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Introduction

NOT TEN YEARS AFTER the end of the Civil War and two years before the
formal collapse of Reconstruction, William Wells Brown, fugitive slave and
abolitionist, authored one of the earliest race histories of the postbellum pe-
riod, The Rising Son; or, Antecedents of the Colored Race (1874). No stranger to racial
agitation or prognosis, Brown had been an active participant in the antislavery
movement. During the controversy over the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, he
fled to England to avoid recapture and reenslavement and played an important
role in the transatlantic abolitionist community, a closely knit group of black
abolitionists who lectured throughout Europe from the 1830s to the begin-
ning of the Civil War. It was no surprise, then, that Brown, as he had done
throughout the antebellum period, utilized the power of the pen to right the
injustices of the past and present. The rapid-fire publication of The Black Man
(1863), a compilation of biographical sketches of prominent men and women
of African descent, and The Negro in the American Rebellion (1867), one of the
earliest African American histories of black participation in the Civil War, set
the stage for Brown’s larger race history, The Rising Son, which provided one of
the earliest models for postbellum racial history."

Brown’s use of the word “son” is obviously a play on the word “sun.” Like
so many race advocates of his day, Brown wanted to herald the coming of a
new day for African Americans. Associating the rising of a son, the offspring
of a slave race, with the rising of the sun, the dawn of a new day for the race,
suggested untold possibilities that loomed on the horizon for what noted post-
bellum author and race man William J. Simmons described as a “progressive
and rising race.” Less concerned with “the dark night of slavery,” Brown sought
to write the history of the race in new terms and from the vantage point of a
new race stirred in the cauldron of the Civil War and created in the legislative
enactments of the Reconstruction period. This subjective posturing explains
Brown’s positioning of his race narrative. His title not only creates a certain
perception about the present but also tells us how Brown wanted his readers
to think about the African American past. But his prefatory remarks reminded

readers that, “After availing myself of all the reliable information obtainable,
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the author is compelled to acknowledge the scantiness of materials for a history
of the colored race. He has throughout endeavored to give a faithful account of
the people and their customs, without concealing their faults.” Thus, he relied
on his authority as a historical eyewitness to suggest at least two things. First, he
wanted the reader to appreciate the difficult task he was undertaking. Second,
and directly related to the first point, that the task of reconstructing African
American history is difficult because of the limited sources available. One could
also add the traditions of an inadequate methodology and an uncritical and cel-
ebratory discourse to the list of challenges he faced. Given these impediments,
Brown hoped the reader could understand why a critical and serious textual
African American discourse did not arise during the late eighteenth century
or the first half of the nineteenth.

One might argue, as I do throughout this study, that the scope and meth-
odological sophistication of textual African American historical writing were
much more developed, and its origins much deeper, than Brown suggested in
the book’s preface. His table of contents alone shows that the book’s scope is
truly diasporic. It encompasses the black experience in Africa, Latin America,
and Europe as well as the United States. The Rising Son also relies on a wide
variety of sources, ranging from travelers’ accounts to diaries and slave narra-
tives. Although the book is primarily descriptive, Brown interjects a substan-
tial amount of historical analysis. Some of this commentary relies on the work
of earlier black writers, ranging from the fiery abolitionist David Walker to
the staunch integrationist William C. Nell. Lastly, the book’s length, more
than five hundred pages, suggests a different conclusion about the availability
of resources than Brown himself had drawn.>

Like many of his contemporaries, Brown understood that the challenges
African Americans faced in the postbellum period dwarfed those experienced
in their previous history. Race histories, including Brown’s, not only mapped
the racial past but instilled pride and provided a roadmap for how the race
might adapt to freedom. Re-creating the past to inform the present proved
important, but in order to facilitate adaptation to freedom, it was necessary to
look into the future. In charting the future by reconfiguring the past, Brown’s
work placed less emphasis on the harshness of the slave regime and focused in-
stead on the varied ways African Americans resisted its most damaging effects.
Rather than harsh masters and compliant slaves, Brown presented interracial
dramas of aggressive agitation against the slave regime. He presented freedom
as a teleological process and as a moment of unfettered possibility.

