West 
Indies.173 Consuls found their own accommodations with the rules. Back-
house’s own son would fi nd himself in a dilemma in 1852 “as to [the] pro-
priety of my having the slave of my landlord living at my house & working 
in my garden without wages.” The consul in Cuba, Crawford, advised him 
that “he did not see any obstacle; [he] said there was not a washerwoman 
in this place who was not a slave.”174

Some other successes of abolitionist lobbying on the government were 
equally uncertain and transitory. A victory in 1839 banning the indentured 
migration of “coolie” Indian laborers to the West Indies was overturned in 
1842. Although it had seemed, initially, that the recruitment of emigrants 
for the colonies was incompatible with Britain’s diplomatic campaign for 
slave-trade suppression, the declining economy of the West Indies led to a 
reopening of the partially regulated trade.175 In fact, the abolitionist societ-
ies retained greatest power when they acted as an unoffi cial branch of the 
anti-slavery state, harvesting and sharing intelligence for the Foreign Of-
fi ce to act on. For example, the African Civilization Society’s evidence of 
Egyptian slave hunts in 1843 led Aberdeen to warn the pasha of the conse-
quences of “practices the most revolting to human nature and inconsistent 
with the sentiments he professes.”176 In the same year, the BFASS asked 
for Aberdeen to arrange for an abolitionist from Malta to meet the sultan 
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of Morocco about abolishing slavery; while he could not do so offi cially, 
Aberdeen was happy to instruct the British consul at Tangiers “to assist 
Mr. Richardson unoffi cially, so far as it may be within his power.”177 The 
previous year, informants in Liverpool had suggested a ship was being fi t-
ted out for the slave trade and the BFASS worked closely with government 
solicitors to see if a case could be built for prosecution.178

It was in these ways that the BFASS carved out a role uncomfortably 
alongside or within the anti-slavery state. Palmerston responded generously 
to a memorial in 1842 from the Society, thanking him, despite their dis-
agreements, for his shared enthusiasm for anti-slavery. Yet, in an early draft 
of his reply, he spoke his mind when he declared that “we must not strain 
theoretical doctrines to a degree of inapplicable refi nement so as to prevent 
us from taking measures best calculated to accomplish the great & human 
purpose we have in view.” Even if he decided to withhold his criticism from 
the fi nal draft, Palmerston’s thoughts summed up the differences between 
the anti-slavery activists and the anti-slavery state.179

Besides the efforts of the abolitionists, the second major force for criticiz-
ing and reshaping anti-slavery policy was Britain’s partisan parliamentary 
system. Although a broad strategy for slave-trade suppression emerged and 
survived largely unscathed through regular changes of government, politi-
cians were quick to make political capital out of anti-slavery issues where 
their policies disagreed. Hence Palmerston, with a crafty eye on public opin-
ion, was eager to paint his Tory opponents as weak on slave-trade questions 
whenever he could.180 His extensive period in offi ce as foreign secretary and 
then prime minister might lend credence to the idea that the anti-slavery 
state was his personal fi efdom and the result of his personal patronage 
rather than national politics. However, distinctions between the two can 
be overemphasized. There were differences of manner and method between 
Palmerston and Aberdeen—his Conservative opponent in the 1840s—but 
not differences of commitment. Palmerston showed characteristic disregard 
for Spain when he appointed the fi ery Scottish abolitionist David Turnbull 
as British consul and superintendent of liberated Africans in Cuba. Turn-
bull was expelled by the Spanish in 1842. Aberdeen subsequently made him 
commissioner of the Mixed Commission Court in Jamaica, which would re-
quire zeal but not diplomacy, and opted to send a more tactful consul as his 
replacement to Havana. The difference in style refl ected a more consensual, 
less confrontational, approach on the part of Aberdeen.181

Their dissimilarities were grounded in part in personality, but also 
in political ideology. Aberdeen’s greater regard for international law and 
respectful diplomacy refl ected his broader foreign policy differences with 
Palmerston. The latter, encountering legal objections to his policy in 1845, 
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declared, “it is the duty of the British govt . . . to set [slaves] free despight 
[sic] all the Queens Advocates in the world.”182 Aberdeen never shared his 
temper. For this reason, many Britons believed that the failure of the French 
to sign the Quintuple Treaty in 1846 would have led to war had Palmer-
ston been in the Foreign Offi ce.183 Indeed, French public opinion turned 
against the Quintuple Treaty—undermining its conclusion—at least in 
part because of Palmerston’s aggressive attacks on the unrelated question 
of French policy in the Middle East.184 Paul Michael Kielstra’s close study of 
Aberdeen’s and Palmerston’s diplomacy with France rightly concludes that 
both British ministers had a genuine desire to crush the trade.185 Aberdeen 
was actually more willing to use (or abuse) British power in the case of the 
slave trade than in other areas of policy. His Act of 1845 targeted against 
Brazil was no less confrontational than Palmerston’s law against the Por-
tuguese in 1839. He preferred different methods, but pursued the same ob-
jectives.186 Indeed, in some contexts he could test the limits of anti-slavery 
policy further than his Whig rival: Aberdeen “had a more activist approach 
to antislavery than Palmerston,” in so far as he briefl y considered negotiat-
ing for an end to slave-holding in Brazil rather than limiting his objectives 
to the intercontinental slave trade.187

In opposition, an opportunistic attitude toward anti-slavery crises paid 
dividends; in government, therefore, a defensive posture was essential. On 
matters of slave-trade diplomacy, Palmerston considered his vulnerability 
to Tory criticism when making government decisions.188 Public outcries 
about slavery also haunted and rewarded his successors during periods in 
government or opposition. During William Gladstone’s temporary sab-
batical from the Liberals’ leadership in 1875–76, his party found political 
capital in opposing the Fugitive Slave Circular. The previous year, Benja-
min Disraeli’s ministry had instructed the navy, in the Fugitive Slave Cir-
cular, not to provide refuge for individual slaves who might stow away on 
British ships in the ports of slave-holding nations. It was a policy designed 
to end the ambiguity and discretion afforded to British offi cers off the 
east coast of Africa. A maritime convention allowed that sailors in foreign 
ports were not subject to the host country’s laws when aboard ship—only 
when they set foot on land. Wylde noted that “I do not much like laying 
down hard and fast rules in these matters,” but he accepted that the alter-
native would be an unwarrantable extension of British anti-slavery laws 
within another country. However, when news of the Conservative mea-
sure became public the following year, local Liberal groups led a political 
and popular outcry.189 BFASS grandees, such as Rev. Horace Waller, did 
not want to miss out on a chance to publicize their cause. However, he 
despaired to see “a mean-spirited partisan” tone to meetings, complain-
ing that there was “1 word for the slave and 20 for the Radicals vilifying 
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the Govt. in all ways.” With his colleagues, he accepted speaking invita-
tions reluctantly and appreciated the enthusiasm but not the temper of the 
Liberals’ agitation.190 After a series of false starts and a royal commission, 
the instructions were speedily reversed in August 1876. Besides mock-
ing the Tories’ desperate reversals in the face of public outrage, Punch 
caught the national mood by depicting John Bull as a stout Jack Tar de-
claring he would as soon lower the Union fl ag as follow orders to betray 
his country’s anti-slavery traditions (fi g. 8). With the rough-spoken En-
glish of a common man, the sailor showed patriotic honor in the face of 
elite indecency.191 As one newspaper warned Disraeli, on matters such as 
slavery Britons “are capable of being raised to a white heat of anger that 
burns up sooner or later the object of their hate.” Ironically, in offi ce the 
Liberals had pursued a similar course but were cowed by their own grass-
roots’ hostility to the policy.192

The demands of principle repealed an act of pragmatism thanks to the 
insistence that, as one clergyman in Glasgow put it, “if the Circular were 
issued in consequence of international law and foreign policy, then interna-
tional law and foreign policy must square itself with the conscience of the 
country.” Theoretical discretion (and practical indifference) to the fugitive 
slaves’ requests hence returned to the sailors-on-the-spot.193 Wylde’s friend 
and colleague Clement Hill observed that the diffi culties this caused for 
slave-trade diplomacy in East Africa were “another of the things for wh[ich] 
we have to thank the meddlesome press & British public.”194 In making an 
adjustment, the government tacked toward the opinions of creative lawyers 
such as Robert Phillimore and Henry Maine, who had advised them that 
law, even international law, “varies with the progress of opinion and the 
growth of usage, and there is no subject on which so great a change of 
opinion has taken place as slavery and the slave trade.”195 Because the issue 
concerned pearl divers in the Persian Gulf, rather than slaves in a powerful 
Western nation, the British government could permit a fudge that snubbed 
another country’s sovereignty.

They may have been the opportunistic champions of partisan anti-
slavery in 1876, but the Liberals were not invulnerable to such pressure 
themselves. Gladstone unenthusiastically supported the expansion of Brit-
ish suppression efforts off the east coast of Africa under pressure from 
the popularity of David Livingstone’s and Bartle Frere’s propaganda.196 
Paradoxically, though, the decline of abolitionist popular mobilization did 
not end politicians’ fear of public rebuke over anti-slavery issues. Now, 
however, it was their electoral rivals that roused the specter of national 
condemnation as much as abolitionists pursuing a radical agenda. British 
anti-slavery policy was not exactly the product of a consensus; rather, it 
was the product of a limited consensus and the invasive probing of political 
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opponents, always seeking evidence of incompetence or indifference.197 It 
is surprising that ideological clashes over the limits, methods, and expense 
of anti-slavery policy were as rare as they were—confi ned primarily to the 
free-trade struggles of 1841–50 and the scandals of the 1870s.

FIGURE 8. “The ‘Flag of Freedom,’ ” Punch, 2 Oct. 1875, 331. First Lord of the Admiralty: 
“A runaway slave, John! You’ll have to give him up, you know! See our circular of 31st of 
July.” John Bull: “Give ‘im up, yer honour!! As well order me to haul down that there fl ag 
at once, sir!!!” By permission of Plymouth University.
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Ironically, at the same time that politicians presented themselves to the 
British public as lonely guardians of the torch of liberty, they emphasized 
national consensus in their dealings with other countries. Just as abolition-
ist campaigners sought to speak as the voice of national consensus (suc-
cessfully before 1838 and unsuccessfully after that point), so the British 
government spoke for “the people” when it lobbied foreign powers over the 
slave trade. In 1840, Palmerston reminded the Ottoman Empire that Brit-
ish support for the sultan’s regime was contingent on the sanction of the 
British public, whose foremost desire was to see the slave trade ended.198 
Appeals to the will of the “British government and nation” became part of 
the vocabulary of anti-slavery diplomacy under different foreign secretar-
ies.199 This tactic was handy in negotiations. In communications with Fran-
çois Guizot, his French opposite as foreign secretary, Aberdeen confi ded 
in 1843 that slave-trade suppression was one of those issues “on which my 
country is not tractable, and I not as free as I would wish” since the British 
people were “all saints on these questions.” Whether or not this weariness 
refl ected a touch of cynicism on his part, it strengthened his hand in diplo-
macy and verifi ably refl ected public expectations.200

Therefore, depending on the circumstances, British statesmen were 
happy to paint slave-trade suppression as national purpose or partisan 
struggle. Both interpretations were correct, to a point. Despite attempts to 
monopolize slave-trade suppression for one party or the other, contempo-
raries such as Charles and David Livingstone suggested that

instead of viewing our leading politicians as eager only for place and power, 
the efforts of Liberals and Conservatives in this one direction [slave-trade 
suppression] would tend to prove them, in the widest sense, promoters of 
peace and good-will among men.201

This does not mean disputes between parties were free from ideological 
confl ict. It was politically unacceptable to deny that British policy should 
oppose slavery around the world; still, there were massive differences over 
whether that meant interfering in the internal laws of other nations (most 
politicians thought not) and how exactly Britain could lead the eradication 
of the transoceanic slave trade (on which question there were hundreds of 
different opinions). The remainder of this book will show how a theoreti-
cal consensus and practical confl ict played itself out in other debates: in 
the implications of anti-slavery ideology for domestic reform, in the bal-
ance between the roles of the state and the market, and in the strange ca-
reer of anti-slavery imperialism. In all these spheres, the British and their 
politicians struggled over what being an anti-slavery nation dictated for an 
anti-slavery state.
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Britons’ Unreal Freedom

GIVEN THE political struggles over anti-slavery in Victorian foreign 
policy, it would be surprising if anti-slavery did not cast long shad-
ows over domestic policy. Having looked at the politics of anti-

slavery abroad, we now turn to the ways anti-slavery sentiment affected 
domestic Britain. Although Britons had broadly agreed that slavery was 
incompatible with national freedom, they struggled over which rights and 
protections should subsequently be advanced or rejected. The splintering 
of abolitionist societies did not diminish a strong anti-slavery infl uence on 
public debates about social, moral, political, and economic reform within 
Britain. Of course, every authorial reference to slavery was not a direct 
comment on chattel slavery, since slave-related metaphors had long been 
common in Christian theology and secular rhetoric. Indeed, in Victorian 
Britain these extended to the alcoholic “guzzling slave” pitied by temper-
ance campaigners or “the slavery of ignorance” targeted by advocates of 
education.1 In this chapter, however, I look at the various ways that chat-
tel slavery and anti-slavery identities and ideas were directly employed in 
arguments about how Britons exercised British freedoms within Britain. 
This helps to highlight the broader contest over what being an anti-slavery 
nation should mean.

It is clear that the abolitionist campaigns served as a template for Victo-
rian reform societies. Anti-slavery provided a powerful institutional model 
for the Anti–Corn Law League and missionary societies. Yet the legacies of 
earlier crusades and a continuing identifi cation with anti-slavery infl uenced 
Britons in other ways, beyond the boundaries of these respectable organiza-
tions. Victorian debates over democracy, labor, and poverty contested the 
meaning of anti-slavery ideas. Which other freedoms required redemption 
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and exactly how should they be redeemed? As this chapter will examine, 
Britain’s anti-slavery tradition was invoked in discussions of domestic re-
form, in the context of women’s rights, democracy, labor, and the suffering 
of the poor. Before turning to those, however, it is worth noting the ways 
anti-slavery interfered with other reform causes.

A bewildering array of religious and moral causes sought to borrow 
credibility from anti-slavery because it commanded widespread goodwill.2 
These comparisons were doubtless assisted by the fact that those women 
and men who tried (and, more often that not, failed) to revive national anti-
slavery societies labored on many other causes connected with  philanthropy 
or religious dissent. For example, G. W. Alexander was treasurer of the 
BFASS and the Voluntary Schools Association.3 Louis Chamerovzow, the 
secretary of the BFASS, had served in that capacity for the Aborigines’ 
Protection Society (APS) and was succeeded in the latter role by his friend 
Frederick Chesson, an abolitionist acolyte of William Lloyd Garrison.4 
Since being founded in 1816, the British Peace Society had shared many 
nonconformist personnel with the abolitionist movement, not least Thomas 
Clarkson.5 Joseph Sturge and his fellow Quakers, who had insisted on the 
BFASS’s pacifi sm, aimed to follow in his footsteps in both movements.6 In-
deed, Sturge was perhaps the most promiscuous reformer, championing a 
range of different philanthropies and founding the National Complete Suf-
frage Union for universal male enfranchisement.7 He sought to broker an 
alliance between the bourgeois Anti–Corn Law League and the workers’ 
Chartist movement.8 Given these diffuse and overlapping enthusiasms, it is 
hardly surprising that anti-slavery ideology permeated many other parts of 
the Victorian “middle-class reform complex.”9

Of course, given the links between British and American organizations, 
the slavery issue caused problems for international cooperation. Sturge 
threatened to withdraw his sizeable donation to an international temper-
ance conference if slaveholders were admitted to it. When the event did take 
place, Douglass caused acute embarrassment for the American delegates 
by speaking not only against drink but also against the neutrality many 
of them showed toward that other great tyrant—slavery—which he saw 
as a related social evil.10 Daniel O’Connell, the champion of repealing the 
union between Ireland and Great Britain, refused donations from slave-
holding sympathizers in the United States, putting his abolitionism above 
his nationalism.11

Links between anti-slavery and other reform causes were regularly 
constructive rather than divisive, however. Visiting anti-slavery celebrities 
often spoke under the banner of groups other than abolitionists. Samuel 
Ringgold Ward, a fugitive slave touring Britain in the mid-1850s, found 
that within a month of arriving “I had been upon the platforms of the Bible 
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Tract, Sunday School, Missionary, Temperance, and Peace, as well as the 
Anti-Slavery, Societies.”12 During her visit to Britain, Stowe was invited to 
the British and Foreign Bible Society’s annual meeting;13 her husband Cal-
vin Stowe and her brother Charles Beecher regularly addressed temperance 
groups.14 In his Civil War tour of Britain, the fugitive slave William Andrew 
Jackson made a habit of lecturing to Sunday schools, addressing upward of 
three thousand youngsters all told.15 Liberated slaves and visiting abolition-
ists offered ways to bolster support for these disparate reform causes.

The growing transatlantic communities of denominations and churches 
meant that religious associations were prime targets for stigmatizing pro-
slavers. Successive lecturers saw it as a tangible benefi t to foreign abolition-
ism if slaveholders were made to feel uncomfortable in Britain. Fugitive 
slave William Wells Brown imagined that such pressure would leave slave-
holders’ brows spiritually branded with infamy.16 In the early 1840s, the 
newly formed Free Church of Scotland became a test case when it was 
embroiled in a campaign by Edinburgh and Glasgow abolitionists to “give 
back the money” it had taken from Southern slave owners.17 The Scot-
tish ministers were accused of “bowing down to the Moloch of Slavery, 
and worshipping before its blood-stained altar” because they had “BE-
TRAYED CHRIST—SOLD YOUR SAVIOUR—BARTERED HIM WHO 
IS GOD OVER ALL, BLESSED FOR EVER—for £3000.”18 The ap-
proach can be said to have been broadly successful, and after the middle of 
the century Britons could congratulate themselves that their churches re-
fused communion with slaveholders. International religious conferences 
made public their anti-slavery credentials and swiftly rebutted suggestions 
to the contrary. Bitter controversy over the slavery question meant that the 
Evangelical Alliance only ever operated in a highly decentralized fashion, 
thwarting its principal objective.19

SLAVERY AND BRITISH SOCIET Y

Unfolding debates over the proper role of women and working people were 
the product of individuals’ initiative and many social and cultural forces 
within British society. These issues would have emerged within Victorian 
politics without the Abolition Act of 1807 or the Emancipation Act of 1833. 
An examination of the relationship between these social questions and anti-
slavery ideas cannot, therefore, explain why democratic and gender ques-
tions took on new urgency for the Victorians. However, such an exercise 
does reveal the ideological differences over what anti-slavery should mean 
and what future responsibilities or consequences it should dictate. Given 
how much anti-slavery sentiment had penetrated and dominated public de-
bate, the language of anti-slavery could be fruitfully borrowed and molded 
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to these ends. Sympathy for slaves was so widespread that comparisons with 
slavery offered a potent moral and rhetorical strategy for the advocates of 
women and the poor.20 This contrasted with those other understandings 
of anti-slavery that reinforced “middle-class defi nitions of freedom based 
around the promotion of male waged labour and female domesticity.”21

There is much to learn from Victorian arguments over the appropriate-
ness of comparisons between domestic traditions and chattel slavery. These 
debates tell us a lot about the contours of these reform causes as well as 
about the contest over what Britain, as an anti-slavery nation, opposed. 
A good example is the struggle for male universal suffrage, where work-
ing men’s political disabilities were compared to slavery. The radical MP 
Joseph Hume said Britain’s unenfranchized workers were “like slaves” so 
long as elites could arbitrarily and unanswerably rule over them with the 
full power of the law and the violence of the state.22

In the Victorian era, the question of popular representation sparked 
interest in how to understand the triumph of humanitarian politics in the 
recent past. The successful passage of the 1833 Emancipation Act was, by 
one reading, the result of conservative infl uence on parliamentary reform. 
Linda Colley, in Britons, has argued that the majority vote for West Indian 
freedom demonstrated that Parliament was responsive to public opinion 
and heeded the wishes of the nation. In this view, the triumph of aboli-
tionism reinforced the mainstream Whig and Tory view that no further 
extension of the franchise was required after the 1832 Great Reform Act. 
Anti-slavery sentiment “became an important part of the Victorian culture 
of complacency in which matters of domestic reform were allowed to slide,” 
she writes.23 In fact, anti-slavery ideas played a complex role in a wider de-
bate about popular sovereignty and the quality of government. There were 
as many views of the implications of anti-slavery virtue for electoral repre-
sentation as there were opinions about political reform. Given the scale and 
importance of abolitionist mobilization, the triumph of anti-slavery was 
also “a message of long-term popular power,” not a benevolent concession 
by elite legislators.24 If anti-slavery was remembered as a success for popu-
lar piety and public virtue over privileged interests and entrenched evil, 
then it could suggest that the masses were better arbiters of national policy 
than the ruling classes. This question of interpretation had a crucial reso-
nance after 1834, when the worker-led Chartist movement embarked on an 
unprecedented reformist campaign for universal male suffrage.25 London’s 
Working Men’s Association believed that MPs had “yielded to public opin-
ion what in safety and in justice they could no longer withhold” when they 
approved the Reform Act and the Emancipation Act.26 At a radical meeting 
in Bath, in 1837, Whig caution over the Emancipation Act was likened to 
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their conservative approach to franchise reform.27 Proponents of popular 
sovereignty were thus able to draw radical lessons from anti-slavery.

However, this interpretation was contested. While viewing emancipa-
tion as a good thing, conservative commentators looked back with con-
tempt on the pressure that the Agency Society exerted on politicians in the 
early 1830s. In 1833, the Society’s youthful radicals had, when the Whig 
ministry seemed intransigent, declared that “the people must emancipate 
the slaves for the Government never will.”28 The group’s outspoken tactics 
in the fi nal years of the emancipation struggle were controversial many 
decades later. From the Society’s point of view, the abolitionist victory had 
been seized by virtuous public pressure in a new era of popular sovereignty. 
That was the view of Sir George Stephen, who, despite falling out with his 
former compatriots, was happy to publish his memoirs about the Agency 
Society in 1859. The details he provided in the book about public agitation 
in constituency elections outraged the conservative Fraser’s Magazine. The 
paper suggested that Sir George Stephen and his collaborators had been 
exposed as “an electioneering instrument, to enable themselves to infl u-
ence elections, and if not exactly to nominate members, to domineer over 
candidates.” “Has political freedom receded?” the writer in Fraser’s asked, 
concerned that the disproportionate infl uence of electoral pressure groups 
had corrupted Parliament’s role as a deliberative assembly.29

In a different vein, the derivative cash-in novel Uncle Tom in England 
drew equally conservative lessons from the experience of anti-slavery cam-
paigning. Rather than censoring radical agitation before 1833, the book 
saw anti-slavery campaigns as a lesson in patience for British workers. The 
author claimed that the redemption of the democratic, egalitarian United 
States from the sin and shame of slavery was a prerequisite to spreading 
democracy and equality to Britain. The book therefore sought to teach 
“physical force” Chartists that they should abandon violence as a means 
to secure concessions from elites in favor of “moral force.”30 Here, anti-
slavery pieties could be used to denigrate domestic radicalism. Moreover, 
the struggle over slavery in America seemed to offer just as many lessons 
for the British political system as the crusade against West Indian bondage.

The slave system of the United States cast powerful shadows on early 
Victorian debates concerning political reform. Until the American Civil 
War, Southern slavery was a painful problem for British democrats because 
tolerance of slavery in a democracy was a strong argument against the ex-
pansion of the franchise.31 A letter to the workers of the United States in 
1837 from the Working Men’s Association of London ventured “to enquire 
of men who for more than half a century have had the power of govern-
ment in their hands, why the last and blackest remnant of kingly dominion 
has not been uprooted from republican America?”32 So long as American 
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democracy upheld slave-holding, it fed conservative fears of the tyrannous 
potential of democracy. The Times in 1852 asked why Americans had been 
willing, ninety years earlier, to reject British government, an institution 
“more ancient and more universal than that of slavery,” but had tolerated 
slavery in their republic.33 Despite having completely different political 
views, Frances Trollope and Harriet Martineau both sniffed in their travel 
writing at “the mocking words ‘All men are born free and equal’.”34

There was, we must note, more than a hint of jingoism when British 
crowds were assured by an American such as Frederick Douglass that their 
infl uence on the rest of the world, including his homeland, came by virtue 
of being “free and brave England, a country to which the nations look up 
as the paragon of Christian purity and freedom.”35 American abolitionists 
often helped infl ate British pride, perhaps to the detriment of their cause 
in the United States, by explaining how their republican institutions were 
undermined by slave-holding. Henry B. Stanton—who had brought his 
new wife to the 1840 Anti-Slavery Convention for their honeymoon—was 
one visitor who took pride in quoting to Britons a relevant stanza by John 
Greenleaf Whittier:

While every fl ap of England’s fl ag

Proclaim that all around are free,

From farthest Ind’ to each blue crag

That beetles o’er the Western Sea;

And yet, we scoff at Europe’s kings,

While Freedom’s fi re is dim with us,

And round our country’s altar clings

The damning shade of Slavery’s curse.36

Similarly, the physical closeness of Canada to the United States meant 
that Britain’s fl ag was inserted—climactically—into the standard story of 
 fugitive-slave escapes. Britons were well aware of Canada’s mythological 
status for runaway slaves, as an inspiration and a destination. Hence theat-
rical stagings of Uncle Tom’s Cabin specifi cally took liberation on British 
soil as their triumphal endpoint, with emancipation beneath the folds of 
Britain’s Union fl ag.37 Reinforcing these feelings, one stereotype of fugitive-
slave narratives was the experience of feeling like a free man for the fi rst 
time on setting foot in Britain.38

These motifs allowed politicians and journalists to theorize generally 
from the peculiar circumstances of the United States. For the Economist, 
“the absolute right of a strong race to oppress all feebler races, and the right 
of crowds to tyrannise over all smaller groups of men” was “the character-
istic sin and peril of democratic institutions.”39 The Marquess of Lothian, 
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in a pamphlet defending gradual emancipation and the Confederacy dur-
ing the Civil War, wrote that slavery existed upon a scale “which mounts 
up from the lowest barbarism to the highest privileges of civilisation.” He 
used a comparison with nonenfranchised British workers to argue that, 
while the civilized should help raise up their inferiors, “both with regard to 
the electoral franchise and to slave emancipation, it may be possible to 
advance too hurriedly; and in that case, our philanthropy does more harm 
than good.” In both cases, he explained, a gradual development was better 
than a sharp shock.40 Robert W. Russell’s 1849 book America Compared 
With England tried to rebut the idea that slavery survived because, not in 
spite of, the American political system.41

Far from providing decisive evidence for either democrats or oligarchs, 
anti-slavery was more often a generic form of ammunition in battles of at-
trition whose combatants would seize upon any weapon to hand. It is more 
interesting to observe that anti-slavery was such an important example of 
popular opinion infl uencing government policy that political reformers and 
their opponents all needed to account for it as a positive infl uence in their 
narratives.

Parliamentary reform was not the only cause to claim anti-slavery as a 
precedent for social change. A similarly complex picture emerges regard-
ing “woman slavery.” British women’s vulnerability to the arbitrary rule 
of husbands, fathers, and other men offered parallels with the situation 
of slaves. Early feminists attacked both social and political constraints 
on women as forms of slavery; an article in the Monthly Repository sug-
gested that “a marriage contract” was similar to American slavery since a 
wife “is property, while she cannot possess property.”42 William Linton, an 
early male feminist, suggested that “the woman-slave has not yet learned to 
think; because she is too fallen to feel her wrongs.” Therefore, he argued, a 
woman did not realize that she could and should assert her potential as an 
independent subject.43 It is rather hard to know whether the more general 
uses of “slavery” metaphors were inspired by literary or biblical traditions 
or whether they directly evoked chattel slavery and abolitionism for the au-
thor or audience. Historian Kathryn Gleadle warns scholars that the radi-
cal Unitarians she studies thought about slavery in the ancient world more 
often than slavery in the New World. Still, she also suggests that it was a 
narrative of slavery that laid the foundations for the organized women’s 
movement.44

Abolitionist organizing, abstaining from slave-grown sugar, and buy-
ing anti-slavery products offered an unprecedented chance for women to 
participate in a public debate. Abolitionism allowed many women, for the 
fi rst time, to seek to directly infl uence government policy.45 From the 1820s, 
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women such as Lucy Townsend and Mary Lloyd in Birmingham, Anne 
Knight in Chelmsford, and Ann Taylor Gilbert in Nottingham took the 
lead in creating separate female societies.46 There were British women au-
thors whose work addressed anti-slavery themes, such as Harriet Martin-
eau, who drew inspiration from feminist abolitionists in America such as 
Angelina Grimké.47 In 1833, on the eve of British emancipation, a Method-
ist petition saw signifi cant numbers of women signing for themselves—one 
hundred thousand by estimates.48 Anti-slavery, with its religious ends, was 
an ideal cause for pioneering female political activity, subverting rather 
than destroying traditional gender roles. Women were central to the culture 
and politics of anti-slavery, but it is less clear that anti-slavery was central 
to the culture and politics of women’s rights.

For some women, their experiences protesting before 1833 or cam-
paigning afterward may have been transformative, but for many this ac-
tivity existed within cultural assumptions that women were sentimental, 
empathetic, and devout in character. After the victory of slave emancipa-
tion, very few campaigned for women’s democratic or cultural emancipa-
tion within British society. In America, female participation and leadership 
in the abolitionist movement had met with controversy and the fi rst public 
discussion of women’s changing roles, while French women had artfully 
used anti-slavery as a weapon in feminist radicalism.49 By the time Victoria 
acceded to the throne of Great Britain in 1837, two generations of British 
women had taken active roles in anti-slavery agitation, yet this activism had 
curiously little impact on any movement for women’s rights. Unlike Amer-
ican abolitionism, British campaigns against slavery did not see women 
accepted in positions of authority and leadership. Women’s separate anti-
slavery societies tended to be treated as female subcommittees of a local 
branch, supporting the work of male leaders.50

The Duchess of Sutherland’s “affectionate address” from the women of 
Britain to Stowe showed the ambiguous gender politics of a socially diverse 
petition from female campaigners. In addressing American women directly, 
the 1852–53 campaign reinforced traditional assumptions about feminine 
sensitivity, spirituality, and emotion. Critics in the British press complained 
that the “ladies had no authority to assemble in any corporate capacity. 
They had no power to act” and were naive to assume there could be a trans-
national feminine diplomacy over slave-holding.51 On the other side of the 
Atlantic, pro-slavery Southern women issued their own rebuttals.52 Punch 
found the idea of quarrelling British and American ladies both comic and 
arousing, offering to act as an intermediary for a kiss-and-make-up be-
tween the warring women.53 The address to Stowe highlights not only the 
problems for voluntary groups engaging in public diplomacy but also the 
patronizing response to women organizing politically.
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The “woman question” was imported into British anti-slavery in 1840, 
at the World Anti-Slavery Convention. Garrisonian female abolitionists had 
been refused full participation by the BFASS, which expected women to be 
seen but not heard. The early omens were poor for Garrison’s prediction 
that the protest had done more “for the rights of women, than could have 
been accomplished in any other manner.” At a private meeting, the Gar-
risonians found the British women abolitionists “had little to tell us” and 
feared “they might get ‘out of their sphere’ should they speak aloud even in a 
social circle.”54 Although anti-slavery proved a less direct route to women’s 
rights for Britons than Americans, Clare Midgley’s deft research offers many 
examples of female abolitionists who became the fi rst generation of suffrage 
campaigners. Anne Knight formed the Sheffi eld Female Reform Association 
a decade later, campaigning for women’s suffrage after hearing once too 
often “the puny cry of custom” from male abolitionists.55 She also argued 
for male championship of female political emancipation on the basis that 
just as black slaves could not free themselves without abolitionist help, so 
“domestic slaves cannot organise themselves—each one owns a master,” 
directly drawing parallels with the experience of anti-slavery.56 Josephine 
Butler, who led the campaign against the misogynistic Contagious Diseases 
(CD) Acts, had her fi rst taste of activism through fund-raising for American 
freed people after the Civil War. Many other campaigners against the CD 
Acts of the 1870s saw direct parallels with anti-slavery, dubbing themselves 
“abolitionists.” Given the important role of this campaign in organized Brit-
ish feminism, anti-slavery might be considered a grandparent of women’s 
rights activism.57 In sum, not all women abolitionists became feminists but 
many early feminists had been women abolitionists.

The route from anti-slavery to women’s suffrage was clearly a crooked 
one, but Midgley concludes that it was still “central to the development of 
an extra-Parliamentary but public female political culture.” However, some 
women abolitionists accepted male anti-slavery leaders’ gradualist and con-
servative attitudes on their proper role. Anti-slavery activism provided op-
portunities for women who wanted to challenge political hierarchies, but it 
did not instill a radical view of gender relations in all female campaigners.58 
That view chimes with comparisons of British society to France and the 
United States. In the United States, fear of a multiracial free society and 
the democratic majority in favor of slave-holding meant that “antislavery 
activity constituted a far greater challenge to the social, political, and eco-
nomic status quo,” therefore promoting a greater ideological radicalism 
from abolitionists.59 In France, anti-slavery was closely associated with the 
revolutionary fervor of 1789 and 1848 and so lent itself to other egalitarian 
radicalisms. However, this is less impressive than it fi rst sounds, given that 
both feminism and anti-slavery enjoyed marginal popularity in France.60 
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British anti-slavery activism was a less-fertile laboratory for women’s ad-
vocacy because it could be advanced alongside establishment values and 
because campaigning alliances were forged through existing political struc-
tures such as Parliament and the churches.61

In the cases of men’s voting rights or women’s political and legal eman-
cipation, anti-slavery ideas did not necessarily support either radical or 
conservative positions. However, widespread acceptance of anti-slavery as 
a national tradition provided the opportunity to question how legal preju-
dices against other groups might be considered a form of slavery. The polit-
ical moral of British anti-slavery was therefore open to debate and ripe for 
appropriation by either side. Emancipation was plainly invoked as useful 
evidence for deeply held views, rather than being a clinching argument for 
winning converts. Views about democracy and women’s rights, however, 
helped frame arguments over the meaning and implications of anti-slavery. 
While the experience of campaigning against slavery encouraged some pe-
titioners and campaigners to join the campaign for extension of the fran-
chise, mobilization did not guarantee radicalization and democratization.62

WAGE SLAVERY

So far we have looked at the ways in which anti-slavery ideas could be de-
ployed to attack political “slaveries.” However, the most visceral attempts 
to draw parallels between African enslavement and British society came in 
the realm of labor relations, in disputes over whether industrial society had 
created hidden economic “slaveries.”63 David Turley has rightly cautioned 
his fellow historians about the diffi culty of making any direct connection 
between British abolitionism and the sociopolitical advancement of work-
ing people. Anti-slavery sentiment was a house of many mansions; some 
campaigners emerged from the emancipation campaigns in sympathy with 
social reforms while others were violently hostile.64 A controversy raged 
among historians throughout the 1990s over whether or not anti-slavery 
was an expression of liberal, bourgeois “cultural hegemony,” a Marxist ex-
planation for working-class support for capitalist culture despite “natural” 
class interests. Some critics thought David Brion Davis’s early scholarship 
promoted “hegemony” as an explanation for the origins of abolitionism, 
but he has argued against this interpretation of both his work and British 
history. Instead, he believes that anti-slavery’s consistency with the domi-
nant fetishization of wage labor made it easier for elites to embrace aboli-
tion than they would have done otherwise.65 This caution chimes with the 
diverse views we fi nd in the decades after emancipation.

How, then, did anti-slavery feed into growing anxieties over the mate-
rial conditions of British workers? Old debates over the differences between 
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tropical slavery and domestic working conditions continued in Victorian 
Britain. From the 1780s to the 1830s, West Indian defenders of slavery 
had commonly complained that white workers suffered more than enslaved 
Africans, that ordinary Britons were being tricked into campaigning on 
behalf of those whose lives were much better than their own.66 After British 
emancipation, some Americans continued to argue that the conditions of 
slavery were preferable to the “wage slavery” of northern England, hoping 
to counter abolitionism at home and British criticism abroad. In 1860, the 
pro-slavery author John C. Cobden published The White Slaves of England 
to prove this point from Britain’s own “offi cial documents.”67 Governor 
James Henry Hammond of South Carolina told his British critics that their 
complaints about the punishment of a man who had assisted a runaway 
slave were absurd; in America, he argued, it was the British class system 
that looked more like slavery: “Can you tell me what freedom is—who 
possess it, and how much of it is requisite for human happiness? Is your 
operative . . . who is not cheered by the slightest hope of ever improving his 
lot . . . is he free—suffi ciently free?”68

Among Americans, it was not only supporters of slavery who made the 
connection; the analogy was made by Stowe in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Re-
viewers from publications opposed to factory legislation, such as the Leeds 
Mercury, rejected this suggestion, despite liking the rest of the book.69 
Sir Arthur Helps’s views on the clear differences between “manhood and 
brutehood,” published in Fraser’s, prompted a volte-face from Stowe. She 
wrote to him privately, apologizing for the negative impression she had 
gained about British industry from Charles Dickens and other English au-
thors, and she suggested that his points would do much to counter pro-
slavery Southern propaganda.70 Stowe made this case publicly in The Key 
to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, arguing that slavery helped to reduce poor whites’ 
wages in the Southern states.71 In his article, Helps suggested that she ought 
to visit a few British workers’ cottages herself. She later did so, following 
in the footsteps of other visiting abolitionists, including fugitive slaves such 
as William Wells Brown, whose English patrons took him on a tour of how 
the British poor actually lived.72 Seduced by the reception she received in 
Britain from aristocratic friends such as the duchess of Sutherland, Stowe 
abandoned her early censure of British manufacturing as the moral equiva-
lent of American slavery.

Stowe’s association with Sutherland opened her to criticism directed 
toward the duchess’s family, who had ruthlessly cleared traditional tenants 
of their highland estates in Scotland to maximize revenues.73 In the People’s 
Paper, Karl Marx declared “the enemy of British Wages-Slavery has a right 
to condemn Negro-Slavery; a Duchess of Sutherland, a Duke of Atholl, 
a Manchester Cotton Lord—never!”74 More generally, the correspondent 
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for Reynold’s Newspaper said that, while he could not defend American 
slavery, he thought that the female petition organized by the duchess was 
ridiculous and pompous given English workers’ suffering.75 A pro-slavery 
response from President John Tyler’s wife and other female signatories in 
the United States made this point more aggressively. More than a decade 
later, Charles Dickens’s All The Year Round suggested that “a good deal 
might be said upon both sides” in the transatlantic quarrel over the evils of 
American slavery and British industry.76

The controversy over the women’s petition was also refl ected in a divi-
sion within British thinking about slavery. Punch was happy to mock the 
well-to-do philanthropists who seemed to think “dark skins must now take 
precedence of white,” but also lectured American critics of industrializa-
tion: “Slaves for want of legislation / Are not quite like slaves by Law.”77 In 
this vein, the abolitionist George Thompson had insisted that the defi nition 
of slavery was properly limited, because “labour is not slavery, for freemen 
labour. Poverty is not slavery, for freemen are poor. Suffering is not slavery, 
for freemen suffer. Slavery is the deprivation of human liberty.”78

The propriety of such distinctions mattered a great deal to debates over 
domestic legislation in Britain. Emancipation could be seen either as the 
removal of an unjust institution under law or as a positive act of state.79 
From the former—negative—viewpoint, slaves and free laborers were com-
pletely distinct. This separation of the legal conditions of slavery from the 
social conditions of wage laborers was natural to liberal political economy. 
In this spirit, the workhouse of the new poor law and a free labor market 
were liberating measures. From the second—positive—view, however, abo-
litionism might be the prelude to further interventions in the labor mar-
ket to reduce poverty and misery. This was Richard Oastler’s argument, 
when he championed the Factory Act of 1833 as a blow against “York-
shire  slavery.”80 Divisions between the two models persisted long after West 
Indian emancipation. It is hard to sustain the claim that “antislavery ap-
peared entirely consistent with laissez-faire principles.” Parliamentary sup-
porters of emancipation held very mixed views toward labor legislation and 
the new poor law in the 1830s.81 For many workers, British master-and-
servant laws criminalized lateness, slowness, or absenteeism in ways that 
rendered contract labor distinct from free labor.82 By contrast, as early as 
1788, the Times had tried to assert that “slavery does not consist in what 
a man suffers,—but in a power existing in another man to encrease [sic] or 
decrease those sufferings at pleasure.”83 For more than two centuries after-
ward, British politicians would debate which aspects of industrial society 
qualifi ed, by such a defi nition, for abolition.

For the most part, transatlantic abolitionist networks often distin-
guished tactfully between the struggle for global abolition and questions 
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of domestic politics. Whenever the subject was raised with him, Frederick 
Douglass explicitly rejected a link between “slavery” and any working 
practices in Britain, however much sympathy he had with workers.84 In an 
account of his visit to Britain from 1851 to 1853 largely aimed at British 
readers, the African American abolitionist Samuel Ringgold Ward was 
eager to record his surprise at the good conditions of English workers and 
their superior standard of living compared to slaves.85 By contrast, Gar-
rison and many of his followers, despite being cool to labor activists in 
the United States, embraced Chartism as a vehicle to advance their cause 
within Britain. Garrison benefi ted from a takeover of the committee of 
the Glasgow Emancipation Society by his Chartist ally Patrick Brewster 
in 1841 and, fi ve years later, recruited William Lovett and other Char-
tists to his new Anti-Slavery League, based in the north of England.86 His 
ally John Anderson Collins believed that abolitionists could join forces 
with British Chartists against their respective enemies in the capital-
ist and slave-owning classes.87 Such a strategy had the practical problem 
of limiting his infl uence to supporters of Chartism, a consideration that 
presumably shaped the position taken by Douglass, Ward, and, after her 
conversion, Stowe.