Postbellum history, however, did not constitute the totality of black history,



INTRODUCTION {3}

and Brown pointed out that his work relied on a number of “antecedents.”
These antecedents ranged from writings of classical antiquity, the Bible, and
volumes of world history by European and American writers to the vindi-
cationist literature of abolitionists and half a century of writing by African
American intellectuals. These antecedents provided powerful proof of an
abundance rather than a “scantiness of materials for a history of the colored
race.”

Scholars today often privilege nontextual manifestations of black culture as
the dominant modes of early African American historical expression.’ Studying
oral, vernacular, and commemorative culture and historical memory has be-
come a prominent means of examining the ways African Americans re-create
their past. The nontextual approach for researching black experience seems
reasonable, given the relatively high illiteracy rates among African Americans
throughout much of the nineteenth century. Still, such examinations have the
effect of casting the African American subject as essentially one who func-
tioned within a very narrow portion of the cultural realm, primarily related
to performance, while implying a somewhat deficient (and even absent) intel-
lectual tradition.* Ultimately, privileging nontextual manifestations of black
culture adds tremendously to our understanding of the historical period, but
also presents an incomplete picture of the African American experience.

Highly nuanced understandings of the black experience produced during
the nineteenth century actually do exist. Sometimes just beneath the surface,
but often in plain view, there is a rich textual historical and cultural tradi-
tion among African Americans that was crafted, as Elizabeth McHenry has
convincingly shown, in both individual and communal settings. John Ernest
has also made this point persuasively in his recent study of African American
history in the early republic (1789 to 1830) and the antebellum period (1830
to 1861). Indeed, historians can gain a great deal by looking more carefully at
the complex terrain of nineteenth-century historical practice and attending to
the ways African Americans engaged the larger culture as readers and writers.
Reading the terrain of nineteenth-century historical practice as a complex site
where African American writers carved out an identity allows us to reenvision
the intellectual landscape and enlarge the frame of African Americans’ culture,
life, and production beyond what might be expected, given the conditions in
which they lived; that is, beyond the narrow confines of the slave trade, the
Middle Passage, North American slavery, and general oppression.

The central purpose of this study, then, is to chart the origins, meanings,

methods, evolution, and maturation of African American historical writing
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from the period of the early republic to its professionalization in the twenti-
eth century. Central to the articulation of a black historical voice was textual
production, especially extended, book-length works, and its influence on and
connection to the subsequent scholarly development of the field. Three un-
derlying themes are central to the process of charting the genealogy of African
American historical writing prior to 1915: the selective appropriation and com-
plex interchange with the ideological and intellectual constructs from larger,
mainstream movements including the Enlightenment, Romanticism, realism,
and modernism; the creation of discursive spaces that simultaneously rein-
forced and offered counternarratives to more mainstream historical discourse;
and the influence of the African diaspora, especially as it relates to Haiti and
Africa on the development of historical study.

In addition to establishing a clear genealogy of African American historical
production, this study shows that the rich vein of such production embodied
nuanced understandings of black identity. This idea is best reflected in the
way the nineteenth-century black classicist William Saunders Scarborough
summed up his life story as a journey from “slavery to scholarship.” Historical
work by African Americans early on served to construct a complex black sub-
ject who transcended the narrow confines of nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century life. Likewise, in this study, my goal is to shift the perspective from
the external conditions that African Americans experienced for more than
half of the nineteenth century, manacled as they were by chains and fetters,
and to look at their historical production through their own eyes, dreams, and
visions. Here, African Americans represent more than stolen property, chattel
in the bottom of slaves ships, and beasts of burden in the Americas. They are
also thinking, rational, and critically engaged human beings. Focusing on their
textual production brings this point into broad relief.® The texts under study
here tell a uniquely nineteenth-century story of the emergence of the book as
an increasingly important indicator or measure of intellectual worth and abil-
ity in a larger society determined to negate black humanity. Books served as
barometers of what types of contributions blacks could make to racial as well
as national literature.®

Denied access to education, many blacks used formal and informal networks
to acquire basic literacy and to educate themselves. Literacy, however, did not
always set its bearer above or beyond the reach of racism or discriminatory
treatment. Moreover, literate persons in the black community, many of whom
had escaped from the jaws of slavery, were autodidacts (self-taught), or trained

by sympathetic whites in America or abroad. These individuals understood
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the plight of the nonliterate and constructed discursive spaces to address these
realties. Commemorative celebrations (including festivals and parades), slave
narratives, black newspapers, conventions and orations, and literary and his-
torical societies, which other researchers have discussed in detail, were just a
few of the ways blacks re-created and reconstructed aspects of their past. But
in addition to creating and taking advantage of institutions within the black
community, black thinkers and writers engaged in what literary historian Rafia
Zafar described as “instances of appropriation from and accommodation to
the European mainstream as trials and experiments in the development of an
African American [historical] consciousness.”’

Beyond appropriation and accommodation, however, African American
intellectuals were conversant with the larger intellectual culture in which they
lived. While a great deal of work has been done on the sophistication of black
popular or mass culture, we have not fully applied these lessons to how African
Americans engaged the intellectual culture of their day, especially as it per-
tained to historical writing. They skillfully utilized tools and concepts drawn
from the American and European Enlightenment, the Bible, classicism, and
Romanticism, during the first half of the nineteenth century,
and from realism and scientism and objectivity by century’s end.® Examin-
ing the engagement of black writers with the complete intellectual toolkit
of America in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries yields fascinating
insights into the development of African American historical traditions.

From the outset, history was at the center of public discourse in the black
community. Texts, in part, shaped in the cauldron of historical and literary
societies, newspapers, and the convention movement, allowed black intellec-
tuals unique spaces wherein they crafted the rhetoric and substance of their
arguments to reflect the validity and importance of the complex black subject.
Within such spaces, writer Jacob Oson, orator and abolitionist David Walker,
and orator and self-trained preacher Maria Stewart, to name a few, offered
some of the earliest examples of historical production during the years of the
early republic. In doing so, their writing served as the catalyst for the produc-
tion of numerous treatises on the black experience up to the Civil War.”

During the early republic and antebellum periods, African American writers
engaged the intellectual trends then current in the American and Euro-Ameri-
can mainstream. These trends offered black intellectuals the means for creating
discursive spaces for a critical examination of the past. Their techniques and
ideas included essence history, an attempt to identify forces that defined human

society; history as progress; and the use of literary devices in historical writing.
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European Romanticism offered the concept of historicism, which meant that
change could be explained by examining history as a process, rather than a
science. The jeremiad, as a rhetorical technique, allowed for the interjection
of religion and the acknowledgement of God as an operative force in human
affairs. But by the 1840s and 1850s, American Romanticism challenged both
the rationalistic approach of the Enlightenment and the appeal to Providence,
and the jeremiad began to lose some of its explanatory power. Romanticism
accentuated the qualities and actions of humankind rather than God in propel-
ling events in an often chaotic universe. The human being as the arbiter and
best example of his/her own destiny is a concept ultimately embodied in the
idea of representative men and women serving as models for human behavior.
Classicism, along with biblical knowledge, offered an important space for mak-
ing scholarly claims about blacks in the biblical and ancient worlds. Although
scholars regularly overlook or misinterpret this fact, as classicist Michele
Ronnick has shown, blacks were deeply engaged in classicism throughout the
nineteenth century.”

African American historical writing in the nineteenth century cannot be
reduced to terms such as “anticanonical” or only understood in terms of more
recent phenomena such as the Great Books controversy of the late 1980s and
1990s." Black intellectual life indeed reflected larger societal trends. As his-
torian Thomas Bender has noted, American intellectual life in the first half
of the nineteenth century was organized around civic professionalism in the
institutional structures of the major urban centers. This was no less true for
African Americans: black literary, historical, and cultural societies flourished
there as well. In addition to being important locations for abolitionist activity,
these cities and sites served as cultural and intellectual centers where African
Americans could gain access to what book historians have termed, “technolo-
gies of power” —newspapers, books, pamphlets, and other reading materials.
From the first black newspaper, Freedom’s Journal, started in 1827, to one of the
last significant antebellum African American publications, Anglo-African Maga-
zine (1858), antebellum newspapers and magazines played an important role in
disseminating historical information within the black community."