Equating slave ownership with the exploitation of wage labor was pop-
ularized by Marxist thought; the workers of the world would lose their 
chains, according to The Communist Manifesto. Karl Marx and his later 
disciples saw slave labor as part of the historical progression toward wage 
labor, fi nding both to be manifestations of class exploitation: “Modern 
nations have been able only to disguise slavery in their own countries, but 
they have imposed it without disguise upon the New World.”88 Like his 
collaborator Friedrich Engels, Marx’s own ideas were heavily infl uenced by 
noncommunist thinkers.89 Impressed by John Elliot Cairnes’s Slave Power 
and other abolitionist tracts, Marx saw Abraham Lincoln as a champion of 
the proletariat against a Southern slave system that degraded white labor as 
well as African Americans.90

Marx’s idea of human development, from slavery to feudalism and then 
wage labor, is remarkably similar to the opinion of Sir Arthur Helps. We 
have already seen how Helps understood the transatlantic slave trade and 
colonial slavery to be aberrant backsliding from a general march of prog-
ress in Christian countries. As James Wilson, founder of the Economist, 
put it, “looking back to the history of the world, it would be impossible to 
deny that there had been any nation, which in the course of its rise from 
barbarianism to civilisation, had not passed through a condition of things, 
wherein a great mass of her population were exposed to slavery.”91 John 
Stuart Mill concurred in his 1848 Principles of Political Economy.92 Yet 
Helps, Wilson, and Mill would have parted company with Marx over the 
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differences between chattel slavery and wage labor. Where Marx saw a 
free labor market as a new form of an old evil, liberal economists saw it as 
incomparable to forced servitude.93 Mill argued that a free laborer should 
never be allowed to voluntarily enter a contract of slavery. However, while 
he criticized some restrictions on workers’ freedom to bargain for wages, he 
never acknowledged the impact of penal sanctions for British wage laborers 
withdrawing from or violating long labor contracts.94

Therefore, if they shared an evolutionary view of slavery’s transforma-
tion of free labor, Marx and Engels differed from liberals over the relevance 
of anti-slavery pretensions to British treatment of workers. The evocative 
phrase “wage slavery” reached them from earlier critics of Victorian indus-
try. Tory and radical critiques of the conditions of British laborers had both 
compared industrial workplaces to slave colonies: like plantations, factories 
seemed to impose strict supervision, threaten physical punishment, and de-
stroy families by consuming the work of wives and children.95 The Tory 
radical Oastler swapped his abolitionist work for the cause of “Yorkshire 
Slavery” in 1830.96 Thinking of the pamphlets and leafl ets distributed in 
support of emancipation, he expressed his frustration that “the very streets 
which receive the droppings of an ‘Anti-Slavery Society’ are every morning 
wet with the tears of innocent victims at the accursed shrine of avarice.”97 
The powerful metaphor of “wage slavery” did not mean, though, that re-
formers such as Oastler had ceased to support anti-slavery—they merely 
questioned the selective philanthropy of abolitionists.98

Rather than defending slavery in any way, most British critics of poverty 
used anti-slavery rhetoric to draw attention to their concerns. Such appeals 
tried to argue that by removing suffering at home, Britons could actively 
help anti-slavery causes abroad. In Bleak House, Dickens used the character 
of Mrs. Jellyby to satirize the philanthropy of the middle classes who wor-
ried about foreign suffering without caring for the poor at home. Of grand 
schemes for the civilization of Africa, Dickens urged that “the work at home 
must be completed thoroughly, or there is no hope abroad.”99 In the midst 
of the mania for Uncle Tom’s Cabin and its offshoots in the 1850s, an article 
on the plight of British needle-workers argued that the “surest way of testi-
fying sympathy and one-heartedness with the noble strugglers for emancipa-
tion, and of proving the practical good which has been done in this country 
by ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin,’ will be to labour for home-emancipation.” Doing so 
would remove the planters’ taunts about “white slavery.”100 This followed a 
tradition established by some plans to celebrate West Indian emancipation 
in 1834, including the construction of a new school for the poor by a Baptist 
congregation and the distribution of bread to “poor industrious families.”101 
This was an astute strategy, hoping to harness widespread anti-slavery senti-
ment to aid Britain’s poor.
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On other occasions, representations of black slavery could be much more 
ambiguous. There was a fi ne line between attacking the hypocrisy of anti-
slavery activists and excusing slavery. The best-known example of the latter 
tendency is Thomas Carlyle’s “Occasional Discourse on the Negro Ques-
tion,” which fi rst appeared in Fraser’s Magazine in 1849 and was revised and 
reprinted in 1853—with the more incendiary word “Nigger” in the title—as 
a pamphlet to savage the “tom-foolery” of the popularity of Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin.102 Carlyle’s racist attack on free West Indian blacks has led later schol-
ars to judge him a “pro-slavery propagandist.”103 He raised contemporary ire 
for similar reasons, as he idly played down the suffering of slaves in order to 
promote his ideal of a feudal, paternal hierarchy rather than wage labor.104 
Punch scoffed that Virginia planters would embrace the writer as a hero 
and desire little statues of him for their mantelpiece.105 William Wells Brown, 
previously an admirer of Carlyle’s Past and Present, resented that he found 
himself sharing a London omnibus one day with the author of a “laborious 
article in favour of the re-establishment of the lash and slavery.”106

Brown’s insult of “laborious” was more incisive here than he realized. 
For Carlyle, if not for his audience, the principal point of the “Occasional 
Discourse” had been to show “you cannot abolish slavery by act of Parlia-
ment, but can only abolish the name of it, which is very little!”107 By deny-
ing the particular evil of chattel slavery, Carlyle undoubtedly belittled the 
peculiar suffering of Africans’ bondage. But his purpose was to show that 
enslavement was barely worse than other hardships that the philanthropic 
“Exeter Hallery” tolerated. His targets were the sentimental reaction to 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the other miseries of the world, and the discipline of 
work.108 Slavery, as the pariah of the Victorian world, was employed to 
illustrate the Carlylean view of wage labor in the most shocking possible 
terms.109 Rather than idealizing chattel slavery as no worse than wage labor, 
he condemned wage slavery and the modern industrial system as the equal 
of chattel slavery. Virulently racist, he wished to see black West Indians and 
African Americans as nature’s servants, properly held in “mastership and 
obedience.”110

In his spiteful racial hatred, Carlyle’s views went beyond polite opinion. 
However, he did not call for a restitution of West Indian slavery, preferring 
to see former slaves forced into his paternal model of human labor.111 In this 
respect, Carlyle’s ideal for black workers was not so different from that of 
mainstream politicians as they or he imagined. Although he differed from 
Russell, for example, on the superiority of wage labor, they both hoped 
to keep black people in servile labor. Although Carlyle’s apathy about the 
unique evils of chattel slavery drew controversy, it was in his attitude toward 
British—not West Indian—labor where he really differed from mainstream 
opinion. At home he hoped to restore feudal obligations; by his reckoning, 
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this kind of hierarchy would emerge from an enlightened slave society more 
readily than a free-labor community.112

Most Chartists were far more careful than Carlyle in invoking black 
slavery to highlight their critique of political economy and industrial manu-
facturing. William Lovett, the leading light of the London Working Men’s 
Association, embraced anti-slavery as an extension of his Chartist prin-
ciples.113 Among the more radical Chartists in the country’s capital was the 
tailor William Cuffay, son of a West Indian slave, and certainly no apolo-
gist for black slavery.114 In Glasgow, the Rev. Patrick Brewster led his fel-
low moral force Chartists to stand for election and win a majority of seats 
on the local Emancipation Society’s committee.115 Still, there were striking 
exceptions—Chartist leader Bronterre O’Brien was hostile to emancipation 
because it pretended that “outside of the blacks there was no slave under 
British rule.”116

For the most part, though, Chartists focused “their hostility squarely 
on the hypocrisy of abolitionists rather than on abolitionism,” as one 
scholar neatly puts it.117 This was even the case when, like Carlyle, they 
denied the unique status of chattel slavery as a condition of exploitation. 
The anti-slavery campaign against West Indian apprenticeship was a par-
ticular target because it coincided with the economic downturn of 1838. 
Northampton Chartists, for example, agitated for an end to their slavery 
too.118 In 1840, a meeting in Norfolk to attack foreign slavery, attended 
by the local bishop and other dignitaries, was hijacked by Chartists who 
demanded that it debate “the despotic slavery now increasing at home.” 
Thomas Fowell Buxton, the main speaker at this event, cast the working-
men as selfi sh and self-absorbed, stating that “for the purpose of grati-
fying your own passions” they had “interrupted the cause of humanity 
and Christian charity.”119 In 1841, Peter McDouall, editor of McDouall’s 
Chartist and Republican Journal, claimed that he would prefer to be “the 
slave of the West Indies and possess all the physical benefi ts of real slavery, 
than be the white factory slave of England, and possess all the hardships 
of an unreal freedom.”120 Although such statements could be misconstrued 
as defending slavery, they were founded more on jealousy of the money ex-
pended on compensation for West Indian planters. An address pressing the 
need for better-funded education of working people complained, among 
other wasteful spending, that “twenty millions were paid to compensate 
the owners of slaves for relinquishing their unjust traffi c.” The author ex-
pressed outrage that money had been paid; like radical abolitionists, ad-
vocates of the poor wished that emancipation had been enforced without 
reparation.121

The power of direct comparisons between enslaved Africans and British 
laborers declined after American emancipation. As we have already seen, 
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British views of the relationship between the Civil War and slavery are dif-
fi cult to judge, for working people as much as any other group. Some work-
ers’ newspapers supported the Confederacy and many textile jobs were hit 
by the lack of cotton, but we know many still “detested slavery of every 
kind whether among the white factory operatives at home or among the 
negroes of America.”122 The Civil War saw a revival of such comparisons, 
but by the 1870s Britain had begun to focus on the slavery of African or 
Arab societies, whose practices were less easily compared to England’s dark 
satanic mills than the British colonies or the American South.

Still, the use of parallels did not disappear entirely. The journalist Rob-
ert Harborough Sherard published articles and then a book, in 1895, on 
The White Slaves of England. He followed this with The Child Slaves of 
Britain a few years into the next century.123 He admitted, of the former 
book, that “the title has been used over and over again” but made no ex-
cuse for re-presenting a familiar critique of industrial suffering. In words 
that could have been uttered by Wilberforce or Clarkson, he insisted that 
“silence is felony” and “the evil must be shouted from the house-tops till 
not a man or woman in the British Isles can plead ignorance as an ex-
cuse for indifference of the abominations in our midst which should make 
one ashamed of the name of Englishman.” Although the chain-makers of 
Cradley Heath, who he visited, did not make chains for slaves, he observed 
that their “hunger can bind tighter than any iron links.”124 In 1898 Joseph 
Arch, the organizer of the National Agricultural Labourer’s Union, wrote 
that, as a child entering work in the fi elds, his position had been “not a 
whit better than that of a plantation nigger boy.”125 Although industrial 
work was the more common comparison, this late Victorian memoir is a 
reminder that parallels were sometimes drawn between rural labor and 
black slavery too.

The phrase “white slavery” would fi nd an entirely new life in the Ed-
wardian period as a term to describe the international traffi cking of women 
for prostitution.126 Meanwhile, the use of “slavery” as a euphemism for the 
experience of the poorest British laborers continued to provoke controversy 
beyond the end of our period. The playwright Arthur Shirley insisted in 
1904 that the title of his play The White Slaves of London was a metaphor 
for the sweated labor it portrayed—but the lord chamberlain banned its 
performance on the grounds that there were no slaves in London.127 Na-
tional pride in British anti-slavery values made these recurring comparisons 
a sure way of attracting attention. Although these confl icts seem, on one 
level, purely semantic—contesting the defi nition of slavery—they repre-
sented more substantial disagreements over the meaning of anti-slavery. 
For one group, anti-slavery was a political movement only to protect Af-
ricans from abusive ownership under the sanction of law; for others, it 
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opened up broader questions about the development of meaningful free-
doms, individual potential, and human capabilities.

It is much easier, of course, to catalog the thoughts of the authors, re-
formers, and leaders who spoke for working people than to reconstruct the 
experiences of poorer Britons themselves. It is still possible, though, to gain 
an impression by looking at their eager consumption of popular anti- slavery 
culture. For decades, metropolitan and provincial lectures by escaped 
American slaves and abolitionists drew a wide cross-section of British soci-
ety, including signifi cant numbers of workers.128 Such events also attracted 
large numbers of working women—and even children such as the little girl 
in Croydon who gave one lecturer a farthing “for the slaves.”129

Poor families were similarly involved in the warm reception of Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin, its associated merchandise, and its author when she visited 
Britain. Jonathan Rose has unearthed a number of striking insights into 
the views of Victorian workers who read Stowe’s book and were deeply 
moved by its “beautiful contrasts” and “the sense of sin—never to be quite 
expiated.” In a Welsh mining village, a dramatization of the story led one 
distressed woman to be escorted out “sobbing and crying” while among 
her peers who stayed “there was not a dry eye in the Pavilion.”130 Stowe was 
astonished when the maid at one of her British residences turned out to be 
an avid fan of the novel and fetched her copy of Uncle Tom’s Cabin from 
her room for the author to sign.131 In public, Stowe found herself mobbed 
by crowds of the respectable and the rabble: “One little chap seemed too 
impetuous and was seized by the shoulder by the police and pitched out. ‘I 
say I will see Mrs. Stowe!’ he shouted, and back he came and dove head-
fi rst into the crowd.”132

Samuel Ringgold Ward was impressed with anti-slavery sentiment 
all over Britain, but particularly in Scotland, where, although he did not 
like bagpipes, haggis, or oatcakes, he welcomed the greater involvement 
from working people. He attributed this to more church-going north of 
the border, but it may also refl ect wider participation in the Edinburgh 
and Glasgow abolitionist societies organized by George Thompson.133 Cer-
tainly, Ward’s implications about the middle-class nature of anti-slavery 
might refl ect his unusual perspective as a guest of abolitionist elites, given 
workers’ interest in anti-slavery culture. Anti-slavery meant different things 
to different sections of British society and could be honored in different or 
contradictory ways.

Seymour Drescher has argued that the campaign for West Indian 
emancipation, far from distracting attention from domestic reform, pro-
vided working people of the 1830s with new language and tactics to pursue 
their goals.134 This seems to be broadly true, too, of the Victorian period, 
when confl ict over the meanings of slavery and freedom sharpened, rather 
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than blunted, contemporaries’ debates over domestic reform. Many “re-
spectable” abolitionists doubtlessly despised radical appropriation of their 
cause, but they could assert no patent over it. Where working people were 
aggressive toward or derogatory about anti-slavery, their target was the hy-
pocrisy of its middle-class or upper-class proponents rather than the cause 
itself. Some British workers probably shared with Carlyle an antipathy to-
ward enslaved Africans and a jealousy that colonial others sometimes re-
ceived more sympathy than poor whites at home. Yet, so far as it is possible 
to generalize, domestic reformers seem to have seen abolitionism as a form 
of leverage for their concerns, rather than an impediment to them.

SWEETENING THE CONDITION OF ENGLAND

Anti-slavery contributed to broad debates over the meanings of slavery and 
freedom within British society. However, there were occasions when chat-
tel slavery was more than a metaphor or parallel for questions of political 
reform; it was in at least one instance the center of a particular domes-
tic problem. The starkest confrontation between the economic interests of 
white workers and black Britons came over the price of sugar.135 The MP 
William Ewart pointed out that sugar was almost twice as expensive in 
Britain as it was abroad because of tariff barriers protecting West Indian 
free labor by excluding cheap slave-grown sources.136

 This problem was acute because sugar “had now become a necessary 
of life.”137 It was “the only little luxury that many families can enjoy; it ren-
ders palatable their rice, their crout [cabbage], their gruel, their indifferent 
tea or coffee.”138 Anxieties over the material welfare of working people had 
taken on a new prominence by 1840. Carlyle had dubbed rising awareness 
of the human suffering within Britain’s dark, satanic mills as the “condition 
of England” question.139 Sir Benjamin Hawes MP compared it to “a direct 
law, prohibiting nine-tenths of the people of England from tasting sugar 
and coffee.”140 Sugar was a vital component in the poor’s transition from 
alcoholic drink to coffee. Such a switch—refi ning as it did the character 
of poorer Britons—could only be sustained by access to cheap sugar, since 
coffee and tea were considered unpalatable without it.141 Public dismay at 
sugar prices motivated politicians to attack the duties as “an artifi cial sys-
tem of legislation infl icted on the people” and “adverse to the interests of 
the people of the country.”142

How did this controversy over workers’ diets bear on anti-slavery? 
Many people—including distinguished abolitionists—feared that free trade 
would harm “the population of those colonies which had been so recently 
manumitted.” In 1841 the MP Stephen Lushington “went so far as to say, 
in scriptural language, that they [the people of England] would prefer a 
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dinner of herbs to the stalled ox of slavery.” Ewart countered that “the 
rich, who could pay, would still have the stalled ox. The dinner of herbs 
would be the lot of the poor only.”143 On similar lines, Lord Ashburton 
argued that he still considered sugar a luxury, which was hardly a popular 
view.144 Only the most inept or courageous proponents of protection fol-
lowed Lushington and Ashburton in denying that the price of sugar was a 
problem requiring a solution.

The defenders of the tariff had more success questioning whether there 
would be any benefi t for workers, mocking, as Lord Egerton did, that “there 
was no denomination of coin suffi ciently small to measure the advantage to 
be obtained by the poor customer of the grocer.”145 Five years later, Lord 
George Bentinck was willing to admit “the question was, whether or not 
the people of England would have slavery and sugar . . . cheaper by 6s. per 
cwt., or two-thirds of a penny per pound more for sugar grown by the free 
hand of British industry?”146 When he attempted, in 1848, to save the sugar 
duties and retain discriminating duties a while longer, the jockey-turned-
politician found the most audacious tactic of all. In a numerical table pre-
sented to the House he tried to demonstrate that the greater protection he 
proposed could deliver cheaper sugar and trumpeted his plan as “the poor 
man’s bill.”147

Free traders contrasted the freedman’s alleged plenty with the British 
laborer’s desperate need. This juxtaposition was used by Lord John Russell 
when, in May 1841, as Leader of the House of Commons, he introduced the 
Whigs’ proposals to narrow the difference in sugar duties. Russell reported 
on the happiness of the free people and their widespread ownership of small-
holdings (small farms). He declared that “I do not think that we should 
be justifi ed in giving our attention exclusively to their [freed blacks’] inter-
ests . . . whilst the people of this country were suffering from want of the com-
mon comforts of life.” Moved to describe the misery of the town of Bolton, 
he described ruined shopkeepers and impoverished customers, their posses-
sions sold to pay debts. Russell asserted that the lowly British worker, whose 
suffering was induced by the protection of the West Indian laborer, would 
gladly switch places with them. Reaching his crescendo, the MP asked:

Is the poor man to go into the grocer’s shop (a case which I have heard oc-
curred last year) and, after hearing the price of sugar, turn away in sorrow 
and despondence because the article is placed beyond his reach? That has 
been the case under your present law—that has been the effect under your 
present duty.148

Plain as day, the British worker had replaced the West Indian slave or 
apprentice in Russell’s conscience. The freed Briton was a slave no more, 
but a free laborer who must compete in a free-trade world. As allegations of 
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black idleness and luxury circulated, free-trader politicians and journalists 
asked whether “a little of that feeling which was so redundant in favour of 
negro labourers might overfl ow in behalf of our white brethren at home.”149 
Bentinck asked whether the British people had intended “that those slaves 
should be raised to a condition far beyond their own.”150 It became common 
to speak of the happy black West Indian who earned extortionate wages for 
little work and “carried silk umbrellas” and “may drink at his ease his Ma-
deira or Champagne.”151 James Ritchie, an abolitionist free trader, equated 
people who cared only for West Indian blacks to those who wept at tragedy 
on the stage but ignored the miseries of the real world.152

Former slaves had rapidly moved from being effective fi gures of sym-
pathy to being seen as idle exploiters of privilege at the cost of the poor in 
Britain. In 1846 Lord Clarendon boasted of the Whig government’s regard 
for “the British producer, to the wants of the people, and the exigencies of 
the revenue, without, as I trust I shall be able to show, the fl agrant viola-
tion of such morality as we can lay claim to.” The black freed people were 
absent from the list of concerns.153 So far as the fate of the sugar colonies 
was admitted to be an anti-slavery question, it was a question of proving 
the superiority of free labor, not black welfare. The latter increasingly came 
to be portrayed as the main impediment to the former.154

The freeing of black West Indians had ironically removed one of the 
principal reasons they had evoked sympathy in the British Isles. Few Brit-
ons seemed to see a link between their recent anti-slavery enthusiasm and 
any future concern for those emancipated. As late as 1840, in a private let-
ter, Russell made clear that sugar production was a secondary priority to 
the relief and development of the ex-slaves in the West Indies.155 And yet a 
year later, as we have seen, he was attacking the “lazy” freedman. He was 
not the only one to abandon a concern for black Britons.156 G. R. Porter 
defi ned the new orthodoxy when he stated plainly that

the only fund from which the negroes must be supported is the produce of 
their labour. . . . When Parliament voted, and the nation so willingly gave, 
twenty millions of money to bring about this blessed change in their condi-
tion, it was not proposed to give to these our fellow-citizens greater privi-
leges and immunities than are enjoyed by other labourers; but to argue that 
a higher price is needed for the products of their labour than the price at 
which the same products are yielded elsewhere and by others, is to affi rm 
that something more than freedom was designed for them by the generosity 
of the nation.157

As they were now regular British subjects, Porter concluded that “it is nei-
ther wise, reasonable, nor just, that the people of England should, under 
any circumstances, be this heavily taxed for the benefi t of any class of our 
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fellow subjects, however respectable.”158 Such comparisons stung, given 
that in the early 1840s labor-contract laws in the West Indies were more 
generous to workers than the domestic British equivalents. This fueled re-
sentment, though it was a paper distinction given the harsher treatment 
that colonial magistrates meted out to black defendants. By 1846, the 
Whigs abandoned this approach, encouraging harsher prosecution to com-
pel colonial workers back to the sugar plantations.159

In the 1840 debate, Charles Villiers defended his vote for free trade as a 
“vote for the community” against the interests of a privileged section. For 
him, the issue at hand was no longer a question of anti-slavery but a ques-
tion of some free British subjects being supported by the state at the expense 
of others.160 After apprenticeship ended, abolitionists who cared about the 
social and racial equality of black West Indians were few and dwindling. 
When a commentator such as Herman Merivale expressed concern for the 
moral development of blacks after emancipation, it was in fear that their 
alleged luxury was debasing them and undermining West Indian produc-
tivity.161 Catherine Hall is correct to observe that by the 1850s “Britons 
might indeed hate slavery, but their enthusiasm for the racialised others was 
strictly limited.” But it should be underlined that while “some abolitionists 
had lost faith,” it was their faith and interest in blacks or their faith in free 
trade that had waned, not their faith in anti-slavery.162 Indeed, J. B. Estlin, 
a Bristol abolitionist aligned with Garrison, complained that the BFASS’s 
work now had “nothing anti-slavery in it” and wished the London society 
“would concentrate their energies more upon American slavery until the 
negroes there are as well off as those in the W. Indies.”163

Any connection between the welfare of blacks and the success of the 
“great experiment” in the West Indies, or indeed freed people’s connection 
with the fate of anti-slavery, had been eroded. The “virulent racist counter-
attack” on the emancipated black population was not only consistent with 
anti-slavery but, in the view of many, had been caused by the failure of 
freed people to perform the role assigned to them by anti-slavery expecta-
tions.164 The irony was that emancipation had stripped black West Indians 
of the status that invited pity and sympathy from the home nation; now 
they were exposed to the same potential contempt as poor whites at home. 
Indeed, the post-emancipation decline in sugar production strengthened 
preexisting prejudices about the industry and habits of black Britons. The 
sudden attack on former slaves was not a reversal from British anti-slavery 
sentiment of the 1830s; rather, it showed how little most supporters of anti-
slavery cared about racial equality.

We have already seen how Victorian Britons disagreed virulently over 
whether British industrial labor reduced white workers to the level of slaves. 
Yet the sugar duties debate clearly revealed that, for all but a minority of 
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protectionist abolitionists, Britons overwhelmingly rejected the notion that 
freed people should get compensation, assistance, or support for their years 
of suffering; the emancipated population was reduced to the level of white 
workers, entitled to no special sympathy for being slaves and deserving few 
avenues for ambition. For free traders, continuing to support West Indians 
through the sugar duties would have been to value the liberty of former 
slaves over the pleasures of poor consumers in Great Britain. This contro-
versy therefore hung on a question of whether freedom for trade would 
require a betrayal of Britain’s commitment to freedom for slaves. The next 
chapter explores precisely how Britons held diverse expectations as to how 
anti-slavery principles could be best combined with the national pursuit of 
power and wealth, not least in these debates over free trade.



5

Power, Prosperity, and Liberty

IT WAS a painful truth for Victorian Britons, as the Earl of Clarendon 
observed in 1846, that “for our necessaries and luxuries of life, for the 
employment of our people, for our revenue, for our very position in the 

world as a nation, we are indebted to the production of slave labour.”1 As 
an anti-slavery pioneer, it was not clear how much Britain could or should 
isolate itself from other countries’ surviving (and often thriving) slave sys-
tems. Debates over economic sanctions for the importation of slave-grown 
products and the use of violence to suppress the international slave trade 
burned brightly in the years before the American Civil War. The British 
puzzled how morality (in the form of anti-slavery) was best married with 
prosperity (in the form of trade). It was not clear how they could be ad-
vanced together. Both sides of the sugar contest claimed to be the authen-
tic standard-bearers of anti-slavery and prosperity; they assumed different 
moral economies of how the two would interact. For protectionists, free 
trade might lower prices in the short-term, but at the long-term cost of 
destroying the wealth of Britain’s West Indian colonies and encouraging 
slavery. By contrast, the free traders thought protection was a delusion or 
trick that would hurt the poor at home and halt the spread of anti-slavery 
around the globe: “Commerce was the great emancipator.”2

This chapter examines the particular debates over sugar and violence 
and then analyzes how Britain’s economic interests related to her policies 
toward slave labor and free labor. The fundamental question linking these 
themes is how Britons imagined anti-slavery to interact with national inter-
est, world power, and economic growth. Was anti-slavery good for British 
prosperity and, if so, how? Revisiting the issue of sugar protection will 

T
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demonstrate differing expectations for whether free production could com-
pete with slavery in the world marketplace. It also reveals whether free 
trade required Britons to choose between morality and prosperity. Before 
British emancipation, slaveholders and monopolists were one and the same; 
protective tariffs for the West Indies subsidized the evil of slave cultiva-
tion and made Britons pay more for their sugar. However, the adoption of 
free labor in the sugar colonies created questions about whether enemies 
of slavery should embrace or continue to oppose duties that taxed foreign 
sugar (much of it produced by slaves) at a higher rate than that produced 
by Britain’s newly freed peoples. The needs of working people, as we have 
seen, formed a key part of the resulting debate, but that is only part of the 
story. There were broader ideological questions at stake too.

CHEAP SUGAR MEANS CHEAP SLAVES?

Victorians had to decide whether an anti-slavery nation could or should 
wean itself off such an addiction to the fruits of slavery. Sugar created a 
particular dilemma because “all considerations mingle in it; not merely 
commercial, but imperial, philanthropic, religious; confounding and cross-
ing each other, and confusing the legislature and the nation lost in a maze 
of confl icting interests and contending emotions.”3 So declared Benjamin 
Disraeli, future prime minister and long-standing opponent of free trade, 
in 1852, after he had spent more than a decade fi ghting unsuccessfully to 
keep the tariff. The politics of sugar, as he suggested, rested on so complex 
a cocktail of ideological judgments that partisans on a particular side of the 
debate could have quite different reasons for choosing it. As an old obser-
vation goes, political disputes over economics quickly become passionate 
rather than rational.4 But, more profoundly, the debate was one about how 
economic ideas could be applied to a political question: a passionate contest 
to defi ne rationality. This is why sugar divided loyalties, defeated govern-
ments, and soured party ties.

The Emancipation Act of 1833 had increased the sugar duties in order 
to pay compensation to West Indian slaveholders. Radical abolitionists had 
at the time opposed compensation on principle, but found the tax on buy-
ers of sugar a particularly odious way to fund it. The attack on sugar pro-
tection after 1838 came as part of the broader movement for free trade, 
which believed that the country’s taxation system was rigged to reward a 
parasitic aristocracy and dull the energies of entrepreneurial industrialists 
and their armies of workers. The Anti–Corn Law League, as its name an-
nounced, focused its wrath on the taxes that, they argued, kept the price 
of bread high and padded the purses of British landowners at the expense 
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of working people and their employers. Immediately after the repeal of the 
Corn Laws in 1846, Parliament voted to phase out the discrimination in 
the sugar duties over the next fi ve years. After a slight delay, equalization 
came in 1854.5

Laissez-faire doctrine held that the nation would prosper more, not 
less, from a greater exchange of goods between Britain and other countries 
of the world. It is not enough to establish “free trade” as an independent 
historical force, functioning to explain why Britain abandoned protection 
of the free-labor experiment in the West Indies. We must explore the 
 interaction between free trade and anti-slavery ideas, how they fi tted to-
gether, and whether the repeal was really a victory of the former over the 
latter, as has often been suggested. The extensive parliamentary debates, 
furious pamphlet skirmishes, and bitter newspaper coverage all reveal 
the principles that the contending parties offered to the public. The storm 
over the sugar duties would have been a great deal simpler if it had merely 
mirrored the divisions that existed over the protection of corn and other 
 commodities. Sugar fractured existing divides because some free traders 
thought that Britain’s anti-slavery struggle required a special case to be 
made for the emancipated West Indies.6 James Deacon Hume, a Board of 
Trade expert, made this case. His testimony to an 1840 select committee 
dismissed the application of free trade to sugar. Even after he died, his 
judgment was quoted frequently by defenders of the sugar duties, precisely 
because he was such an unlikely ally.7

Support for free trade in sugar grew gradually but inexorably. A mo-
tion removing West Indian protection was fi rst introduced in 1833 and 
attempted annually from then onward. At the forefront of these efforts 
was the free trader William Ewart.8 In 1840, his bill was defeated by a re-
sounding 122–27 vote with opposition from both Whigs and Tories.9 From 
the next year, however, the Whigs supported only a moderate preference 
for West Indian sugar, not the existing gulf in duties. A bill to reduce the 
foreign tariff was defeated and led to the fall of Lord Melbourne’s Whig 
government in 1841.10 Having been brought to power in this way, it was 
ironic that Sir Robert Peel’s Tory cabinet came to embrace limited reform 
in 1844. The ministers still resisted attempts from radical free traders to 
abolish preference altogether and from the Whigs to reduce it. Rather than 
treating all foreign sugar equally, the Tories experimented with discrimina-
tion in favor of free-labor sugar from abroad, but found this unworkable 
given Britain’s commercial treaty obligations.11 The death knell for West 
Indian protection arrived, however, when Peel’s own party disintegrated 
on the question of the Corn Laws and brought the Whigs back to power. 
The end of West Indian protection can be dated precisely to July 1846, 
when Peel and Melbourne’s successor, Lord John Russell, shared a division 
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lobby to vote for reform. How had the two both changed their opinion in 
six short years?

The growing tide of conversions to free trade meant that staunch defend-
ers of protection in one debate appear as free-trade advocates in another. 
One such politician, frequently derided for his change of heart, was Lord 
Sandon, who had introduced the amendment that defeated Melbourne in 
1841. Five years later he voted with the Whigs against an almost identical 
amendment from Lord George Bentinck.12 Sandon’s conversion was typi-
cal of some Tories and most Whigs. While Peel had been brought to power 
by his support for protection, he voted for equalization in 1846 on the 
basis—so he claimed—of a desire to see the matter fi nally settled rather 
than sourness toward the Tory rebels who had ousted him.13 For men such 
as Peel, concerns about “the condition of England” doubtlessly weighed 
more heavily than the meaning of freedom for black colonial subjects. Yet, 
even so, it would have been politically unacceptable for parliamentarians 
to ignore the anti-slavery aspect of the free-trade question; rather than let-
ting cheap sugar trump humanitarianism, the enemies of protection had to 
show how their policies could advance both at once.

Even if the West Indian freedman was now so much a man and brother 
that he did not require any special care, suppression of the Atlantic slave 
trade was still an established objective of British foreign policy. For pro-
tectionists, an increase in British consumption of slave-grown sugar would 
mean an increased demand for slaves on the foreign plantations supplying 
that sugar.14 Their moral economy therefore demanded higher sugar prices, 
rather than taking the risk of stimulating the illegal slave trade to Cuba or 
Brazil. Conservative John Colquhoun set out the logic behind such claims 
in 1841. He explained that cheap sugar was cheapened “at the price of 
blood, and by the sacrifi ce of human life” because a greater supply of sugar 
for Britons would require more slaves to be taken to Brazil and Cuba.15 
Lord Brougham warned Parliament in 1846 that a man who voted for freer 
trade in sugar “must see that he held up his hand not only for slavery, but 
for the extension of the execrable crime, and that most revolting of crimes, 
the African Slave Trade.”16

Lord Stanley offered some calculations about the encouragement that 
a free trade in sugar would give to the slave trade. He estimated that the 
new imports of sugar would provide £735,000 a year directly to slavehold-
ers, while stimulating the passage of at least ten thousand new slaves in 
the transatlantic slave trade.17 The calculations by Samuel Wilberforce—
bishop of Oxford and son of the abolitionist—were even more dramatic: 
he predicted one new slave would be needed for every additional ton con-
sumed in Britain.18 The possibility of admitting foreign free-grown sugar, 
but not that made by slaves, would have divided the protectionists. Some 
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would have doubtless defended complete protection as the best means to 
promote the success of the West Indian “Great Experiment” in free labor. 
As it was, the attempts by Peel’s administration in 1844–45 to apply such a 
principle had already been proved unworkable.19

The free traders were quick to point out that it was only sugar their op-
ponents proposed to abstain from importing from slave-holding countries. 
This principle could also exclude slave sources of cotton, which was credited 
with employing a million and a half British artisans, or tobacco, which pro-
duced a revenue of three and a half million pounds to the exchequer.20 The 
logic behind protecting free-grown sugar implied “a total non-intercourse 
with the slave-grown countries.” Russell teased in 1841, “where is the phi-
lanthropist who will tell me, ‘I have a cup of slave-grown coffee, and by 
putting a lump of free-labour sugar into it I shall make the potation quite in-
noxious’.”21 This inconsistency was a font of Whig humor. Lord Lans downe 
mocked the protectionists for using a peculiar moral thermometer that “rose 
to boiling point on Cuba sugar, but sank to a most agreeable temperature on 
Carolina cotton.”22 John Bright argued that “the idea of enquiring into the 
moral condition of every people with whom we trade seems to me most irra-
tional—hitherto no result but injury to our own people has followed.”23 Be-
hind their derision lay a serious objection to the protectionists’ high-minded 
anti-slavery claims: it was diffi cult to speak of absolute morality when prin-
ciple operated on a single commodity alone. In rebuttal, protectionists ridi-
culed their opponents’ logic for the suggestion that “because they did wrong 
in admitting one article of slave produce, they were justifi ed in admitting 
others.” Was it to be a free trade in morals, they asked?24

Yet the sheer impossibility of imagining a British economy without any 
slave-grown imports was perhaps the greatest single impediment to exclud-
ing slave sugar on anti-slavery grounds.25 In 1841, Sandon (then still a pro-
tectionist) accepted that total abstinence from slave-grown produce would 
be utterly impractical and confessed that “he had never heard the warmest 
abolitionist profess it.”26 The problem for the BFASS was that they increas-
ingly came to hold just such a position. Sturge and others in the organization 
held that the state should act against all slave produce consumed in Brit-
ain.27 Their alliance with the sugar protectionists tainted the cause with the 
stigma of utopianism. Lord Brougham, in particular, found himself derided 
for giving a speech defending protection of West Indian sugar as a special 
case when he had just presented an Anti-Slavery Society petition demanding 
abstention from all slave goods.28

The Economist mocked the idea that a British tax on sugar could sup-
press the slave trade. They attacked the anti-slavery protectionists for look-
ing to “the state to do that [anti-slavery work] at once by a tax which can 
only be done by the gradual progress of knowledge and humanity.”29 On 
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the contrary, Russell argued in 1841, “the more free and unrestricted is 
intercourse, the more the nations of the world are mingled together by 
the ties of peaceful commerce,” the more civilization and Christianity were 
spread. Increasing British trade with Brazil would provide greater infl u-
ence and leverage than would refusing commerce, he hoped.30 In 1846, 
he branded as “insanity” any principle that concluded anti- slavery in 
America would be best served by British abstention from cotton.31 The 
Morning Chronicle berated protectionist abolitionists for not seeing the 
link between free trade and anti-slavery: American emancipation would 
rely on a better market for free-labor exports, like Northern corn, meaning 
that “our corn-law is the main prop of the accursed slave-owning interest 
in that country”32 Free trade seemed to offer closer relationships and fos-
ter cooperation; slave-holding nations would be peaceably convinced they 
were mistaken.33 One pamphleteer saw abstention from slave-grown pro-
duce as “pharisaical” and warned that to “do a man good, we must teach 
him to look upon us as friends, and not foes. We have no right to shut up 
a man in his guilt. . . . we [should] speak in friendship to our fellow-man, 
however degraded he may be, and win him over to the adoption of that 
which is just and true.”34

The difference of opinion over the sugar duties mirrored a smaller con-
fl agration in 1840, when the BFASS saw a commercial treaty with the slave 
republic of Texas as “a fearful impulse given to slavery and the slave-trade” 
while Palmerston insisted that “the greater intercourse between Great Brit-
ain and Texas, which will probably result from the treaty, may have the ef-
fect of mitigating, rather than aggravating, the evils arising out of the legal 
existence of slavery in that republic.”35 These confl icting interpretations 
divided Britons at the time of the sugar debates. A convert to free trade in 
sugar, supporting it for the fi rst time in 1846, explained his realization that 
“for this country to attempt to control the social state of other countries 
by our fi scal arrangements was a complete mistake.”36 For the free traders, 
the special status of commerce in civilizing the world made total abstinence 
from slave produce short-sighted; they held that freedom of trade was an 
absolute good that was ordained to produce moral results.

Although protectionists denounced the importation of slave produce as 
the acceptance of stolen goods, such a metaphor, their opponents argued, 
broke down in practice. A normal shopkeeper could return stolen goods 
to their rightful owner, but slave sugar excluded from the British market 
would just be sold elsewhere.37 “Every hundred-weight of free-labour sugar 
we consume, must be replaced by an equal amount of slave-labour sugar,” 
so the logic went.38 Free traders also questioned the inconsistency of British 
ships distributing slave-grown sugar to foreign ports when it was banned for 
home consumption. One estimate suggested that 23,889 tons of Brazilian 
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sugar had been carried by the British in 1845 alone.39 These facts seemed to 
indicate that, while individuals could choose to abstain from slave-grown 
sugar if they felt obliged, it was diffi cult to impose such a regime nationally.

The slave-trade element of the debate ultimately came down to how 
far an individual was willing to trust laissez-faire. Free traders could not 
simply promise cheap sugar; they had to demonstrate that their reforms 
would not assist the slave trade and would, rather, combat it. At the same 
time, a key part of the protectionist argument was showing how free trade 
would stimulate the demand for slaves and increase the traffi c of the mid-
dle passage. As much as the pains of the domestic consumer were played 
upon, therefore, the anti-slave-trade angle could not be ignored entirely. 
Both sides needed to address the effect an admission of slave sugar would 
have on the slave trade. Where they differed was on whether a free market 
would produce moral outcomes or whether the state could and should step 
in to use protection as a coercive measure.

Proponents and opponents of the sugar duties, unsurprisingly, held just 
as polarized views on the best action for the West Indies as they did on the 
suppression of the slave trade. Debates regarding the stimulation of slave 
trading rested, as we have observed, on the question of whether Britain, 
as a free-labor nation, was right or wrong to open its markets to prod-
ucts derived from the labor of traffi cked slaves. But the other side of the 
question was over how Britain best served its free-labor sugar colonies.40 
It was clear by the 1840s that sugar production in the British colonies had 
declined since emancipation and the end of apprenticeship.41 Would British 
free labor thrive or decline without protection?42 Many of the free traders 
drew on older arguments for the superiority of wage labor, claiming that 
fair competition between sugars, slave and free, would produce anti-slavery 
results. From the start, free traders expressed “the fullest confi dence that 
the power of free labour was equal, nay superior, to slave labour.” The 
success of free-labor sugar in Siam, China, Manila, and Java on the open 
market pointed to the old adage that “the labour of one free man is equal 
to that of two slaves,” and that slavery could be routed from the market.43 
Clarendon claimed in 1846 that “the advocates of abolition previous to 
emancipation of the West Indian negroes” had been correct to say that “the 
work of free men is more profi table than that of slaves, and that they can 
compete with and drive slave labour out of the market.”44 On these lines, 
free traders argued that “monopoly was a misfortune to commerce, and to 
the sugar growers themselves.”45 The interference of the state insulated the 
sugar colonies from economic reality and deterred them from the changes 
they needed to succeed.46

James Ewing Ritchie, a free trader, quit the BFASS over the issue. 
He warned that by keeping monopoly, Britain effectively conceded that 
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emancipation had been a mistake, not an example to the world. Ritchie 
confi dently predicted that “slavery can only be destroyed by freedom”; 
when given “the right to buy in the cheapest market and sell in the dear-
est” then “the employer of free men will soon be left alone in the fi eld.”47 
Monopoly was bad for the consumer and deadened the innovation of the 
producer.48

Protectionists argued the opposite; that, far from saving the West In-
dies, free trade would “throw a vast number of estates out of cultivation” 
and drive free labor from the marketplace.49 For them, it was important to 
respect traditional and recent national duties to the West Indian planters, 
whose economic interests were expected to be ruined by abolition of the 
duties.50 According to reports, the possibility of the 1846 bill passing led 
many planters to cease investing in improvements to their estates.51 Pro-
tectionists therefore argued that Britain’s free-labor experiment was being 
watched by the world and should not be undermined by unfair competi-
tion with slave labor.52 Crucially, they maintained that a cheap and reliable 
supply of sugar for the British masses was secured only with “the main-
tenance of cultivation in the West Indies,” and described it as “a national 
object.”53 The West India lobby crowed that they had been right; Bentinck 
proclaimed that those who promised free labor would lead to a doubling of 
sugar production had been bitterly disappointed.54 Gladstone, the son of a 
planter, denied there was any example where “the produce of free labour, 
could or did compete with the produce of slave labour.”55

It proved more diffi cult for abolitionists to explain why they wished to 
give planters further advantages. Stephen Lushington tied himself in knots 
when he argued that reducing the duties would express “utter hopelessness 
that free labour was able to compete with slave labour” and “abandon 
that great experiment as an utter failure.” He maintained that black people 
could not be expected to work as hard immediately after emancipation as 
before, but that they would return to the fi elds in good time. Meanwhile, 
“it was their duty to extend every indulgence towards that experiment and 
towards the colonies in which it was made.”56 Similarly, Samuel Wilber-
force denigrated the power of wage labor in order to defend the duties.57 
The bishop argued that “it is not true then that free labour is cheaper than 
that of slaves, in the sense of a more immediate production of wealth. It 
is altogether untrue.” The sanction of God on free labor was hence only 
demonstrated by the fact that slave wealth “brings a curse, not alone on the 
individual, but on the nation that so obtains it; and thus we see that slave 
labour, while it produces more immediate riches, produces also evils which 
are the sure witness of God against it.”58

Arguments for the marketplace superiority of free labor had been ad-
vanced before 1833, in the context of anti-slavery campaigns. Such beliefs 
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had been far from universal, but that did not stop free traders from claim-
ing that their faith in free labor made them the real abolitionists.59 As Jo-
seph Beldam, an anti-slavery veteran, noted, “monopoly was considered 
by abolitionists generally as one of the principal obstacles to agricultural 
improvement, to colonial prosperity, and to the general interests of free-
dom.”60 Charles Villiers took pleasure in 1840  in taunting protectionist 
abolitionists that, in denigrating free labor, they were peddling on behalf 
of “the great array of colonial proprietors opposite” the “very arguments 
which, for a quarter of a century, have been urged against themselves [abo-
litionists] when pleading for freedom for the negro.”61

For their part, protectionists maintained that a longer transition would 
be required to give emancipation a fair chance. As one MP put the case, 
“there could be no competition between a racehorse and a steam-engine.”62 
This was a particularly strong argument with those who were generally 
free-trade supporters but had come to see sugar as an exceptional case. 
General proponents of free trade found themselves on both sides of the 
sugar question, depending on their confi dence in the doctrine’s applicabil-
ity in the case of free and slave labor. More generally, both sides of the de-
bate mustered evidence to suggest the other was unfaithful to anti-slavery, 
depending on their assumptions about how slave labor would reveal its 
inferiority to free production. Although the welfare of freed people was 
largely ignored, improving the chances of global emancipation and the sup-
pression of the slave trade remained priorities for many in both camps.

MORAL ECONOMIES

The ethics of marketized economies are cultural constructions. Every soci-
ety has a set of competing “moral economies” that see particular economic 
practices as legitimate or illegitimate. Even unbridled market capitalism, 
with its typical focus on maximizing economic growth as the ultimate pub-
lic good, assumes a moral economy of which behaviors should be rewarded 
or punished as beyond acceptable practices.63 This approach has important 
implications for the relationship between British anti-slavery and selfi sh 
material interests.

Of course, contemporary rhetoric rarely portrayed the debate as ideo-
logical, preferring to question the morality and intentions of their rivals.64 
Lord Brougham and Earl Grey, one opposing and the other proposing 
free trade, squabbled over which of them, when they had served together 
in the government of 1833, had done more to push for emancipation.65 
Bishop Wilberforce, arguing against equalization, was unusual in his con-
ciliatory note that “I mean by no covert insinuation to suggest that noble 
Lords who support this measure, are one whit less humane, one whit less 
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sincere and earnest in their desire to prevent slavery and the slave trade 
than myself.”66

The coherence of the protectionist case was weakened by the odd mar-
riage of radical abolitionists and conservatives sympathetic to the West In-
dian planters. Many of the latter group had been hostile to emancipation, 
but were now required to veil their criticisms in the language of reform 
rather than opposition. Henry Barkly, not only a West Indian but a future 
colonial governor, confessed that emancipation was “the best reparation 
this country could make for having shared so deeply in the profi ts and 
guilt of the Slave Trade,” but he would “hold the people of this country to 
be responsible, not for having abolished slavery, but for having abolished 
it badly.”67

With memories of recent public mobilization against slavery, politicians 
were keen to present their side of the argument as the anti-slavery side. As 
part of these attempts to shape public debate and defi ne public opinion, 
parliamentarians seized upon the vaguest evidence to prove public support. 
Lushington tried to argue that the thousands of abolitionist petitions over 
the years had vastly outnumbered those few that had protested the price 
of sugar.68 Bishop Wilberforce similarly predicted that “the people will in-
sist upon morality and honour; they will dash at once from their lips the 
chalice you offer to them, tinged as it is with the blood of fellow-creatures 
sacrifi ced to the economy.”69 And yet the public outcry against the repeal 
of the duties did not appear. Provincial BFASS societies generated as many 
petitions in favor of free trade as against.70 The arch-free-trader Richard 
Cobden, William Wilberforce’s successor as a representative for Yorkshire, 
boasted that those of his constituents who had vigorously supported Wil-
berforce when he was their MP were the ones against the sugar monopoly.71 
His ally John Bright warned Sturge that he was in league with “the sup-
porters of monopoly” and “could not affect any election in any Borough 
of England” on such a principle.72 As the vote on the 1846 bill approached, 
the Economist judged too that the Tory protectionists could not win an 
election triggered on the question of sugar protection. The paper suggested 
that the slavery issue, not protection itself, would be the only aspect on 
which the public could be moved to oppose free trade. And, in their estima-
tion, urban constituencies were those where anti-slavery concerns decided 
how votes were cast, yet among such electors the anti-slavery case for pro-
tection could not be made credibly.73 Although heavily partisan, this analy-
sis rings true. Anti-slavery protectionism never had a grip in the fi rmest 
anti-slavery constituencies.

Free trade promised to let the British public have their conscience, their 
sugar, and eat it too. The crucial advantage of the free traders was that 
they offered a model where the cause of anti-slavery and the condition 
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of England could be improved at the same time. It is wrong to dismiss 
“the windy generalities of Cobden and others about commerce being the 
great emancipator, which no one who gave the matter a moment’s thought 
could believe.”74 The free traders held their convictions honestly and pas-
sionately. If the economic system of the world was moral, then immoral 
behavior would fi nd its own punishment without the need to infl ict pain-
ful taxes on British consumers. Earl Grey “fi rmly believed that a wise and 
gracious Providence had so constituted human nature, that that which was 
not morally right was never really profi table.” “Justice to Africa,” John 
Bright insisted, was not done by “injustice to England.”75 This was the 
moral economy of free trade.

Laissez-faire anti-slavery was not, therefore, an oxymoron. Although 
zeal for the Anti–Corn Law League doubtlessly distracted some middle-
class reformers from broader abolitionist causes, charges of ideologi-
cal fratricide cannot stand. It was not “just that the cheap sugar cry was 
drowning the anti-slavery cry” but that two anti-slavery traditions, which 
had happily coexisted until emancipation, were now set in confl ict.76 The 
historian Eric Williams famously suggested that abolitionism was “a part 
of the general attack on monopoly and imperialism which characterized 
the transition of the English economy from mercantilism to laissez-faire.”77 
Although evidence of abolitionist protectionism, not least from the BFASS, 
proves Williams wrong, it is mistaken for historians to take the opposite 
view and see free trade as incompatible with sincere anti-slavery. Like other 
aspects of Victorian society, faith in laissez-faire doctrine cut across other 
loyalties and issues.78 The 1841 defeat of free trade in sugar was not “the 
last unalloyed victory of abolitionism over countervailing economic pres-
sures,” but it was the last unalloyed victory of protectionist anti-slavery 
over free-trade anti-slavery.79

In seeing protection of the West Indies as axiomatic of sincere anti-
slavery in this period, historians have taken their cue from the defeated 
anti-slavery protectionists who believed that “the philanthropy of 1834 
was sacrifi ced, with the freedom of Africa, in 1846” (when the sugar duties 
were repealed).80 Indeed, the BFASS declared that this free-trade measure 
represented “a crisis . . . in the history of the Anti-slavery cause.”81 The pub-
lic, however, disagreed, and by the 1850s protectionist abolitionists focused 
on encouraging voluntary abstention from slave-grown sugar. Indeed, they 
expanded the principle to promote free-labor sources of other imported 
goods, particularly cotton. The African American abolitionist John Brown 
told British consumers that “so long as there is a good market for slave-
grown cotton, so long will it pay slave-holders to produce it.”82

In form, this tactic revived the consumer protest tactics used with great 
success in 1789–92 and 1824–33.83 The American abolitionist Elihu Burritt 
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wrote a pamphlet to promote the practice in Britain and emphasized that, 
where the “anti-saccharites” of the 1790s had abandoned sugar altogether, 
modern families need pay only a little more for theirs.84 The tactic had a 
large following among American abolitionists and had been debated as 
long ago as the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention, when divisions over 
free trade in sugar had fi rst loomed large.85 A new generation of Quaker 
networks and transatlantic abolitionist exchanges attempted to exclude the 
fruits of slavery through consumer choice now that the country’s tariffs 
did not.86 However, this nineteenth-century revival of consumer abolition-
ism never had the same impact. Estimates of around three hundred thou-
sand people boycotting West Indian sugar in the late eighteenth century 
are questionable, but contemporary references to this practice underline its 
real popularity.87 Although some local anti-slavery groups promoted free-
labor stores, there was nothing like the public response enjoyed by the fi rst 
generation of boycotters. Whereas earlier efforts had used abstention to 
pressure the Parliament and British planters to remedy a national sin, the 
1850s initiative requested a broader lifestyle change to combat, in a very 
general way, an international evil.

The 1846 measure appears to have refl ected enthusiasm for free trade 
and its moral economics, rather than for trampling over popular opinion. 
Sturge convinced Stowe and her family to support the free-produce cam-
paign when they stayed with him during their 1854 visit to Britain, but 
they quickly discovered its unpopularity in some quarters.88 After Stowe’s 
husband, Calvin, backed it publicly, the Times chided him that it was the 
zeal of immediate abolitionists that impeded U.S. emancipation, not the 
strength of slave-grown cotton exports to Britain.89

A decade earlier, the free trader William Ewart had suggested that con-
cern about slave labor in the production of British imports was “a principle 
for individual agency. The international commerce of the world should go 
on, whatever might be the nature of individual opinions.”90 Concerned with 
state prohibition rather than personal choice, free-trade radicals responded 
to the free-produce movement with puzzlement rather than hostility. At a 
breakfast with Sturge and the Stowes’ party, Richard Cobden vowed not 
to attack them publicly. However, he thought abstinence entirely impracti-
cal. One of the American breakfasters recorded in his diary that “Sturge 
is for principle. Cobden is for practice.”91 Still, even if he thought it fruit-
less, Cobden welcomed the attention that public debate of the plan would 
bring to the urgency of anti-slavery: “I say to those who have a different 
opinion—agitate for the exclusion of slave grown produce. Let the subject 
be incessantly discussed.” Remarkably, Cobden went so far as to declare to 
the Quaker Charles Gilpin that “I am so much more an anti-slavery man 
than a free trader that I should . . . very likely convert to your . . . prohibitions 
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against slave grown produce, if such measures were practicable.”92 This 
private declaration from the high priest of free trade underlines the fact 
that free-trade abolitionism was the child of anti-slavery ideology, not a 
cuckoo in the nest. The principles of laissez-faire anti-slavery were summed 
up by Cobden’s insistence that “from my observation of anti-slavery move-
ments, I believe that everything you have ever done, or attempted to do, 
through the Government, has retarded your sublime mission”; “you will 
be wrong if you call upon the Government, as a Government, to aid you 
in any way.”93

The post-emancipation clash between schools of anti-slavery thought 
was much more sophisticated than a mere division between protectionist 
and free-trade forms of abolitionism. On some matters, the advocates of 
laissez-faire sympathized with the complaints of West Indian monopolists. 
One planter, writing anonymously in 1840, had already accepted that free 
trade in sugar was inevitable and the real struggle was to ensure access to 
cheap new labor in return. He argued that “free, unrestricted immigration 
from all parts of the world, can alone save this fi ne colony from impending 
ruin” and “affords the only chance of rendering slave labour unprofi table,” 
whatever the “efforts, however praiseworthy, of Christian missionaries and 
Anti-slavery societies.”94 Restrictions on immigration to the sugar colonies 
were targeted alongside protectionism; “in both cases a restrictive policy 
has been found to be fraught with inevitable ill. It were time that they 
should both retire,” one author wrote.95 Another former slaveholder de-
scribed how his peers had been “thwarted by the fancy legislation resulting 
from the unpractical philanthropy of Exeter Hall, and the weakness and 
imbecility of the Colonial Offi ce, in all our efforts to recruit our stock 
of labour.”96 West Indian sympathizer Henry Barkly (and future colonial 
governor of Jamaica) similarly traced the history of government regulation 
in the sugar islands, culminating in restrictions on labor migration. His 
critique ingeniously dressed the issue of cheap labor in the clothing of free 
trade, complaining that the interference by the government in West Indian 
affairs had given a monopoly position to those few freedmen who chose to 
remain working the plantations.97

Regulation of indentured migration had quickly followed the fi rst at-
tempts to recruit Indian laborers, just before apprenticeship ended in 1838. 
Still, it was not long before select committees on West Africa and the West 
Indies both endorsed further emigration and recommended state support. 
Offi cials were sincere, if patronizing and prejudiced, when they claimed 
that it was in the best interests of Africans to live in the British sugar colo-
nies rather than anywhere else in the globe.98 A fuller pool of labor in the 
West Indies seemed to be precisely what the great experiment needed to 
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succeed against the slave owners of Cuba and Brazil. In his lectures as 
professor of political economy at Oxford, Herman Merivale argued that a 
greater supply of cheap employees would allow the free-labor colonies to 
triumph over slave sugar producers. This would, he believed, enable “the 
ultimate destruction of slavery, and the redemption of the children of Ham 
from their age of captivity.”99

A consensus in favor of greater emigration among both protectionists 
and free traders had been one of the most signifi cant fruits of the sugar 
duties debate. Those who disagreed over equalization shared a vilifi cation 
of black workers and a desire for new sources of labor to reduce plant-
ers’ costs.100 Their logic was that “the mass of the population when freed 
from coercion will only labour to supply real or artifi cial wants” and that 
wages hence needed to be lower to make freed people work longer hours.101 
Merivale argued that wage labor would display its superiority to slavery 
only when an oversupply of labor depressed wages.102 Special protection 
for free laborers in the West Indies ran counter to an ideal that “all persons 
of age in any part of the United Kingdom may bind themselves to work 
in any other part.”103 In the 1846 debate, Russell admitted that the plant-
ers had tried without success “to offer wages instead of compulsion” and 
therefore that “they are somewhat justifi ed” in demanding fewer controls 
on  indentured migration.104 The Economist was initially skeptical as to 
whether the promotion of immigration was a wise use of West Indians’ 
capital, but heartily defended their civil right to employ whom they chose; 
the paper came to argue that “the West Indian most justly demands that, 
with the abolition of protectionism in their favour, shall cease all protec-
tions and restrictions which exist against them” because immigration was 
“the most likely means of improving the condition of the African race, and 
of fi nally abolishing the slave trade itself.”105 In 1848, Russell responded 
to evidence of West Indian planter distress after free trade by promising 
tighter laws on vagrancy and £500,000 to underwrite the cost of new emi-
gration to the sugar colonies. The prime minister explicitly mentioned that 
restrictions on labor in the sugar colonies had too often refl ected the quix-
otic concerns of the BFASS.106

More than a decade later, Anthony Trollope offered a similar prescrip-
tion to readers of his West Indies and the Spanish Main. With a critique 
that bore the marks of Carlyle, he suggested that the freed man “is a man; 
and, if you will a brother; but he is the very idlest brother with which a 
hardworking workman was ever cursed.”107 Could black Britons be free, 
he asked, but also compelled “as is the Englishman, to eat his bread in the 
sweat of his brow?” His solution was more immigration by cheap labor-
ers.108 When the islands declined in the decade after sugar equalization, 
Trollope and the majority of Britons did not abandon their anti-slavery, but 
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they did question the racial capacity of black people and the probability of 
free labor triumphing in the West Indies.109

Until 1917, questions remained over how much the state should pro-
mote and regulate migration rather than leaving it in private hands, yet the 
pendulum had decisively swung from a humanitarian position. The ques-
tion of indentured labor and “free” emigration created a new cleavage over 
what a moral economy looked like. For a majority of both free traders and 
protectionists, a moral economy was one in which individuals worked hard 
and played a full part in maximizing the wealth of the wider community. 
For a rump of faithful abolitionists, national sacrifi ce was required for the 
welfare and development of former slaves. Abolitionists believed that plant-
ers wanted to revive a slave trade through “emigration,” but they were left 
largely isolated with the exception of some unlikely allies.110 With his own 
perverse logic, Thomas Carlyle saw indentured migration as a market solu-
tion, so he preferred to coerce the existing black population into cheaper 
wages on the estates.111 More compassionately, a few zealous free traders 
such as George Thompson and John Bright thought that state help in re-
ducing wages was unfair to freed people.112 The radical MP and Lancet 
editor Thomas Wakley expressed concern that this would be open to abuse 
and obtained clarifi cation from Russell that new labor would be procured 
only from British African settlements, “for fear that anything approaching 
slavery should take place.” He also feared “the introduction of crowds of 
labourers into those Colonies would swamp the West India labourers, at 
present living in comfort; and the enormous importation of men would re-
vive slavery there in its worst form.”113 The migrants were, of course, meant 
to “swamp” the freed workers. That was the point.

However, supporters of free trade were as likely as the planters and 
protectionists to embrace indentured labor for the emancipated colonies. 
By 1848, Lord George Bentinck, still opposing the abolition of the sugar 
duties, had secured a committee to investigate Britain’s struggling sugar 
and coffee production. He and his fellow MPs took particular interest in 
the planters’ cries for more labor and succeeded in delaying, but not stop-
ping, the equalization of the duties.114

At the same time, another committee—examining Britain’s naval sup-
pression of the slave trade—was also considering the question of migration 
and West Indian labor. Set up by the free trader William Hutt, MP for 
Gateshead, the slave-trade inquiry wrestled with the question of whether 
military force was the best to way to end slavery. Because the prosperity 
of the free West Indies was so closely tied to the fate of global slavery and 
the transatlantic slave trade, Hutt also focused on the question of immigra-
tion.115 African witnesses were invariably quizzed on whether they thought 
others would want to work in the sugar colonies, while merchants testifi ed 
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about various ways of encouraging migration.116 The Whig leadership was 
sympathetic to this view, as we have seen, but Hutt was using the emigra-
tion issue as part of a wider attack by his select committee on a cause sacred 
to Russell and Palmerston—naval suppression. One of the most common 
objections to new emigration was the fear that it would look like a thinly 
disguised slave trade and undermine Britain’s international efforts to stop 
the Atlantic traffi c.117

Twisting this argument around, Hutt suggested that it would be wise to 
scrap the expensive suppression system altogether. Although he had been a 
keen opponent of the sugar duties, he was able to use the promise of emi-
gration to convince some protectionists that the suppression system should 
go. British violence against illegal slave traders did less to undermine global 
slavery than a free-labor migration from West Africa to the sugar colonies 
would, he argued.118 Some supporters of naval force feared that widespread 
hunger for African “free” labor would drain public support for the suppres-
sion system and legitimize something very close to the slave trade.119 Yet 
“anti-coercionists” won support from protectionists and free traders alike 
with the promise that if the British

withdrew our cruisers from the coast of Africa, and permitted free trade in 
labour, we should not only benefi t our own colonies, but, by emancipating 
our commerce with the African coast from the restrictions which at pres-
ent crippled its energies, that we should, ere long, give a death blow to the 
slave trade by showing the African chiefs that it would be more profi table 
to employ Africans in raising produce, to be exchanged for British manu-
factures, than to sell them for slaves.120

Still disorientated from the agonizing battles over free trade, British politi-
cians and the public were immediately pitched into another battle over the 
proper limits of state intervention in international slavery. What began as 
a personal crusade for Hutt would, in the years after 1846, slowly grow in 
stature and come very close to bringing down the Whig government.

THE BENEVOLENT CROTCHET

Britain had committed a squadron of ships off West Africa to suppress the 
slave trade since 1808, policing fi rst British and then foreign traders. After 
thirty years during which anti-slavery politics had focused on West Indian 
slave-holding, attention swung back to the transatlantic slave trade. A cri-
tique of forcible naval suppression was developing by the late 1830s, even 
among prominent abolitionists. Quaker infl uences meant that Sturge and 
the BFASS had always supported exclusively pacifi c policies. Sir Thomas 
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Fowell Buxton’s The Slave Trade (1839) suggested that the number of 
Africans traffi cked across the Atlantic was actually increasing, but he did 
not call for military suppression to end (although after his death he would 
often be misquoted as thinking that). Rather, he condemned the current 
operation as ineffective and likely to increase the sufferings of the middle 
passage.121 The 1842 Select Committee on West Africa had become “in real-
ity an inquiry into the slave trade.” By the middle of the decade, criticism 
of the naval cruisers appeared frequently, focusing on the power of trade 
as a superior alternative to the power of violence.122 The touch paper was 
fi nally lit by Hutt, a radical advocate of free trade, on 24 June 1845 when he 
introduced a parliamentary motion. The session ended before Foreign Secre-
tary Lord Palmerston could respond, but the issue was clearly not going to 
disappear.123 Both the sugar controversy and the subsequent enthusiasm for 
indentured labor gave opportunities for further attacks.124

In February 1848 Hutt won approval for a select committee to inves-
tigate the cruiser system and made no secret of the fact he considered it 
illegal, ineffective, and immoral.125 His investigation spilled from one par-
liamentary session into the next, as the MPs heard evidence from a vari-
ety of witnesses—naval offi cers, missionaries, planters, Africans, traders, 
members of Parliament, and Palmerston himself.126 After more than two 
years of hearings, on 19 March 1850 Hutt proposed a motion to sever all 
British treaty obligations that prevented the withdrawal of Britain’s cruis-
ers.127 The cruisers, one writer noted, “were no longer seen as the executors 
of sound policy, but simply as the auxiliaries of the Anti-Slavery party”—
which was to say, the cruisers seemed symbolic of the mindless activism 
attributed to abolitionist societies.128 This association of suppression with 
impractical philanthropy was painfully ironic, given that the pacifi st BFASS 
was opposed to the coercive system.

Prime Minister Palmerston and Foreign Secretary Russell robustly de-
fended the coercive system against its critics (the “anti-coercionists”). They 
would contemplate improvements to the suppression system but not an end 
to it. Samuel Wilberforce initiated a separate House of Lords inquiry on 
this question designed to highlight the evidence that it could be modifi ed 
successfully. James Bandinel, the recently retired head of the Slave Trade 
Department, expressed Britain’s dilemma by suggesting that “the time has 
arrived at which it is desirable to consider whether any means, whether of 
force in addition to those that have been used, or whether gentler means in 
addition to force, or gentler means instead of force, should be used.”129 The 
report of two commissary judges posed the dilemma more starkly: “if the 
present system is not altered, this country has no alternative but retiring at 
once from the contest she has so long waged, baffl ed, beaten, and insulted 
by a set of lawless smugglers.”130
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At the most basic level, some experts thought that the ships of the naval 
squadron were not adequate for the task. This was sometimes expressed 
simply in a demand for a larger squadron; at other times there were more 
sophisticated suggestions to use new steamships.131 Crucially, there was also 
debate over the policies and regulations governing suppression. Some crit-
ics, such as the abolitionist David Turnbull, thought that mercenary offi cers 
waited until slave ships were at sea to capture them because they got paid 
more for nautical rather than coastal interceptions.132 There was also new 
interest in an international treaty between world powers to outlaw the slave 
trade. Piracy on the high seas was an offense under international law, but it 
did not include slave trading within its defi nition.133 Moreover, the commit-
tees considered whether British ships should be distributed at the points of 
departure or arrival or both. Palmerston unsurprisingly defended the cur-
rent strategy of stationing cruisers on both sides of the Atlantic but others 
differed.134 Skeptics thought it was more disruptive to legitimate trade.135

The most eye-catching suggestion for new tactics was proposed, how-
ever, by Joseph Denman, a young naval offi cer who had served in the West 
Africa squadron. Like his father, the law lord Baron Denman, the sailor saw 
suppression as a national moral duty. Joseph Denman believed that the de-
ployment of the cruisers miles off the coast of West Africa was a fl aw in the 
whole operation.136 While the ships sat at sea scouring the waves for their 
quarry, slave traders could load their cargoes and operate at the barracoons 
(slave forts) with impunity.137 He hoped to secure permission from African 
chiefs to destroy the barracoons and strangle the slave trade at its point of 
origin rather than trying to intercept slavers on the open seas. Although 
Denman rejected accusations that offi cers deliberately allowed slaves to 
be embarked because of the bounties paid by Britain (“head money”), he 
admitted that the payment system should be reformed to prevent such an 
impression.138 In order to provide the necessary ships, he proposed rede-
ploying all the cruisers off Brazil to West Africa. As he explained in an 
1843 memorandum, a coastal blockade to prevent slaves from being loaded 
aboard ships would be more effective and cause less suffering to them.139

Denman’s manifesto for aggression was not merely theory; he had tried 
it in 1840, in the Gallinas River. Commanding a naval expedition hoping 
to rescue two British subjects, he had forced King Siacca and his son Prince 
Manna to sign an agreement banning the slave trade throughout their Gal-
linas demesne. With this legal necessity having been obtained (albeit under 
coercion), Denman burned down the barracoons of the Spanish slave-
dealer John Buron. His business ruined, the Spaniard begged Denman for 
passage to London and was given it.140 If the story seems slightly familiar, 
it should be. Five years later, in 1845, Commodore Jones burned down the 
homes of Manna’s subjects in retribution for the violation of Denman’s 
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treaty and the alleged abduction, once more, of British Sierra Leoneans 
by slave traders. It is that attack that was captured by the painting on 
this book’s cover and in the prologue. Yet the two incidents had very dif-
ferent conclusions. Whereas Jones’s actions were perfectly legal, Denman 
found his policy—and himself—on trial in the intervening period. The im-
mediate response to Denman’s actions was positive: he was promoted, Par-
liament approved the payment of £4,000 to him and his men as a reward, 
and he was praised by Palmerston. Despite this, Buron sued the young of-
fi cer for destruction of his nonslave property in the barracoon.141 Aber-
deen, who had succeeded Palmerston at the Foreign Offi ce, was advised 
by the queen’s advocate that Denman’s actions “cannot be considered as 
sanctioned by the law of nations or by the provisions of any existing trea-
ties” that concerned Buron as a Spanish citizen.142 The case was eventually 
settled in 1848, when the judge in the case ruled that Denman could not be 
sued personally for an act he undertook on behalf of Queen Victoria, which 
the approval of Palmerston suggested he had.143

The ongoing trial did not stop offi cers such as Jones from attacking Af-
rican communities—as he did in 1845—but they took care not to damage 
the nonslave property stored in Europeans’ barracoons.144 Soon, Denman’s 
tactics were revived by Sir Charles Hotham, the squadron commander, but 
James Bandinel, the Slave Trade Department’s old chief, expressed skepti-
cism that these tactics had led to a diminution in the slave trade from 1840–
41.145 Denman claimed that legitimate commerce had briefl y emerged after 
he burned the slave factories, only to die with the revival of the slave trade 
when news of the legal setback arrived in Africa.146 For the Foreign Offi ce, 
Bandinel argued that the fl uctuations in the slave trade were controlled 
by numerous causes; he pointed to the welcome efforts of the Brazilians 
in the same period to disrupt slaving operations. He disapproved of Den-
man’s aggression within Africans’ territory because it relied on the extor-
tion of permission to burn the slavers’ forts on their land. This seemed to 
be unduly antagonistic to a potential set of allies. Bandinel contemplated a 
reformed role for the cruisers, as he had previously set out a decade earlier 
in a Foreign Offi ce memorandum. The old man’s critique touched on two 
of the main alternatives to force alone (or any force at all): his questions 
about diplomacy and persuasion were at the heart of arguments to remove 
the cruisers entirely.147

More broadly, anti-coercionists argued that the slave trade could only 
be eliminated by slave-holding nations themselves.148 The squadron as-
sumed unilateral responsibility to police merchant shipping of all nations 
under treaties that had often been conceded to Britain reluctantly. To Hutt 
the current system was perfectly designed to promote the slave trade by 
“enlisting the passions and prejudices, and even the national pride and 



 POWER, PROSPERI T Y, AND LIBERT Y  117

honour of all slave-trading countries in its defence.” Lecturing other na-
tions on morality and “interference out of our legitimate sphere of action” 
would be a problem in itself, he maintained, but Britain with her cruisers 
and treaty network did far worse.149 Bright denounced coercion as Palm-
erston’s “benevolent crotchet” because it was antagonistic to the emerging 
laws of nations and hopes for international peace.150 The cruisers, others 
suggested, could take Britain to or beyond the brink of war.151 It was often 
said that Brazil and Cuba resisted acting against their own slave trade be-
cause the cruisers promoted the idea that abolition was a British economic 
interest, not a humanitarian good.152 Hutt suggested that any increase in 
the importation of slaves would soon help those countries realize that the 
slave trade was a danger to them. By this, he meant that fear of a slave re-
bellion on the lines of Haiti’s would convince Brazilians and Cubans that 
it was in their own interest to end their illegal slave trade.153 Hutt bluntly 
told the Commons in 1848 that “effeminate as they [Cubans] were, and 
ignorant, the mere brutal instinct of self-preservation would warn them to 
shun the fate of St. Domingo in 1795.”154

These contending predictions of what would happen without the cruis-
ers were accompanied by vigorous debate about how to measure the im-
pact of the coercive system. At their most generous, critics suggested that 
it merely displaced the trade from established ports to slaving dens, rather 
than preventing it.155 More brutally, some suggested it “aggravates the hor-
rors it is intended to prevent.”156 Reduced space and reduced provision of 
water for slaves in the middle passage were all seen as side-effects of the 
furtive, underground slave trade.157 Worst of all, there were suggestions 
that cargoes of enslaved Africans were thrown overboard when a British 
cruiser was sighted.158 Skeptics even suggested that a higher mortality rate 
stimulated a greater consumption of slaves, meaning that suppression of the 
slave trade increased the number of enslaving wars within Africa.159 Anti-
coercionists deployed these horrifi c stories using a rhetoric of sensibility 
and empathy developed by the abolitionist campaigns before 1838.160 Hutt 
declared that “the shores and seas of Africa . . . were pouring forth human 
blood like water, for an object which it was impossible for us to attain.”161 
He told MPs that all those who voted against withdrawal would become 
“participators in the perpetration of the crime. . . . Humanity never taught 
such a system as this, and still less the Christian religion!”162 The ortho-
dox Foreign Offi ce policy of anti-slavery through slave-trade suppression 
found itself under attack with precisely the same emotive, humanitarian 
language that had championed the destruction of British slave trading and 
slavery.

Palmerston mounted a robust defence of the Royal Navy, denying that 
mortality in the middle passage had grown and asserting that “the avarice 
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and covetousness of man was about the same at all times, and that there 
was the same disposition to crowd as many as possible within the space” 
as there had ever been.163 Other defenders of the system argued, somewhat 
unconvincingly, that any such privations were mitigated by a shorter sailing 
time in smaller, faster boats that slave traders were increasingly adopting.164 
Yet these squabbles over facts stood beside a larger debate over the moral 
calculus of suppression. Lord Denman held that any such sufferings “fl ow 
from the master evil itself and are, for the most part, inseparable from 
it.”165 Speaking in 1846, Palmerston insisted that the cruisers brought “not 
only a great diminution in the number of the victims of the Slave Trade car-
ried over to America; but also the condition of the slaves in the Brazils had 
been essentially improved.”166 His proposition was that fewer slaves were 
embarked and those that reached slavery in the New World were better 
treated on account of the higher price paid for them. In his view the “ag-
gregate amount of human suffering” clearly had been diminished, and the 
cruisers had ameliorated the slave trade and slavery, even if they had not 
stopped them.167

Aside from the human costs, others questioned whether violence worked. 
The survival of the suppression policy depended on whether the British 
Parliament and people believed it could succeed. The core of the anti- 
coercionist case was that “there were not ten men out of Bedlam” who 
believed the policy could be effective in reducing or eliminating the slave 
trade.168 A few defenders of the cruisers tried to claim that victory was 
just around the corner, but even Palmerston grew sanguine as the debate 
dragged on. He and other supporters of coercion felt surer arguing that 
the squadron had never been intended to destroy the trade entirely; the 
suppression of even more traffi cking was a victory in itself.169 The cruisers 
might not exterminate the slave trade alone, but by trying, with the right 
tactics, they would assist the spread of legitimate commerce and diplomacy 
with African peoples.170 However, such promises did not impress anti-
coercionists, who felt the cruisers had had their “fair trial.” The Daily News 
compared all excuses to utopian Robert Owen’s defense of his experimental, 
failed socialist communities.171 For Richard Cobden, “the signal failure of 
the diabolical means resorted to for putting down the slave trade abroad” 
proved “the great principles of peace, & the supremacy of moral over mate-
rial forces.”172

The national suppression project aroused such passion because of the 
costs both sides associated with its maintenance or destruction. Service in 
the West Africa squadron was one of the navy’s most deadly tours.173 The 
level of national expenditure was highly controversial at a time of domestic 
social anxiety and state retrenchment. Commentators doubted that Russell 
could wrestle with both the budget defi cit and the transatlantic slave trade 
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at once.174 However, Palmerston maintained it would be a crime to let “the 
mean calculation of a temporary saving” prevent Britain from confi ning the 
trade to “infi nitely narrower limits than those within which it is presently 
contained.”175 Here was a moral economy of sacrifi ce: a painful price was re-
quired (in money and blood) to honor Britain’s duty and secure future glory.

This was no simple party struggle. Disagreement over the value of naval 
coercion stemmed from two very different understandings of what drove 
demand in the Atlantic slave trade. For the coercionists, the supply could 
be effectively choked off by the cruisers; it followed that withdrawal would 
lead to many slave voyages and a huge expansion of slave labor in Brazil.176 
As Britain possessed no viable means to attack slave-holding within foreign 
countries, only the Atlantic sources of supply could be attacked.177 Anti-
coercionists imagined a very different model of demand behind the slave 
trade. They argued that “the demand for slaves will always create a supply” 
and that the goal of stopping traffi cking was hopeless as long as the market 
for slaves existed.178 If the slave trade was inevitable, it seemed most logical 
to permit the trade to resume unimpeded and startle Brazilians and Cubans 
into terror at the resulting likelihood of servile war.179 This was the moral 
economy of laissez-faire, which trusted that moral outcomes would follow 
from the uninterrupted operation of markets. These two theories, implicit 
in the arguments of the most extreme partisans of each side, were the axis 
on which the question of coercion turned.

The debate over slave-trade suppression saw more attention given to 
Britain’s relationship with African peoples. Men such as William Smith, 
a former commissary judge at Sierra Leone, thought that African leaders 
could be bribed with subsidies and the promise of more valuable “legiti-
mate” trade with Britain to stop supplying Europeans with slaves. This 
would require only a small fl eet to protect the new commerce, it would save 
much of the cost of the cruiser system, and it would develop new markets 
for British traders.180 However, the promise of greater trade with the indig-
enous societies of Africa was not an aspiration for anti-coercionists alone. 
Both sides could agree that the slave trade and trade in nonslave goods 
were natural enemies, the one increasing at the expense of the other.181 
Trade would give economic value to the free labor of Africans who other-
wise would be sold as slaves. Where the two sides differed is in how they 
saw the cruisers interacting with legitimate trade in Africa.

Proponents of pacifi sm thought that the slave trade could be quickly 
routed “if the government of this country would go hand in hand with 
the mercantile enterprise of this country.”182 Palmerston agreed with the 
premise but differed on the method, believing that “as legitimate commerce 
spreads and increases, you will fi nd the disposition to slave trade to dimin-
ish, especially if the legitimate commerce is protected, and if the slave trade 
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is impeded by the means which are now in force.” Removing the cruisers 
entirely would mean “an end to security for legitimate trade.”183 Witnesses 
to the select committees differed on how many of the warships would be 
required simply to protect commerce. The same number of cruisers would 
be required to protect British traders as were needed by the current suppres-
sion system, its defenders argued.184

By this logic, military suppression of the slave trade was the fi rst step; 
the cruisers were a tourniquet without which commerce could not stanch 
the trade in slaves.185 By contrast, anti-coercionists thought suppression a 
false remedy proposed by quacks. They claimed that the cruisers’ violence 
actually retarded the growth of free commerce with Africa. Witnesses to 
Hutt’s committee testifi ed that Denman’s barracoon-burning antics had led 
to chaos in the Gallinas region, disrupting legitimate trade more than the 
slave trade.186 Some, such as Tory parliamentarian Bingham Baring, argued 
that a predictable, regular export market of slaves would establish a con-
sistent price, free of fl uctuations, and thus leave the value of other goods in 
Africa more stable. From his point of view, coercion was creating chaos in 
an otherwise ordered market and helping disrupt the natural death of slav-
ing.187 More commonly, British traders objected violently to the diffi culties 
they had trading when they were liable to regular detection and inspection 
by suspicious naval patrols.188

Palmerston and Russell, defending coercion to their own party as well 
as to Parliament and the nation, adopted the promotion of trade as their 
main argument.189 At a meeting of the Whig Liberals in Downing Street, 
Palmerston and Russell—who made Hutt’s motion a question of confi dence 
in his premiership—said that only commerce could suppress the slave trade 
but that coercion would give it the opportunity to do so.190 This was a 
canny move by the ministry: they swapped their weakest suit for their op-
ponents’ trump. Such concerns had been Slave Trade Department policy 
since at least 1838 but they were rarely emphasized in defending the cruis-
ers’ specifi c role. One of the main outcomes of the suppression crisis was a 
renewed focus on commerce as an instrument of anti-slavery and civiliza-
tion in Africa.

Because he coordinated the campaign, it was closely linked to Hutt’s 
radical free-trade and commercial interests. In fact, the anti-coercionists 
represented a broad range of opinion.191 Some supporters of the Whig gov-
ernment probably suppressed their preference for withdrawal in the inter-
est of political tactics. In the crucial March 1850 vote—the high point of 
“anti-coercionism”—the anti-coercionists registered 154 votes to the gov-
ernment’s 263.192 Some, like Hutt, Cobden, and Bright, were true apostles 
of laissez-faire, but only a minority of free-trade Liberals and Peelites sup-
ported withdrawal of the cruisers in the decisive 1850 vote.
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Hutt’s motion of 1850 was seconded by Henry Baillie, a Tory protec-
tionist whose speech emphasized the loss of the sugar duties.193 More than 
half of the votes for withdrawal of the cruisers came from Tory protec-
tionists.194 Traditional champions of the West Indian interest, like Grantley 
Berkeley, thought that Britain was supporting a white elephant when pro-
tection offered “the most effectual, the most religious, the most moral way 
for putting an end to the slave trade.”195 The laissez-faire leaders of anti-
coercion, often the greatest proponents of the free trade in sugar in 1846, 
were happy to set aside such antipathies if it brought them allies against the 
cruiser system.196 A signifi cant number of Tory protectionists saw political 
advantage in defeating Russell’s ministry on an issue that he had declared 
to be a matter of confi dence and on a policy he promoted as a necessary 
complement to a free trade in sugar.197

The relationship between political views on coercion and protection 
was complex, as demonstrated during an unsuccessful attempt to reinstate 
preferential duties for British sugar just two months after Hutt’s motion 
failed. Only a handful of MPs accepted the most extreme laissez-faire com-
bination of free trade and pacifi sm. Of those who repealed protection for 
sugar, a large majority endorsed naval coercion.198 Although these fi gures 
are somewhat deceptive, given that the cruiser vote became one of confi -
dence in the ministry, they nevertheless show that liberal orthodoxy re-
fused to trust that global emancipation would be the result of a free trade 
in slaves as well as a free trade in sugar. The question of military suppres-
sion reinforced the messy balkanization of anti-slavery politics that had 
unfolded during the sugar debates.

The BFASS petitioned Parliament in 1845, stating that “it is felt, not 
only by those who object by principle to the use of an armed force, but 
by the public generally, to be impracticable to suppress it [the slave trade] 
by such means.”199 By contrast, George Stephen, an abolitionist supporter 
of coercion, complained that “the Peace Society rules paramount in the 
councils of the self-styled champions of the Negro.”200 The increasingly 
fractious nature of the issue led the BFASS to distance itself from Hutt. 
Ironically, this meant that an anti-slavery free trader such as Cobden com-
plained “that the Anti Slavery peace party do not suffi ciently disavow such 
unholy measures” as naval suppression; they should repudiate “the devils 
[sic] instruments over the world.”201

Ideology divided not just abolitionists but the planters of the West In-
dian colonies too. Commissary judge David Turnbull and the bishop of Ja-
maica coordinated a series of public meetings in Spanish Town to support 
the suppression system. This “Jamaica Movement” publicly lobbied for 
more effective enforcement of the treaty network, with petitions presented 
to the upper and lower houses of Parliament by Samuel Wilberforce and 
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Palmerston, respectively.202 Although the colonists grumbled that protec-
tion should be restored, they had no desire to see the navy withdrawn from 
its campaign, as they expected suppression to undermine their slave-buying 
competitors.203 Many of those West Indians who supported the cruisers 
reserved their greatest venom for anti-coercionists, such as Milner Gibson 
and Cobden, who had also been so keen on removing protection.204 In his 
1850 speech supporting the Whigs over the squadron, Tory evangelical MP 
Sir Robert Inglis did not refrain from censuring “their unhappy measure” 
of 1846 and supporting the Jamaica Movement in their hopes to revive the 
duties as well as the coercive system.205

In contradiction to this, Baillie and other protectionists believed that 
without the duties suppression served only as the façade of morality when, 
in reality, the nation had become a receiver of stolen goods. He said, with 
some malice, that consistency required Britain to “announce and declare to 
the nations of the world that in England free trade was at length triumphant 
and that the slave trade must proceed.”206 A reporter for the Christian Re-
former chided free traders’ “faith in their favourite principle, that if they 
will have patience with it, it will pay them all,” while agreeing that “the 
ill success of our crusade against slave-ships confi rms the truth, that Satan 
cannot cast out Satan, and that cruelty cannot be put down by violence.”207 
Punch was similarly cynical of the Whigs’ free-trade-and-suppression pol-
icy in a mocking poem about the slave trade:

If I mean that it should cease, I must renounce my toothsome sin,

Resolv’d from this time forth to take no slave-grown sugar in.