As influential as Euro-American ideologies and intellectual constructs were,
African American intellectuals did not adopt them in a wholesale fashion. By
the 1830s, when white historians began to construct American history in in-
creasingly nationalistic ways, drawing on Romanticism to construct ideal his-
torical personalities and deriving crucial lessons from the immediate rather

than the distant past, black writers, led by black abolitionists trained in various
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clerical traditions, challenged this approach by trumpeting the authority of
sacred, ancient, and modern history. In this way they preserved a more com-
plex black subject who emerged from a review of world history rather than
national history. Although these intellectuals usually derived their authority
from clerical and abolitionist sites, by the 1850s the momentum generated by
the demise of Northern slavery and the growth of secular organizations in the
black community led to the inclusion of other voices in the debate over black
personhood and humanity. The passage of the Compromise of 1850, with its
infamous fugitive slave provision, deflated integrationist possibilities and pit-
ted integrationist ideology against diasporic notions of black identity. The
rise of a secular group of free blacks who had limited experience with slavery
but were closely associated with the abolitionist community emerged in the
forefront of historical production. Using the American and Haitian Revolu-
tions as signifiers of democratic possibility, these writers reconceptualized the
relationship of African Americans to America and the history of the African
diaspora.’

Black abolitionists, former leaders in the rhetorical and literal war to end
slavery, played an important role in producing historical writing in the years
following the Civil War. William Wells Brown and William Still used histori-
cal writing both as a means of recalling the horrors of slavery and as a vehicle
for looking forward to the possibilities of freedom. Their work prepared the
intellectual terrain for a more reflective mediation on the Emancipation in the
form of race history, which emerged with the publication of George Washing-
ton Williams’s History of the Negro Race in 1883." But the mid- to late nineteenth
century witnessed, as historian Thomas Bender also noted, a shift from civic
to disciplinary professionalism, a professionalism framed around the university.
Among black intellectuals, owing to social, political, economic, and societal
constraints, the process was somewhat different, not as linear, and some of the
influences of the preprofessional milieu of historical writing still obtained.™

Throughout the postbellum period of the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, a larger and more diverse group of works on the African Ameri-
can experience appeared. In particular, African American history in the form of
emancipation narratives, race textbooks, and collective biographies (biographi-
cal catalogs) proliferated. And especially significant, African American women,
encouraged by the organization of prominent groups such as the National
Association of Colored Women (Nacw), challenged the masculinist focus of
what Kevin Kelley Gaines calls “uplift philosophy.” By including the historical

writing of Anna Julia Cooper, Pauline Hopkins, Leila Amos Pendleton, and
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Gertrude Mossell, this study adds another dimension to, and compliments the
work of, scholars such as Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, Cynthia Neverdon-Morton,
and Stephanie J. Shaw who have examined the contributions of African Ameri-
can women to various forms of institutional and intellectual endeavor.'

Perhaps the most important aspect of the development of African American
history in the late nineteenth century was the growth of avocational sites for
historical understanding, such as literary and historical societies and educa-
tional institutions, where black intellectuals also involved themselves in the
collection and preservation of important artifacts relating to African American
history. The Bethel Literary and Historical Society (1881) and the American
Negro Academy (1897), both in Washington, D.C., and the Afro-American
Historical Society (1897), in Philadelphia, among others, played important roles
in extending the antebellum interest in African American history while also
serving as catalysts for the professionalization of the field. Some of the ear-
liest proto-professional models of historical engagement, individuals on the
cusp of professionalization, were men like Robert Adger, a member of the
Afro-American Historical Society; Arturo Alonso Schomburg, a prominent
Puerto Rican bibliophile who also contributed to Alain Locke’s seminal Har-
lem Renaissance work, the New Negro, and lectured widely on the importance
of including the study of black history in colleges and universities; and John
Cromwell, an active member of the American Negro Academy, close friend of
Carter G. Woodson, who founded the Association for the Study of Negro Life
and History."”

Despite the limited historical training of many black bibliophiles, lay and
amateur historians, and members of literary and historical societies, it is from
among their ranks that the first disciplinary interest in history emerged. Joseph
Wilson published his book Emancipation: Its Course and Progress (1882) with the
Normal Steam Printing Press, the school press for Hampton University. Wil-
liam Still sent Daniel Payne, president of Wilberforce University in Xenia,
Ohio, a copy of the 1883 edition of his book The Underground Railroad, for inclu-
sion in the school’s library. William Henry Crogman, coauthor with Henry F.
Kletzing of The Progress of a Race (1898), enlisted Booker T. Washington, prin-
cipal of Tuskegee Institute, to write the book’s introduction. Edward Johnson,
author of School History of the Negro Race (1899), taught at Shaw University and
maintained close ties with Washington through the National Negro Business
League, and he urged Washington to use this study for courses at Tuskegee In-
stitute. The Negro in America History (1912) by John Cromwell, amateur historian