But I can’t resign cheap sugar; so I’ll keep up my blockade,

For appearance sake—by way of demonstration and parade.208

Despite this vitriol and the disquiet of many of their own MPs, Russell and 
Palmerston won their gamble and saved both their careers and the cruiser 
system. By threatening resignation, the pair bludgeoned their supporters, 
but by emphasizing a greater role for commerce Palmerston gave MPs a rea-
son to claim they had won concessions and had not put party loyalty over 
humanitarian concern. Hutt’s defeat marked the high watermark of anti-
coercionism. Afterward, some newspapers predicted that a fatal wound 
had been infl icted and that the cruisers would be withdrawn yet. 209 But 
just three years later a new select committee concluded that the suppres-
sion system was working and, in 1858, another anti-coercionist motion was 
defeated by a vote of 223 to 24. The change cannot simply be explained 
by partisan tactical voting in 1850. In Parliament and among the public, 
opinion had clearly shifted.
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The intervening factor in those years had been the collapse of the slave 
trade to Brazil. In the midst of the 1850 crisis of coercion, Russell’s min-
istry had begun to plot a new offensive against Brazil, one of the last sig-
nifi cant destinations for the Atlantic slave trade.210 Shortly after the 1850 
vote, British cruisers were authorized to enter Brazilian territorial waters 
in order to suppress the slavers.211 Brazil’s government, affronted by this 
violation of national sovereignty, reacted with new measures to enforce, 
for the fi rst time, their own abolition of the slave trade—which had been a 
dead letter since it passed in November 1831. By the end of the year British 
aggression had, seemingly, secured Rio’s own assumption of responsibil-
ity.212 The motives for Brazilian enforcement of abolition were much more 
complex, including disparate domestic political questions, but, in Britain, 
this was reported as a triumph for Palmerston’s cruiser system.213 However 
mistaken the causal connection, Brazilian abolition saw the number of en-
slaved Africans taken across the Atlantic halved by the end of 1850. Beyond 
the political ruminations in Great Britain, policy over sugar or diplomacy 
over suppression could unleash or restrain untold misery for thousands of 
Africans.214

Opposition to the cruisers almost vanished as these results became clear, 
suggesting that it was faith in methods—rather than a broader suspicion 
of anti-slavery sacrifi ce—that had been tested by the parliamentary wran-
gling. The Whigs, in the intervening period, looked like free-trader patrons 
of the slave-sugar industry. For a brief period around 1850, champions 
of free trade, protection, pacifi sm, pessimism, and sensibility had found 
common cause in Hutt’s opposition to the cruisers. As one contemporary 
observed, “Whigs and Conservatives, West Indians and Abolitionists, Free-
traders and Protectionists, have all become jumbled and jolted together.”215 
This unholy coalition did not last. A number of those who voted with Hutt 
in 1850 could not sustain their hostility after Palmerston’s Brazilian esca-
pades, seeing events as “the most complete vindication” for the government 
position. The twenty-four MPs who voted for withdrawal in 1858 were a 
lonely rump of laissez-faire ideologues, unmoved by events.216

Nonetheless, the midcentury crisis of suppression can be interpreted 
as proof that anti-slavery sentiment was waning or at least in confl ict with 
newer pressures. Historians have largely sided with the Whig leadership, 
seeing interventionism to be the only authentic voice of “antislave-trade 
policy” rather than a particular brand of it.217 At the most extreme, one 
saw Hutt’s crusade against the cruisers as part of a new “crypto-fascist” 
Victorian racism.218 However, as the anti-coercionist Manchester Exam-
iner maintained at the time, “there is nothing in dispute amongst us, but 
the question as to the most effective way of attaining the desired end.”219 



124  CHAP TER 5

Similarly, the Leeds Mercury declared that “there are good, philanthropic, 
and very able men on both sides” of the confl ict.220 Alongside the dramatic 
abuse hurled in this debate, both sides offered coherent claims to being the 
champions of anti-slavery.

Advocates of withdrawal could only prosper by selling their policy as a 
surer scourge of global slavery than Palmerston’s quackery. Hutt protested 
that he and his allies would “not . . . conceive that if the use of force is to be 
abandoned, it therefore follows that Great Britain is to become neutral or 
indifferent with respect to the slave trade.”221 In the heat of the 1850 de-
bate, Palmerston accused Hutt of wishing to see Britain sanction and sup-
port a regulated slave trade to Brazil during a private discussion between 
the men at the Foreign Offi ce. It seems likely that Hutt discussed schemes 
such as this, but he was adamant in the House of Commons that he had 
never contemplated accommodation with the slave trade.222 Whereas in-
dentured emigration from West Africa to British colonies, Brazil, and Cuba 
was politically acceptable, Hutt knew his cause would be fatally under-
mined by accusations of reviving the slave trade. Although advocates and 
opponents of such plans squabbled over which schemes were cloaks for the 
slave trade, the binary distinction between contract labor and forced labor 
stood largely unchallenged.223

Hutt may well have been indifferent to the evils of the slave trade, but 
if he was then it is telling that he would never admit this in open debate.224 
In 1845, he attacked expenditure on Africans in general, rather than the 
cruisers in particular; he dropped this theme in later debates. Yet even at 
his most reactionary, he said that “I am no apologist for the Slave Trade. 
I regard it as an appalling crime. . . . But I contend that we cannot, without 
culpable neglect of nearer and higher duties, assume the task of extirpat-
ing the crime from among all other people, or patrolling the world to put 
it down.”225 As in the sugar debates, British politicians could debate the 
realities and methods of anti-slavery policy, but they had to do so by selling 
their solutions as the most likely means of opposing global slavery.

FREE LABOR AND WORLD POWER

By the 1850s Great Britain had partially resolved these debates over the lim-
its to which laissez-faire could be applied to anti-slavery. Skepticism about 
the effects of state intervention, tariff barriers, violence, and government 
expenditure were entirely in keeping with the currents of midcentury social 
thought. National enmity to slavery expressed itself in varieties pacifi st, in-
terventionist, passionate, pretended, protectionist, and free trade. As David 
Eltis observes, “it was not that the British commitment to abolition was 
weakening, but rather that abolitionism itself was much less focused than 
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it had been.”226 Different interpretations of economic morality—founded 
in very different systems of belief—divided anti-slavery Britain over the 
course it should pursue. By 1850, Palmerston and Russell’s desperate faith 
in naval suppression refl ected their fear that free trade had, indeed, spurred 
the theft of Africans by slave traders; modern research confi rms that this 
was the case in Brazil but not in Cuba.227 Exactly how much free trade 
intensifi ed the decline of British sugar production is a matter for debate 
among economic historians today; Philip Curtin suggests that the old du-
ties would not have insulated planters from the long-term collapse in the 
price of their crop.228 At the time, impressions of the policies’ results tended 
to refl ect assumptions within the debates.

Moreover, the clashes over free trade and slave-trade suppression may 
have split opinion along laissez-faire or interventionist lines, but, more sub-
tly, they created new orthodoxies. Politicians on both sides of the sugar 
debate embraced derogatory stereotypes of West Indian blacks and the 
consequent need for indentured labor to create wage competition. Simi-
larly, Hutt’s challenge to the cruiser system focused new attention on the 
promotion of British commerce in Africa—whether as an augmentation 
or replacement for naval force. It was not inevitable that indentured labor 
emigration and the economic “improvement” of Africa would be adopted 
by mainstream British opinion as pillars of anti-slavery policy. Russell, 
Palmerston, and the Whigs chose to embrace and adopt elements of their 
opponents’ attack in order to help them win the immediate confl ict. Forged 
in the heat of battle, these newly shared assumptions would shape the fu-
ture of anti-slavery politics, the expansion of the British Empire, and the 
fate of the African continent. There was still plenty of room for confl ict 
over the best way of moving a colonial workforce within the British colo-
nies or the best way to “civilize” and develop trade with Africa, but critics 
were muted.

Despite differences over method, did Victorian Britons expect their 
country to gain or lose from its enmity to slavery? The answer to this ques-
tion must lie in attitudes toward free labor and its connection to British 
world power. The British West Indies embarrassingly declined in economic 
output in the decades following the abolitions of fi rst slavery and then the 
sugar monopoly. Yet this did not necessarily shake British faith that slavery 
was wrong and—on some level—unrewarding. By 1859 Anthony Trollope 
had adopted an ambiguous, resigned attitude to the state of the Caribbean 
colonies. What had happened to the British sugar plantations was tragic, 
but he could not bring himself to criticize either emancipation or the end 
of protection.229 “Abolition of slavery is good, and free trade is good. Such 
little insight as a plain man may have into the affairs around him seem to 
me to suffi ce for the expression of such opinion.” Trollope thought that, 
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like the hand-loom weavers, the planters had sadly found that their inter-
ests stood in the way of national progress and they were hence ruined.230

Historian Seymour Drescher is right to write of an abandoned faith in 
the West Indian experiment of free labor by the 1860s, but even as hopes for 
the prosperity of the sugar colonies dwindled, faith in Britain’s anti-slavery 
principles did not. New variables were admitted to explain how slave labor 
could enjoy superior production when the labor supply was restricted and 
there was a limitless supply of fresh soil.231 This was a bastardized form of 
free-labor ideology, locating the material superiority of wage labor beyond 
productive output. For many thinkers, the risk of slave insurrections, the 
way slavery corrupted an entire nation’s values, and slave monocultures’ 
inevitable exhaustion of soil all still pointed to the wisdom of Britain’s 
example in making a peaceful transition away from slave-holding. Anti-
slavery was still identifi ed with the historical forces of progress, morality, 
and civilization, but not necessarily with immediate economic gratifi cation. 
The protectionists were defeated over the sugar duties, but it was a Pyrrhic 
victory for them: free-trading liberals came to adopt their view that free 
labor could outperform slave labor only if there was a suffi cient supply of 
low-paid workers. In other words, faith in the universal, consistent supe-
riority of wage labor was tempered and refi ned.232 The free trader James 
Stirling struggled to square the example of Jamaica with his predictions 
for the United States. Looking to the West Indies, he accepted that there 
was “less sugar and rum produced than before; and if the end of human 
existence were the production of rum and molasses the argument would 
be triumphant. But this is not a question of rum, but right and wrong.” 
Although the “indolence of the free negroes of the British Colonies is to be 
regretted,” he believed that “no ruin . . . could cloud the glory of that great 
act of national justice.” He therefore grasped for economic signs that free 
labor would turn out better in the long run.233

The triumph of free labor and the demise of global slavery were still 
understood as inevitable. Providence, in the form of social externalities and 
divine mission, was co-opted by political economists to square the circle of 
free trade and slave labor. John Stuart Mill believed that slavery may some-
times be more profi table for individual planters, but it stifl ed  innovation 
and moral sentiment in the longer term.234 More than a decade after the 
sugar duties act, his acolyte John Elliott Cairnes accepted that the sugar 
colonies’ transition to freedom had largely failed economically in the West 
Indies, but he was still certain that Britain had set a good example for any 
society. Indeed, he saw the short-term superiority of slave labor as self-
defeating because its productivity was based on exhaustion of the soil. 
“Wherever a few staples are raised on large plantations by gangs of slaves 
for the export market,” he argued, “there the cheap labour of Africa has 
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always been found to be economically profi table; and, where it has not 
been artifi cially excluded, has always, in fact, been employed.”235 When an 
economic thinker such as Cairnes came to abandon traditional free-labor 
ideology and to abandon hope of the West Indies’ productivity returning, 
he did not regret emancipation or ascribe it to the end of protection. He 
accepted West Indian decline as a sad inevitability, but one that invali-
dated neither anti-slavery virtue nor free-trade ideology.236 Thomas Ellison, 
a statistician and economist who worked closely with the cotton industry, 
espoused similar views in his 1861 Slavery and Secession in America. He 
argued that slavery was artifi cially more productive than free labor in cer-
tain circumstances, but that it was unsustainable given its vulnerability to 
slave insurrection and soil exhaustion.237 Mill, Cairnes, and Ellison located 
the advantages of free labor in other places than eternal market superiority, 
and they still believed a free world could be happier and more prosperous 
than global systems of slavery.

In his speech rejecting Hutt’s motion of 1850, Russell showed that 
his own views about slavery, morality, and economics had evolved since 
the Sugar Duties Act four years earlier. Predicting that withdrawal of the 
cruisers would ensure that “we have no longer a right to expect a continu-
ance of those blessings which, by God’s favour, we have so long enjoyed,” 
Russell ultimately relied on providential duty—and the violent blockade 
of slave trading—to prove free labor superior. He argued that the expense 
of the West Africa cruisers was justifi ed because “the high, the moral, and 
the Christian character of this nation, is the main source and secret of its 
strength.” The Whig prime minister saw the suppression of the slave trade 
as a national interest that trumped any fi nancial interests; withdrawing the 
cruisers would be ungodly and hence a false economy.238 On this occasion, 
Russell was a pugilist in an ideological confl ict, using providential lan-
guage to defend his anti-slavery policies. But his opponents, who expected 
that the slave trade would be ended only through completely contrary 
means to those supported by Russell, would have at least shared his pre-
sumption that British interests and anti-slavery were interwoven. Regard-
less of whether anti-slavery required state intervention or state abstinence 
in global commerce or the illegal slave trade, the British people and the 
wider world would benefi t from the collapse of slavery.

One MP, who supported free trade, maintained that it was “unjust to 
say, that because in a certain state of civilisation slavery was improper, 
we should not hold any intercourse with countries which under other cir-
cumstances were compelled to admit the continuance of such a state of 
society.” This argument in favor of commerce with slave-holding countries 
was naturally contested. However, even opponents would have agreed with 
his assertion that in “the history of the world, it would be impossible to 
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deny that there had been any nation, which in the course of its rise from 
barbarianism to civilisation, had not passed through a condition of things, 
wherein a great mass of her population were exposed to slavery.”239 Vic-
torian Britons divided on the question of how other nations would best be 
encouraged to make this destined transition, not on whether it would or 
should come.240

Britain’s eager importation of sugar and cotton from the slave planta-
tions of the New World seemed, to American slaveholders, like a repu-
diation of faith in free labor. They and we may wonder whether Britons’ 
enthusiasm for anti-slavery abroad might have waned thanks to this depen-
dency. On the contrary, addiction to slave-grown Southern cotton made 
Britain more, not less, anxious to see emancipation in the United States. 
Slavery might have proven profi table, but it would not prove stable. The 
cotton industry and the Foreign Offi ce therefore sought to fi nd new, free- 
labor sources of cotton.241 Anxieties were born from fears about the sus-
tainability of slave cultivation: “The Englishman’s hopes are mortgaged. He 
stands or falls by—cotton!” Although one journalist denied in 1851 that 
American emancipation would happen any time soon, he still predicted 
that “assuredly the day will come when this dismal system will terminate. 
A sudden conjecture of circumstances might instantly shatter it to pieces.” 
He did not think the “failure in the free labour of the West Indian negroes” 
contradicted his analysis; rather, it made the search for suffi cient free-labor 
supplies of cotton more desirable, since America’s exports would suddenly 
be reduced when (not if) slavery was disrupted or dissolved.242 In 1857, Vis-
count Goderich, a radical Liberal, was given an identical interpretation by 
his American informant, the journalist William Henry Hulbert. Precisely 
because the British economy relied on Southern cotton, Hulbert argued, it 
had to hope for emancipation in the United States.243

Mill thought there was “disinterestedness,” not “selfi sh purpose,” in 
British emancipation, even if, when working “to procure the abandonment 
of some national crime and scandal to humanity, such as the slave-trade,” 
foreigners “believe that we have always other objects than those we avow.” 
He noted that “when we taxed ourselves twenty millions . . . to get rid of 
negro slavery, and for the same object periled, as everybody thought,—de-
stroyed, as many thought,—the very existence of our West-Indian colonies, 
it was, and still is, believed [by foreigners], that our fi ne professions were 
but to delude the world; and that by this self-sacrifi cing behaviour we were 
endeavouring to gain some hidden object, which could neither be conceived 
nor described, in the way of pulling down other nations.” In order to dem-
onstrate the nature of Britain’s commitment to free labour, Mill deployed a 
fable: “The fox who had lost his tail had an intelligible interest in persuad-
ing his neighbours to rid themselves of theirs; but we, it is thought by our 
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neighbours, cut off our own magnifi cent brush, the largest and fi nest of 
all, in hopes of reaping some inexplicable advantage from inducing others 
to do the same.”244 He denied that anti-slavery would mean “pulling down 
other nations” even if he characterized emancipation as “self-sacrifi cing be-
haviour.” The paradox was resolved by the fact that there was “some hid-
den object,” but one Mill expected to enrich the whole of mankind, rather 
than to “pull down” rival empires and economies. He believed that Britain, 
in foreign affairs, bore the costs of upholding civilization, but “the fruits 
it shares in fraternal equality with the whole human race.”245 On one level, 
this was self-satisfi ed patriotism. Yet Mill was hoping to shape domestic 
opinion in a contentious debate over foreign policy, so his real purpose was 
to harness this example to his more contentious claims about British med-
dling in other cases.246

Economists, politicians, and journalists doubtlessly differed on the 
exact mechanics or means through which slavery would reveal its inferior-
ity. In many cases, not least Mill’s, they accepted that anti-slavery would re-
quire sacrifi ces and create immediate diffi culties. Whether through market 
laws or providential judgment, they believed that free labor would prove 
superior to slavery, not only for souls judged in the next world but for na-
tions tested in this one. This assumption was broadly shared, so debates 
pivoted on the reasons and methods by which free labor would prove itself 
better than slavery. Curiously, British faith in the morality and prosperity 
of anti-slavery policy survived orthodox faith in free labor’s productivity. 
The superiority of free labor could be relocated outside of the marketplace, 
permitting the broader belief to survive the disenchantment of a particular 
tenet. Hence, as one British statesman put it in 1848, “slave labour, in spite 
of its apparent cheapness, was really less effi cient and more costly than free 
labour.”247

Attempts to break Britain’s addiction to slave-grown cotton would 
meet with success only during America’s Civil War, when Southern cotton 
briefl y disappeared from the market. Although the exact circumstances of 
that confl ict and Lincoln’s wartime emancipation of Southern slaves could 
not have been predicted, the war was the kind of violent confl agration that 
Britons had long feared.248 Britain’s anti-slavery mission, despite faltering 
faith in the productive superiority of free labor, took new urgency from the 
nation’s dependency on the products of slavery. Modern parallels might 
be drawn with Western reliance on oil from politically unstable regions or 
the dangers of running nuclear power stations in unsafe conditions, where 
short-term productivity gains may be reckless given the likelihood of future 
catastrophe. Although dependency on slave cotton created concerns for a 
peaceful and gradual end to slavery, it remained impossible to defend slav-
ery as a positive good simply on the basis of this dependency.249
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Although Britons argued over how much and how the state could un-
dermine foreign slavery, they broadly agreed that British prosperity was 
ultimately aligned with anti-slavery. Conversely, the empire’s champion-
ship of anti-slavery civilization meant that the prosperity of Britain and the 
progress of the world were bound tightly together. In 1858, Palmerston de-
fended the pressure that had been put upon the Brazilian people in the past 
two decades, believing that British policy promoting suppression, “so far 
from injuring the people of that country, has conferred upon them invalu-
able benefi ts” and economic development.250 Although there were fi erce po-
litical debates about the right sort of trade policy, Palmerston was not alone 
in believing that British economic development would benefi t the rest of the 
world morally and economically.

His triumphant defence of his cruisers policy in 1858 drew on provi-
dential promises of reward for these ends. He admitted that MPs should 
not lecture each other on “religious questions” because “our sphere is 
 politics—our sphere is commerce—our sphere embraces simply matters of 
national interest.” Yet, Palmerston said,

there are occasions on which higher considerations than those ought to be 
impressed on the minds of the Members of this House and the country . . . it 
is a curious coincidence—though there may be no real connection between 
the two—that from the time when this country fi rst began to abolish the 
slave trade, followed up by abolishing slavery within the dominions of the 
Crown, and to use its infl uence for the suppression of the slave trade else-
where,—from that period this country has prospered in a degree which it 
never experienced before.

He went on to predict that “if the English nation were now to recede from 
its high position . . . I think it is not assuming too much of the functions of a 
prophet to say that the crime would be visited on the people of this country 
in a manner which would lead them to repent.”251 Despite his reluctance to 
debate theology in the House of Commons, Palmerston was happy to yoke 
providentialism to his expectations that national interest and national com-
merce were intimately connected to slave-trade suppression.252 Indeed, he 
had used very similar terms in a private memorandum of 1844 to the French 
foreign minister François Guizot: providence may mean that by conceding 
the right of search Britain and France “would not fi nd themselves less well 
off, even with Respect to their most worldly Interests.”253

By defending the naval system in these terms, Palmerston was happy 
to present the expansion of British trade and the suppression policy as 
 actions of national interest as well as national duty.254 An 1872 article in 
the Quarterly Review offered an important development of this view. The 
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author argued that, having suppressed the transatlantic slave trade in the 
past decade, Britain should repeat its success in East Africa, where an In-
dian Ocean slave trade was fl ourishing. If the British Empire did not use its 
immense power for good then it would decline, like the decadent Roman 
Empire of Gibbon’s history. This precedent showed that “the peculiar dan-
ger of a high and general civilization is, that selfi shness should eat out the 
cement of society, whilst luxury, like some wasting rot, saps the strength 
of its foundation-stones.” Redemption, he explained, required “the noble 
warfare of bringing moral force to bear upon nations who are below us in 
religion, morality, and civilization.” This meant British commerce, naval 
suppression, and forceful diplomacy with the peoples of East Africa.255 The 
author did not speak for all Britons in his specifi c prescription, but his faith 
in anti-slavery as a mark and guarantee of British civilization would have 
surprised few readers. Neither they nor he knew, in 1872, that the next 
three decades would see “the noble warfare” of “moral force” take shape 
in an anti-slavery imperialism of physical force. There would be little that 
was noble or moral about the results.
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Africa Burning

T HE RELATIONSHIP between anti-slavery and British imperial 
power was complex.1 Before 1838, anti-slavery campaigning pro-
moted imperial morality, reforming governance in the empire. 

After West Indian emancipation, this impulse contributed to a moral im-
perialism, a forceful quest that pried into societies across the globe.2 With 
British slave-trade suppression on the west and east coasts of Africa came 
racial contempt and massive territorial expansion across the continent in 
the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Victorian sentiment against slav-
ery could be used to fuel both expansionist and anti-expansionist politics, 
but the former proved to be a dominant interpretation of anti-slavery and 
the latter recessive.

British territorial ambitions in Africa developed after the abolition of slav-
ery in the empire, not before, and this may seem counterintuitive. However, 
Britain’s role in the “scramble for Africa” at the end of the nineteenth century 
was strongly infl uenced by anti-slavery traditions, not by a straightforward 
rejection or betrayal of them. The story of British imperialism would be much 
simpler if anti-slavery arguments provided convenient propaganda for do-
mestic audiences or cultural capital for racist paternalism. Instead, imperial-
ists used anti-slavery ideas not as a humanitarian shield but as the core basis 
of their greed. In the complex judgments behind empire, politicians, capital-
ists, and the public favoring expansion into Africa formed their expectations, 
ideas, and assumptions from anti-slavery traditions. Many of the economic 
and political calculations for expansion drew on anti-slavery ideologies, and 
many of the opportunities or crises prompting expansion arose thanks to 
anti-slavery commitments.3 Indeed, free-labor expectations were one of the 
few impulses that could override the powerful case for the British ignoring 
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West Africa in the fi rst three quarters of the nineteenth century.4 Anti-slavery 
traditions helped to translate private interest and personal ambitions into 
national interest and patriotic duty—the latter were vital in deciding when 
military or political intervention should assist missionary or commercial am-
bitions.5 Anti-slavery was by no means the sole ingredient of British impe-
rial expansion, but without it the directions and consequences of economic 
or strategic designs would have been unimaginably different. In Africa, the 
Victorians’ “aggressively interventionist ideology” can best be explained by 
understanding the “obsessional hostility to the slave trade.”6 This “moral im-
perialism” drew British attention to the continent during a period when the 
decline of the slave trade had destabilized traditional social and governance 
systems, creating opportunities and motives for European acquisition.7

Most Britons would not have imagined anti-slavery as a purely colonial 
issue, given its wider connection with foreign affairs, but that makes the 
moral ambiguities of this heritage all the more fascinating.8 Contemporaries 
were afraid that anti-slavery designs in Africa would rouse “the jealousy 
of all the other nations of the world” who would doubt “that we go there 
principally for the purpose of suppressing the slave trade.”9 It is easy for 
historians to dismiss that purpose too. However, anti-slavery was nothing 
as simple as an excuse for the rise of British formal imperialism in Africa.10 
British anti-slavery was not simply “an integral part of an ideological pack-
age which justifi ed the subjugation of colonial peoples and the reorganiza-
tion of their social, economic, and religious structures,” as historian Suzanne 
Miers terms it, but the motive for those interventions.11

Anti-slavery sentiment did not operate as some sort of monolith, suc-
ceeding or failing to curb the territorial expansion of empire. Britons over-
seas did not simply encounter different circumstances; they did so with 
very varied expectations of how anti-slavery should be advanced in prac-
tice. The diverse cultures of African societies, not to mention Africans’ 
diverse political reactions and choices, created challenges or opportunities 
for any Briton advancing anti-slavery interests, even if there had been full 
agreement on what those interests were. Just as “missionary enterprise” 
encompassed a range of theological perspectives, local circumstances, po-
litical situations, and African reactions, so did “anti-slavery enterprise.” 
Sincere anti-slavery politics acted as “agent, scribe and moral alibi” for 
British imperial aggression, while performing the same services for anti-
imperialist critics of expansion or exploitation.12 It is a mistake to deny that 
anti-slavery created and defi ned imperial as well as anti-imperial interests, 
just as it is to deny that humanitarianism often combined with self-interest 
in prestige, wealth, or salvation.

Britain’s role as international policeman took on different forms of im-
perial exertion, forcibly attempting to set right the conscience of the world. 
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Anti-slavery ideas directly infl uenced the nature and shape of the British 
Empire, often in surprising ways. This can be traced in the suppression of 
the transatlantic slave trade, which framed British policy toward Africa in 
the period before 1874. We can then examine British participation in the 
European invasion of African territory in the last quarter of the century to 
understand why territorial expansion proved quite compatible with anti-
slavery politics. (British attitudes toward coercion, race, and labor within 
imperial territories are treated in the following chapter.) To study these epi-
sodes, however, means starting with an analysis of British ideas about “the 
land of bondage,” as one children’s book called it in 1854, and why it stood 
for “ignorance, darkness, and slavery” in contrast to Europe’s “learning, 
and light, and liberty.”13

IMPROVEMENT AND THE SLAVE TRADE

The slave trade and slavery defi ned British contact with African peoples in 
the crucial decades after 1830. As historian Philip Curtin suggests, “end-
less negotiations” over slave trade suppression were “the only source of 
sustained interest keeping West Africa before the British public and par-
liament” until 1860.14 Suppression of the slave trade was commonly seen 
as intimately connected with the development of trade and civilization, 
though politicians differed over the order they would come in. Bureaucratic 
arrangements within the state further underlined the relationship between 
anti-slavery and African policy. Before 1884, all sub-Saharan African af-
fairs were handled by the Slave Trade Department. African and anti-slavery 
matters were also treated as identical by various select committee inquiries 
during this period. The 1842 inquiry into possessions on the west coast 
of Africa was spurred by panic over alleged British complicity in the slave 
trade and how it might be stopped. A central object of the subsequent 1865 
committee was to assess the West African colonies’ functions in suppress-
ing the slave trade. In 1848–50, 1853, and 1863, select committees on the 
suppression of the slave trade assumed that all questions of African policy 
were pertinent to their remit. They were understood by one contemporary 
to have covered “the moral and physical character of the various African 
nations; the progress of Sierra Leone as a colony; the relative slave mortal-
ity of the former and the present system of Slave-trading; the nature and 
value of African produce; cum multis aliis.”15 The same pattern would be 
repeated for the east coast from the 1870s onward.

A tradition of anti-slavery plans for the “improvement” of the continent 
shaped understandings of African politics, economics, and society.16 Abo-
litionist interest in Africa dated back to the earliest criticism of the slave 
trade itself; the improvement of Africa was expected to overlap with the 
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solution to slave trading since legitimate trade would replace slave deal-
ing in local economies.17 When Thomas Fowell Buxton developed his plan 
for a Niger expedition in the wake of West Indian emancipation, he drew 
on these older schemes.18 Having privately detailed his plans to the Whig 
cabinet in 1838, he revised them for publication as The African Slave Trade 
and The Remedy in 1839–40 (subsequently republished together in one-
volume editions).19 Buxton stated the connection between the expansion of 
“legitimate” commerce and the slave trade simply: “Is it not possible for us 
to undersell the slave-dealer, and to drive him out of the market, by offer-
ing more for the productions of the soil than he ever gave for the bodies of 
the inhabitants?”20 Like others, he quoted Edmund Burke’s assertion that 
“to deal and traffi c—not in the labour of men, but in men themselves—
is to devour the root, instead of enjoying the fruit of human diligence.”21 
However, “improvers” differed over how Africa could be weaned off the 
root and onto the fruit. For Buxton, trade with Africa was the great medi-
cine that could put down the slave trade and allow African civilization to 
spring forth.22

For others, such as missionary David Livingstone and trader Macgregor 
Laird, the slave traffi c had to be suppressed by other means before the 
development of Africa could begin.23 There were important differences be-
tween models of development that can be explored by examining, in turn, 
attitudes toward religion, trade, and the role of the state. The disagreements 
among various authors and authorities were refl ected in political debates.

Buxton shared with many other writers an assumption that the slave 
trade had artifi cially stopped normal historical progress in Africa, creat-
ing chaos and tumult unsuitable to civilization and development. Different 
plans for improvement shared this diagnosis of Africans’ problems without 
agreeing on the relationship between slavery, “barbarity,” and “heathen-
ism.”24 Buxton’s own faith doubtlessly guided him in his work, but his cul-
tivation of missionary enthusiasm for his expedition was largely pragmatic; 
his actual plans did not refl ect his rhetorical focus on the need for Christi-
anity to “shed her light upon the tenfold darkness of Africa.”25 The advance 
of Christianity might be a positive side-effect of civilizing measures, such 
as the suppression of the slave trade, rather than being itself an engine of 
historical change.26

Missionaries varied wildly in their response to imperial power and 
commercial expansion in Africa. Enthusiasm for the rhetorical pairing of 
“Christianity and commerce” left open the question of which would be the 
cause and which the effect. The attitude of missionaries toward particular 
improvement plans was therefore rather mixed, even if they shared an in-
terest in slave-trade suppression.27 In 1842, John Beecham, a missionary 
enthusiast, praised Buxton’s zeal but insisted that the Christian faith would 
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be more effective than trade and farming as a force for civilization.28 How-
ever, others, such as minister William Tait, writing a decade later, thought 
that spreading the Gospel was utterly dependent on the suppression of the 
slave trade.29 Horace Waller, who had come to anti-slavery through his 
missionary work with Livingstone, thought that the Gospel required civi-
lization, civilization required the end of the slave trade, and that mission-
aries should therefore “break down its infl uence.”30 Even if support for 
particular development schemes was conditional, anti-slavery objectives 
offered a bridge between missionary and state attention to Africa.31 In her 
1844 history of British anti-slavery, Esther Copley advised British women 
that “evangelizing Africa” was the next step and promoted involvement 
in African, as well as West Indian, missionary societies.32 The popular-
ity of slave-trade questions was ideal for missions’ promotional efforts, 
particularly in the second half of the century. In 1897, the Universities’ 
Mission to Central Africa promoted Livingstone’s slave-trade revelations 
as their founding concern.33 A journal such as Central Africa, the orga-
nization’s magazine, traded on this fascination with frequent reports of 
slave-hunting atrocities and their disruptive effects on the opportunities 
for evangelization.34

There was a strong religious dimension to all theories of development as 
feelings of guilt mixed with ambitions of civilizing Africa. Whether moral-
ity led to prosperity eventually or prosperity eventually promoted morality, 
the dynamic between the two objectives was clear. The trick was to get 
the right formula for both to fl ourish over time. We have already seen how 
readily popular constructions of providence could unite British national in-
terest with altruistic aspirations in anti-slavery foreign policy. Opening up 
the resources of Africa would be similarly good for its native peoples and 
the “one great family” of the Earth.35 Britain’s sin as the leading slave-trade 
nation before 1807 was part of this argument. Macgregor Laird argued 
that Britain’s empire would decline and fall if the nation did not atone for 
its guilt by repairing the evil it had done so much to promote. He saw the 
recent decline of the authoritarian and immoral Spanish Empire as a warn-
ing to his country.36 By this reasoning, the British would assist Africans in 
escaping their degradation, to the profi t of both. At the same time, Britain 
would happily enjoy the rightful profi ts from the burden it had taken up, 
but not from any special privilege.37 The 1842 Select Committee on West 
Africa expressed this purpose in its remarkable conclusion that “in all we 
are attempting in Africa, we are only endeavouring to provide a feast of 
which all may equally partake; and seeking, as the reward of our exer-
tions, no advantage to ourselves, save that which may fairly fall to our lot 
from a proportionate share of a more abundant table, spread out for the 
common benefi t of all.”38 Such a vision was part of a wider conception 
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of industry and trade as a moral project that brought forth the fruits of 
the earth for human utility.39 The sheer economic irrationality of Africa 
remaining enslaved by the slave trade was a direct challenge to “civilized” 
peoples, and particularly to the British as the most civilized nation. Inac-
tion was offensive.40

Such lofty goals directed both godliness and greed toward what one 
scholar calls a “development plan for Africa,” or, more precisely, a series 
of development plans for Africa.41 Improvement plans sought to rationally 
demonstrate to Africans that their own interests were better served by le-
gitimate commerce than by a trade in slaves.42 In this view, improvement 
was as much about spurring Africans to perceive and pursue their own 
fi nancial advantage as it was about awakening a moral repugnance of the 
slave trade. If the slave trade was presently the principal source for Western 
goods, it would be critical to demonstrate they could be procured more 
easily through other, less destructive, forms of trade. Thus, enlightened 
self-interest would reveal to Africans that there were better ways of doing 
business with Europeans.43 This was a project of moral and social educa-
tion (or, as we might now recognize it, cultural imperialism) to spread the 
benefi ts of a free-labor society. Every slave stolen was not only a lost pro-
ducer of goods for export but also a lost consumer of goods from countries 
such as Britain.44

For more than thirty years after the Niger expedition’s failure, simi-
lar ideas of anti-slavery civilization would recur, not only in the books 
of “improvers” but in government doctrine and public debate.45 William 
Hutt’s 1850 motion to end suppression never articulated a clear alterna-
tive but simply rehearsed the commercial principles that had informed 
Buxton’s project.46 In 1864, Livingstone described the combination of 
commerce and Christianity as “the Palmerston policy” against the slave 
trade.47 It went unnoticed that only the operation of the cruisers distin-
guished such a policy from that of Palmerston’s old foe Hutt. However, 
defending the record of the West Africa squadron in an 1857 letter to the 
Times, Livingstone emphasized that the cultivation “of the raw materials 
of our manufactures and the infl uence of Christian civilization alone will 
effect a permanent suppression of the slave-trade.”48 Two years later, an 
editorial in that newspaper proposed that “British philanthropy, science, 
and capital put their heads together” to achieve such results.49 Commerce 
held common currency even among those who disagreed on the role of the 
cruisers.

Despite the improvers’ promises of lucrative future trade when the slave 
trade was put down, the actual signifi cance of sub-Saharan Africa for Brit-
ish trade was minimal. The fi rst half of the nineteenth century saw a con-
sistent decline in the continent’s proportional signifi cance to British trade 
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from a peak in the slave-trading 1780s that would not be matched again 
until the 1970s. Even if it was on the rise from the midcentury, trade with 
the whole of Africa constituted less than 2.6 percent of British trade in the 
period from 1794 to 1856.50 Still, as Palmerston argued, “the commercial 
resources of Africa are of vast importance” for Britain’s future, even if they 
did not make up a large proportion of current trade.51

Economic interest in Africa was founded on public interest in exports 
that could emerge after the suppression of slave trading. In 1852, the for-
eign secretary, Lord Granville, suggested that security for British trade was 
a priority for his Offi ce, “considering the great natural advantages of our 
Foreign Commerce, and the powerful means of civilization it affords.”52 
As early as 1854, Chambers’s Journal celebrated the early fruits of such a 
policy in West Africa, as British importation of stearic acid (extracted from 
palm oil for making candles) was directly undermining the slave trade.53 
In 1865, William Wylde, then the Slave Trade Department’s superinten-
dent, advocated “striking the slave trade at its root” by promoting trade 
in cotton, palm oil, shea butter, and indigo around the Niger region in his 
testimony to the Select Committee on West Africa.54 Private schemes of 
the period took up the challenge, such as the mission of William Craft, a 
former American slave. After raising half his initial target of £1,000 from 
anti-slavery and missionary supporters, he planned an expedition to the 
kingdom of Dahomey. There, he would attempt “to civilize and Christian-
ize the people, and to destroy the wicked slave trade.” His initial expedition 
in 1862 aimed to show that the cultivation of cotton provided better profi ts 
than the slave trade, which he thought was the cause of the king’s human 
sacrifi ces.55 The black emigrationists Martin Delany and Robert Campbell 
hoped their Niger Valley Exploring Party, active from 1859, would culti-
vate the growth of free-labor exports with support from the Manchester 
cotton magnate Thomas Clegg.56

Old ideas of forming partnerships with Africans to end the slave trade 
were easily assimilated by most anti-slavery schools of thought.57 Prevail-
ing anxieties about the supply of free-labor cotton made its cultivation in 
Africa particularly attractive in the years before the American Civil War.58 
A state project to import cotton- and sugar-processing machinery had been 
attempted in Fernando Po, during Britain’s brief naval lease there.59 Coop-
eration between the government and the Manchester Cotton Supply Asso-
ciation in the cultivation of cotton on the Gold Coast and in Lagos proved 
a modest success. Imported from Alabama, gins were deployed in Lagos to 
help with efforts to cultivate cotton there. By midcentury, the Slave Trade 
Department had begun to act as an economic development agency as well 
as remaining a watchdog for anti-slavery policy.60 As Archbishop Whately 
put it, it would be “better for all parties that cotton and sugar should be 
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grown there [West Africa] . . . than to carry away the negroes to cultivate 
them 1,000 miles off.”61

Although commerce might seem to aid anti-slavery policy, the relation-
ship with state action was fraught. The government often expressed con-
cern over the conduct of British traders in West Africa, particularly their 
coercive systems of credit and monopolistic practices.62 One of the most 
serious challenges to a comfortable relationship between anti-slavery and 
commerce came when the Irish abolitionist R. R. Madden was sent to in-
vestigate the complicity of Gold Coast offi cials and British merchants in the 
slave trade in 1840. He penned a devastating report, suggesting that for-
eign slave traders purchased captured Africans with cheap Western goods 
largely manufactured in Britain.63 These materials had long been dubbed 
“slave goods,” as their poor quality marked them out for export to Africa 
or to slave societies where they could be used as barter for all manner of 
goods, legitimate and illegitimate. Madden argued that any Britons selling 
to slave dealers were complicit in human traffi cking, and he questioned 
why any British traders were permitted to do business with ports in which 
slaving occurred, as they became part of its supply chain. The report criti-
cized Governor George Maclean of the Gold Coast for allowing this to con-
tinue.64 Maclean protested his innocence, insisting that he had no power 
to interfere with friendly ships conducting themselves lawfully in British 
waters. He was subsequently exonerated and demoted, as is so often the 
way with political scandals.65

Madden’s investigation had little long-term impact. A select committee 
convened to consider his fi ndings was convinced that, without legitimate 
trade as an alternative, Africans would resort to slave trading to meet their 
desire for Western goods.66 Legally, traders could be charged with abetting 
the slave trade only if they were aware how their merchandise would be 
used, which was hard to prove. Additionally, the committee was convinced 
by evidence that the mere presence of British citizens—even as private mer-
chants—was anathema to slave trading, citing examples where the navy had 
gained valuable intelligence from traders. Legitimate traders were exoner-
ated and again hailed as allies, not traitors, in the national crusade against 
the slave trade.67 The 1842 inquiry resulted only in greater state control of 
the Gold Coast colony, not in a retreat from faith in the civilizing effects 
of trade.68 Traders and merchants proved great propagandists for their sup-
posed role in advancing civilization.69 The committee sided with the views 
of the merchant and MP William Forster, who, in an indignant letter to 
Madden, insisted that “the only progress which had been made in the ci-
vilisation on the coast has been through the medium of trade.” He declared 
that he had done more to end the slave trade in twenty-fi ve years of business 
there “than Government has done in all its wasteful expenditure.”70
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It is clear that merchants picked and chose when they wanted anti-
slavery intervention by the state and when they disavowed it depending on 
their own interests. Opposition to Buxton’s expedition in 1841 had been led 
by Robert Jamieson, a merchant invested in trade around the River Niger 
who resented government support for a rival venture that might break his 
monopoly.71 Palmerston, as prime minister, gave considerable assistance to 
Laird’s steamship company, launched in 1852. This was hugely unpopular 
with those Liverpool merchants who exercised control over the African 
coast given that the steamer’s cargo haul from Britain gave openings to 
competitors.72 Although the promotion of legitimate trade in Africa was 
seen as synonymous with efforts to suppress the slave trade, this did not 
leave politicians blind to the selfi sh interests of some merchants.

Despite a widely held faith in the power of commerce to “civilize” and 
develop Africa, such questions were very rarely matters of public concern in 
the period before 1865.73 The Niger expedition was exceptional in the de-
gree of government involvement and the fanfare that surrounded its depar-
ture.74 Both parties had supported state involvement in Buxton’s plan, but 
the expedition’s staggering cost of £79,143 was borne by taxpayers largely 
because the Whig prime minister, Viscount Melbourne, wanted to associ-
ate his faltering ministry with a popular anti-slavery project.75 The Niger 
expedition was commissioned in the fi nal gasp of public anxiety over slave-
holding in Britain’s own West Indian colonies and as a desperate attempt to 
revive the current ministers’ anti-slavery credentials.76 These circumstances 
were unique; future expeditions would rely on private fi nance or receive 
signifi cantly less state support. Still, it is remarkable how little Buxton’s 
failure dented faith in the possibilities for improvement, even if popular in-
terest was largely dormant until Livingstone’s crusade two decades later.77 
In the year after the disastrous 1841 expedition, a select committee reen-
dorsed legitimate trade, protected by state establishments and the navy, as 
the long-term salvation for Africa.78

This undented faith does not suggest that there was any kind of con-
sensus in favor of the British “civilization” of Africa. Charles Dickens had 
loathed Buxton’s scheme, attacking it as the work of “telescopic philan-
thropists” who should focus on the misery around them in Britain.79 Simi-
larly, the Times criticized the expedition, with one of its editors denouncing 
Buxton’s plans at a meeting of the Civilization Society. He objected to 
spending more money after Britain had paid £20,000,000 compensation 
to the West Indian planters, suffered a 30 percent cut in sugar produc-
tion, and experienced a doubling of the price of sugar. The newspaperman 
claimed to support anti-slavery policies, but he ridiculed the false promises 
of Buxton’s scheme and Whig economics.80 More fundamentally, the Times 
denied that Africans were “improvable,” making rational appeals to eco-
nomic interest and the cultivation of savage morals a hopeless exercise.81 
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This 1840s pessimism contrasts with the newspaper’s later enthusiasm for 
Livingstone’s plans in Central Africa and Eastern Africa.82 Regardless, crit-
ics continued to doubt the effectiveness of the well-meaning but expensive 
efforts of the Victorian state.