and author, became required reading at Tuskegee Institute."
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These few examples suggest some new avenues for investigation into the
development and dissemination of African American history. First, while a
number of scholars have discussed aspects of the rise of race history or docu-
mented the existence, career, and importance of literary and historical societ-
ies, few have discussed their connection to the process of professionalization
within the nascent black academy. This study also departs from earlier studies
that isolate the growth of race history from the rise of departments of his-
tory. While most studies treat history departments in the context of specific
institutions, here the professionalization of history is viewed as an important
outgrowth of the rise of race history, and colleges, universities, and seminar-
ies played an important role in the process. They not only offered courses but
many sponsored conferences and symposia on various aspects of the “Negro
Question.”

The historiography on the development of black history is only about two
generations old. And in this short time, two discernible approaches, one mod-
ernist and one postmodernist, have come to dominate the literature. In the first
instance, because early work on the development of black history often viewed
its origins as a byproduct of American racism or as a characteristic American
quest for a historical tradition, a common tendency in this scholarship is to
dismiss work produced prior to the late nineteenth century as largely heroic
or preprofessional. I see the insistence on using current historical standards (of
professionalization, for example) to judge work produced in the nineteenth
century as modernist or as imposing a modernist approach. The modernist
approach places more emphasis on postbellum historical production, espe-
cially historical work that is closer in form to twentieth-century historical
production, rather than earlier manifestations of black history and historical
consciousness. Some of the best examples of this approach include the work of
John Hope Franklin, August Meier, and Elliott Rudwick. Franklin, using a gen-
erational approach that began with George Washington Williams’s publication
of History of the Negro Race in 1883, reflected the modernist approach by position-
ing Williams as the father of modern black history. Williams’s work represents
the institutional model because its form, Franklin contends, is similar to other
works published in the professional era. Meier and Rudwick’s Black History and
the Historical Profession (1986) also gives credence to the institutional model by
focusing almost exclusively on the post-1915 evolution of the field under the
auspices of Carter G. Woodson, the founder of the Association for the Study of
Negro Life and History, the first professional historical organization for African

Americans.” The postmodernist approach is best illustrated in John Ernest’s
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Liberation Historiography (2004). Ernest’s work builds on recent work in African
American historiography that has emphasized the influence of Emancipation
Day celebrations, commemorative occasions, monument culture, and historical
memory and their impact on nineteenth-century historical production. Ernest
persuasively argues that black writers faced numerous intellectual challenges as
they sought to situate African Americans in a historical narrative from which
they had been largely excluded. In this construction, history is conceptualized
as a destabilized and decentered narrative rather than a holistic one. As white
historians were attempting to “cobble together” a history, which, Ernest argues,
would ultimately be predicated on a white nationalist narrative, black writers
grappled with the monumental task of reconstituting a historical past that had
largely been disrupted by the trauma of the Middle Passage and enslavement
in the United States. Given this contested contextual space, black writers con-
structed black history largely as a metahistorical narrative that simultaneously
transcended and reinterpreted mainstream historical narratives. Ernest’s insis-
tence on the complexity of black writing in the nineteenth century and his
belief in the serious nature of black historical production in this period creates
an important foundation for my work to build upon.*

My study ,however, builds on both the modernist and the postmodernist
approaches. Like the modernists, it privileges form, method, and style as op-
erative indicators of the character of black historical production, but my work
sees evidence of this much earlier than most studies. And similar to the post-
modernists, this study is sympathetic to the complexities of black historical
production and the myriad ways in which black writers crafted a historical
discourse, notwithstanding the limitations in their training and constraints of
their experiences. It also recognizes, as modernists and postmodernists do, that
African American intellectuals sought to present a more balanced portrait of
African American history to mainstream American audiences.

Despite these similarities to modernist and postmodernist approaches, my
approach seeks a third way to interrogate the genealogy and underlying theo-
retical and methodological thrust of nineteenth-century African American
historical production. To understand the development of African American
history, I place more emphasis on situating discussions squarely on the ter-
rain of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century historical practice, which relied,
at different times, on the authority of biblical, classical, universal, and modern
history.

Beyond modernism and postmodernism, black history has popular mean-

ings that sometimes compete with academic understandings of the discipline’s
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origins and development. Popular understandings locate the evolution of Af-
rican American historical writing and even the discipline itself as arising from
a cauldron of black protest and agitation in the 1960s. Even some academics
believe that W. E. B Du Bois and Carter Woodson inaugurated black history
in the 1920s. As this study shows, these understandings are mired in contem-
porary notions of what constitutes history as much as they are informed by
our perceptions of what a nineteenth-century black public sphere might have
looked like. In our popular visions, perhaps, the black public sphere consisted
of a circumscribed and reactive space informed by slavery, racism, and mar-
ginalization. In this study, however, I am less interested in binaries and more
engaged with how to think differently about the origins and varied meanings
of black historiography. The nineteenth-century black public sphere was not
simply a reactive space created in response to the vicissitudes of a hostile white
world, nor was it a place that operated totally apart from the larger mainstream.
What I suggest throughout this study is that the black public sphere, a term that
I do not use explicitly in the text, is deeply informed by the broader realities
of American and European intellectual life, and people of color throughout
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries viewed themselves in terms ar-
ticulated by David Walker, as “citizens of the world.” As Walker recognized, it
is clear that throughout the nineteenth century and up to the early twentieth
century, black intellectuals drew upon the twin reservoirs of African American
communal and intellectual culture and American and European intellectual
traditions ranging from classicism to scientism and objectivity to fashion a
historical tradition. If the work of the last few years on free black communi-
ties and black life has taught us anything, it suggests that the black community
was not monolithic or one-dimensional but vibrant, engaged, and culturally,
especially intellectually, diverse. The black public sphere that these writers cre-
ated reflected all of these complexities, and it is evident in the depth and so-
phistication of the work they produced throughout the period covered in this
study.**

This study explores the complex ways in which African Americans main-
tained and utilized historical knowledge during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries by discussing the intellectual process through which they
created and maintained historical traditions. The study is also concerned with
attending to the complex ways in which African Americans obtained and uti-
lized historical knowledge during the nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries by discussing and analyzing the development of intellectual sensibilities

among African Americans related to history. African Americans understood
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history not simply from the limitations of their deeply contentious present
in the nineteenth century, shaped as it was by the realities of slavery and mar-
ginalization, but from the wider scope and range of their presence as complex
historical subjects from the “first ages of the world.” The histories they created
also symbolized their desire for a more enlightened and complete citizenship in
the future. They saw themselves as subjects, citizens, and actors in the human
drama, and they used history and their historical work to amplify this point.

My approach to the evolution of the African American historical project
is significantly influenced by the work of Benjamin Quarles and Earl Thorpe.
Quarles established the importance of the antebellum period as a formative
moment of historical discourse. He also noted that antebellum historians es-
tablished the parameters for the African American historical enterprise used
earlier —namely, the Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) —to broaden the scope
of African American history while utilizing a contributionist discourse cen-
tered on black participation in America’s wars and activism to eradicate slavery.
Thorpe devised one of the first and most useful periodization schemes for black
history. He divided black historiography into four schools: The Beginning
School, Justifiers of Emancipation, 1800-1896; the Middle Group, 1896-1930;
Negro Historical Societies and Late Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century His-
torians; and the New School, 1930-55. Although in this early study he down-
played the impact of the Beginning School, the model still provides a useful
periodization scheme for historical production in the nineteenth century and
an analytical framework for the examination of black writing throughout this
period.*

In a reassessment of this work, shortly before his death in 1989, Earl Thorpe
called for a rethinking of the contours of African American historiography. As
Quarles had done before him, Thorpe called for examination of the motivations
of black historians in writing history, a more nuanced discussion of numerous
neglected black historians, and a critical understanding of the genealogy of
black history. This study heeds Thorpe’s call by locating black historical pro-
duction within the context of the development of black social ideology and
historical consciousness, examining these phenomena throughout the entire
nineteenth century and up to 1915. One simply cannot fully assess the black
tradition of historical production without examining it over a long sweep of
time.**

In selecting the works and writers to consider in this study, I have largely fol-
lowed the lead of literary historians, including Dorothy Porter Wesley, Vernon
Loggins, and Blyden Jackson, and historians Earl Thorpe, John Hope Franklin,
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August Meier, Elliott Rudwick, and more recently Wilson Jeremiah Moses,
Mia Bay, Mitch Kachun, Dickson Bruce, John Ernest, and Joan Bryant. While
there is a strong consensus on the intellectuals and works that comprise the
nineteenth-century historical canon, few historians have discussed the ways in
which these works informed subsequent historical production and the profes-
sionalization of the field—an omission that this study seeks to correct.