In this opinion they had an ally in James Stephen, the long-serving 
under-secretary of state at the Colonial Offi ce. He thought that the West 
African colonies’ value for commerce and slave-trade suppression was 
“enormously exaggerated” and “in fact they are nothing else than facto-
ries kept up at the expense of the Nation at large for the profi t of half a 
dozen inconsiderable merchants.”83 He did not doubt that Britain should 
oppose the slave trade—his family included prominent abolitionists and 
he had drafted the Emancipation Act—but he doubted that the promotion 
of British commerce in Africa would help. These sentiments were not alien 
to those with more commercial interests in Africa. During one of his occa-
sional periods of pessimism about Africa, Laird insisted that Britain’s free-
labor colonies were “the only channels through which we can affect the 
demand for slaves.” He mocked the idea “of civilizing a continent, by send-
ing two or three expeditions, or 50 expeditions up any of the rivers,” saying 
it was “perfectly ridiculous.” Instead, he suggested that “moral power on 
the coast of Africa means a 24-pounder, and British seamen behind it.” Be-
cause this large-scale use of physical force was impractical, he argued that 
the civilization of Africa would be wrought in the West Indies, through the 
short-term emigration of free labor there.84

By midcentury, improvers and their pessimistic detractors could at least 
agree that Africans had failed to play the role assigned for them in the sup-
pression of the slave trade. Blunt bigotry and frustration at African slave 
dealing led the Spectator, in 1853, to moan that “British lives are lavished 
on the African coasts to negotiate and treat with the Black babies who 
can’t keep from selling each other and cheating us.” The paper concluded 
that it was impossible to educate West Africans as “moral observers of the 
Anti-Slavery faith.”85 Such anger about the slow progress of “educating” 
Africans in the economic irrationality of selling their own people was an 
emotion that gelled with the rise of racial thinking. However, this frustra-
tion could stir in some a desire for stronger formal involvement by the 
British state rather than despair.86 As historian David Eltis observed, “the 
refusal of Africans to behave as a European elite expected in the wake of 
suppression” moved Britain to kindle freedom with force.87

ANTI-SLAVERY IMPERIALISM

British suppression of the slave trade kept the Royal Navy on the coast of 
West Africa in the decades after the Abolition Act of 1807, but the cru-
sade also fostered early prejudices against African nations. In 1839, during 
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preparations for the Niger expedition, Palmerston insisted that undertak-
ings with Britain by “barbarous or semi-barbarous tribes” for slave-trade 
suppression should be categorized as agreements, without the full status 
of international treaties, and the distinction stuck.88 Instructions to Brit-
ish naval offi cers had separate procedures for “uncivilized African states,” 
against which force “may be exercised upon shore as well as at sea, and ir-
respectively of the consent of the native government.”89 Palmerston contin-
ued to promote the idea, following the early exploits of Denman and Jones, 
that traditional rights under international law could be suspended when 
dealing with African nations on matters concerning the slave trade.90 After 
Denman’s trial, the navy struck at more slave traders, burning barracoons. 
By the middle of the century, British audiences were familiar with images 
of burning slave forts from the Solyman River (fi g. 9) in Sierra Leone to 
the shores of Mozambique (fi g. 10) on the east coast.91 When Commodore 
Jones burned the villages of the Gallinas in the course of his gunboat di-
plomacy with Prince Manna, he acted to punish and intimidate an Afri-
can sovereign. This went a step further than destroying barracoons, where 
slaves were kept for embarkation. Jones’s actions were an escalation of vio-
lence, targeting a community rather than just a slave-trading post. In the 
following years, British slave-trade suppression moved toward even greater 
coercion of African nations.

This did not refl ect a calculated desire for territorial control. Although 
Britons at midcentury entertained robust differences over how or whether 
they could speed Africans’ salvation from the slave trade, they saved even 
more passion for questions about the size and scale of state expenditure 
on colonies in West Africa. The conquest of African societies was hardly 
considered.92 Empire on the smallest imaginable scale was a model for an 
“imperialism of free trade,” where offi cials sought to secure national in-
fl uence and commerce rather than occupation.93 Early Victorian concerns 
about climate and the problems of governance led to debates about formal 
imperial commitments that were small or smaller.94

Visions for improvement differed less over the scale than over the form 
that state activity should assume. Besides familiar contests over the up-
keep of naval cruisers, there were various disputes over whether to occupy 
forts along the coast or to strategically acquire territory.95 Buxton looked 
to revive Britain’s use of Fernando Po and also fl irted with the idea of ac-
quiring Mombass on the east coast.96 New commitments were, unsurpris-
ingly, given extensive scrutiny. Still, as a direct result of concerns about 
the slave trade, the 1842 Select Committee on the West Coast of Africa 
paved the way for direct rule at Cape Coast Castle by the crown rather 
than a merchants’ committee.97 Anti-slavery interests could justify formal 
colonies at a time when they were least favored in Parliament. In July 1850, 



FIGURE 9. British attack on slave barracoons on the Solyman River, Sierra Leone. ILN, 
14 April 1849, 237. By permission of Mary Evans Picture Library, ref. 10012261.

FIGURE 10. British attack on slave barracoons in Mozambique. ILN, 18 Jan. 1851, 44. 
By permission of Mary Evans Picture Library, ref. 10015377.
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Cobden opposed the acquisition of the Danish forts along the Gold Coast 
(at a cost of £10,000), but he was heavily defeated in the House of Com-
mons.98 British interest in West Africa outstripped the volume of trade in 
the area. It seems unlikely that British involvement would have been so 
extensive on the basis of trade policy alone.99 Moreover, greedy expecta-
tions about the future development of legitimate trade were predicated on 
anti-slavery ideas.100

Anti-slavery policies locked an unwilling state into obligations toward 
African colonies. Charles Adderley, the chairman of the 1865 Select Com-
mittee on Africa, believed that Britain would never have undertaken any 
settlements in Africa or made entangling treaties of protection with West 
African chiefs if it had not been for fi rst the promotion and later the sup-
pression of the slave trade. His committee’s report mourned the need to 
maintain such commitments and suggested preparations for British with-
drawal. However, any such departure was conditional on an end to the 
slave trade.101 The case for maintaining a British presence on the Gold 
Coast (modern Ghana) was largely based on fear that the Ashanti would 
otherwise reestablish slave trading as they asserted their domination over 
the region.102 Adderley’s analysis on this point was surely correct. This was 
hardly a retreat from anti-slavery policy, even if the committee wished that 
more had been done by trade alone so that so many formal commitments in 
West Africa had not been made.103

When Britain did add to its formal empire in Africa in the period be-
fore the “new imperialism” of the 1880s, it came through the entangling 
logic of anti-slavery ideologies. For example, Britain’s kidnapping of the 
rebellious Bonny priest Awanta in 1848 was primarily spurred by mer-
chants’ complaints about his disruption of their trade.104 Similarly, King 
Pepple of the Bonny was deposed in 1854 after Consul John Beecroft had 
spent years denouncing him as a supporter of the slave trade. Their en-
mity was in fact rooted in more mundane economic disputes, but slave 
trading helped justify national intervention.105 In these cases, intervention 
and the protection of legitimate commerce were intimately bound up with 
anti-slavery ideologies. Commercial concerns were easily connected with 
abolitionist goals.106

African or European defi ance of British power was usually confl ated 
with a zeal for slave trading; civilization and cooperation with Britain were 
assumed to chime with abolitionist piety.107 Back in 1840, Buxton predicted 
that anyone profi ting from the slave trade would aim to stop native chiefs 
working with Britain.108 Africans’ disruption of trade or resistance to the 
authority of British offi cials were construed as pro-slavery activities.109 The 
Ashanti, for example, were dismissed in 1865 as “a great slave-hunting 
despotism.”110 Moreover, treaties with existing African powers offered the 
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British a cheap way to secure cooperation against the slave trade and for 
legitimate trade. By 1857, there were forty-fi ve anti-slavery treaties on the 
west coast and these easily provoked entangling alliances.111

The security of Abeokuta, a West African town allied with Britain and 
embracing Christianity, became a recurring concern, in part thanks to mis-
sionary propaganda.112 It was identifi ed as a bridgehead for Christianity, 
anti-slavery, and British civilization, while the hostile kingdom of Dahomey 
was portrayed as a hotbed of war, savagery, and slavery.113 This provided 
the backdrop to the most famous example of British gunboat diplomacy in 
Africa before the European scramble for colonies. King Kosoko of Lagos 
was condemned as a rogue supporter of the slave trade. Britain had, by de-
fault, taken up the cause of his rival Akitoye, who had been deposed years 
earlier and claimed to be the legitimate ruler of Lagos. Far more relevant 
to British support was Akitoye’s pledge to assist efforts against the slave 
trade.114 A sour mood toward his rival had set in at the Foreign Offi ce by 
1851. The occasion for Kosoko’s removal was heralded by missionary re-
ports that the king of Dahomey was working with this “usurper at Lagos” 
to conquer Abeokuta and reopen it to slave dealers.115 Rumors of a raid to 
capture slaves and murder all whites and freedmen stirred action.

In September 1851, Palmerston wrote indignantly to the Lords of the 
Admiralty that the “great purpose” of the British government and people 
in suppressing the slave trade could no longer be thwarted by “the mini-
mal and piratical resistance of two barbarous African chiefs.” The foreign 
secretary ordered that Whydah be blockaded and new action taken against 
Kosoko at Lagos.116 Prime Minister Russell was content to “wink at any 
violation of Vattel” (referring to the scholar of international law Emerich de 
Vattel) where slave trading was involved.117 Palmerston predicted:

If Lagos, instead of being a nest for Slave Traders, were to become a Port 
for Lawful Trade, it would in connection with the Navigable River which 
there discharges itself into the Sea, become an important outlet for the 
commerce of a large Range of Country in the Interior, and instead of being 
a Den of Barbarians, would be a diffusing Centre of Civilization.118

Encouraged by this, the British consul and naval commanders attacked 
Lagos and deposed Kosoko in December 1851.119 Akitoye subsequently 
signed a treaty banning the slave trade as well as human sacrifi ce.120 The 
British public received news of Kosoko’s defeat as just punishment for “per-
sistence in carrying on the inhuman traffi c.”121

Attempts by the British consul at Lagos to rule through Akitoye and 
later his son Docemo did not proceed smoothly, however. The new dy-
nasty did not enjoy popular support in Lagos, precipitating further British 
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intervention, again for anti-slavery reasons, a decade later. By 1861, Doc-
emo’s allies found him unable to prevent slave trading in the area sur-
rounding Lagos.122 Russell, now serving as Palmerston’s foreign secretary, 
promised that

the permanent occupation of this point in the Bight of Benin is indispens-
able to the complete suppression of the slave trade in the Bight, whilst it 
will give great aid and support to the development of lawful commerce, 
and will check the aggressive spirit of the King of Dahomey, whose barba-
rous wars & encouragement to slave trading are the chief cause of disorder 
in that part of Africa.123

The anti-slavery intent of this annexation was underlined by instructions 
from the Duke of Newcastle to Lagos’s new governor insisting that no fur-
ther territory should be claimed for Britain beyond that absolutely neces-
sary to suppress the port’s slave trade.124 Anti-slavery and the failures of 
informal rule—wrapped up, of course, in other concerns—overcame of-
fi cial reluctance for formal rule.125 The main justifi cation for British med-
dling and then formal rule was abolitionist. Dissenters such as Sir Francis 
Baring opposed such high-handed treatment of African rulers in the hope 
that self-determination would be more successful in permanently under-
mining the slave trade and advancing civilization. A lonely voice, Baring’s 
example serves to demonstrate that even opponents of anti-slavery annexa-
tion rested their logic on anti-slavery concerns.126

Deepening commercial involvement and frustrations over the sup-
pression of the slave trade created apparent crises in Africa.127 Historian 
Michael Craton’s assessment—that “complacency led British statesmen 
into gunboat adventures and even the acquisition of colonies, whenever 
their concept of progress seemed unjustly blocked”—holds true.128 That 
“concept of progress” was invariably focused on anti-slavery concerns and 
formed the basis of imperial interventions (such as King Pepple being de-
posed) and formal empire (such as the annexation of Lagos). Although a 
formal colony such as Lagos technically became the responsibility of the 
Colonial Offi ce, the Foreign Offi ce’s responsibility for the slave trade gave 
it the lead in imperial expansion and infl uence. As one governor put it in 
1864, “Lagos is the child of the FO” and so needed its parent’s help in 
dealing with the Colonial Offi ce, even after Britain had formally annexed 
the colony.129

As part of the intervention of 1851, the Royal Navy had shelled Lagos. 
Among the ships participating in the attack was HMS Penelope, the fl ag-
ship of Commodore Jones when he attacked the villages of the Gallinas 
in 1845. British experiments in burning down African barracoons or 
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settlements in the Gallinas region had reached a new maturity or, rather, a 
new boldness in Lagos, fi rst destroying and then annexing the city in 1851 
and 1861. Domestic newspaper readers had previously seen images of burn-
ing barracoons or read about Jones’s revenge on Manna, and so the scenes 
would have seemed somewhat familiar when they read about the “destruc-
tion of Lagos” in the early months of 1852. Heavy bombardment from the 
Penelope and the other ships had struck Kosoko’s arsenal, creating a series 
of explosions in his capital. The Illustrated London News offered readers 
a striking engraving of the attack on “the nest of the slave trade” with an 
account from one of Penelope’s sailors (fi g. 11). He described how a rocket 
attack meant “the whole town was soon in a blaze” and “the town burnt 
famously all night.”130 Although the stirring account of British naval adven-
tures in West Africa looked similar to the familiar scenes of burning barra-
coons or settlements, intervention at Lagos marked a shift from commerce 
and slave-trade diplomacy toward British occupation. It was a pattern that 
became more familiar in the following decades.

DECOY ELEPHANTS

In 1877 Frederic Elton, the British consul in Mozambique, told his friend 
William Wylde that in East Africa “what is needed are decoy elephants.” 
These elephants were not metaphorical. Elton suggested that a team of In-
dian elephants and “a staff of elephant catchers from Ceylon” could put 
down the slave trade in the region around Lake Malawi. Because of the 

FIGURE 11. “The Destruction of Lagos,” 1851. ILN, 13 March 1852, 224. By permission 
of Mary Evans Picture Library, ref. 10472512.
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tsetse fl y, horses and cattle were not feasible beasts of burden. Great cara-
vans of slaves hauled goods to the coast for sale, where they themselves 
were also sold. In order to undermine this thriving slave trade, operated by 
Arab merchants, Elton hoped that elephants would provide an alternative 
way to transport the produce of the African interior. The most effi cient 
way, he suggested, was to use trained “decoy” elephants to trick local, wild 
African elephants into following them. Since the creatures were social and 
prone to traveling in lines, the wild elephants could then be loaded with 
merchandise and led to the coast.131 Although the East African context was 
exotic, Elton’s ploy drew on a familiar technique from British India, de-
scribed by one storybook in circulation during his childhood: “The female 
is used in this work, and exhibits much ingenuity . . . being sent out amongst 
a troop of wild elephants . . . to entangle the affections of one of the male 
species . . . intently gazing on the charms of his mistress, he disregards the 
approach of his enemies.”132 In his letter, Elton sounded a little desperate in 
his plea that “I am by no means dreaming dreams or advocating impossible 
measures.”133 As unlikely as it may sound, the business ventures of King 
Leopold of the Belgians and Scottish investor William Mackinnon would 
later experiment with imported elephants for just such purposes.134

Elton’s signifi cance does not lie in his unrealized ambitions to civilize 
African elephants as abolitionist agents in Malawi, though. His hope of 
disciplining a local population with techniques and skills developed in 
other parts of the British Empire refl ected a developing taste for inter-
vention in East Africa. Anti-slavery sentiment can be seen as a decoy el-
ephant, tempting the British public to support colonizers bent on their own 
economic interests. Historian Marcus Wood thinks that “abolition as a 
propaganda movement justifi ed white expansion into Africa.”135 Examin-
ing the relationship between slavery and imperialism in the period of the 
“scramble for Africa” provides a chance to test this proposition. By looking 
at British imperial policies it will be possible to decide whether anti-slavery 
functioned as a “propaganda movement” and a justifi cation for British 
actions— effectively, as a decoy.

Because of his role in Portuguese East Africa, Elton plays a part in 
these case studies, even if his imported elephants do not. From the 1860s 
on, the division of African territories between South Africa and Sudan was 
uncertain, with Portugal and Britain, later joined by Germany, concerned 
to protect and advance national interests. In the case of the British, this 
included a new crusade against slave trading off the east coast of Africa.136 
The intensifi cation of British slave-trade suppression there hinged on two 
groups: the fi rst was a small elite network of men with an activist vision 
for anti-slavery, and the second was a receptive public with an appetite 
for anti-slavery. Elton became, in later years, a peripheral associate of the 
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former group and his letter, mentioned above, is a useful device to explore 
it. His 1877 missive was sent from the Livingstonia mission at the south 
of Lake Malawi to Wylde in England. He sent a copy to Sir Bartle Frere 
and—toward the end of the message—asked Wylde to pass on his good 
wishes and his news to Horace Waller. These three men were preeminent 
architects of Britain’s early interventions in East African affairs, along with 
a missionary who was dead by the time Elton was working in the region of 
the lake (see map, fi g. 12).137
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The Livingstonia mission was, of course, named for the late Scottish 
missionary and explorer David Livingstone. That was appropriate as El-
ton’s eccentric plan was forged in the mold of Livingstone’s ambitions for 
Christianity, commerce, and the suppression of the slave trade in Africa. 
Quite separate from any direct relationship with slavery, the godly sections 
of Victorian Britain had long embraced missionary activities for peoples 
overseas. When Buxton promoted his expedition to missionary organiza-
tions, he expected them to gratefully follow in the wake of his anti-slavery 
objectives. In Livingstone, the mission movement developed its own abo-
litionist; ironically, he shared with Buxton the priority of suppressing the 
disruptive slave trades of Africa, but as a missionary he was better placed 
to argue that evangelism was dependent upon anti-slavery. In 1865, Living-
stone confi dently invoked the success of Palmerston’s policy in the Atlantic 
as he called for it to be repeated “on the opposite side of the continent.” He 
argued that “no reasonable expense, that preserves us from contamination, 
should be esteemed a sacrifi ce.”138 His private publications and the fund-
raising literature of the Church Missionary Society embraced the cruisers-
and-trade formula once more.139

Livingstone’s work along the course of the Zambesi River deliberately 
used anti-slavery to attract public interest, money, and support for his mis-
sions and expeditions.140 Dedicated to Palmerston (as patron saint of West 
African slave-trade suppression), Livingstone’s Narrative of an Expedition to 
the Zambesi featured slaves prominently in its illustrations. Fascinated with 
the interior of the continent, Livingstone publicized the existence of a second 
slave trade in Africa. The western slave trade had been an aberrant European 
disruption of African development; now, an Arab slave trade from Central 
Africa to the coast and then to the Middle East appeared as a second blight. 
Livingstone’s talent for self-publicity and promotion of a new evil within 
the unexplored interior of the continent prepared the ground for political 
developments in the years immediately before and after his 1873 demise.141

Thanks to the activities of a network of anti-slavery men seeking Brit-
ish initiatives in East Africa, Livingstone’s missions and death spurred state 
action. Dissatisfi ed with the inadequate legal apparatus for suppression of 
the slave trade around Zanzibar, offi cials from the Foreign and Colonial 
offi ces and the government of India had desperately sought to fi nd a way 
forward starting in 1870.142 However, when they agreed to bribe the sultan 
to get him to concede greater anti-slavery measures, the plan foundered on 
the opposition of a new sultan in Zanzibar, Barghash, and the chancellor 
of the exchequer’s horror at the expense to British taxpayers. Scrutiny by 
the Select Committee on the Slave Trade in eastern Africa drew attention 
to the fact that, in 1822, Britain had signed a treaty that simply limited the 
export of slaves from Zanzibar and Pemba across a narrow strip of sea.143 



 AFRICA BURNING  151

Foreign Offi ce offi cials mourned that the sultan, under his agreements with 
the British, had a “reserved privilege of transporting slaves by sea for the 
home market,” which “has always been . . . a cloak” for external slave traf-
fi cking.144 Moreover, when privately consulted on the measure, abolition-
ists such as Sir Fowell Buxton (son of the anti-slavery MP) were appalled 
that Zanzibar would still be permitted to operate a regulated trade; he had 
been wholly ignorant that they were presently entitled to do so.145 These 
concerns were aired angrily in public after a hostile parliamentary motion 
was tabled in 1872. One historian suggests that these events were sparked 
by an offi cial leak. If so, Wylde’s close friendship with the ringleaders of 
the subsequent outcry, not to mention his activism on policy matters, would 
make him a likely suspect, though there is no proof.146

In the fi rst few months of 1872, the British press had become more agi-
tated about the “Polynesian slave trade” of the South Seas, but in the longer 
term the East Africa inquiry had a greater effect than government measures 
brought forward to prosecute Australian abductors.147 The Select Commit-
tee on Africa was concerned that there had been no concrete actions to 
stop de facto slave trading.148 However, their cry would have largely been 
ignored without agitation in favor of direct action. From February 1872 on-
ward, with reports of Samuel Baker’s “anti-slave trade war” in Sudan and 
Livingstone’s disappearance in East Africa as a backdrop, political pressure 
grew.149 While public meetings pressed humanitarian duty, some speakers, 
such as Russell Gurney, did offer “one word, in conclusion, as to their 
interest in putting down the slave trade” since, on the west coast, Britons 
“were being repaid every year for the expenditure in putting down the 
slave trade there, and that the same results would ensue on the East Coast.” 
Similarly, provincial newspapers described “a new world of production and 
consumption” if the slave trade could be suppressed.150 Such commercial 
promises took second place, however, to moral diatribes. Widely reprinted 
letters from the hitherto-lost Livingstone arrived with perfect timing, con-
demning “the open sore in the world.”151 The Liberal government under 
Gladstone—a longstanding skeptic of anti-slavery violence—reluctantly 
sanctioned a mission to Zanzibar.152 In August, his ministry declared war 
on the East African slave trade in Queen Victoria’s speech opening a new 
session of Parliament. The cabinet approved negotiations for concessions 
that would allow the Royal Navy to suppress the slave trade effectually.153

The man Gladstone sent to deliver action from Zanzibar was Sir Bartle 
Frere. A keen student of non-Western peoples, Frere had had a distinguished 
career as a civil servant in the East India Company and its successor re-
gime, the Raj. Having secured western India for Britain during the Sepoy 
Mutiny, Frere was promoted to governor of Bombay in 1862. By 1872 he 
had returned to London and become a candidate for special missions from 
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the government.154 The public meetings of that year, which he orchestrated, 
led to his appointment as the government’s envoy to Zanzibar.155 Frere had 
“smelt blood,” as one historian puts it, during the select committee hear-
ings and saw an opportunity to encourage a more aggressive policy in East 
Africa. Through association with the provincial networks of the BFASS, a 
speaking tour of Britain in the spring and summer of 1872, and shrewd lob-
bying, Frere ensured that substantial numbers of MPs felt under pressure 
from their constituents. One measure of his success was that much of the 
press had converted from supreme skepticism to enthusiastic support for 
British attention to Zanzibar’s slave trade.156

Frere’s principal collaborator in formenting public agitation was the 
Reverend Horace Waller, another of Elton’s associates. Waller was a dis-
ciple of Livingstone and, like his mentor, saw the suppression of the slave 
trade as the foremost task for Christians who wished to spread the Gospel. 
He took this work forward after news of Livingstone’s death reached Brit-
ain in 1874. In life, Livingstone had directed an enthusiastic public and a 
reluctant government toward focusing on the East African slave trade. In 
death, he would continue to do so, not least thanks to the careful work of 
his literary executor, Waller, who carefully edited Livingstone’s last jour-
nals to highlight the martyr’s attention to anti-slavery (fi g. 13) and to omit 
an embarrassing reliance on the help of Arab slave traders or the problems 
controlling liberated African employees.157 This complemented the press’s 
response to the explorer’s grand public funeral, with obituaries praising 
Livingstone’s mission to open Africa “to the light of religion and civilisa-
tion, and extirpating the slave trade, which is the main hindrance to that be-
nefi cent consummation.” The time was at hand, one newspaper predicted, 
when the “traffi c in fl esh and blood” would be ended, and then (and only 
then) would Africa be open to “Christianity, civilisation and commerce.”158 
More broadly, British infl uence and interest in East Africa had been seeded. 
The press again celebrated British naval heroes hunting down vicious sla-
vers (fi g. 14).159 Livingstone’s anti-slavery legacy, so carefully cultivated 
after his death, would form the basis of an imperial interest in the region.160

In this goal, Frere, Waller, and Elton shared an ally in Wylde. A fre-
quent correspondent of them all, this anti-slavery civil servant sat at the 
heart of an offi cial and unoffi cial web of humanitarians, imperialists, mis-
sionaries, and businessmen with interests in East Africa. By 1876, for ex-
ample, Wylde had taken a keen interest in Elton’s work, confi ding in him 
his delight that “we are every day assuming a more active Policy on the 
East Coast . . . and from this Policy we can scarcely withdraw, even if we 
wished, considering the interest taken by the Public in African Affairs.”161 
As his enthusiasm suggests, Wylde wished to push the anti-slavery state in 
particular directions, and he largely succeeded in shaping African policy. 
His Foreign Offi ce colleague Clement Hill praised Wylde’s achievements, 



FIGURE 13. “East African Slave Trade, by Johann Baptist Zwecker,” after David 
Livingstone, Livingstone’s Last Journals, ed. Horace Waller (2 vols., London, 1874), 1:56. 
By permission of Mary Evans Picture Library, ref. 10448300.

FIGURE 14. Boats from HMS London chase a slave dhow near Zanzibar. ILN, 17 Dec. 
1881, 586. By permission of Mary Evans Picture Library, ref. 10015376.
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remarking that “so much has been done of late years” in anti-slavery policy 
“almost in spite of the Gov[ernmen]t.”162 Wylde’s experience and expertise 
gave him remarkable autonomy, and he wielded executive power typical of 
a much later generation of civil servants.163

Frere’s mission to Zanzibar, which Wylde had encouraged despite 
the Liberal cabinet’s concerns, was a prime example of the civil servant’s 
agency. Arriving on the island in 1873, Frere found Sultan Barghash in-
transigent. The diplomat’s subsequent gunboat diplomacy would have 
made Palmerston proud: Frere ordered the commander of the Royal Navy’s 
squadron on the east coast to begin illegally intercepting all slave traffi c. 
Reluctantly, the Liberal cabinet endorsed his stance and authorized him 
to declare war on Zanzibar if the sultan did not submit to a treaty. The 
ruler capitulated to British terms.164 Even though it did not lead imme-
diately to formal occupation, such an assertion of British power laid the 
bridgeheads for future control of the kingdom and parts of continental Af-
rica.165 John Kirk, the British consul at Zanzibar and an old companion of 
Livingstone’s, had assisted Frere’s mission, and in years to come he would 
rule the island through his puppet sultan. The slow disembowelment of 
Zanzibari sovereignty, begun in 1822 when a consul was appointed to the 
island under a slave-trade treaty, approached its conclusion.166 Frere himself 
celebrated that his work meant that Britain “had succeeded without seek-
ing it and almost without knowing it, to a dominant position in commercial 
interests in East Africa” and a “tempting opening for an Empire,” though 
his countrymen should not, he thought, covet “the coarse material reward 
of extended dominion” from a “Philanthropic enterprise.”167 Still, even if 
he did not wish to see “extended dominion,” Frere welcomed the benefi ts 
of commerce to both philanthropy and Britain.

If the links between the state, anti-slavery philanthropy, and private 
commerce were fertile and incestuous, they were not simple. Frere’s “tempt-
ing opening” unleashed a host of subsequent intrigues. By 1877 shipping 
mogul William Mackinnon and Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton, grandson 
of the anti-slavery hero, were in the advance stages of planning a Euro-
pean trading company in East Africa. Like Elton, they saw roads as being 
key to commercial access to the interior and to the suppression of the slave 
trade.168 Kirk had no doubts that “schemes for the good of Africa must be 
fi nancially successful to the promoters” and that Mackinnon “has a good 
eye to business in all these concessions” he proposed.169 He was willing to 
champion the project, which was partly orchestrated by Waller, with whom 
he was related through marriage. Wylde, who privately agreed to prepare 
a favorable report on the venture, was also keen to see it happen, as was 
Frere, who was a strong supporter of Mackinnon’s previous ventures in 
running steamships to southern Africa.170
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The Colonial Offi ce insisted that ventures such as the one that Mackin-
non and Buxton proposed be undertaken by a British company rather than 
by a subsidiary of the International African Association, which was mas-
terminded by Belgium’s King Leopold. Elton’s advice to Lord Carnarvon, 
colonial secretary in the Tory government, helped shape a view that it was 
imprudent for British energies to be directed to an international scheme, 
just as it was imprudent to involve the Prince of Wales—a friend of Frere’s 
who had agreed to be honorifi c head of the venture.171 Ironically, Elton’s 
xenophobia scuppered the plan his collaborators had hatched.

The alternative, a purely British venture led by Mackinnon, collapsed 
because of the sudden opposition of two critical government actors. Sultan 
Barghash, whose territory on the East African coast would be ceded to 
Mackinnon’s company, decisively swung against the scheme. Lord Salis-
bury, the new Conservative foreign secretary in 1878, may have deliber-
ately undermined negotiations between the company and the sultan. For 
whatever reason, the negotiations stumbled, frustrating the network of sup-
porters within the Foreign Offi ce and outside it. R. B. D. Morier, the British 
minister to Portugal, warned Wylde in 1879 that “if the usual procrastina-
tion which prevails in everything which has to be done with or through 
the C[olonial] O[ffi ce] is allowed to prevail we shall lose one for all [sic] the 
only chance we may ever have of . . . dealing a fi nal blow at the Slave Trade 
on the coast & our last chance of future measures . . . in the interior.”172 In 
a preface to the late Elton’s journals published in 1879, Frere pleaded that 
“the Foreign Offi ce will but permit another ‘oscillation’ from the dead in-
difference of the last twelve months” in order to stop the slave trade reviv-
ing in East Africa.173 It was not Foreign Offi ce civil servants such as Wylde 
he needed to convince, but ministers.

Despite unmoving political skepticism, Kirk still nurtured hopes for 
British commercial opportunities and used his consular infl uence at Zanzi-
bar to promote them. He successfully argued in 1882–83 for a realignment 
of anti-slavery expenditures that would establish consuls in the sultan’s 
coastal possessions to promote trade, supervise his weak administrators, 
and report on slave trading. His victories suggested that British policy had 
turned its focus to the interior of East Africa in order to preserve strategic 
dominance and advance anti-slavery operations. The moves could be pre-
sented to other government departments as economical and pleased the For-
eign Offi ce by centralizing anti-slavery operations within their control.174

However, Kirk’s plans were assisted by favorable political pressures. 
Negotiations between Britain and Portugal to allow the latter to access the 
Congo precipitated an international crisis in 1884 and spurred the Berlin 
Conference. There, Britain accepted the domination of the Congo region by 
Leopold’s International African Association. Beyond promoting free trade 
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in that part of Africa, British diplomats used the conference to secure an 
international declaration against the slave trade on sea and land by the 
great powers of Europe. The idea for this resolution seems to have been 
a somewhat idle suggestion from civil servants to Foreign Secretary Lord 
Granville, and one offi cial, Clement Hill, admitted that the subsequent 
declaration was “sadly milk and watery.” It still secured the government 
something to take pride in at home and abroad.175

Signifi cantly for future European expansion, though, the Berlin decla-
ration promised that the powers would “watch over the preservation of the 
native tribes of Africa” to assist “their moral and material well-being, and 
to help in suppressing slavery, and especially the slave trade.”176 The com-
bined promotion of anti-slavery, civilization, and commercial development 
in Africa was nothing new, but the Berlin Conference augured both the di-
vision (and ultimate annexation) of the continent alongside traditional anti-
slavery measures to promote trade and suppress maritime slave trading.177 
In 1885, Germany annexed the region to the north of Lake Malawi, includ-
ing the route of Elton’s putative elephant train. Challenging the sultan of 
Zanzibar’s ineffective sovereignty over the region, German chancellor Otto 
von Bismarck successfully seized the inland territory from Britain’s infor-
mal orbit. Gladstone, again prime minister, was happy to concede this. His 
successor, Salisbury, inherited British-occupied Egypt and was similarly 
happy to purchase German acquiescence to that annexation with Sultan 
Barghash’s possessions.178

Paradoxically, this development made William Mackinnon’s ambitions 
more palatable to the two men who had undermined them in 1878. Salisbury 
was willing to support a British East Africa Company exploiting the area to 
the north of the new German sphere of infl uence. Barghash, humiliated by 
the Germans, turned to British private fi nance in 1887 to secure what was 
left of his continental possessions. The sticking point remained whether 
Foreign Offi ce support for Mackinnon’s venture would be moral and unof-
fi cial or political and offi cial.179 Salisbury, like Gladstone, remained reluc-
tant to pursue the latter course. The state certainly feared direct action, and 
in 1887 the British government had avoided these sorts of entanglements 
for another anti-slavery mission devised by Mackinnon. Henry Morgan 
Stanley, the journalist who had “found” Livingstone and helped publicize 
his work, led an expedition to relieve Emin Pasha, a German-born general 
in Charles George Gordon’s Sudanese regime. Emin governed the province 
of Equitoria, where, in the eyes of Stanley and supporters such as Mackin-
non, he was preserving British civilization and anti-slavery rule in a land 
forgotten by the government. Salisbury refused to sanction Stanley’s ex-
pedition, though Belgian king Leopold did. Given the venture’s farcical 
end, which involved the evacuation of Emin and Leopold’s diversion of the 
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mission to support his commercial opportunities, government doubts were 
probably justifi ed.180

Fortunately for Mackinnon, he got the state approval he needed for a 
new company in September 1888, long before news of this embarrassment 
reached London. His new Imperial British East Africa Company (IBEAC) 
was more to the government’s taste, because it used private initiative and 
capital rather than state support. The investors ranged from fi nancial spec-
ulators, such as Royal Niger Company president James Hutton, to philan-
thropists, such as Buxton. Many of the humanitarians involved, such as 
Lady Burdett-Coutts, had also been supporters of the Emin Pasha Relief 
Expedition alongside Mackinnon.181 John Kirk, still British consul, was a 
private investor in the scheme and handled the Company’s negotiations 
with the Sultan.182 The Foreign Offi ce continued to provide informal sup-
port to Mackinnon’s venture, even if Salisbury emphasized the private na-
ture of the scheme.183 The Foreign Offi ce encouraged the IBEAC to pursue 
anti-slavery objectives and to assert its sphere of infl uence in the interior, 
although this would turn out to be harmful to the Company’s profi tability. 
By 1890, when Stanley returned to London to publicize his account of the 
Emin Pasha mission, the IBEAC had embarked on a fateful expedition.184 
The consequences of their move into Uganda, for the anti-slavery state, the 
IBEAC, and the peoples of East Africa, will be explored later. For now, it is 
worth considering how closely anti-slavery was woven into the commercial 
and diplomatic warp of the men pursuing these schemes to draw Britain 
into African territories.

The question remains whether economic interests drove British pol-
icy in East Africa. Herbert Rhodes buried Elton after he had succumbed 
to disease while seeking a route for trade—whether by elephants or free 
 porters—to reach the coast.185 When, if ever, did greed bury philanthropy 
in the calculations of East African policy? Was anti-slavery a seductive 
decoy to cover the rapacious advance of Rhodes and his ilk? Men such as 
Elton, Kirk, Waller, Wylde, and Frere, who became governor of the Cape 
and high commissioner in South Africa just months before Elton’s death, 
combined sincere anti-slavery zeal with enthusiasm for African trade and 
wealth, brokered in British hands. It is naïve to see them as greedy liars or 
fools believing their pieties. The psychology of imperial penetration was far 
more complex.186

Mackinnon was being too simplistic when he insisted that IBEAC in-
vestors would “take their dividends in philanthropy” alone. Still, it is sig-
nifi cant that African speculators emphasized their Christian mission to the 
public and to the state. His ally Kirk insisted that “my doctrine has always 
been that no philanthropic scheme can do good to Africa or to ourselves 
unless it has in it the elements of commercial success.”187 Harry Johnston, 
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a British explorer who had befriended Kirk, similarly told members of the 
Royal Colonial Institute in 1889 that “no philanthropy is sound and last-
ing that is not based on self interest” and that, thankfully, Africans would 
enjoy the benefi ts of civilization alongside British traders.188 Men such as 
Herbert Rhodes—and Cecil, who saw the IBEAC as a potential vehicle for 
the future ambitions of his South Africa Company—doubtlessly did focus 
on the profi ts. However, the IBEAC and similar schemes relied to a sig-
nifi cant degree on philanthropists whose anti-slavery work predated their 
economic interests in Africa.189 Commercial ambitions were hijacked by 
anti-slavery zeal, as well as the other way around.190 British foreign policy 
had always promoted the country’s strategic and economic interests along-
side higher-minded concerns; there was little new in looking to Africa for 
riches.191 One historian of East Africa condemns British policy as “the hu-
manitarianism of self-interest”; it was, but anti-slavery assumptions also 
created the promise of self-interest where there was none.192

British imperial policy was not controlled by any particular cabal in 
London, to be manipulated easily for private reward. Within the state, 
the Slave Trade Department often operated at odds with other parts of 
the Foreign Offi ce, and the Foreign Offi ce as a whole often despised the 
policy instincts of the Colonial Offi ce; Wylde’s agency had limits. Besides 
this institutional jostling, groups of missionary, humanitarian, and com-
mercial interests could dictate different lines of action. Mackinnon’s 1870s 
scheme with Leopold was undermined by a suspicion of international, 
rather than British, agency, even though business interests—and sincere 
anti-slavery intentions—aligned in favor of the scheme. By contrast, Frere’s 
mission to Zanzibar succeeded, despite muted cabinet enthusiasm, without 
any capital at stake. South African employers seized the opportunity to 
recruit free-labor emigrants from the suppression operations, but this was 
a local initiative rather than a goal of offi cials, the cabinet, or the prime 
minister.193 As a fi nal example, in West Africa merchants became more ac-
tive supporters of state involvement thanks to better lobbying, not to any 
fundamental shift in economic interests.194 In sum, the fl uid, pluralist poli-
tics of imperialism were not hatched by some unipolar conspiracy.

Although fi gures such as Salisbury held back from offi cial sanction, 
his differences with Foreign Offi ce offi cials or entrepreneurs were actually 
quite slight. As the British political agent in Zanzibar, Frederic Holmwood, 
observed in 1878, “every one interested in Africa has an ideal scheme for its 
regeneration, yet among those who would see England enter the fi eld, few 
hold exactly the same views as to what should be the extent of our action, 
or where it should reach its limits, though all agree that an undertaking 
intimately connected with the development of trade should be a leading 
feature.”195 Debates over the role of the state were still limited in scope, 
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even if strategic concerns about Egypt, the Suez Canal, and India loomed 
larger than before. For all his activism, Frere himself judged that “Alfreds 
and Charlemagnes are not to be got by offi cial indent, but they are sure to 
appear when men trained as members of great civilized communities are 
brought in contact with masses of uncivilized men, tractable, teachable, 
and strong to labour, under any other conditions than those of the slave 
and his driver.” Despite welcoming British commerce in East Africa, Frere 
insisted that “the men required will be found when they are attracted, not 
by merely worldly motives, by love of gain or adventure, but by the reli-
gious zeal” of Christian faith.196 Applying the distinctions made by modern 
historians, Frere advocated imperial power but not formal colonies. He 
thought infl uence was best created by informal agents rather than by state 
engineering.

Suzanne Miers suggests that the reorganization of the Foreign Offi ce in 
1884, which saw the Slave Trade Department become the Africa Depart-
ment, demonstrated that “the suppression of the slave trade might . . . well 
become a pawn in the game of power politics.”197 British policy in Africa 
undoubtedly became more intricate at the end of the nineteenth century, 
but anti-slavery could take on the role of a knight, bishop, or queen as read-
ily as a pawn. Anti-slavery sentiment constrained the actions of statesmen, 
who could be pushed into actions such as Frere’s expedition to Zanzibar. 
More fundamentally, and less deceptively than this, the assumptions of fu-
ture wealth in Africa were founded upon old traditions of legitimate com-
merce developed by anti-slavery campaigners over more than a century. To 
this end, Holmwood could expect support for the view that “we shall fi nd 
our reward not only in the benefi ts” to Africans but “also in the revival of 
our trade,” an idea shared by everyone from the Church Missionary Soci-
ety’s Edward Hutchinson to the Anti-Slavery Society’s Sir Thomas Fowell 
Buxton.198 After Wylde’s departure, the new Consular and African Depart-
ment pursued a similar course. His successor, Percy Anderson, shared the 
view that commerce would be the key means through which the slave trade 
would be suppressed and wider British civilization spread in Africa.199

In explaining Britain’s turn toward East Africa in the 1880s, historians 
have long examined a memorandum composed by the African Department’s 
Clement Hill in 1884.200 Far from focusing only on the Egyptian-Indian 
strategic dimensions, Hill outlined the commercial prospects for future ex-
ports from the interior regions.201 This was likely infl uenced by his active 
desire to show that British infl uence in the area could be economically sus-
tainable as well as morally advantageous. It also refl ected a broader con-
cern to avoid British commerce being squeezed out of East Africa by rival 
powers.202 Yet Hill’s ideas and the wider activism of the Africa Department 
can be illuminated by his and his department’s past. Hill had seen Zanzibar 
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for himself in 1873–74 when he accompanied Frere’s special mission. He 
was a correspondent of Wylde who had, in 1876, been convinced to stay 
at the Foreign Offi ce because of his interest in the slave-trade question, 
and it was Hill who had praised the Offi ce’s achievements “in spite of the 
Gov[ernmen]t.”203 As an old Slave Trade Department man, Hill understood 
that the slave trade remained a prominent obstacle to political stability and 
commercial prosperity in Africa.204 The rechristening of his department 
as the Africa Department did not refl ect the absorption of anti-slavery af-
fairs by expansionist concerns. Rather, it refl ected the extent to which anti-
slavery ambitions had expanded the scope of British objectives in Africa.