I have designed a periodization scheme that allows us to account for the
intensification of social and historical consciousness in the African American
community during the nineteenth century while maintaining an appreciation
of the shifting intellectual terrain of the period. Therefore, for the first period,
I begin with the 1817 publication of Jacob Oson’s pathbreaking treatise A Search

for Truth and end in 1836, the year before the publication of Hosea Easton’s
Treatise on the Intellectual Character, and the Civil and Political Condition, of the Col-
ored People. American and African American scholars recognize this as a period
during which the new nation began to take shape socially, politically, and most
important, intellectually. For African Americans, this period witnessed the
establishment of churches, schools, literary and historical societies, the black
press, and other important community institutions. These developments set
the stage for a more developed tradition of historical writing between 1837,
the year Easton’s work appeared, and 1850, the year of the Compromise, which
date my second period. This period also witnessed the publication of important
treatises on the black experience by James W. C. Pennington, Robert Benjamin
Lewis, Ann Plato, and Henry Highland Garnet and featured the domination of
historical writing by clergy associated with the abolitionist movement.**

The periodization for the remainder of the study follows the chronology
agreed upon for African American and American history generally: 1850, the
year of the historic Compromise, to 1863, the year William Wells Brown’s The
Black Man was published, form the boundaries of the third period. The Eman-
cipation Proclamation took effect on January 1, 1863, and the Battle of Gettys-
burg later that year turned the Civil War’s tide in favor of the Union. All these
events had an important impact on the nature of black life and historical pro-
duction. The fourth period, 1863 to 1882, was largely transitional. It facilitated
the transformation in African American historical writing from antebellum
to postbellum modes of writing and analysis and laid the groundwork for the
rise of race history. The final period, 1883 to 1915, is one in which history, in
general, and black history, in particular, became more professionalized. I see
the process of professionalization as informed by changes in historical writing

as well as the growth of historical interest in the black academy. The founding
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of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History signals the achieve-
ment of that professionalization.?’

The study is divided into six chapters. Chapter 1, “Troubling the Pages of
Historians: African American Intellectuals and Historical Writing in the Early
Republic, 1817-1837,” examines the intellectual and rhetorical uses of history
among African Americans from the publication of Jacob Oson’s A Search for
Truth (1817) through the founding of Freedom’s Journal (1827) to the publication
of Hosea Easton’s Treatise (1837). This chapter examines the emergence of book-
length textual discussions. Instead of looking solely at what I term the usual
“driving engines” of black historicism —vindicationism, contributionism, or
Afrocentricism —to understand the influences on nineteenth-century African
American historical production, I argue for the consideration of traditional,
mainstream humanist paradigms as an explanation for how and why black in-
tellectuals engaged in historical writing in the ways that they did. Chapter 2,
“To Present a Just View of Our Origin: Creating an African American Histori-
cal Discourse, 1837-1850,” discusses the creation of a historical discourse in the
antebellum period focusing on black intellectuals associated with the church
and why that association did not relegate them to a predictable or essentialist
approach to the past. Members of enlightened and sophisticated clerical tradi-
tions, these authors skillfully integrated a wide range of scholarly traditions.
Using the work of Martin Delany, Hosea Easton, James W. C. Pennington, Ann
Plato, Robert Benjamin Lewis, and Henry Highland Garnet, this chapter builds
on the previous one through an analysis of how African American intellectuals
used the intellectual culture of the nineteenth century, namely biblical, classi-
cal, and modern history (American antiquities and Holy Land mania) to frame
a complex humanistic portrait of African American history that transcended
the rise of the West with its attendant horrors of the Middle Passage and slavery
and extended back to the “first ages of man.”