ANTI-SLAVERY AND THE SCRAMBLE FOR AFRICA

If anti-slavery was more than a decoy in the early politicking around the 
east coast, then its role in the later development of formal rule needs to be 
considered too. This can be traced through case studies of British imperial 
policy in Sudan, at the Brussels Conference, and in Uganda, Central Af-
rica, and Nigeria. Among this list, slavery in Sudan may seem conceptually 
and geographically detached from questions of anti-slavery expansionism 
in Africa, but for the Victorians Sudan was politically and intellectually 
intertwined with East Africa as much as with Egypt. The salience of slavery 
questions in the region merits its inclusion on the list and it is a good place 
to begin our studies.

From the 1860s, British explorers had presented their involvement in 
the region as an anti-slavery mission. Samuel Baker had been appointed by 
the khedive of Egypt to lead an expedition into Sudan in 1869. The BFASS 
criticized Baker as a pawn in selfi sh Egyptian designs for expansion, but 
he won plaudits as an anti-slavery hero from the Prince of Wales, among 
others.205 Although encouraged initially, the Society found Baker’s succes-
sor, Charles Gordon, equally troublesome. Declaring a monopoly on the 
ivory trade as an anti-slavery measure, Gordon insisted that civilization 
would precede the emancipation of Sudanese slaves.206 In a hectoring let-
ter to Waller, the army offi cer compared utopian pressure for immediate 
emancipation in Sudan with the care Britain showed toward West Indian 
planters in compensating them. Gordon wrote furiously that he would do 
“what I like, and what God may in his mercy direct me, to do about domes-
tic slaves,” arguing that suppression of slave trading required the tolerance 
of existing slave labor within Egyptian and Sudanese society. “I will buy 
slaves, for my army, for this purpose. . . . I will do it in the light of day, and 
defy your resolutions and your actions,” he ranted. There was some accu-
racy in his complaint that the BFASS and the British public “speak & pass 
resolutions, on matters of great import, without understanding the whole 



 AFRICA BURNING  161

question. Every man who does not agree with you, you brand as conniving 
at slavery.” However, this was not just sensitivity to local traditions; Gor-
don saw himself as a martyr and a man of action, hoping for glory from his 
practical results.207

A more active policy of stopping the slave trade from the Sudan and 
a nominal system of slave registration thawed his relationship with the 
BFASS after 1878. Gordon returned to Britain in 1879 and used the Society 
to aid his campaigns against the khedive, with whom he had fallen out, and 
in favor of a European-managed regime in the Sudan.208 Until this point, 
the British government had not taken a formal role in Egypt’s Sudanese 
subimperialism, only granting Baker or Gordon leave to serve the khedive. 
Things changed after Britain’s “temporary” occupation of Egypt from 
1882, though this action had little to do with slavery directly. Gladstone’s 
invasion was the product of fi nancial and strategic interests alongside “the 
late-century view that economic and social progress was too urgent to be 
obstructed by Afro-Asian regimes” such as the Egyptian rebels under Colo-
nel Ahmed Aribi.209 The Mahdist supporters of Aribi had partly objected 
to the anti-slavery measures foisted on the Egyptian regime. This was not 
the only cause for their revolt against Western infl uence, but its indirect 
consequences would have a long-term impact on the course of British policy 
towards slavery.210

On retaking Khartoum in 1884, Gordon had bought local support by 
disavowing the abolition of slave-holding, which was planned for 1889 
under the Anglo-Egyptian Convention of 1877. His attempts to co-opt Al-
Zubair Rahman Mansur as a local ally were vetoed by the British govern-
ment, because it was politically unacceptable for a known slave trader to 
be given power over Sudan.211 Gordon’s policy enjoyed the support of such 
an inauspicious champion as the bishop of Lincoln, who pleaded in March 
1884 that Saint Paul would have approved of the general’s pragmatic ap-
proach.212 Meanwhile, journalists openly mocked the Prince of Wales’s re-
cent praise for Gordon’s abolitionism, given the offi cer’s “revival of slavery 
in the Soudan.”213 In the last few months of his life, therefore, Gordon 
found himself widely vilifi ed for his un-English compromise with slavery.

Death redeemed him. Gordon lost his life in January 1885 defending 
Khartoum during his disastrous attempt to suppress the Mahdist conquest 
of Sudan.214 Following news of his demise, he was canonized as an abo-
litionist saint, his Sudanese soldiering resanctifi ed as a crusade.215 In the 
House of Commons, one MP mourned Britain’s loss of both the general 
and Sudan as the greatest possible victory for slave trading; he praised Gor-
don’s lieutenant Emin Pasha for fl ying the fl ag for civilization and anti-
slavery in East Africa.216 Having been ignored three years earlier, Gordon’s 
book about slavery in the Sudan became a bestseller.217 Like Livingstone’s 
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death in 1874, unprecedented national grief and outrage at Gordon’s de-
mise provided an impulse for new imperial ventures and anti-slavery sen-
timent.218 Baroness Burdett-Coutts, “England’s greatest philanthropist,” 
advocated a railway to civilize Sudan and to prevent it falling back into the 
hands of slave dealers.219 Verney Cameron, a British offi cer and African 
explorer, hoped to raise money for a Central African expedition through 
the auspices of a “Livingstone-Gordon Society” in 1888, jointly honoring 
the anti-slavery martyrs with a new mission to suppress the slave trade.220 
However, the scheme that fi rst carried forward Gordon’s imagined anti-
slavery crusade was the Emin Pasha Relief Expedition, backed by Burdett-
Coutts and others to rekindle his legacy. Despite high hopes at its departure 
and smart propagandizing by Stanley on his return, the mission was an 
embarrassing disaster.221

By the time Stanley and the few survivors had limped back to Euro-
pean territory, anti-slavery attention had turned to a new initiative in-
volving his ally, King Leopold. The Brussels Conference of 1889–90 was 
one of the single most important meetings in the European scramble to 
divide Africans’ lands among themselves. Unlike the Berlin Conference, 
where slavery had been an afterthought, Brussels was ostensibly stimulated 
by anti-slavery considerations. Since 1888, Cardinal Charles Lavigerie, with 
the sanction of the pope, had sought to lead a new crusade against the Afri-
can slave trades not just in his native France but throughout Europe. His do-
nation of nearly £2,000 to the BFASS, alongside the Society’s recruitment 
of men such as Wylde and James Hutton, helped revive the group as allies in 
his quest.222 Although appreciating the “peculiar gallic fl avour” of his pro-
nouncements, some sections of the British press were skeptical of Lavigerie’s 
proposed alliance under Catholic leadership. One paper, lecturing foreign-
ers on their Johnny-come-lately conversion to anti-slavery, observed that 
“an allied crusade into the interior of Africa” would raise fears that “pro-
fessed motives are not always their ulterior motives. Compassion for Sambo 
is quite compatible with earth-hunger for tropical possession, and with the 
desire of an energetic Church to extend its spiritual  dominion.”223 In other 
words, foreigners might use anti-slavery as a “decoy” for imperial, commer-
cial, or evangelical ambitions; modern suspicion of British motives parallels 
Victorian doubts about their continental cousins.

Public cynicism toward foreign powers was mirrored in the Foreign Of-
fi ce. Clement Hill suggested that the Berlin Conference powers undertake a 
new compact against the slave trade in Africa, yet he admitted that it would 
be more effective for the government’s popularity than for its practical ef-
fect. His doubts did not refl ect personal antipathy to anti-slavery politics 
but pessimism toward Britain’s European rivals.224 A parliamentary debate 
on the slave trade in 1889 reinforced the consensus on the importance of 
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British anti-slavery policies and, simultaneously, the disagreement over 
what they should be. Speakers looked from the west to the east coast of 
Africa and differed wildly on whether other European powers were allies 
or enemies in Britain’s efforts to suppress the slave trade.225 The previous 
year, Salisbury—against the advice of offi cials such as Hill and Kirk—had 
connived with Bismarck in a blockade of the rebellious East African coast. 
Germany’s pretensions to suppress the slave trade were widely seen as a 
mask for the suppression of African resistance to their brutal occupation 
policies. Incidents such as this helped Britons scoff that Germany’s “inva-
sion of the Dark Continent” was not “primarily due to a desire to put an 
end to slavery.”226

Despite this hostility, Britain did secure a conference on the slave trade, 
though without full control of the agenda. Salisbury was aghast to discover 
that the host, Leopold, intended to discuss only slave hunting in the interior 
of Africa. The British successfully kept the conference open to maritime 
slave trading, which still interested the Foreign Offi ce. Britain’s represen-
tatives were Kirk and Sir Hussey Vivian, a Foreign Offi ce clerk who had 
risen to become Her Majesty’s ambassador to Belgium. They did not secure 
an international right of search, as the French still bitterly resented any-
thing of the kind, but an alternative compact was agreed on, policing the 
transport of Africans and using national fl ags. Although this meant giving 
up searches outside of acknowledged slave-trading zones, it was a more 
practical outcome than Hill had dared to imagine.227 Other powers were 
more concerned about slave-holding within Africa. Zanzibar had banned 
the introduction of new slaves or the enslavement of newborn children 
from 1890, and the Brussels Conference considered ways of replicating 
this formula in other parts of the continent. Despite grand pronounce-
ments from Persia, Tunis, and the Ottoman Empire, little of substance was 
achieved in deterring slave trading within delegates’ own countries. Simi-
larly fruitless was the establishment of an international anti-slavery bureau 
in Zanzibar; its supervision and information-sharing powers matched the 
long- standing habits of the British Foreign Offi ce, but without the same 
vigor in execution.228

Thanks to King Leopold, the most signifi cant outcome of the confer-
ence was a declaration in favor of the European civilization of Africa. 
The powers committed themselves to building arterial railways and roads 
throughout the interior and to promoting missionary and commercial ac-
tivities, though with no defi nite timescale. There is little doubt from the 
proposals that Leopold sought material advantage for his personal empire, 
the Congo Free State. However, even if the Conference crudely permitted 
him to extend his dominion, not all signatories saw the resolutions in the 
same light. Britain was keen to avoid commitments to territorial expansion, 



164  CHAP TER 6

which Salisbury saw as expensive.229 Therefore, it is hard to see anti-slavery 
leadership as a cynical ploy. While the British government welcomed their 
advantage from the conference in domestic politics, slave-trade suppres-
sion was so integral to expectations of developing African trade that anti- 
slavery was its own material motive, not needing to cloak any other.

Indeed, Salisbury supported the suspension of free-trade principles 
for the cause of anti-slavery, permitting tariffs to be levied on trade in the 
Congo to fund slave-trade-suppression efforts. As ever, anti-slavery interests 
ran alongside tactical concerns, though. The prime minister’s enthusiasm to 
check Portuguese challenges in the Great Lakes region temporarily aligned 
his interests with those of King Leopold.230 At the same time, the IBEAC and 
Cecil Rhodes’s South Africa Company were keen to win concessions from 
the Congo Free State that would allow a Cape to Cairo railway to be built 
through East Africa. These Mackinnon won, during the Brussels Confer-
ence, in exchange for Leopold’s access to the upper Nile, where he hoped to 
recruit laborers.231 When it came into force two years later, the Brussels Act 
would have a more momentous impact on the IBEAC and British imperial 
policy than anything that came from such dreams. Rather, the undertakings 
from Brussels helped create a nightmare in Uganda for IBEAC investors and 
the British government, not to mention for Ugandans themselves.

With gentle support from Salisbury and the Conservative govern-
ment, the Company had looked north from their Zanzibari concession. 
Lying between the IBEAC’s existing zone of infl uence and the lost lands of 
Sudan, Uganda seemed to hold strategic value in defending British Egypt. 
In preparation for his railroad, Mackinnon authorized an expedition under 
Frederick Lugard, an adventurous former army offi cer. Waller and Kirk 
had introduced Lugard to Mackinnon, just as they had previously wooed 
Gordon, almost successfully, to work for the IBEAC.232 Arriving in Uganda 
in 1890, Lugard found a raging civil war between Protestant and Catholic 
converts. As one MP would later argue, missionaries had turned Uganda 
into “the Belfast of Africa.”233 Far from ending this unstable chaos, Lu-
gard joined the fi ghting against African Catholics and divided local chiefs 
against each other.234 By 1891, the Company could not fi nance the esca-
lating mission and told the Church Missionary Society that a withdrawal 
was imminent unless the Society could provide a subsidy. Controversially, 
Alfred Tucker, the bishop of Uganda, helped raise donations of more than 
£15,000 to support Lugard’s operations, but this only bought one more 
year of the Company’s presence.235 By the time the company issued a fi nal 
ultimatum in 1892, requiring state support to avert withdrawal, Lugard 
was recalled to Britain to lobby for his nation’s continued involvement in 
the region.236
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The IBEAC had been fi nancially unstable when Mackinnon was dis-
patched on his expedition; after it, he looked to the government to save the 
venture from impoverishment. Far from saving the Company with a new 
branch of commerce, the Uganda debacle had been an expensive failure. 
Hope lay in the construction of a state-fi nanced railway into Central Af-
rica. The IBEAC, still burnishing its philanthropic motives, insisted that it 
“has done its share of public duty ungrudgingly” but felt that commerce 
could not shoulder the full burden of the next steps. Salisbury, surpris-
ingly, was willing to provide a subsidy, reasoning that the Brussels Act 
required such activity by the government and that the IBEAC seemed to 
offer a cheaper long-term solution than further naval suppression.237 As the 
Pall Mall Gazette noted, in public he made great “stage-play” of his victory 
to convince the Treasury to fund the railway, seeking popular recognition 
for wishing “to pursue this evil to its home and kill it at its root.”238 After 
losing power in the general election later that year, his press supporters 
boasted that Salisbury’s “party, at all events, will leave no stone unturned 
to utilise this opportunity of dealing a death-blow to the slave trade and 
at the same time of developing the industrial sources of Central Africa.”239

In opposition, the Liberals had condemned the payment of £25,000 
to assist with building a railway, seeing it as unjustifi ed state support for 
a private venture. Lugard was asked by the IBEAC to ensure “that public 
opinion may be stirred up.”240 With support from Lugard, humanitarians 
and missionaries objected to the evacuation of Uganda and “excited more 
interest throughout the country than any question which has been raised 
for a considerable period,” as one newspaper judged it.241 Public agitation 
in favor of further subsidy emphasized that the consequent “introduction 
of British trade into Africa would get rid of the slave traffi c in a more ef-
fi cacious manner” than the £200,000 a year currently spent on east coast 
naval suppression. Local chapters of the Church Missionary Society (CMS) 
took a keen interest. Missionaries believed the railway would suppress the 
slave trade and create conditions for the spread of the Gospel.242 More 
than a hundred local meetings, including Anglican and Conservative Party 
groups, sent resolutions to the Foreign Offi ce. While local Liberal asso-
ciations tended not to act as corporate entities, party men such as John 
Cowan, chairman of Gladstone’s Midlothian election committee, formed 
regional organizations in support of the railway and in defi ance of their 
government’s policy.243

The BFASS lobbied Lord Rosebery, the new foreign secretary, over the 
importance of a railway between Victoria-Nyassa and Mombassa; the abo-
litionists suggested that this would suppress the slave trade, meet Britain’s 
obligations under the Brussels Treaty, and “avoid an indefi nite extension 
of Imperial responsibility.”244 The Birmingham Daily Post published a 
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pro-intervention letter from a reader signed as “A Voice from Sturge’s Mon-
ument,” evoking the late, local founder of the BFASS, Joseph Sturge.245 The 
CMS, desperate to see support for their mission, insisted to Rosebery that 
though they were “not an anti-slavery society . . . they had always heartily 
supported the national policy of suppression of the slave trade.”246 For both 
business and missionary interests, anti-slavery remained the politically rel-
evant way of converting private interest into national interest. Rosebery, 
maintaining public neutrality while he championed intervention behind 
the scenes, helpfully coached the CMS delegation; he told them that they 
should focus on slavery more because it “was a great element in the case, 
and if it could be shown that the cause of anti-slavery was largely interested 
in their contention, that would be a further element of consideration” in 
their favor.247

For some supporters of imperial expansion, “the continuity of  England’s 
moral policy is of far more importance than the success of a commercial en-
terprise, than the addition of another country to the markets of Europe.”248 
BFASS supporter Reginald Bosworth Smith coined the phrase a “continuity 
of the moral policy” during his delegation’s meeting with Rosebery. The 
foreign secretary seized upon it and agreed that this “continuity of moral 
policy is the moral force by which, in my opinion, this country has to be 
judged.” British imperial policy must pursue “a higher and purer spirit,” 
embodied by anti-slavery, rather than “selfi sh, grasping and greedy mo-
tives.”249 Responding to the BFASS, Rosebery insisted that while other 
questions, not least fi nance, infl uenced the Ugandan question, “the great 
cause of suppressing slavery must occupy a commanding place.”250 George 
Mackenzie, chief executive of the IBEAC, certainly realized this, emphasiz-
ing anti-slavery interests over those of missionaries in his public defence 
of the company.251 At town hall speeches in Kensington and Birmingham, 
Lugard insisted that “that large portion of the British people” would ensure 
that their sphere of infl uence did not become “the sphere of infl uence of the 
slave trader & slave stealer.”252

However, this emphasis on national duty complemented arguments, 
made by Stanley among others, that Ugandan annexation was wrapped 
up in a broader national interest as a future market for British exports.253 
Not all commentators, however, were so optimistic about the benefi ts of 
intervention for Britain. Punch ran a series of cartoons expressing weary 
obligation rather than eager desire. In one from 1892 (fi g. 15), Uganda 
was a “white elephant”—an expensive liability—sold to the public under 
duress.254 This image was not strictly incompatible with Stanley’s promise 
of African trade fl ourishing and, ultimately, manufacturing jobs for work-
ingmen, but it certainly showed less confi dence in the fi nancial rewards of 
the venture.
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Material and moral concerns for East Africa blended together seam-
lessly in different proportions depending on the audience. Whether it was 
cast as an ally or an alternative to material interest, Britain’s anti-slavery 
honor dominated public debate about the annexation.255 As Lugard publicly 
admitted, Uganda was not “the hot-bed” of slave wars. However, the op-
portunity to block a slave route to the coast provided a suffi cient basis for 
anti-slavery campaigning.256 However, the IBEAC’s emotive calculations, 
to “maintain the public and sentimental interest in Uganda,” were not only 
about profi t motives. In a private letter to Lugard, Mackenzie also insisted 
that “we can show satisfactory results” from “the view of Philanthropy,” 
which was what Mackinnon and his friends cared about; the Company’s 
survival, though, depended on “the investing public of the country” and 
that was why the railway was required.257

Lugard had drafted much of his promotional book on Ugandan inter-
vention in the sleepy rectory of the BFASS’s infl uential Horace Waller.258 
The offi cer did not subscribe to the Society’s brand of abolitionism, but 
neither did he use anti-slavery as an excuse for commercial interests. 
Rather, Lugard had his own vision of British anti-slavery policy. Whereas 
the BFASS had tended to be idealistic, he saw himself offering a practical 
anti-slavery imperialism. After his success agitating action from leading 

FIGURE 15. “The White Elephant,” Punch, 22 Oct. 1892, 187. Present proprietor: “See 
here, Governor! He’s a likely-looking animal—but I can’t manage him! If you won’t take 
him, I’ll have to let him go!” By permission of Plymouth University.
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politicians, he boasted to his brother that “when I came home the Slavery 
subject was on a footing with the CMS or the Anti-opiumists.” “It was a 
fad” championed in Parliament as “the hobbies of small cliques,” and “the 
House emptied” when they spoke. Lugard may have exaggerated his own 
importance, but his contempt for “a small set of Quaker faddists” was re-
vealing.259 These humanitarian traditionalists certainly lacked his success 
in lobbying statesmen, priming the press, and rallying crowds, but their 
brand of anti-slavery faced a tougher audience. When anti-slavery issues 
broke into public debate, the BFASS tended to follow the lead of partisan 
campaigns or imperial interests, championing less radical anti-slaveries. 
One of the Society’s leading members, Waller, tried to reassure Lugard that 
it was “a piece of machinery, useful for collecting facts” and attracting 
public opinion to crises. Still, he admitted that “left to itself, and allowed to 
ride its Quaker hobby, it is also capable of infi nite harm,” but he hoped “to 
make it useful & to correct some of its tendencies.”260 That he did. Under 
Waller’s infl uence, the BFASS enjoyed new success, promoting particular 
imperial policies rather than opposing imperial expansion per se.261

The Uganda agitation was one of their greatest successes. Favoring Brit-
ish infl uence in Uganda despite the opposition of his Liberal colleagues, 
Rosebery extended IBEAC occupation by renewing their subsidy.262 He did 
so by suppressing negative reports from Sir Gerald Portal, the special emis-
sary on Ugandan matters. Portal had been supportive of an imperial policy 
in the area until he arrived and found the IBEAC’s conduct had “brought 
disgrace to the British name.” The foreign secretary’s colleagues saw no 
national interest in assisting the company or expanding the British Empire. 
Still, by the end of 1892, cabinet ministers, deceived by Rosebery, felt pow-
erless in the face of the anti-slavery “violent jingo fever” of the country. 
After becoming prime minister in March 1894, Rosebery moved swiftly to 
annex the IBEAC’s territory as a formal colony. Mackinnon and the IBEAC 
had sought public subsidy but secured the nationalization of their failed 
venture.263

Behind the scenes, Lugard had tried to pressure the Liberals, while 
“going quietly to [the Conservative Joseph] Chamberlain to coach him 
how to embarrass the Govt. if they don’t run on my lines.”264 In the 1894 
debate on annexation, he was delighted to see the “intimate knowledge” 
deployed on “technical subjects” by the other MPs he had coached.265 
BFASS supporter Joseph Pease endorsed Portal’s view that “to effi ciently 
check the Slave Trade, there is but one course open. The only means of 
effectively doing this is by making a railway.”266 Sir John Kennaway, an 
evangelical MP representing the views of the Church Missionary Society, 
argued that “while the British fl ag fl oated over Uganda, slave caravans did 
not go through . . . Withdraw from that country, and the traffi c would be 
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resumed.” Kennaway’s plea for British involvement was particularly sur-
prising as British missionaries had originally opposed government inter-
vention in Uganda, but now they found themselves reliant on imperial 
protection given the insecurity and instability stimulated by IBEAC and 
government meddling.267 In the press, proannexation journalists gleefully 
quoted Portal’s useful pronouncement that control meant “a preponderance 
of infl uence and of commerce” while withdrawal meant “a renunciation on 
the part of England of any important participation in the present work of 
development, in the suppression of slavery, and in the future commerce of 
East and Central Africa.”268 Commerce, civilization, and Christianity once 
again featured as assisting the suppression of the slave trade or as benefi ts 
deriving from suppression.

Some MPs did resist the idea that anti-slavery required imperial expan-
sion. Sir Wilfrid Lawson was one of the MPs who opposed the expense as-
sumed by the British government in ruling Uganda. He suspected that only 
fi rmer action from Zanzibar would end East African slavery and accused 
the Ugandan enterprise of being “a fi libustering expedition”; with unset-
tling accuracy he predicted that “formerly we stole Africans from Africa, 
and now we stole Africa from Africans.”269 Lawson did not question Brit-
ain’s interest in promoting anti-slavery, only whether that interest was rele-
vant to Uganda. By contrast, many Liberals stomached annexation without 
much appetite, accepting that popular anti-slavery demanded it even if it 
was economically wasteful. Sir William Harcourt expressed a weary skep-
ticism “as to whether we are going to establish a fl ourishing colony where 
white men are to cultivate the ground under the Equator. I still doubt the 
probability of that event.”270

D. A. Low’s study of British colonization in Uganda helps explain the 
different levels of imperial policy at play in territorial expansion. The cru-
cial stages of British intervention and consolidation in the area were shaped 
by a small number of men on the spot who used their own initiative to 
respond to African peoples. Government policy and metropolitan politics 
intervened rarely, though crucially, in the process. There is no doubt that a 
host of factors, besides anti-slavery, contributed to both these “small-scale” 
and “large-scale” imperialisms.271 However, the future economic value of 
African territories that drove many individual imperialists was founded on 
anti-slavery assumptions about post-slave-trade wealth. This would have 
remained a private ambition without the national popular politics of anti-
slavery, which nationalized responsibility for imperial interests at crucial 
junctures through deft appeals to existing sentiments.272

Two further examples bear out this pattern. The fi rst comes from Cen-
tral Africa where, since 1878, the African Lakes Company waged a private 
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war funded by humanitarian appeals against slave traders in the area.273 
The venture was supported by missions including the Free Church of Scot-
land’s.274 After Livingstone’s death, the church, “in obedience with his dying 
wishes,” launched their mission and the Lakes Company around Blantyre 
and Livingstonia, on the south shore of Lake Nyassa (now Malawi). To 
spread the Gospel and encourage industry, the Scottish missionaries aimed 
to destroy the slave trade in the region, causing inevitable friction. Confl ict 
with groups living around the lake had complex causes, but to British colo-
nists writing home the confl ict was simple.275 After an attack in 1888 on his 
party, Rev. Robert Laws insisted hostility “is part of a concerted scheme 
for resuscitating the slave trade to more than its previous vigour. The slave 
trade and this alone, is the mainspring of the whole.”276 A “Nyassa Anti-
Slavery and Defence Fund” back in Britain looked to the “proper action of 
the enthusiasm of her individual citizens” to defeat “a slave force which was 
a collection of all the scum of humanity.”277

Still, much activity was focused on promoting ways the British state 
could aid this struggle. Some parts of the metropolitan press suggested that 
the government should force the Portuguese to remove tariff barriers on 
trade heading up the Zambesi.278 At public meetings in Manchester, mis-
sionaries and manufacturers combined to condemn “the Arab invasion,” 
while the dean of Manchester chaired a gathering of the Universities’ Mis-
sion Society to express solidarity with the pioneers in the Lakes region.279 
A young Frederick Lugard led the Company’s military efforts in the region, 
and he used the same talent for publicity that he would deploy two years 
later in Uganda. Writing to the press, he welcomed Lord Salisbury’s par-
liamentary support for “the British community on Lake Nyassa” and the 
Conservatives’ promise of diplomatic assistance. However, Lugard tartly 
reported that the British consul had told Arab slave traders “that this fi ght-
ing had nothing to do with the British Government, and that it was solely 
undertaken by this little party here.”280 Such politicking aimed to shame 
the state into more active support for the bridgehead of commerce, Chris-
tianity, and civilization.

Another partisan for the Lakes Company possessed an equally keen 
eye for publicity. Harry Johnston mixed literary efforts and adventuring 
achievements in Africa, advertising the moral purpose of British penetra-
tion. In 1888, he published his sketch of a Central African slave raid in 
the Graphic (fi g. 16). In starker terms than Victorian audiences had seen 
before, he showed the mayhem, murder, and disruption caused in a vil-
lage when Arab slave traders raided. In an accompanying article, John-
ston insisted that Britain and other European powers should use territorial 
power over areas of Africa to suppress this alien slave trade.281 He followed 
this with the graphically illustrated History of a Slave in 1889, a fi ctional 
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narrative of an African’s ordeals that drew on stories Johnston had heard 
from ex-slaves in the western Sudan. Having captured other Africans to 
sell to an Arab slave trader, the imagined narrator found his own village 
invaded to satisfy the same trader’s greed. Johnston’s brother later recalled 
that Sir Harry had no sooner “fi nished fi ghting slavery with his pen and 
still more eloquent brush when he was called upon to combat it with the 
sword” by becoming, later that year, consul to Portuguese East Africa (the 
duty Elton had once undertaken).282

Johnston was exactly the supportive British consul that suited Rev. 
Laws, the Lakes Company, and Lugard (who now left Nyassa for his 
IBEAC employments). It also suited Cecil Rhodes, who provided Johnston 
with funds to purchase the support of Nyassa’s local peoples, hoping that 
this would secure the British sovereignty required for a Cape-to-Cairo rail-
road.283 As part of his treaty-making, Johnston issued Union fl ags to the 
Makololo people of Katangas so they could display their friendship and 
proclaim the British sphere of infl uence.284 However, while he was busy 
“pacifying” the Arabs based at the north of Lake Nyassa, the Portuguese 
entered Britain’s presumed territory, demanding the Makololo lower their 
fl ags. When sensationalist Lakes Company reports fi ltered back to London, 
the press were seized with patriotic praise for the Africans refusing to lower 
Queen Victoria’s standard.285 It seemed as if a war with Portugal might be 

FIGURE 16. Sir Harry Johnston’s depiction of the devastation after a slave raid in Central 
Africa. Graphic, 29 Sep. 1888, 340–41. By permission of Mary Evans Picture Library, 
ref. 10012234.
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imminent. Waller quickly released a pamphlet that explained the strength 
of Britain’s “title-deeds to Nyassaland” and the Company’s moral purpose 
“of introducing legitimate commerce, which is the surest and safest cure 
for the slave trade.”286 In Glasgow, journalist supporters crowed that “it 
will become a national necessity to support our missionaries and traders” 
and “that which Lord Salisbury was reluctant to do a year ago will now be 
forced upon him.”287 Other commentators counseled caution, warning that 
commercial agents of the Lakes Company had a vested interest in govern-
ment action, so it was best to wait for Johnston’s impartial consular assess-
ment.288 In fact, the consul was as keen as the missionaries and the traders 
were to exploit the opportunity.

The Lakes Company, its missionary cheerleaders such as Waller, sup-
portive offi cials such as Johnston, and even the shadowy support of Rhodes, 
formed a successful alliance to win greater state support. There was no 
war with Portugal, and some Britons, not just the Peace Society, thought it 
would have been a gross mistake. Although critics were well aware of the 
Lakes Company’s self-interest in propagandizing against Portugal, consid-
erable sympathy for British infl uence against the slave trade remained.289 
There is evidence that Salisbury actively solicited an outcry from the Afri-
can Lakes Company’s supporters in the Church of Scotland to strengthen 
his bargaining position with the Portuguese over East Africa.290 What lay 
at issue, as in other political confl icts, were questions of method (the use of 
imperial power) and assessment of opportunity (whether the lakes region 
represented poor value for the moral or fi nancial capital required).

The expulsion of the Portuguese came with the declaration of a Brit-
ish protectorate over the Shire Highlands. In 1891, Johnston was appointed 
as the British resident. In the post, he continued to write popular accounts 
of the benefi ts of British imperialism, mining Dr. Livingstone’s legacy.291 By 
the end of 1892, he had used this power to free slaves taken by local rivals 
and impose treaties suppressing the slave trade, welcoming commerce, and 
acknowledging the British protectorate’s right of taxation. Johnston argued 
that government money would be spent more effi ciently on his efforts than on 
perpetual naval suppression at sea, and throughout his work he emphasized 
that security from slave raids was the purpose of Britain’s presence in the 
area.292 Complex political and economic struggles with African leaders could 
be easily reduced in reports home to stories of British offi cers fi ghting villains 
addicted to slave trading.293 Whereas Elton had imagined that his elephants 
would undermine the slave trade in the region, Johnston used a combination 
of steamers, diplomacy, and brute force to pursue the same objective.

A similar combination of large-scale and small-scale anti-slavery cal-
culation can be seen in Britain’s advance into Nigeria. The city of Lagos 
had been, in 1861, one of the earliest anti-slavery annexations. Successive 
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governments were content to protect British trade on the Niger River from 
European rivals and African resistance. From 1886, the Royal Niger Com-
pany, organized by merchant George Goldie, developed a British protector-
ate over the “Oil Rivers.”294 Serving as Britain’s consular representative there 
before his exploits in Central Africa, Johnston infamously deposed and ab-
ducted JaJa, a Bonny ruler, for his perfectly legal defi ance.295 Incidents such 
as this—and the 1894 attack on Nana, the Benin River  governor—had no 
immediate connection to slave-trade suppression, but refl ected the local 
obsession and metropolitan acquiescence in measures developing “legiti-
mate commerce” in place of slavery. Moreover, the bridgeheads of imperial 
expansion had been laid by initiatives earlier in the century, such as the 
missionary dominance at Abeokuta.296

With hostility toward chartered companies from politicians such as 
Chamberlain, the Company tried to use anti-slavery issues to win popular 
support. Paul Lovejoy and Jan Hogendorn have unearthed Goldie’s calcu-
lated publicity for the Company’s anti-slavery work, which extended well 
beyond the hundreds of treaties he signed with Nigerian rulers for slave-
trade suppression and the promotion of commerce. Goldie pressed for ex-
pansion to the north, against the Sokoto Caliphate, which was blamed for 
widespread slave trading in the Company’s protectorate.297 He insisted that 
his actions were those of a gentleman defending a woman or child from an 
abusive “ruffi an.” Although we may doubt his philanthropy in this mat-
ter, the economic motives he harbored were predicated on the presumption 
that prosperity must follow suppression of the slave trade and its resultant 
disruptions.298

Although the Company lost its charter and Nigeria was split into two 
offi cial protectorates, anti-slavery priorities remained similar under Lu-
gard, who was appointed high commissioner of the northern half of Nige-
ria. His military forces advanced on the caliphate by the end of 1900 with 
the stated aim of suppressing slave raiding.299 Similarly, Sir Ralph Moor 
attacked the Aro people in 1901.300 These military expansions fulfi lled 
Chamberlain’s prediction that force was needed to “destroy the practices of 
barbarism, of slavery, of superstition” just as “you cannot have omelettes 
without breaking eggs.”301 Men like Goldie, Johnston, and Lugard played 
up these motives to secure government and public support, but they may 
have held the views sincerely too. Sincere if bigoted, British colonizers did 
assume that the suppression of slave raids was necessary for both morality 
and their own enrichment.302 As Sir Gilbert Carter, a former governor of 
Lagos, insisted in an 1897 lecture, “the slave question is at the root of all 
trade diffi culties in West Africa.”303

British expansion was not determined by some objective test of eco-
nomic interest but by a contingent political struggle. If the result was 
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uncertain, the question of slavery remained at the forefront of political cal-
culations and public interest in Africa. Hence, state involvement in Africa 
was vitally shaped by public enthusiasm for slave-trade suppression. Fred-
eric Holmwood, the assistant political agent at Zanzibar, contributed an 
essay to Elton’s published memoirs in 1879 in which he diplomatically ar-
gued that “the period of cheap journalism” helped cabinet ministers survey 
and secure “the unmistakable expression of the nation’s wishes” for “the 
purely philanthropic action of slave-trade suppression.” Put more bluntly, 
popular pressure framed the possibilities for government action.304 Holm-
wood’s statement was prophetic for the following two decades as well as 
the period he surveyed in the 1870s. Anti-slavery offered an easy message 
for popularizing the exertion of British imperial power abroad—from the 
Zanzibar mission to Livingstone’s funeral, from the fugitive slave circulars 
to the Uganda annexation. Governments knew that anti-slavery was the 
popular aspect of imperial expansion.

IMPERIAL MOTIVES

Political support for imperial intervention and eventual imperial rule 
depended on public perceptions of what interests were at stake. A cha-
otic, pluralist range of interests and objections aligned for or against ac-
tion in particular circumstances; offi cials and statesmen judged whether 
they could be counted as a national interest and this subjective judge-
ment depended largely on the disposition of the public and—particu-
larly—the press.305 Anti-slavery ideologies were one of the principal 
ways that commercial, strategic, spiritual, and moral objectives could be 
combined. Anti-slavery helped create commercial interests; anti-slavery 
translated commercial interests into national interests; anti-slavery was 
a principle public expression of imperial enthusiasm.

Only the last of these can be judged a “decoy.” A keen enthusiast for im-
perial power in Uganda and Central Africa, Horace Waller had a nuanced 
view of morality and material interest. He denied that British commercial 
penetration of Africa “must surely have let in light.” Rather, he mourned 
“if it be so, it is the blaze of the burning village” all too often.306 Yet, for 
all his cynicism about commercial exploitation, Waller himself supported 
imperial power in order to blaze a path for anti-slavery progress. Not all 
commerce was good, but his tolerance for burning villages was greater 
when it let in the light of anti-slavery and he believed that would promote 
the right sort of legitimate trade. Similarly, statesmen knowingly balanced 
public enthusiasm for anti-slavery against other pressures, but they could 
use commercial interests, such as those of the IBEAC or the Royal Niger 
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Company, for anti-slavery ends as easily as they used anti-slavery means for 
commercial purposes.

Therefore, anti-slavery was not the decoy elephant of Frederic Elton’s 
imagination, tricking Britons into following a route they would have oth-
erwise ignored. Rather, the relationship between anti-slavery and impe-
rial expansion was akin to the organic wild elephant trains of East Africa, 
marching in step under mutual protection and encouragement. A contingent 
process of negotiation between offi cials, activists, and the British public 
decided which paths were taken.307 Far from being undermined by the rise 
of new imperial and racist thought, anti-slavery was intimately involved in 
its development. It is not so much that “the anti-slavery movement and the 
imperialist one fi nally met” at the end of the century but that British impe-
rial thought had been critically shaped by strains of anti-slavery.308 The 
suppression of the slave trade provided much early interest in Africa where 
otherwise there would have been little or none. The rise of the “new im-
perialism” undoubtedly complicated the nature of British attitudes toward 
Africa and concepts of empire more generally; still, anti-slavery continued 
to be woven into European imperialist perspectives on Africa.309 Where 
there were commercial objectives, anti-slavery assumptions provided faith 
in future wealth, and where commercial gain was denied, anti-slavery pro-
vided a moral and spiritual reward for action regardless. There were four 
ways that anti-slavery contributed to British imperial expansion to Africa. 
Far from disguising motivations, anti-slavery fueled and directed them. 
First, in practical terms, the British cruisers that patrolled the west coast 
of Africa, and by then the east coast too, were there because of the slave-
trade policy. This provided military protection not only for traders but also 
for missionaries who, in certain situations, from Abeokuta to Uganda, es-
tablished “bridgeheads” for expansion. Anti-slavery assumptions and the 
slave-trade squadrons acted as bridge-builders for imperial bridgeheads. 
This was often consciously rooted in attaching anti-slavery to “legitimate” 
commerce as an alternative to the slave trade. Seeing this relationship as 
a decoy for economic ambitions is missing the point. The promotion of a 
free-labor world was seen as both a moral duty and a boon for all nations 
of the earth—a second reason anti-slavery aided imperial power. Although 
the terms of free-labor superiority had evolved over time and continued to 
be debated, there seemed little doubt from any quarter that slavery was 
incompatible with progress. Securing access to African territory for British 
interests was desirable only because of anti-slavery assumptions that fertile 
and extensive lands would be cultivated by African hands just as soon as 
the slave trade was suppressed. Moreover, private commercial concerns, 
which the British government did not always support, could be converted 
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into national interests by the question of slave-trade suppression. This was 
a proper area for state power, not private enterprise.310 Third, and partly 
because of this fact, public anti-slavery sentiment proved a powerful force 
in favor of those who could capture its support, for or against particular 
state policies. Anti-slavery was one of the few genuinely popular questions 
relating to the Empire beyond the white settler colonies.311 There was still 
a great deal of division over the practical details of anti-slavery policy on 
any given issue. However, convincing public arguments could unleash ter-
rifying outcries against negligent statesmen. But, fourth, and fi nally, so far 
as anti-slavery had any implications for understandings of race, for many 
Britons it favored increased contempt toward and intolerance of Africans. 
The complicity of African chieftains in slave trading, the failure of West 
Indian laborers to conform to free-labor expectations, and the pervasive 
presence of slavery among African societies all reinforced racist attitudes. 
This apparent incongruity is the subject of the next chapter.

It is remarkable, given how closely we today associate slave trading 
with the worst excesses of British imperialism, to note the peculiar con-
nection between ideas about anti-slavery and empire. A last example may 
illustrate this. At the 1843 Anti-Slavery Convention, the Seminole Indian 
prince Econchatti was displayed to abolitionist delegates, who passed a 
motion condemning the American government’s war against his people.312 
British delegates, however, were less keen to see parallels when American 
abolitionists complained of Britain’s attacks “on the poor Affghans, on the 
Caffres, on the Chinese,” considering these remarks obtusely political and 
irrelevant to their exclusive focus on anti-slavery.313 The foregoing survey of 
British colonial practices, even when accompanied by detailed research into 
anti-slavery politics within Britain, can only begin to uncover the strange 
contradictions of philanthropy and colonialism in Victorian empire. Like 
the baffl ed Britons at the 1843 Convention, it has been hard for generations 
since to see the immediate link between anti-slavery beliefs and the practice 
of colonial expansion.314
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The Anti-Slavery Empire

QUEEN VICTORIA EYE, see too far” was the verdict of some Af-
ricans living near the River Gambia when they encountered the 
electric searchlight of HMS Racer in January 1887. According to 

Edwin Parker, who recorded his service aboard the ship in a private jour-
nal, the new light was useful for the sailors’ regular attempts to intimidate 
African societies along the west coast of Africa. On this occasion, the Royal 
Navy was intervening to enforce peace between local African communities 
at Swarra Cunda Creek because “commerce is prevented by civil wars, as 
native farmers and others will not cultivate the ground.” It was two de-
cades since the end of the transatlantic slave trade, but British forces still 
sought to promote civilizing commerce using intimidation at the best and 
brutality at the worst. Just a month earlier, Parker had recorded in his diary 
the exploits of his colleagues who had revenged two white traders alleged to 
have been murdered on the River Niger: “Expedition returned, after having 
burned, torn down, blown up, shelled, and otherwise destroyed several vil-
lages & canoes, and killed a few hundred niggers.”1

With British power directed toward stability and commercial freedom 
in these kinds of ways, it is unsurprising that African peoples felt as if 
Queen Victoria’s eye peered too far into African societies. Why, twenty 
years after the end of the intercontinental slave trade from West Africa, was 
the Royal Navy still directing violence against and pursuing control of local 
communities?2 We have already seen the surprising ways in which anti-slav-
ery supported Victorian territorial expansion in Africa, and now examine 
why coerced labor in the British Empire—from the West Indies and India to 
African protectorates—troubled British anti-slavery consciences so rarely. 

T

“
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The use of violence and British force in the pursuit of stability and order 
complemented British accommodation with forced labor.

Far from careless hypocrisy or willful negligence, most Victorians toler-
ated indentured labor, social repression, and “indigenous slavery” as proper 
engines of an anti-slavery world. This chapter looks at coerced labor in the 
West Indies and in emigration from India, how local African slaveries were 
tolerated and harnessed within an anti-slavery empire, and the develop-
ment of racial attitudes during this period.

FROM BOMBAY TO MORANT BAY

In the fi nal two decades of the nineteenth century, India assumed an impor-
tant place in British anti-slavery thinking as a precedent for balancing de-
sires for stability with a rejection of human bondage. The subcontinent had 
been somewhat overlooked earlier in the century, since the Emancipation 
Act of 1833 applied to Britain’s West Indian colonies but not to the “East 
Indies,” as Britain’s Indian territories and satellites were dubbed. Eman-
cipation arrived there slowly, quietly, and without the fanfare of freedom 
in the western sugar islands. Because India was not a colony ruled from 
London, the colony’s slave-holding had been addressed during the East 
India Company’s rechartering in 1833. This produced a demand for aboli-
tion, but without any urgency or stringency. Initial plans for a radical, un-
compensated emancipation of Indians’ slaves were quashed by politicians 
including the Tory Duke of Wellington and the Whig historian Thomas 
Babington Macaulay; the latter argued that Britain should attempt cultural 
reforms slowly and sensitively. Any abolitionist concerns about India were 
eclipsed by the debates over the West Indian Emancipation Act, which 
passed Parliament at the same time.3

However, campaigners slowly turned their attention to the inaction 
of the East India Company’s court of directors. In 1841 the India Law 
Commission headed by Macaulay reported to Parliament on the nature of 
slavery in the subcontinent. Because concern centered on Indian exploita-
tion of other Indians, cultural anxiety was muted. Lord Auckland, the 
governor general of India, accepted that British sympathies would demand 
action, but insisted that “we ought not, through a misuse of names, to 
form an erroneous idea of things, or seek violently to disturb relations” 
that were “a service of mutual advantage, or even an honour and dis-
tinction.”4 Responding to the report, the BFASS announced their “feelings 
of disgust and detestation” at the forms of slavery they had heard of in 
India: “Domestic slavery though less revolting in the case of some of its 
victims . . . cannot be contemplated, even in its mildest form” and required 
termination, so “that henceforth, the whole of the British empire shall be, 
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not only theoretically but practically, as sacred to freedom as Great Britain 
itself.”5 A new Conservative government under Sir Robert Peel acceded to 
their demands, though Auckland’s successor, Lord Ellenborough, found a 
cautious way to comply. India’s Act V of 1843 made slaves equal to free 
subjects before the law in property rights, civil liberties, and protection 
from punishment. Rather than actively emancipating slaves, breaking cus-
tomary relationships, the Act removed any legal protection for such own-
ership. Masters had no rights under the law, but slaves were left to assert 
their freedom for themselves, if they chose to. This was “delegalization,” 
not emancipation.6

Having agitated for the emancipation of slaves in India and in the east-
ern colonies of Ceylon (modern Sri Lanka), Penang and Malaca (both in 
Malaysia), and Singapore, the BFASS was remarkably content with the lim-
ited law it secured from the East India Company.7 Thomas Clarkson wrote 
to Queen Victoria in 1843, advising her that, despite abolition being “not 
openly declared,” the BFASS accepted the Act as “identical with the abo-
lition of slavery.”8 It seems strange that not only British offi cials but the 
BFASS had accepted the qualitatively different nature of forced labor in 
India from interracial slavery elsewhere.

India could be treated differently because there seemed to be no inter-
racial slavery. That conclusion was founded on a piece of legal redefi ni-
tion. British residents in India had treated their own enslaved household 
servants, in many cases, as extensions of their family, often leaving specifi c 
instructions in their wills for adoption or manumission of “slaves.” How-
ever, government inquiries had erased use of the word “slave” from local 
vocabularies; offi cial reports denounced household slavery as un-British 
and re-christened slaves as “servants.” After disappearing from British 
households, cases where Indians were holding other Indians as slaves could 
be reinterpreted as a familial bond closer to domestic service, best regulated 
through British master-and-servant law. Historian Margot Finn rightly ob-
serves that these two pieces of legal trickery left Britons “to coerce labour 
through contracts and legal processes, generating ‘unfree’ labour from 
‘free’ servants hired outside systems of slavery.”9

By suspending the legal status of slavery in 1843, British rulers were able 
to imagine adjusted Indian traditions as compatible with Western free-labor 
practices even if the realities on the ground had not changed for the better. 
The dean of the “Subaltern Studies” school of Indian history, Gyan Prakash, 
convincingly argues that “a bourgeois political economy was installed as 
the hegemonic discourse” of freedom, where “slavery, serfdom, and debt-
bondage emerged as progressive steps in the direction towards free labor.”10 
Coercion, then, was legitimized by a wholly dominating concept of freedom 
that British offi cials applied to India to justify an exploitative system.
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The easy redefi nition of domestic slavery as service would have conse-
quences far beyond the borders of British India because it opened the possi-
bility of legitimizing British access to Indian labor by deeming it indenture, 
debt bondage, and other forms of contract under master-and-servant law. 
Overseas debt and contract labor were attractive for employers when 
the cost of transportation was signifi cantly higher than the capital a free 
 emigrant could hope to accumulate. For this reason, indentured labor 
proved more signifi cant to non-European than white migrations within the 
nineteenth-century British Empire.11 Indian indentured labor had fi rst been 
used to supplement the work of freed black Britons in the Indian Ocean 
island of Mauritius and the Caribbean colony of Demerara. In the latter 
place, the driving force for migration was John Gladstone, father of the MP 
and future prime minister William Gladstone, and from 1836 he sought to 
bring Indian indentured laborers to work on his sugar estates.

Concerns about exploitative conditions in the destination colonies very 
soon led to a humanitarian outcry in Britain. The Demerara Governor-
General’s Council enforced a ban on the importation of indentured servants 
in 1838, which was followed by similar legislation in India by 1839.12 In 
1840 Lord John Russell opposed any fresh emigration, fearing that inden-
ture risked becoming “a new system of slavery.” After beating his party the 
next year, the Conservatives permitted indentured labor migration to Mau-
ritius in 1843 and to other British colonies in the following year, accept-
ing assurances of greater efforts to prevent deception or physical coercion 
when signing up laborers. As we have seen, Russell and his Whig colleagues 
turned to emigration after 1846 as a form of compensation to West Indian 
planters for the loss of sugar protection. When Russell returned to power 
as prime minister, he too became an enthusiast for greater indentured im-
migration from India to the faltering sugar colonies.13

Racial prejudice hampered any state protection of indentured Indian 
laborers during their voyages. Anxious about the stinking and deadly ships 
used to transport European migrants to the United States and to the white 
dominions, Parliament passed a series of Passenger Acts. Although these 
protections were extended to subjects traveling to the West Indies in 1840, 
gross differences remained between the regulation of voyages.14 For ex-
ample, the emigration commissioners in London gave smaller incentives for 
surgeons to repeat their service on voyages of Indian emigration than they 
gave doctors aboard ships of white Britons bound for Australia. This meant 
that experience and competence was only properly valued when it would 
save white emigrants’ lives.15 The law protected subjects equally, but some 
more equally than others.

Historians studying systems of indenture and contract-labor migra-
tion in the British Empire have disagreed fi ercely over the degree to which 
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coercion was involved. Evidence suggests that force and lies were often 
used, though many indentured laborers did enjoy a longer life expectancy 
in the new colonies than in India. Whereas historian Hugh Tinker endorsed 
Russell’s (initial) judgment that it was “a new system of slavery,” optimists 
such as Pieter Emmer have suggested that Indian migrants were canny self-
improvers.16 Economic coercion makes this “free” emigration highly sus-
pect, but it was treated similarly under law to employment in Britain itself.17

On arriving at their destination, laborers might encounter disease, strict 
labor conditions, or abuse. Close empirical studies of different regions sug-
gest that the experiences of passage and labor for Indian emigrants were 
incredibly varied.18 However, in a broad evaluation of the system of inden-
ture, scholar Madhavi Kale understandably characterizes the claim that 
slave and free systems of migration and labor were categorically differ-
ent as “post-abolition fi ction.”19 British satisfaction with apparently “free” 
bonded labor failed to recognize the messy reality of human interactions 
and the abusive nature of much imperial labor. Britons imagined a clear bi-
nary when, in reality, indentured labor schemes relied on a toxic cocktail of 
local poverty and colonial opportunity. Still, they remained distinct from 
the Atlantic slave trade, even if they shared an abusive and exploitative 
character.20

When viewing the immense scale of intercontinental migrations within 
the British Empire, it is hardly surprising that imperial practices and indi-
vidual experiences must have varied widely. More than 1.5 million Indians 
left their homeland in the 1838–1922 period on contracts of indenture. 
Some served in other European nations’ colonies, but the vast majority re-
mained on British soil in such far-fl ung colonies as British Guiana in South 
America (from 1838), Natal in South Africa (from 1860), and Fiji in the 
Pacifi c (from 1878).21 Alongside this army of Indians, nineteenth-century 
British planters also sought indentured and contract labor from Africa, 
China, and the islands of Melanesia to the east of Fiji, though never in such 
great numbers (fi g. 17). Painstaking research has considered the circum-
stances and adaptations of particular communities of laborers in different 
contexts.22

For the present study, the fundamental question is how British offi cials 
reconciled what they knew of this great migration with purported anti-
slavery principles. Given Britain’s opposition to the Atlantic slave trade, 
the migration of laborers from West Africa was always likely to cause 
particular unease and outrage. The British government promoted the re-
cruitment of labor from African communities, though contemporary crit-
ics feared that premiums paid to fi nd volunteers would simply encourage 
new slave wars to capture fake recruits.23 On the other hand, it looked 
equally suspicious when newly liberated slaves, rescued from foreign slave 



FIGURE 17. Indentured laborers arriving and departing in the British Empire, 1831–1920. 
Figures in the two maps may differ based on actual or estimated deaths en route. Source: 
David Northrup, Indentured Labor in the Age of Imperialism, 1834–1922 (Cambridge, 
1995), 155–61. Produced by Cartography Unit, Plymouth University.
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ships, were then strong-armed into “free” labor for Britain.24 As poor as 
conditions for liberated Africans were in Sierra Leone and at other points 
of disembarkation, offi cials resented the cost of supporting them. The 
British offered few meaningful opportunities for these escapees to create 
independent lives and so promoted migration to the Caribbean.25 This re-
settlement of freed Africans made one historian suspicious that Britain’s 
slave-trade-suppression system was entirely intended to supply de facto 
slaves to her West Indian colonies.26 However, the move to supply British 
colonies with laborers freed from slave ships was opportunistic, resulting 
from the demands of the sugar colonies and the challenge of rehousing lib-
erated Africans. There was no conscious plan to reintroduce a secret form 
of slavery, but successive British governments of both parties were happy to 
make indenture attractive to many freed people because the alternative was 
destitution.27

West Indian planters’ efforts to restore productivity after emancipation 
provided the impetus for the recruitment of indentured labor from India 
and Africa, since freed black workers understandably refused to return to 
slave plantations as poorly paid wage laborers. There were plenty of rea-
sons why freed West Indian slaves might prefer to work for themselves, but 
none of these were rational in the eyes of the dominant British offi cials, pol-
iticians, and commentators. Enterprise and self-reliance were condemned 
as ignorance and sloth.28 James Stephen, under-secretary for the Colonial 
Offi ce, author of the Emancipation Act, and son of a leading abolitionist, 
argued that freed people “must be stimulated to Industry by positive Laws 
which shall enhance the diffi culty of obtaining a mere subsistence.” He 
hoped that the “dread of starving is thus substituted for the dread of being 
fl ogged.”29

The Colonial Offi ce hoped that new indentured Indian and African 
labor would force down wages and force up productivity, keeping local 
blacks in their place. In the cases of both indentured immigrants and freed 
people, offi cials sought ostensibly free means of coercing subjects of color to 
behave according to British expectations of rationality. When race was in-
volved, government policy toward labor resorted to new coercive practices 
without compromising mainstream understandings of anti-slavery. The 
huge social and economic differences among the West Indian islands de-
pended on the precise circumstances of postemancipation work regimes.30 
In the varied islands of the British Caribbean, government offi cials or local 
assemblies passed strict rules against “vagrancy,” punishing blacks who did 
not have jobs with criminal sanctions and forcing them into the employed 
workforce as plantation workers.31 Ironically, in Mauritius, many Indian 
indentured laborers, brought to the island to drive down wages, followed 
black West Indians in preferring independence to plantation labor; they too 
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found colonial ordinances directed against their “vagrancy.”32 The Colo-
nial Offi ce in London had consistently opposed former slaves’ fl ight from 
low wages on the plantations to independent subsistence in free villages. 
Unable to adapt to the consequent social and demographic tendencies, all 
West Indian colonies had struggled to address poverty and squalor in these 
communities or to provide hospitals to replace plantation facilities.33

These social tensions provided the backdrop for the 1865 “Morant Bay 
rebellion” in Jamaica. The revolt had its roots in Governor Edward Eyre’s 
relationship with the Jamaican representative assembly. This had soured 
over his removal of Jewish and black offi cials from their positions, but also 
refl ected broader tensions over the Assembly’s relationship with successive 
governors and the colony’s Executive Council.34 However, this political 
alienation merely exacerbated black laborers’ frustrations at their economic 
suffering. Supported by Baptist missionaries, a series of meetings had been 
convened to petition Queen Victoria and her government to relieve material 
distress. The Colonial Offi ce ignorantly replied to one such address from 
the people of St. Anne’s in Jamaica. The missive from London, circulated 
throughout the island with fi fty thousand copies, insisted that “working 
for Wages, not unsteadily and capriciously, but steadily and continuously” 
would be their salvation and that “it is from their own industry and pru-
dence, in availing themselves of the means of prospering that are before 
them”—not government help—“that they must look for an improvement to 
their condition.”35 Apparently, “positive laws” might support the welfare of 
planters but not black workers.

George Gordon, a mixed race Baptist member of the Jamaican Assem-
bly, emerged as the leading advocate for amelioration of Jamaican suffer-
ing, criticizing Indian immigration, corporal punishment of workers, heavy 
taxation of the poor, and the corruption of parish offi cials. Although not 
present at Morant Bay during the uprising, Gordon’s previous activity there 
was blamed by Eyre, his long-standing nemesis, for infl aming the local 
population to violent revolt against the local magistrates.36 As well as de-
claring martial law in the region and brutally killing more than eight hun-
dred rebels, Eyre speedily tried and executed Gordon in a manner many 
judged to be a political assassination outside of English traditions of justice. 
Rival British newspapers declared sympathy with either the soldiers and 
their commander or the “eight miles of dead bodies” left in the wake of 
Eyre’s repression.  The BFASS played a leading role in agitating against the 
governor, with 250 of its members calling at the Colonial Offi ce. Humani-
tarians helped convince Edward Cardwell, the colonial secretary, to recall 
Eyre, which unleashed a three-year-long public-relations struggle between 
his detractors and supporters with Mill and Carlyle heading up the oppos-
ing sides’ ranks of celebrity lobbyists.37
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Although BFASS objections to the conditions of emancipated slaves 
and indentured laborers in the West Indies after 1840 had little impact 
in Whitehall or in the press, the crisis in Jamaica following Morant Bay 
drew metropolitan opinion—and political controversy—fi rmly back to the 
Caribbean.38 Some historians have seen Eyre’s defenders as a “pro-slavery 
lobby” and his opponents as humanitarians infl uenced by the same forces 
that had promoted abolition. However, we should exercise some caution in 
assuming the Governor Eyre incident refl ected “the movement away from 
an anti-slavery ideology and towards a more overt form of racism.”39 Eyre’s 
defenders charged that critics were mindlessly bleating on behalf of “their 
pet black lambs” who had simply been “chastened for misconduct.” Such 
abuse was unsurprising; more interesting was the criticism that the BFASS 
had stumbled onto “a subject apparently altogether foreign to the object 
for which it was established.”40 In many quarters, abolitionist concern for 
black British subjects was dismissed as irrelevant to anti-slavery. Antira-
cism logically bred anti-slavery, but anti-slavery did not logically require 
antiracism. They were independent, if often intertwined, ideas.

These attitudes stemmed from prejudices against the poor and black 
workers that had survived after slavery had been extinguished. The author 
Anthony Trollope, rather like Thomas Carlyle, condemned black West In-
dians as a “servile race” who required mastery even in freedom.41 Planters 
such as Neville Lubbock insisted that “the position of the employers and 
employed was completely reversed” after emancipation in the sugar colo-
nies, and as late as 1883 made this case to win further favorable concessions. 
Lubbock concluded as a general rule that “absolute freedom, unaccompa-
nied by any kind of restraint, is not good for man,” especially “races upon 
whom civilization has only recently dawned.”42 For many British observers, 
not just West Indian planters, free labor would be acceptable only when 
accompanied by suffi cient state intervention to maintain existing racial and 
economic hierarchies. Sir John Pope-Hennessy, governor of Barbados, won 
censure from the Colonial Offi ce after the island’s unrest in 1876 because 
of his public attacks on white planters for demanding the old conditions of 
“slavery.” His belief that anti-slavery required a less exploitative model of 
imperial rule in West Indian race relations was a maverick position.43

The abolition of the Assembly and the imposition of crown colony rule 
by the governor in the wake of the uprising refl ected a wider Colonial Of-
fi ce disenchantment with black Britons in the West Indies. Although racist 
violence against the Jamaican protests of 1865 won signifi cant censure, 
far fewer liberals criticized the balance of power that the state promoted 
between West Indian employers and laborers. Just as indentured Indian 
and African labor could be accepted as a logical consequence of emancipa-
tion, so the economic legislation against former slaves seemed necessary. 



186  CHAP TER 7

In this sense, contests—such as the clash between Eyre’s supporters and 
enemies—raged over very narrow terms of disagreement. To many Britons, 
indentured labor and West Indian coercion secured rather than scuppered 
their country’s anti-slavery goals.

THE ROAD TO HELL

The goals of stability and prosperity dominated the application of anti-slav-
ery principles to India and the West Indies, and these values informed Brit-
ish approaches to subjects and protected peoples in later-nineteenth-century 
Africa. Although offi cials consistently attacked interracial export slave 
trades, policy remained cautious regarding “traditional” forms of slavery 
within African societies. This was consistent with a long-standing foreign-
policy focus on slave trading rather than domestic institutions. Whereas 
intraracial slave-holding was accepted as a natural frailty common to the 
early stages of civilization, foreign slaveries were cast as a malign block on 
the economic and racial development of Africans.44 Precedents from Brit-
ish anti-slavery policy were therefore developed and adapted when new 
imperial expansion presented moral problems concerning the legal status 
of African slavery, the treatment of runaway slaves, and the use of coerced 
labor by imperial offi cials.

The Indian precedent of “delegalization” informed British attitudes 
toward indigenous societies in Africa, alongside experiences in the Gold 
Coast, one of Britain’s few colonies on the continent before the last third 
of the century. The Gold Coast’s forts offered a model of cheap, informal 
infl uence against slavery and raiding for slaves in the neighboring interior.45 
By 1840, Governor George Maclean exercised an improvised judicial au-
thority beyond the borders of British territory in a “protectorate” painted 
yellow rather than red on maps of the area, because it was not formal Brit-
ish territory.46 However, his implicit recognition of slavery, when arbitrat-
ing in cases of ill-treatment, sacrifi ce, or runaways from the protectorate, 
struck observers back in London as distasteful and legally dubious.47 In 
March 1841, a proclamation affi rmed that British and European residents 
of the Gold Coast could not hold slaves and that there would be no recogni-
tion of pawning (a form of debt bondage) within the colony. However, Afri-
can slavery in the informal protectorate could be left alone, since it was not 
British territory.48 Future governors would decline to adjudicate in cases in 
the protectorate that required any acknowledgement of slavery, even if they 
still enjoyed authority over the protectorate.49 The 1865 Select Committee 
on Africa reasserted this principle that customs such as pawning could be 
gradually ameliorated in non-British territories by the good infl uence of 
judicial power.50
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Although British policymakers considered the rights and wrongs of ac-
knowledging “traditional” slavery in law, proactive attacks on intraracial 
slave systems were barely considered. An assumption that domestic slavery 
among “uncivilized” people was not morally equivalent to black slavery in 
Western economies survived for more than sixty years in a variety of Afri-
can contexts. In 1842, many witnesses for the Select Committee on West 
Africa questioned whether slavery could reasonably share a name with New 
World forms of bondage, given its character.51 Speaking in 1865 of what 
he had seen in Central Africa, Livingstone was sure that domestic slaves 
“are called the children of the man who has purchased them, and if he is 
not kind to them they may change to any one in the kingdom.”52 He attrib-
uted this benign slavery to “uncivilized” masters’ “laziness” and feared it 
would become a threat only when Africans became “civilized”, ambitious, 
and commercial.53 Frederic Elton, in an 1877 letter from East Africa, de-
clared that “the feudal form of slavery I do not so much object to.” It “might 
continue, being an institution of the country, which the piratical slave trade 
of later years is not.”54 During his 1894–95 stay near Lake Malawi, the mis-
sionary Arthur Sim refl ected that “until Christianity introduces the system 
we are accustomed to” this was probably the only way to maintain order in 
society.55 Sim feared that immediate freedom for the local slaves would lead 
to their starvation, as “these poor fellows are not ready for freedom yet.”56

Across these four examples, apologies for intraracial slavery refl ected 
European weakness as much as ideological choice; Sim’s predecessors in 
the 1860s and 1870s had offered asylum to fugitive slaves and openly un-
dermined slave-holding, only to be attacked and punished by indignant 
neighbors.57 Both principle and pragmatism led Britons to doubt that end-
ing intraracial slavery would lead to anything besides disruption, poverty, 
and suffering, which could only encourage the real evil of Africa: the exter-
nal slave trade.58 As Colonel Henry Ord suggested in 1865, British efforts 
could be focused on the industrial-scale traffi cking of Africans for export. 
Only in his lesser goals did he include the “civilization” of native peoples—
in which category he included the eradication of domestic slavery. Passive 
attitudes toward slavery within African societies did not, however, give 
governments license to become actively complicit in upholding it by law in 
British territory. The suppression of slave raiding and slave trading could 
require intervention, whereas “uncivilized” slavery within African commu-
nities did not.59 Among witnesses to the 1865 committee on West Africa, it 
seemed as if avoiding the diffi cult question of domestic slavery was one of 
the primary arguments for formal colonies in West Africa.60 Local slaver-
ies were embarrassing problems to be managed acceptably while attacking 
the export slave trade and promoting free-labor commerce.61 In shaping 
British imperial policy, “missionaries and imperialists seeking territories 
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to conquer” had little success using “domestic slavery as a justifi cation for 
intervention” rather than the suppression of the slave trade.62

The favored method of tackling “domestic slavery” was “delegaliza-
tion,” that old conceit from India.63 William Wylde, still at the Slave Trade 
Department in 1865, suggested that by abolishing the legal recognition of 
slavery, any unhappy “servant” in Lagos and Sierra Leone could transfer 
his work to another master or seek the protection of the British authorities. 
He was “neither de facto or de jure a slave.”64 Under the formula of dele-
galization, British and “native” courts in the expanded Gold Coast Colony, 
formed in 1874 following the Ashanti War, were forbidden to recognize 
slavery. British offi cials did not seek to violently disturb African relation-
ships and did not actively encourage slaves to assert their freedom, even if 
the 1874 proclamation of delegalization was periodically repromulgated.65 
The reorganization of the colony had required a new legal formula because 
of a combination of hostility in the House of Commons, press criticism, 
and suspicion from civil servants. Seeing public anger at the idea of slav-
ery in a colony, the delegalization formula was deployed over the wishes 
of commercial interests.66 An anti-slavery activist such as Horace Waller 
could crow, in 1891, that “British rule has been a Providence in this respect 
to India” by managing to “throttle slavery” through the power of law.67 It 
was this model offi cials adopted beyond the Gold Coast, in the scramble for 
African dominion, as a way of honoring anti-slavery law without risking 
“general emancipation.”68 This conceit allowed Britons to reject “a prin-
ciple which is repugnant to English ideas” without attempting to “entirely 
subvert the principles on which African society rests.”69

Later nineteenth-century episodes of expansion also relied on the legal 
concept of a protectorate developed in the 1840s Gold Coast to accom-
modate African slave-holding and British morality.70 When the African 
“protectorate,” distinct from a colony, emerged as a legal concept in the 
course of the 1884 Berlin conference, British offi cials ultimately accepted 
the device as a useful distinction between full colonies where anti-slavery 
laws were applied actively and these nominally independent areas.71 The 
protectorate permitted “hegemony on a shoestring” and clean hands for 
British rulers.72

Indeed, the concept of protectorates even allowed the British to intro-
duce delegalization slowly without breaking the letter of their own law. 
This was the case in Zanzibar and Pemba during their 1890 adoption 
as a protectorate. In the years before the kingdom became a protector-
ate, slavery had gradually come under attack as a side effect of British 
slave-trade-suppression efforts. From the late 1850s consul Christopher 
Rigby cracked down on slave-holding by merchants from British India.73 
An active new policy of policing the activities of British Indians in East 
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Africa saw offi cial tours of the Zanzibari mainland territories, giving cer-
tifi cates of freedom to their slaves and actively spreading word that the 
queen’s subjects could not participate in slavery. The advance against Arab 
ownership of African slaves was much slower.74 It was not until 1897, seven 
years after establishing a protectorate, that so much as the legal status of 
slavery was abolished.75 As Lugard observed in 1893, it was “a scandal” to 
fi nd that “our policy regarding slavery should be an active & pushing one 
so long as the whole diffi culty of the matter fell on the shoulders of a native 
ruler . . . but should be a distinctly retrogressive one from the day it devolved 
upon us to carry out measures ourselves.”76 Another critic of the seven-year 
delay insisted that “England could do better with the loss of her cloves and 
her cocoanuts than she could with the loss of her honour, her traditional 
philanthropy.” Such a radical view was not shared by Foreign Offi ce men, 
who assumed that a sustainable form of free labor required stability of 
production.77 As weak an anti-slavery measure as “delegalization” was, the 
legal device of a “protectorate” could delay even this move against settled 
systems of slavery.

In 1895, Sir Arthur Hardinge, consul in Zanzibar, explained to Liberal 
foreign secretary Lord Kimberley that if “the maintenance of slavery, even 
if only for a few years longer[,] entailed real suffering,” then no economic 
argument could justify it. He denied, however, that it caused any suffering. 
This apology for slave-holding, reminiscent of Confederate Southerners 
thirty years earlier, was only sustainable so long as offi cials and the bulk of 
public opinion back in Britain accepted that a stable transition to free labor 
was the best moral calculation. Missionaries in Zanzibar were wheeled out 
to dutifully testify that slaves would be massacred in a rebellion or left des-
titute if immediate emancipation were forced upon the Arab masters, hor-
rifying the London-based mission societies.78 Kimberley’s under-secretary 
of state for foreign affairs, Sir Edward Grey, explained the policy toward 
slavery in protectorates during an 1895 debate on Zanzibar: “Against the 
slave trade the British Government had made, and would continue to make, 
constant warfare; but the institution of domestic slavery was common to all 
Mohammedan countries, and certainly it had not been our general prac-
tice, upon assuming a Protectorate, to force a complete change in the insti-
tutions” of the native state.79

Although a sense of caution was common to all Britons considering 
African slavery, this state of affairs seemed unacceptable to critics. Lugard 
and Waller played leading roles in a public and private campaign for dele-
galization in the Zanzibar Protectorate, despite Foreign Offi ce reticence. 
For them, nonrecognition in law was the bare minimum, not a gradual 
goal, of anti-slavery policy in a protected territory.80 In parallel with his 
campaign to retain Uganda, Lugard lobbied MPs, seeking support from 



190  CHAP TER 7

beyond the traditional critics in the BFASS. Lugard’s argument that dele-
galization should be required in a protectorate appealed to his politician 
allies since it was a compromise between humanitarian utopianism and 
offi cial pragmatism. Although there would be little effect on the ground, 
British moral standards could be upheld. As Sir Charles Dilke told him, 
the fact that “the impartial and well-informed” like Lugard shared “the 
view expressed by the fanatics” made statesmen take notice and listen.81 
This alliance emerged after the BFASS committee members with the stron-
gest links to imperial governance, Waller and Wylde, had drawn up the 
Society’s position on slavery in East Africa.82 It is striking, however, that 
political controversy over African slavery was confi ned to such a narrow, 
legalistic set of differences as delegalization immediately and delegalization 
gradually. In the House of Commons in 1892, MP Joseph Pease argued 
passionately “that the abolition of the legal status was to be preferred to 
emancipation, because the latter would mean the sudden withdrawal of 
all labor,” resistance from slaveholders, and possible suffering for slaves, 
“whereas the abolition of the legal status would not involve any distur-
bance.”83 Even such a critic of Foreign Offi ce gradualism as Pease wished 
to disavow any practical steps to emancipation. Lugard adopted exactly 
the same position in making his case about Zanzibar to Chamberlain and 
Arthur Balfour when Salisbury’s Conservative government took offi ce in 
1895. Explaining how he differed from the Liberals and the Foreign Of-
fi ce, he maintained in a confi dential memo for them that “I do not advo-
cate ‘emancipation’ viz. forcible abolition, and making it criminal to hold 
a slave, but ‘non-recognition by law’, viz. permissive freedom to those who 
desire to claim it.”84 Such criticism demanded few differences in reality, but 
put great store in a difference of principles on paper. Although there were 
two visions of Britain’s moral and legal responsibility for slavery in protec-
torates (as opposed to colonies), the outrage masked an ongoing consensus 
against “active” emancipation in “uncivilized” societies.

Although the stakes were low, passions still ran high, and it is not ob-
vious why. In Lugard’s case it is hard to fi nd any mercenary or political 
motive for his enthusiastic support for immediate removal of the legal sta-
tus. His later policy toward slavery in Nigeria has been scrutinized and, 
understandably, condemned by historians as legalistic trickery. However, 
the Zanzibar campaign reveals a sincere personal investment in the im-
portance of “legal status.” As pedantic a cause as this was, Lugard had no 
self-interest in challenging the Foreign Offi ce’s Sir Percy Anderson, chief of 
the Africa Department, who he feared was “really England’s Foreign min-
ister.” Sir George Goldie argued that Lugard’s entire future career would 
be thrown away by pursuing the issue, when he should be “what the French 
politicians called ‘opportuniste’.”85 Lugard was probably grandstanding 
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when he declared to his brother, in private, that delegalization would be 
“the greatest triumph I’ve ever scored.”86 However, his attachment to the 
paper emancipation, “which affects the welfare of thousands of ‘British 
protected persons’,” was real enough.87 He may have sought the personal 
glory of claiming Wilberforce’s mantle, but it is hard to fi nd baser motives 
in his protest given that it clearly undermined rather than advanced his im-
perial career.88 Rather, it seems that Lugard and Waller successfully revived 
the traditional BFASS criticism of Foreign Offi ce policy and repackaged 
delegalization as the honorable, pragmatic, traditional, and patriotic ap-
proach rather than an anxiety restricted to Quaker radicals.

The principle of abolishing slavery’s legal status in protectorates was 
repeated, with modifi cations and delays, throughout the British Empire. 
However, fear of public controversy and pressure for reforms offi cials 
deemed unworkable encouraged them to turn to secrecy. Following the 
outcry over the Zanzibar protectorate, in 1897 the Colonial Offi ce advised 
Governor McCallum of Lagos “to avoid committing himself in writing 
to any general statement of policy on slavery,” in case it made it back to 
Britain and caused controversy there.89 After the British reconquest of the 
Sudan in 1898, the Anglo-Egyptian administration removed legal sanction 
to any form of forced labor. However, both Lord Kitchener, governor of 
the province, and Lord Cromer, Britain’s consul general in the puppet state 
of Egypt, sought to leave slave-holding alone. In future years, the Sudan’s 
chief offi cial for slavery matters warned subordinates he would “cut off 
the right hand fi nger of any” who used the term “slave” rather than “ser-
vant” in offi cial correspondence.90 With deliberate deception, the coloniz-
ers sought to hide their active support for traditional institutions from the 
prying eyes of Westminster.

Even then, the distinction between the abolition of slavery and the abo-
lition of the “legal status” could create opportunities for politicking. Joseph 
Chamberlain, speaking for the Conservatives, was happy to give partisan 
criticism of Grey’s Zanzibar policy in 1895, as advised by his confi dant 
Lugard. However, four years later, as secretary of state for the colonies, 
Chamberlain himself came under attack over Britain’s policies in Nigeria. 
The Liberals suggested that he would repeat the sins for which he had cas-
tigated them in Zanzibar, by tolerating slavery once a chartered compa-
ny’s protectorate had become an imperial protectorate. As Chamberlain 
explained, the Royal Niger Company had “abolished the legal status of 
slavery” and that would remain true when their territories transferred to 
British protectorates, even if it was “a pious opinion” that could not be en-
forced in areas that “had not been trodden by white men.” Still, his admis-
sion that delegalization would not change much in Nigeria looked bad after 
his insistence on the importance of immediate delegalization in Zanzibar.91 
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Although there was only a technical difference between the Liberals’ legal 
recognition of slavery in Zanzibar before 1897 and the Conservatives’ 
impotent delegalization in Nigeria after 1899, his opponents mercilessly 
accused Chamberlain of hypocrisy.92 Ironically, the colonial secretary’s ad-
viser had foreseen this. A year earlier, Lugard had confi ded to his diary his 
doubts about Chamberlain’s ambitions of cultivating the “great estates” of 
Nigeria through state, not Company, administration. Given the Conser-
vatives’ stand against the Liberals over Zanzibar, Lugard thought Cham-
berlain was creating a liability in accepting government responsibility for 
problems such as African slavery.93

Those who wanted immediate or gradual abolition of the legal status 
could agree on one thing: slavery itself could be left to decline without a 
formal act of emancipation, guaranteeing orderly, stable transitions to free 
labor.94 The greatest danger to economic and political order seemed to be 
self-suffi ciency and independence by freed people.95 Stability was a require-
ment of the legitimate commerce needed to supplant slave trading and slave 
raiding. Therefore, immediate steps for meaningful African emancipations 
were deferred as threats to the political order and the economic develop-
ment required for anti-slavery policies’ long-term triumph.96 Emancipation 
in the West Indies and hopes for a peaceful end to American slave-holding 
had seen most Britons seeking no disruption to the global export of com-
modities hitherto produced with slave labor. Similarly, the Foreign Offi ce 
advised the prime minister, Lord Salisbury, in 1891 that “the disappear-
ance of the status of slavery should be carried through with as little altera-
tion as possible in the existing relations between master and slaves.” Even 
BFASS activists accepted that liberated slaves in Africa would be compelled 
to work for wages, using feudal tithes or vagrancy laws in order to main-
tain productivity.97

Lugard had a chance to pursue his anti-slavery ideas when he was ap-
pointed high commissioner for Northern Nigeria in 1900. While British 
law in Nigeria ignored slavery, the Islamic courts continued to recognize 
it.98 Children could not be born into slavery after 1901 and, reinterpreting 
religious law, Lugard promoted a version of self-manumission by slaves.99 
In 1933, while helping create the League of Nations’ anti-slavery policy, 
Lugard would maintain that the abolition of legal status was a pragmatic 
and humane triumph of British policy.100 However, far from affecting the 
lives of slaves, the policy was directly intended to allow the practical func-
tions of African slavery to continue under newly evolved legal, moral, and 
political sanction.101 This would avoid the fears of British offi cials, as ex-
pressed in 1900, that “if the existing labour system is broken down before 
the new one to replace it nothing but ruin and famine can result.”102 It was 
on this basis, following his experience in Uganda and Zanzibar alongside 
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a national tradition of delegalization, that Lugard could promote noninter-
ference with African slavery as an anti-slavery policy.

As perverse as an anti-slavery policy of noninterference may be, the 
logic that led to British complicity in actively supporting African systems 
of slavery is even stranger. The clearest case of this comes when colonial 
regimes acted against runaway slaves. In 1897, in the new East Africa Pro-
tectorate, administered by Sir Arthur Hardinge from Zanzibar, missionar-
ies refused to honor the earlier practice of surrendering fugitive slaves to 
masters. This prompted an outcry in the House of Commons, with the 
Liberal opposition exploiting the government’s humiliation. Although the 
legal abolition of slavery was not extended to this protectorate for another 
decade, Salisbury’s government insisted, with embarrassment, that it was 
illegal for any British subjects to assist in the capture of slaves and offi cials 
should not encourage the missionaries to do so.103

In the Lagos colony’s southern Nigerian protectorate, runaway slaves 
had long been seen as a threat to good order. H. E. McCallum argued in 
1897 “that questions relative to domestic slaves are to be dealt with by the 
Native Authorities only” and so fugitives lacking evidence of maltreatment 
could be sent back to their owners.104 After complaints the following year 
about McCallum’s offi cials assisting in the return of fugitives, Chamberlain 
ordered that they must not do so, even when the slaves had escaped from 
neighboring areas where there was no ban on the legal status of slavery.105 
In Northern Nigeria, the government similarly restrained British offi cials’ 
connivance in the institution of slavery. Responding to resistance and al-
leged slave trading, the British led African allies in a raid on the Nigerian 
nation of Obohia in 1896. Despite the anti-slave-trade purpose of the mis-
sion, Consul-General Ralph Moor permitted his supporting troops to re-
turn home with captured slaves from Obohia. His logic was that they were 
better off in British-controlled territory, but the Foreign Offi ce was unim-
pressed and intervened to restore them to their former home.106

After Lugard assumed rule in Northern Nigeria in 1900, he success-
fully resisted attempts by some subordinates to legally recognize—so as 
to regulate—slavery. Instead, he adopted an obtuse policy toward fugitive 
slaves. Although his offi cials were banned from assisting in recaptures, they 
were encouraged to make it diffi cult for slaves to run away from masters.107 
In this distinction, Lugard once again drew on his experience in other parts 
of Africa. Missionaries in the Central African lakes had quickly discov-
ered that the liberation of fugitive slaves could make their presence unten-
able with former owners. In his years there, Lugard developed a scheme to 
permit fugitive slaves to be rewarded with wages for self-redemption, to 
provide an alternative.108 It was this dubious balance between stability and 
noncomplicity that he sought to replicate in Nigeria. A man who put such 
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great store in delegalization was all the more enthusiastic to “manage” the 
dismantling of slavery on the ground.

Accommodation with slavery and the deterrence of dislocation were 
not simply hypocritical; they fl owed naturally from anti-slavery plans to 
create new wealth in Africa. Britain’s whole anti-slave-trade policy rested 
on creating value in African labor rather than letting it be exported to the 
New World; that implicitly required tolerance for alternative forms of co-
erced labor in Africa.109 The suppression of the slave trade was presented as 
an enabling gift, benefi ting Britain, Africans, and the rest of the world be-
cause it would lead to new wealth from settled labor within Africa.110 Anti-
slavery policy therefore prized a stable system of production that would 
mirror African slaveries in all respects except the legal ownership of other 
humans. A glacial attitude toward dismantling intraracial slaveries was a 
requirement for, not in contradiction with, the dominant expectations for 
a postemancipation society. This led to a peculiar system of logic, whereby 
de facto tolerance for intraracial slavery guaranteed stability, the suppres-
sion of interracial slave trading, and the safe dismantling of African slavery 
in the future.

The fact that greater African wealth could come only from African free 
labor offered imperially minded authors comfort, ironically, that empire 
building would produce benevolent results. As Waller argued in 1891, “Af-
rica’s real safety lies in the fact, that the man born of her soil is the one who 
must inevitably develop her riches,” guaranteeing, among European colo-
nists, a “wholesome rivalry begotten of a demand for native free labour.”111 
Similarly, Sir Harry Johnston suggested in 1896 that Britain’s presence in 
Central Africa was benevolent because it “has resulted in no confi scation of 
the black man’s land, but in his being taught to develop its resources in the 
most profi table manner, since it has been followed by the steady suppres-
sion of the slave trade and diffusion of real and reasonable liberty.”112 Yet 
far from cultivating respect for Africans, a hunger for cheap labor led to 
even more innovative means of making African laborers fi t the demands of 
colonial economies. This was what Conservative foreign secretary George 
Curzon meant when he declared that “free labour, paid labour, is not in-
digenous . . . it would have to be carefully tended and watered to enable it 
to grow.”113

This growth was anything but tender. Following the example of the 
West Indies, colonial authorities sought new ways to maintain racial and 
economic inequalities. “Free labor” required an end to slavery, but it did 
not mean freedom of choice for the laborers. After his proclamation of 
1874, the governor of the Gold Coast colony, George Strahan, was shocked 
when large numbers of slaves and pawns—who made up perhaps a quarter 
of the African population—began to leave their servitude in the interior 
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portions of the territory. The massive disruption to the existing labor econ-
omy would entail, in the next twenty years, a policy of recruiting inden-
tured laborers from elsewhere in Africa.114 As in other parts of the empire, 
indentured labor provided a palatable way to coerce nonwhites without 
the structures of slavery.115 An 1888 article in the Graphic suggested mov-
ing Africans to areas lacking workers, proposing that “the most effectual 
way to kill the slave-trade is to encourage voluntary emigration under care-
ful supervision. If the Chinese emigrate why should not the African ne-
groes?”116 Although such schemes were attempted on a smaller scale than 
intercontinental indentured migration, colonial authorities were happy to 
support this way of driving down the cost of African labor.117

South Africa demonstrated a similar pattern of racial order and new 
coercion alongside anti-slavery piety. In the Cape Colony, African slaves 
were freed from white masters in 1838, but colonists soon looked for laws 
controlling labor mobility and preserving old hierarchies as far as seemed 
possible.118 Laws controlling employee-employer relations provided a de 
facto form of racism.119 This discrimination did not stop the BFASS or the 
Conservative Party from presenting the Dutch settlers as villains plotting 
the expansion of slavery during the fi rst and second Boer wars.120 However, 
the language of anti-slavery would haunt the warmongers afterward. The 
British labor movement attacked the “Chinese slavery” subsequently pro-
moted by the Conservatives in South Africa, and the Liberal Party was de-
lighted to take up this attack in the 1905 election. But this did not represent 
a damascene conversion against indentured labor arrangements. Rather, 
popular mobilization supported the rights of white British emigrants to 
jobs that might have been “stolen” by Chinese rivals. Immediately after 
taking offi ce, the Liberals permitted indentured Chinese labor to continue 
with minor regulations. Although the particular conditions of indentured 
labor were criticized, there was only marginal criticism of the concept of 
coercing non-European labor.121 When it came to these new forms of coer-
cion, the grounds of political criticism were very narrowly defi ned.

Still, the threat of public scandal frightened politicians, who feared, 
for example, that railway building in Uganda would see the employment 
of slave labor. Given the railway’s touted benefi ts in suppressing the slave 
trade, they were keen to avoid this.122 Chamberlain, for the Conserva-
tive opposition, made political capital of taunting Sir William Harcourt 
for his inability to guarantee that the initial construction of the railway 
would avoid slave labor. For the Liberals, Harcourt argued weakly that it 
was impossible to build an anti-slavery railroad without doing so.123 Hav-
ing previously supported a railway, the BFASS hesitated in 1894 when it 
seemed likely that slave porters would be used to transport materials for its 
construction.124 The Uganda railway would be largely built by indentured 
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Indians, avoiding this problem with a different form of coerced labor.125 
Typically, it was the condition of slavery that scared politicians or outraged 
the public, not the conditions under which non-Europeans would work.

A semantic distinction between slave trading and European labor re-
gimes hampered British criticism of reported abuses in the empires of other 
powers. In an 1878 letter, R. B. D. Morier confessed that the Portuguese 
in Mozambique were legally permitted to buy slaves and free them, even 
though this method of obtaining labor would stimulate new slave catching. 
This seemed regrettable, but it was not easy to make them stop.126 The For-
eign Offi ce was slow to stir even in cases in which British business interests 
might be complicit in foreign practices akin to slavery. In 1894, the Quaker 
abolitionist Joseph Pease drew offi cials’ attention to Portuguese practices 
on the island of Säo Tomé, off the coast of their colony of Angola. Lord 
Kimberley, the foreign secretary, agreed to the civil service recommenda-
tion that “we had better leave it alone.”127 George Cadbury, who bought 
chocolate from Säo Tomé, insisted in 1901 that missionaries’ “quiet work is 
perhaps the best means” of redressing any abuses resembling slavery. It was 
only later that the controversy exploded onto the public stage.128

The infamous abuses exposed in King Leopold’s Congo Free State in 
the early twentieth century were only the most horrifi c of a spectrum of 
practices in European empires. Missionary groups in Britain would suc-
cessfully mobilize popular outrage against the atrocities of the Belgian 
Congo, “the New African Slavery,” as E. D. Morel labeled it. However, 
there was no similar introspection about British accommodations and ad-
aptations to forced labor within African societies; in this sense, the Congo 
agitation is an exception that proves the rule of British myopia about labor 
regimes. In the case of Britain, anti-slavery principles prohibited the owner-
ship of people but permitted—in fact, encouraged—many other forms of 
coerced labor.129 In an era when the rights of organized labor were being 
won within Britain and “free labor” was adopted as a description of non-
unionized labor, it is perhaps unsurprising that coercive forms of “free 
labor” were developed for nonwhite peoples in British colonies and protec-
torates.130 In many circumstances, colonial offi cials deliberately erased the 
word “slavery” from their vocabulary, since “judicious silence” was safer 
than rousing anger back home.131

With complex African economies and societies responding to the ma-
terial effects of global trade and imperial labor schemes, local working 
practices perpetually adapted, catching British politicians and their agents 
off guard. As one historian of slavery in Africa has argued, “if there was a 
passive agent in the history of slavery during the nineteenth century, it was 
Europe, not Africa.”132 Though British anti-slavery ideologies would be 
adapted or refi tted to accommodate imperial reality and commercial greed, 
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there was no fundamental break with the spirit of the 1833 Emancipation 
Act. Then, many campaigners, most politicians, and the general public em-
braced an end to the legal institution of slavery, but fully expected black 
people to retain a submissive role. While the Victorian empire confronted 
slavery in very different parts of the world using a variety of methods, this 
original tension remained. In 1869, embarking on an expedition to conquer 
Sudan for the khedive of Egypt, Samuel Baker wrote Samuel Wilberforce, 
the bishop of Oxford, promising to attack slavery with “a fi rm but delicate 
hand,” suppressing the slave trade by means of the coercion of African 
workers. Baker’s “practical philanthropy” would use “despotic power” to 
develop “people who in their ignorance must be regarded in the light of 
children.” Therefore, he promised a system of coerced labor to raise “the 
value of the human being upon his own soil to a rate that will render him 
too valuable for exportation.”133 The letter is remarkable not only as an 
early example of how imperialists would adapt anti-slavery ideas in the fol-
lowing twenty-fi ve years but because it was addressed to Wilberforce’s son. 
There was but a short generational gap between the “heroic” age of British 
abolitionism and the imperial age of anti-slavery, just as there was but a 
short intellectual gap between the anti-slavery ideologies of the two eras.

Baker expressed his goal more starkly than others, but the assumptions 
he made refl ected Victorian political realities. Although there were real ar-
guments over the means of mitigating African slavery or regulating inden-
tured and coerced labor, those differences were slight.134 It is interesting, 
though, that the same men who aligned anti-slavery piety with imperial 
expansion could make selfl ess stands against Africans’ mistreatment when 
their own standards were breached. From his role in the expansions docu-
mented in the previous chapter, Waller might seem to be a simple propagan-
dist for the invasions of Zanzibar, Central Africa, and Uganda. However, 
he led ferocious public attacks on Henry Morton Stanley for his treatment 
of indigenous Africans in the 1870s and 1890s. In the latter period, follow-
ing the “relief” of Emin Pasha, the explorer’s reputation was destroyed by 
the APS and the BFASS, even though the latter had initially supported the 
expedition.135 Stanley had used hired slaves on his nominally anti-slavery 
Emin Pasha Relief Expedition, while his ally, Leopold, relied on slaves to 
build his Congo railway.136 Explorers such as Richard Burton justifi ed this, 
when challenged, as the only way to secure porters, insisting that he paid 
the slaves wages individually and treated them as free laborers.137

Beyond the questionable pieties and moral certainties, there was still 
some meaning to British pretensions. Writing a book for public consump-
tion in 1897, Sir Harry Johnston took great pride in a policy of nonrecogni-
tion of slavery in the Central African Protectorate, even though many slaves 
remained in traditional relationships to their masters.138 On the ground, 
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many of his junior offi cials acknowledged that their policies were glossed 
for domestic audiences and Johnston’s knighthood roused the cynicism of 
one subordinate. Wordsworth Poole, a young doctor in the protectorate, 
confi ded to his mother that “it is a considerable farce this slave freeing busi-
ness” but “freed slaves pay well at home” and earned knighthoods.139 “It 
is,” he told her, “with many digs in the ribs and chuckles that we read the 
effusions of the Rev. Horace Waller and others in the papers from home.” 
He was amused at the likelihood that the offi cial utterances of Johnston and 
his colleagues would delude “a stupid old historian taking infi nite pains to 
get to the original Foreign Offi ce despatches and thinking that at last he 
had hit on the truth.” Poole’s casual contempt refl ected the fact that John-
ston’s gift of freedom meant little in practice.140 Although progress against 
local slavery was clearly slow and exaggerated for the gratifi cation of met-
ropolitan audiences, such cynicism toward philanthropists did not under-
cut such Britons’ own assumptions about how imperial prosperity required 
the suppression of slave trading and would help dismantle slave systems. 
Even when the sources are thick with self-promotion and self-justifi cation, 
a “stupid old historian” can recognize that a greedy accommodation with 
indentured labor, African slavery, and coerced labor developed through, 
and not in contradiction with, dominant anti-slavery expectations.

RACE, FREE LABOR, AND SEEING TOO FAR

It is time to return to the Africans who encountered the HMS Racer’s 
electric searchlight at Swarra Cunda Creek. They suggested that “Queen 
Victoria eye, see too far,” but British offi cials’ obsession with stability, 
prosperity, and authority meant they saw little hypocrisy in “freeing” Af-
rica through new adaptations of slavery. Far from masking baser interests, 
anti-slavery shaped assumptions about the transition to free-labor societ-
ies and economies. At the heart of such beliefs, though, were ideas about 
“uncivilized” black societies, shaped by ideas blending slavery with race. 
Holmwood, vice-consul at Zanzibar, suggested that “there is a trait in the 
character of Africans generally which has done much to keep them in a 
state of barbarism—it is a disinclination to any settled employment, no 
matter what the incentive to labor.” Abstaining from a view on the cause 
of this “disinclination,” he summed up the range of theories he had heard: 
“This may be a consequence of generations of slavery or the defect may be 
inherent in the race; it is fostered by the warm equable climate and by the 
immense fertility of the soil. . . . It is none the less a tendency to be com-
bated in every possible way, and should on no account be lost sight of.”141 
This account of black racial inferiority blurred climate, biology, and cul-
ture together, but emphasized the need to force free-labor production as a 
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substitute for slavery. Victorians’ complex ideas about race and slavery can 
be better understood by tracing their connection throughout this period 
and across the American and African continents.

Historian Douglas Lorimer is correct to argue that anti-slavery “quick-
ened English sympathies, but at the cost of intensifying the race conscious-
ness of the Victorians.”142 In many cases, anti-slavery arguments about the 
dehumanizing effect of slave labor destroyed faith in the potential of newly 
emancipated peoples. Even after slavery, people of African origin could 
be dismissed as a people of toil.143 Racialized myths about black laziness 
became more common throughout the nineteenth century, not the least be-
cause of debates since the 1840s concerning Caribbean decline. The sugar-
duties crisis helped make a clear break between anti-slavery principle and 
pro-black sentiment. In 1853, the conservative Fraser’s Magazine observed 
that Great Britain had hitherto assumed that every black man was a slave 
entitled to the nation’s protection and affection; now they were learning to 
discriminate between sympathy for slaves and contempt for black people. 
This distinction signaled a growing frustration that free African peoples did 
not act out the roles scripted for them by British political enthusiasms.144 
In this respect, the “Morant Bay Rebellion” of 1865 confi rmed a division 
between anti-slaveries rather than a challenge to a declining anti-slavery 
consensus. There was never a consensus over race relations, labor disci-
pline, and imperial governance after slavery.

This is not to suggest uniformity or continuity in British racial atti-
tudes.145 Frederick Douglass was surely correct to detect a shift in racial 
prejudice between his 1846 and 1859 visits.146 New racisms imagined that 
certain groups were slower to realize the advantages of advancement, civi-
lization, and self-improvement than respectable classes of Britons.147 This 
did not mean a neat transition from more traditional views of cultural or 
environmental differences to scientifi c racism, since science followed popu-
lar racial attitudes more than it led them.148 Far from narrowing, ideas 
about race expanded fl uidly in the period, as prejudice found more and 
more forms of investigation and explanation.149 Polygenesis, a theory of 
separate origins for races, gained ground in Victorian Britain despite its 
troubling implications for the accuracy of the book of Genesis, but mono-
genesis, the idea of a common human origin, survived in mainstream theol-
ogy and also in Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution.150 What united this 
melting pot of biological, cultural, and geographical racisms was growing 
pessimism for the “development” of nonwhite races—and that was strongly 
infl uenced by anti-slavery.

What these diverse forms of racial thinking shared, be they scientifi c or 
civilizational, was a tendency to elongate the time expected for nonwhite 
peoples to “develop.” In traditional cultural or climatic racism, individuals 
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could be improved within their lifetimes, and a baby transferred at birth 
to Britain would have the chance of becoming the equal of a Briton. By the 
mid-nineteenth century, the timescale was expanding, as both civilizational 
and biological theories of human difference became pessimistic about ra-
cial development.151 The cases of Indian indentured labor and West Indian 
labor oppression demonstrate how British anti-slavery aspirations could 
unleash new forms of coercion toward nonwhite peoples; in both cases, 
by 1865 desires to maintain pre-emancipation prosperity and social order 
provided new methods of controlling imperial subjects. But beyond India 
or Jamaica—indeed, beyond the borders of Britain’s empire at that time—
there were more methods to come. Just as coercive forms of “free” labor 
fl owed, perversely, from anti-slavery victories in India and the Caribbean, 
anti-slavery endeavors in Africa begot new forms of domination.

Anti-slavery and racial stereotyping, which had evolved together after 
West Indian emancipation, made this perverse logic possible. The racial 
theorist Benjamin Kidd applied Darwinian evolution to races, imagining 
competition between them that would inevitably lead to the annihilation 
of weaker peoples through extermination or, in modern times, through 
assimilation. He traced the strength of Anglo-Saxon peoples to the end of 
slavery in Europe. Because European societies had used free labor since the 
fourteenth century, the market competition within them had driven them 
to better things, giving them dominance. This strange view of inherited 
culture—“social evolution”—did not view slavery as the proper station for 
nonwhites. Rather, Kidd’s innovative theory suggested that black people 
would continue their role as servants in a free-labor economy by virtue of 
their uncivilized social inheritance.152 These ideas of race and “social evo-
lution” were new and controversial in 1894, but the place of slavery and 
free labor was quite orthodox. Emancipation was not a benevolent gift of 
freedom; emancipation freed slaves for the real competition of the labor 
market, self-reliance, and self-improvement.

Presumably infl uenced by his family experience of the Caribbean, Sam-
uel Baker insisted that Africans “must be compelled to work, by some strin-
gent law against vagrancy” as “the negro does not appreciate the blessings 
of freedom.”153 The intimate connection that British thinkers drew between 
the promotion of legitimate trade and the suppression of the slave trade 
meant that strong anti-slavery feeling could exist alongside the most virulent 
racial hatred. Offi cials expressed contempt for Africans in the same letters 
where they eagerly discussed strategy against the slave trade. As Governor 
Freeman of Lagos declared to Wylde in 1864, “blessed are ye who have 
no personal communication with niggers.” He admired Richard Burton’s 
recent book for avoiding “the snivelling missionary tone about the ‘poor 
oppressed black man’,” which was adopted by others “in order to curry 
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favor with the higher powers who are usually rather afraid of if not attached 
to Exeter Hall [where BFASS meetings were held] & its parasites.”154 In 
1865, Commodore Wilmot, commanding the West Africa squadron, also 
endorsed Burton’s racial pessimism “about the African race,” stating that 
“they never will become a great people.”155 This was, however, a purer, 
less diluted version of the pessimism that crept even into the corridors of 
“Exeter Hall.”

If emancipation in the West Indies or slave-trade suppression in Africa 
did not instantly create happy, contented wage laborers, then race seemed 
to be to blame. Sir Harry Johnston, in an 1889 paper, argued that “we 
cannot expect the negroes of West Africa to become all at once and in 
one or even three generations normally intelligent, self-governing people,” 
even if there were excellent individuals.156 If these elongated expectations 
of racial progress still held out hope of improvement, it was often imagined 
to come under imperial stewardship. This mix of pessimism and optimism 
was summed up in 1893 by Lugard’s argument that “if you freed three 
slaves to-day, two of them (given the opportunity) would sell the third to-
morrow” and so civilized superintendence was required.157

In 1858, the London Cotton Plant, a journal linked to American 
planters, insisted that “avowing utter detestation of Slavery in any form 
whatever, we hold that negro servitude to the white man is not human 
slavery, but the normal condition of the inferior race.” The Anti-Slavery 
Reporter mocked this attempt to rebrand Southern slave-holding as “negro 
servitude” and questioned the sanity of investors who thought pro-slavery 
apology would sell well in an anti-slavery nation.158 However, while any 
defense of slave ownership got short shrift, assumptions about the “nor-
mal condition” of black people had wider currency in Victorian Britain 
than the Reporter liked to think. In this sense, Thomas Carlyle’s infamous 
Discourse on the Nigger Question of the 1850s was closer to mainstream 
British views of labor relations with nonwhites than it might seem. The 
cynicism and racial venom of Carlyle’s work drew public censure and his 
views on race were hugely controversial, but his faith in the coercion of 
black labor was less radical. A focus on the slave trade and enslavement 
as the principal sufferings of “the African race” easily led to censure when 
freed people failed to act as they were intended.159

Expectations of cheap, pliant, “free” labor shaped racial beliefs. Paral-
lel European and American developments in racial thought suggest that 
Britain’s peculiar anti-slavery tradition was not the only source of racial 
prejudice. However, particular features of popular anti-slavery ideas per-
mitted them to be combined with developing racial pessimism.160 In many 
cases, anti-slavery ideology incubated a variety of racial prejudices, rather 
than egalitarian respect. A few mourned that the more radical implications 
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of being an anti-slavery nation were ignored. Thomas Hodgkin, founder of 
the Aborigines’ Protection Society (APS), despaired of the directions taken 
by anti-slavery in the hands of missionaries and anti-slavery societies.161 To 
a handful of contemporaries, it seemed clear that the principles of anti-slav-
ery were violated by imperial expansion and contract labor coercion. How-
ever, this represented a narrow sliver on the spectrum of public opinion.

While “Queen Victoria eye” looked far and wide across non-European 
societies, a relentless focus on the slave trade and anti-slavery obscured 
most Britons’ views of humanitarian imperialism. So long as this eye fo-
cused narrowly on the legal ownership of human beings rather than Hodg-
kin’s grander project of opposing racial prejudice, coerced labor, and the 
theft of land, this was not hypocrisy so much as fi delity. As noted at the 
start of this book, “parallax” is an optical effect, suggesting something has 
moved position when, in fact, it is the viewer that has done so. As “Queen 
Victoria eye” examined nonwhite peoples in different circumstances, con-
texts, and times, racial pessimism loomed larger in the foreground, but 
this did not mean that the rejection of Hodgkin’s view heralded a dramatic 
departure from anti-slavery ideas.



8

Ideologies of Freedom

T HIS BOOK began with the burning of a village on the Gallinas 
River. The Royal Navy’s self-righteous arson epitomizes the di-
lemma of Victorian anti-slavery in the question of whether freedom 

burned bright. Having looked at various theaters of politics and culture, 
high and low, touched by this same problem, it is appropriate to return to 
the metaphor. Comparisons between fi re and freedom are not just a fanci-
ful conceit. Buxton hoped that Africa would, in the future, follow Britain’s 
development away from the affl ictions of similar superstition, rude intel-
lect, and slavery to become “a blaze of light, liberty, religion, and happi-
ness.”1 The American poet John Greenleaf Whittier had complained that 
“freedom’s fi re is dim with us” when compared to Britain’s burning com-
mitment to anti-slavery.2 Harriet Beecher Stowe suggested that ambivalence 
toward the Union cause in the American Civil War meant the “decline of 
the noble anti-slavery fi re” in Britain.3 Frederick Douglass had hoped to see 
his home country and others around the world emulate Britain in kindling 
an “anti-slavery fi re.”4 In all these examples, British freedoms would ignite 
the spread of liberty around the globe. Yet, more than a century later, it is 
easier to conclude that the hopes and possibilities of abolition and eman-
cipation were consumed by the raging ambition of Victorian imperialists.

Dispute, discontent, and discord have been recurring themes in the 
previous chapters. British politicians and the public they governed and 
represented could not agree on the implications of emancipation. The 
transformation of Britain into an anti-slavery nation—meaning the na-
tionalization of anti-slavery sentiment—was a messy, bloody, and con-
fused process. Rather than shelter behind this complexity, it seems more 
satisfying to venture some broad conclusions about three things: fi rst, how 

T
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public anti-slavery sentiment interacted with elite or offi cial policymak-
ing; second, how anti-slavery operated as an ideology; and, third, how far 
the outcomes of struggles over anti-slavery policy were contingent and not 
inevitable.

ELITE AND POPULAR ANTI-SLAVERIES

The prominence of diverse anti-slavery impulses in Victorian Britain was 
well hidden by rivalries over method that opposing factions presented as 
questions of principle. Disputes over free trade, the use of force, the treat-
ment of fugitive slaves, and public subsidy for imperial enterprise stood or 
fell on questions of principle, but not on a principle of enmity or apathy 
toward slavery. Samuel Ringgold Ward, the African American abolition-
ist, said that he was sometimes asked why Britons should discuss slavery 
“as there are no slaves in the British empire now, there is nothing for the 
British people to do on the subject” and “that as the discussion of slavery 
is necessarily, now, the discussion of a subject affecting other nations and 
governments than our own, such discussion will be regarded by them as an 
interference in their affairs.”5 Such hostility refl ected uncertainty over what 
being an anti-slavery nation meant in practice and perhaps some apathy 
on the part of the public as to what they could do. Yet, when Ward turned 
to name pro-slavery Britons, his list was thin and necessarily subjective; 
convinced that “the elevation of the British negro” was intrinsic to anti-
slavery, he concluded that racists were intrinsically pro-slavery.6 However, 
if we accept his defi nition of anti-slavery as racial egalitarianism, very few 
people in Britain had ever supported anti-slavery. There was no golden age 
of mass support for egalitarian, radical abolitionism, even if the earlier 
crusade against national slave-holding had successfully hidden divisions 
within popular anti-slavery politics and culture.7

Ward was right to be disquieted by some British elite attitudes, but 
he was perhaps too optimistic when he celebrated that among the pub-
lic “I found, in every part of England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales, that 
abolitionism is not a mere abstract idea, but a practical question of great 
importance. It is not because, to a certain extent, anti-slavery sentiments 
are fashionable and natural, that these persons approve them, but because 
of their intrinsic character.”8 It is impossible to gauge with any quantita-
tive certainty whether Ward exaggerated the extent of his welcome, or per-
haps sought to fl atter his audience. In his London-published autobiography, 
Ward admitted that anti-slavery sentiment might be a meaningless variety 
of cultural chauvinism. He noted that some Britons, on immigrating to the 
United States, quickly became pro-slavery because for them “abolitionism 
is mere sentimentality at home, and therefore good for nothing abroad. 
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They only drifted with the current.”9 Frequent and recurring references to 
global slavery or the slave trade in Victorian print journalism might have 
refl ected a public appetite for such material, but it is hard to provide any 
empirical proof that this was more than “drifting with the current.” Edi-
tors and authors deployed this material in publications that may have been 
purchased for quite different reasons. The audiences for liberated African 
Americans’ lectures or the widespread readers of books by Stowe and Liv-
ingstone suggest, though, a genuine fascination with the continuing sup-
pression of slavery and the slave trade. How such sentiment and sympathy 
would translate into politics and action is as tricky for us to assess in the 
twenty-fi rst century as it was for politicians in the nineteenth.

A real fear of public wrath over slavery issues, however, meant that 
politicians had to tread carefully if they were to avoid the censure of oppo-
nents. This was a negative impulse for their actions, as they were motivated 
by wanting to avoid the perception of being weak on anti-slavery principles 
rather than having any positive agenda for policy. In the opening stages of 
the Civil War, Russell and Palmerston had considered armed mediation, 
fearing that reunion would mean Northern capitulation to pro-slavery de-
mands. However, the Emancipation Proclamation made intervention im-
possible, since, as Palmerston put it, anti-slavery public opinion created 
“the Shackles of Principle and of Right & Wrong” on any policy.10 As the 
previous chapters have shown, offi cials or politicians could fi nd that their 
interpretation of anti-slavery was too pragmatic or subtle for the passions 
of the press, while the BFASS often found its brand of anti-slavery, espe-
cially in the earlier period, sidelined as quixotic and unworldly. However, 
the triumph of certain anti-slavery views within government leaves unan-
swered whether anti-slavery commitment was organic or merely a vein of 
sentiment that wily imperialists or politicians could tap for their own ends.

Popular politics were forged by both the entrepreneurship of leaders 
and the preexisting sympathies of the populace. The Liberal caucuses in 
the fugitive-slave circular crisis, Bartle Frere in the Zanzibar controversy, 
Livingstone in his life and death, and Tories in the Uganda debate could 
publicize their political preferences as test cases of the nation’s anti-slavery 
duty. However, these strategies were only successful because of a wide-
spread popular affection for such a duty.11 Waller, an actor in those epi-
sodes, argued near the end of the century that “if our Foreign Offi ce is 
to take up what is called philanthropic work, it can only be brought by 
pressure from without.” This was not meant as criticism of his friends and 
allies in the imperial establishment as indifferent to anti-slavery. Rather, 
he argued that, “in no case does the fault lie with the Ministry of the day; 
the initiative must be with the public.”12 Even if he sought support for his 
favored societies when he said this, Waller was right to emphasize the role 
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of popular support. Public notions of anti-slavery politics were not fi xed, 
but there was no room in political discourse for pro-slavery views, only for 
competing debates about anti-slavery methods.

ANTI-SLAVERY AS IDEOLOGY

Historians of slavery and abolition have long been attracted to “ideology” 
as a way of understanding the Western world’s conversion from an active 
promoter of human bondage to its pious enemy. In his work on the ideology 
of slavery in African societies, Paul Lovejoy suggests that “ideology” means 
“a system of ideas pertaining to social and political subjects which justify 
and legitimate culture,” acting like a mirror on the material interests of 
society’s rulers.13 Such theories assume that “ideology” culturally normal-
izes and rationalizes the economic interests of a ruling class among all parts 
of a society.14 In the Victorian period, it makes more sense to understand 
anti-slavery as an ideology in itself rather than focusing on anti-slavery as 
a refl ection or aspect of some other ideology. It is more satisfying to see 
ideologies as belief systems through which economic realities or interests 
are created, imagined, and pursued, rather than as a product of them.15 
This does not mean that ideologies are altruistic, but rather that political 
economy rarely presents simple, unambiguous calculations of self-interest. 
Complex, speculative choices are made through the fi lter of political ideol-
ogy; economic rationality is itself an act of political belief, not a neutral 
assessment of predicted costs and benefi ts, limited only by the quality of 
information available.16

Neither discourse nor material circumstances drive human history; 
rather, individuals and societies clash over how to assimilate new ideas or 
circumstances into their understanding of the world.17 As historian Fred-
erick Cooper defi nes it, a study of ideology “means looking beyond the 
artifi cial dichotomy of idealist and materialist explanations.” This permits 
“an understanding of which aspects of humanity were and were not objects 
of concern and what the context and uses of those ideals were”—how ide-
ology “obscured and illuminated” material reality.18 Paradoxically, human 
experience is understood through ideology, yet ideology is made by human 
experience. Ideologies both help people to interpret events or arguments 
and translate them into familiar and understandable terms. They can be re-
made, as orbiting elements of the ideology drift away to found new separate 
cores, new ideologies. It is semantic to argue when this process occurred for 
anti-slavery and it would be stretching the atomic or orbital metaphors to 
the breaking point to pursue them any further. Suffi ce to say, charting and 
understanding the mainstream and aberrant currents within anti-slavery 
ideology is vital to understanding Victorian politics and policy, even if it 
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is a messy business. Governments and nations, not to mention individu-
als, do not have the consistent, thought-through belief systems of political 
philosophers, but it is still possible to piece their broad ideology together 
and come closer to understanding what essentially happened in Victorian 
Britain.19

Even if the British Empire is best understood as part of an intercon-
nected world system with diverse and competing interests and values in 
each historical situation, certain ideologies still shaped the metropolitan 
response to events, opportunities, and threats. As imperial power was pro-
jected, mediated, and balanced in a British world system, statesmen, offi -
cials, and public opinion chaotically forged an anti-slavery world system.20 
There was little consensus on how and where to pursue anti-slavery goals 
most effectively, but anti-slavery ideology loosely bound together provi-
dential prosperity and the suppression of the transnational slave trade. 
Developing anti-slavery ideologies changed the ways in which offi cials and 
the wider public interpreted, understood, and responded to events. The 
Victorians and their historians could happily ignore, most of the time, 
the connections between the different spheres of diplomatic action, trade 
policy, colonial occupation, domestic culture, religious fervor, and elec-
toral politics, but they still remained connected, if disparate. There was 
such a thing as British anti-slavery ideology, however divided. The content 
and consequences of this ideology played a central role in the politics of 
empire.

It was not true, as one offi cial in Africa argued, that Britain “put her 
shoulder steadily to the wheel, by interfering for the suppression of the 
unnatural traffi c, without for a moment counting the cost or regarding 
the danger.”21 Even if the cost was counted and even if some imperialists 
manipulated anti-slavery to support their material greed, the standards of 
modern economic rationality cannot explain the popular and offi cial ap-
peal of anti-slavery politics. Britons continued to agree that moral ends, 
such as anti-slavery, drove national and global prosperity, even when they 
could not agree on the mechanisms through which virtue did so.22 This 
superiority could be as vague as God’s providential support for the contin-
ued supremacy of the British Empire or as specifi c as the positive expecta-
tions of cotton production in an African colony. The fl ows of capital and 
trade within the white-settler empire were assisted by cultural networks 
of Anglo-Saxon kinship, and in a similar manner material interests in 
nonwhite peoples were shaped by cultural concerns such as anti-slavery.23 
Other European empires, without the same traditions of popular support, 
still adopted many assumptions from Britain’s commitment to slave-trade 
suppression and the coercive promotion of free labor, certain that it must be 
materially benefi cial if perfi dious Albion was so keen on it.24
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As we have seen, remarkably few voices in Britain took a neutral or 
friendly position towards slavery. In that sense, opposition to human slavery 
was moving from the ideology of a section of the public to a social fact; anti-
slavery had become a hegemonic ideology. However, differences over par-
ticular anti-slavery issues and methods disguised a narrow consensus behind 
rancorous contentions.25 Instead of experiencing a decline in anti-slavery 
sentiment, Victorian Britons created the fragmentation of anti-slavery ideol-
ogy into competing ideologies of freedom. Modern democracies still strug-
gle with the burning question of what “freedom” means and how particular 
freedoms should be judged against one another. In thinking about the dif-
ferences within anti-slavery ideology, it is useful to consider the intended 
impact on those saved from slavery. Doing so may provide a useful correc-
tive to this book’s necessary focus on metropolitan passions and policies.

The capabilities approach for human development developed by philos-
ophers Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum can help us examine Victorian 
Britons’ expectations for the social and political conditions of postemanci-
pation societies and what “freedoms” they prized. British penetration and 
colonialism has been described as a “fi rst development plan for Africa,” so 
it is not so odd to use the capabilities approach, which was created to ana-
lyze modern development economics.26 The capabilities approach has cast 
off crude measures of development such as economic growth, considering 
life expectancy, educational opportunity, political liberty, legal equality, and 
individual self-expression as meaningful freedoms. Far from imposing a 
modern theory on nineteenth-century society, the framework offers a means 
of understanding the historically specifi c content of Victorian anti-slavery.27 
Applying the capabilities approach, it becomes clear that very few Britons 
ever expected to promote the social opportunities or political agency of en-
slaved peoples.28 The experiences of countries besides Britain demonstrate 
that emancipation did not automatically unleash a wider set of progressive, 
tolerant forces, and indeed could happily coexist alongside racism.29 Sen uses 
freed African Americans’ resistance to plantation employment, despite its al-
leged advantages, as an example of rational individuals choosing the security 
and dignity of self-suffi ciency over impersonal economic logic. His attention 
to such choices is highly pertinent for Victorian Britain, given the similar 
experiences of Africans and black Britons. In neither the United States nor 
Britain did emancipation usher in wholesale opportunities for black people 
to fully participate in free labor, a free society, or a free market.30 British 
policy defi ned free labor primarily as the development of civilizing prosper-
ity, not as the development of independent agency after slavery.

This meant that many white Britons condemned black people for fail-
ing to behave according to the dictates of anti-slavery ideology. Such a shift 
reinforced a gradual evolution in racial thinking, as perceived “inferiorities” 
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were cast as long-term, communal failings rather than individual, transient 
inadequacies. Perversely, the terms of British emancipation strengthened 
Victorian pessimism about the improvement and freedom of individual Af-
ricans. A dominant ideology of freedom saw economic development as the 
best way to develop West Indian or African societies. Livingstone popular-
ized such an approach and focused not on the conversion of individuals 
but on the transformation of whole African communities. By contrast, a 
missionary such as Bishop William Tozer was in a minority for respecting 
indigenous customs and defi ning civilization as something besides technol-
ogy and economy.31 Most Britons continued to think of former slaves as 
corporate objects rather than as individuals.

Criticism of the consensus more usually came from reactionaries, not 
antiracist radicals. James Froude, in 1888, worried that “it has been the ab-
sence of restraint which has prevented them [Africans] becoming civilised” 
and thought the nation’s moral duty in the West Indies had been betrayed 
fi fty years earlier by setting black Britons “free to follow their own de-
vices.”32 He argued that “Acts of Parliament cannot make us equal. Some 
must lead and some must follow, and the question is only of degree and 
kind.” He concluded, “Slavery is gone, with all that belonged to it; but 
it will be an ill day for mankind if no one is to be compelled any more to 
obey those who are wiser than himself, and each of us is to do only what 
is right in our own eyes.” He maintained that there “may be authority, yet 
not slavery: a soldier is not a slave, a sailor is not a slave, a wife is not a 
slave; yet they may not live by their own wills or emancipate themselves at 
their own pleasure from positions in which nature has placed them.”33 By 
such a prescription, Britain had done too little to maintain the social and 
economic order of slavery, not too much. Compared to Froude’s virulent 
racism, the colonial administrator Sir Harry Johnston was positively chari-
table when he warned, in his history text, that “the Negro has been given 
back his freedom that he may use it with a man’s sense of responsibility.” 
Menacingly, he predicted that Africans would likely be enslaved again, by 
“the pressure of eager, hungry, impatient outside humanity,” if they did not 
choose to embrace free labor.34

The triumph of anti-slavery ideas, ironically, gave a new life to British 
racial prejudice. Racism had been tainted by association with pro-slavery 
in the years before 1838. With British slavery and the slave trade placed 
beyond mainstream political debate, Britons were freer to villainize and 
mock Africans, African Americans, and British blacks without condoning 
human bondage. Anti-slavery had never challenged the fundamental no-
tion that black people, poor men, and all women were incapable of being 
full agents.35 Fixed anti-slavery views about the rational interests of black 
Britons or Africans fermented racist venom and contempt.
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In the British Empire, as we have seen, Africans were partly blamed for 
the slave trade and condemned to regimes of forced labor and imperial oc-
cupation in order to establish regimented “free” labor economies.36 Inden-
tured labor from Africa and India was used to pressure the freed people of 
colonies such as Jamaica into conformity with economic expectations. Be-
cause almost all Britons intended and expected emancipation to maintain 
existing racial and economic hierarchies, the full social and economic im-
plications of a free-labor society were muted by state intervention whenever 
the free market seemed to be to the advantage of black over white inter-
ests. As Frederick Cooper puts it, “anti-slavery ideology separated slavery 
from its economic context.”37 Moreover, while the theory of indirect rule 
in British protectorates allowed for devolution and self-determination for 
African communities, in practice it devolved traditional rule to despots and 
supported existing labor practices, when possible, as slavery dissolved into 
wage labor.38 Paid labor, accompanied by state protection of colonial em-
ployers, was a combination almost as likely as slavery to leave the talents 
and energies of black people unrealized.39

Similar differences in approach are clear when domestic reformers tried 
to extend the ideology of anti-slavery to other marginalized and oppressed 
Britons. Radicals saw women or workers as enslaved by legal disabili-
ties, while, for more conservative politicians, such people were permitted 
freedom commensurate to their abilities. In this sense, radical, egalitar-
ian ideologies of freedom struggled, in different contexts, against more 
discriminatory and limited ideologies of freedom. Anti-slavery opened up 
wider questions of positive and negative freedoms, or, more precisely, free-
dom as the development of self-determining capabilities versus freedom as 
self-ownership and pliant wage labor.

ANTI-SLAVERY ENDS AND MEANS

After emancipation, the ideology of anti-slavery fractured as different per-
spectives were thrust in diverse and confl icting directions by the new politi-
cal pressures. It is entirely unsurprising that Victorian anti-slavery failed to 
have the radical implications for racial equality and self-determination that 
modern observers might hope for; it is more surprising that anti-slavery 
ideology played such a crucial part not merely in justifying but in creat-
ing these new impulses for expansion and domination.40 The road to hell 
was paved with anti-slavery intentions. Britain bullied rival countries and 
scrambled into Africa with an anti-slavery compass. But could anti-slavery 
have developed into a popular force for racial equality rather than racial 
difference, or a political campaign for commercial partnership rather than 
economic domination?
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Alternative anti-slavery ideologies were available. The development of 
anti-slavery policy was the aggregate of individual decisions, not the sad 
inevitability of conspiracy or material circumstance. African agency chal-
lenged the preset notions of imperial power, while canny mobilization of 
public opinion could destroy the best-laid plans of politicians and offi cials.41 
The deep diversity of opinion over every issue or dilemma concerning slav-
ery was, in itself, evidence that Victorian Britons could conceptualize al-
ternative choices. In 1841, the governor of Sierra Leone, Sir John Jeremie, 
had argued that anti-slavery treaties should treat Africans as they treated 
European nations. His views were dismissed by Palmerston, the foreign 
secretary, and James Stephen, the under-secretary of the Colonial Offi ce, 
who did not wish “to indulge these petty Chiefs.”42 The issue of African 
sovereignty rarely reappeared. What it lacked was a champion, speaker, 
or campaigner who could convince Britons of the more radial implications 
of being an anti-slavery nation. An anti-imperial, antiracist brand of anti-
slavery would have required an exceptional group of individuals campaign-
ing to change public attitudes since it would have required a greater leap 
from preconceived notions, but that was not impossible.

The early Victorian BFASS offered one potential source for such leader-
ship, but it was hampered in doing so. On the level of policy, the support of 
pacifi sm rather than naval suppression of the transatlantic slave trade and 
of protectionism in colonial sugar hampered any wider campaign against 
vagrancy laws and indenture in the emancipated West Indies. Before 1870, 
the BFASS seemed too radical and unworldly to lead a new national cam-
paign; after roughly 1874, the principles and commitments of its committee 
members, not least Wylde and Waller, converged more closely with those 
of the Foreign Offi ce. The Niger expedition can be seen as a prelude to 
the scramble for Africa, but if Buxton, its architect, had not lost reelection 
to the House of Commons then he could have emerged as leader for some 
alternative brand of anti-slavery. Rather than founding a society to pro-
mote the doomed expedition, he could have chosen to champion a broader 
range of questions. Buxton’s impeccable Whig establishment credentials 
would have mirrored William Wilberforce’s friendship with Pitt and other 
Tories; he might have led a challenging but credible abolitionist movement, 
given his passionate defense of the African Xhosa people’s territory from 
British colonization. He could have made a movement for universal human 
capabilities more publicly and politically palatable than did his friend 
Thomas Hodgkin, the Aborigines’ Protection Society (APS) founder.43 
Given the terms on which the crusade for emancipation had triumphed it 
would have been immensely diffi cult to develop the antiexploitative themes 
of anti-slavery politics, but the possibility existed. In fact, the APS itself 
could be liable to imperial impulses, such as the annexation of Fiji, on the 
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basis that Britain could then more effectively protect the inhabitants from 
the deprivations of Australian labor recruiters.44 APS secretary Frederick 
Chesson successfully coordinated a campaign in 1875 to retain Gambia 
for Britain, rather than trading it with France. Even the APS thought about 
“responsible empire” as much as the self-determination or individual dig-
nity of people of color.45

When considering the suppression of the transatlantic slave trade, his-
torian David Eltis poses a chilling question: Would it have been desirable 
for the slave trade to have been suppressed earlier if, as seems likely, that 
would have required further British colonization in Africa and the more 
violent exercise of British imperial power?46 A similar question presents 
itself when looking at anti-slavery politics in the British Empire. A more 
radical movement for abolition and emancipation would have taken much 
longer to succeed; the essential nonradicalism of mainstream anti-slavery 
ideology before 1833 is what secured emancipation. How can one wish that 
West Indian emancipation be delayed in the hopes of a more perfect, less 
abusive, anti-slavery imperialism? Such questions of perfectionism versus 
compromise can only be answered with perfect knowledge of the counter-
factuals—the “what ifs”—that damningly elude any historian.

On the one hand, this interpretation might be mistaken as an excuse 
for British colonial, racial, and labor abuses. Although prejudice should 
not be rescued from the condescension of posterity, understanding is quite 
different from excusing. There is no vindication for colonialism or racism 
in the truth that Victorian politics and culture were not fundamentally 
mercenary, conspiratorial, or amoral. Rather, an exploration of sincere big-
otry and genuine righteousness helps explain how these events happened. 
It also renders them more disturbing. As a historian of Nazi Germany has 
observed, it is far more unsettling to understand the worldview of those 
who perpetrated past abuses—to see how their actions were rationalized—
rather than dismiss them as aberrant, unthinking monsters.47 We do not 
have to choose simply between anti-slavery as a “perfectly virtuous” cru-
sade and anti-slavery as perfi dious, bigoted insincerity.48 The historical 
truth, being the result of human endeavor, is far more delicately shaded 
and complex. In this sense, I explain without forgiving. On the other hand, 
these conclusions could be seen to unremittingly condemn and deprecate 
all anti-slavery ideology. Although anti-slavery politics were intimately 
connected with British imperialism, there was an alternative. The editor 
and publisher James Knowles advised Lugard, during one of his campaigns 
over anti-slavery policy, that public opinion could be impressed “with the 
desired view while yet plastic & before it becomes hardened & settled.”49 
He was right. At different points, anti-slavery sentiment could have un-
leashed a wider program of reform, rejecting racial prejudice rather than 
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encouraging it, and we will mourn that this did not happen and was rather 
unlikely to happen. Still, it is not the task of historians to censure or praise 
the past, even if it is common to look to them for the laws of history.

Perhaps the only applicable guidance from studying nineteenth-century 
anti-slavery is that simple moral beliefs quickly generate complex practi-
cal dilemmas. To modern eyes, it is clear that many Victorian conceptions 
of freedom had deeply oppressive and tragic consequences, intended and 
unintended. Writing about Russian revolutionary thinkers, the philosopher 
Slavoj ŽiŽek declares that “there is nothing ethically more disgusting than 
revolutionary Beautiful Souls who refuse to recognise, in the Cross of the 
postrevolutionary present, the truth of their own fl owering dreams about 
freedom.”50 Many of the Victorians studied in this book pursued anti-
slavery sentiments sincerely, but they did not allow the coercive, racist, or 
imperialist consequences of British policy to dent their faith in anti-slavery 
assumptions—not least in the ultimate coexistence of perfect morality and 
maximum profi t. Today, legal defi nitions of slavery are still problematic 
and contested, while humanitarian sentiment drags individuals, publics, 
and governments into complex, practical challenges with competing ethi-
cal, economic, and political priorities.51 Although we will not like all the 
actions or attitudes fostered by anti-slavery ideology, it is chastening to 
recall that twenty-fi rst-century citizens still struggle to know what ends 
justify which means. It is not always easy to recognize the difference be-
tween proud commitments to freedom burning bright and such devotions 
burning up.
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