Chapter 3, “The Destiny of the Colored People: African American His-
tory between Compromise and Jubilee, 1850-1863,” juxtaposes black historical
discourse on the American Revolution with that of the Haitian Revolution
through an examination of the writings of William C. Nell, George Boyer
Vashon, William Wells Brown, and James Theodore Holly, major history writ-
ers of these years. Chapter 4, “The Historical Mind of Emancipation: Writing
African American History at the Dawn of Freedom, 1863-1882,” begins with
the publication of William Wells Brown’s The Black Man (1863) and ends with
the publication of Joseph Wilson’s Emancipation: Its Course and Progress (1882).
This period served as a bridge between antebellum discourse featuring the
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centrality of the classics and the Bible and the rise of postbellum discourse,
which slowly began to professionalize by the end of the nineteenth century.
The work of William Wells Brown and William Still’s Underground Railroad
serve as representative examples of the shifting priorities of black writers.

Chapter 5, “Advancement in Numbers, Knowledge, and Power: African
American History in Post-Reconstruction America, 1883-1915,” examines the
development of race history from the publication of George Washington
Williams’s History of the Negro Race (1883) to the founding of the Association
for the Study of Negro Life and History (ASNLH) in 1915. While considering
the work of various authors, male and female, and the forms their history as-
sumed, especially emancipation narratives, race textbooks, and biographical
catalogs, this chapter pays particular attention to the historical writing of Anna
Julia Cooper, Fannie Barrier Williams, Frances Watkins Harper, Lelia Amos
Pendleton, and N. F. Mossell and helps to broaden the usual interpretations of
their historical writing as woman-centered. In this chapter the work of these
women is joined to the larger historical discourse of the period.

Chapter 6, “To Smite the Rock of Knowledge: The Black Academy and the
Professionalization of History,” looks at the intersections between the rise of
race history and the development of history curricula in the leading liberal
arts colleges and normal schools of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. An examination of the course offerings and publications supported
by these institutions reveals other aspects of intense interest in history, namely
the development of historical studies over time and the emergence of a fully
trained professional class of historians by 1915.

As with any study of this scope, there are important caveats to note. My
focus here is on historical writing, especially the ascendancy of texts. While
I engage the black press, literary and historical societies, and the convention
movement and present them in my study where relevant, Frankie Hutton, Mia
Bay, Laurie Maffly-Kipp and Elizabeth McHenry, Philip Foner, and John Ernest
have examined these institutions in more detail, especially in the antebellum
period. Second, in the postbellum period, I am more concerned with larger
trends that led to the institutionalization of African American history in col-
leges and universities and the ultimate professionalization of African American
history. Next, the structure of this study does not allow systematic study of
historical literature produced by black clerics in the late nineteenth century,
the sheer volume of which warrants a study in itself. My goal is simply to trace
the ways that black intellectuals negotiated and contributed to the construc-

tion of a nuanced, expansive, complex, and humanistically grounded historical
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discourse throughout the nineteenth century and to show the relationship of
this textual production to the wider intellectual culture of the time.

Although no study of this size can consider all, or even most, of the histori-
cal work produced during the time period under study here, A Faithful Account
of the Race nevertheless presents the development of historical production as
much more than the intellectual undertakings of the few, but as an important
part of African American life. It shows that African American intellectual his-
tory can shed significant light on all facets of African American history. It
relates this history and historical production to larger national and intellectual
movements. While departing from African American historiographical ortho-
doxy by focusing less on racial vindication or black liberation as the primary
determinant of African American historical discourse, this study takes seri-
ously the intellectual and scholarly contributions such works made, based on
their own internal logic (methodology, argumentation, and sources). Finally,
while considering the construction and dissemination of history in the African
American community, this study also helps to establish the intellectual and
ideological underpinnings of black historical scholarship.

Perhaps, most significant, however, it is critical to emphasize the impor-
tance of situating all of these works within the historical milieu in which they
were produced. In doing so, one can clearly see not only the obstacles inherent
in re-creating the past at these points in time, but, perhaps more important,
the tremendous determination of these writers to present an engaging and
enduring record of the past. Their work represented both the best efforts and
the unique limitations of black historical writing during the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Fettered by slavery, circumscribed in freedom, and
marginalized in the larger society across time, black intellectuals harnessed the
power of the pen to create a holistic tradition of historical writing that served
as the basis for the subsequent professionalization of the discipline. This writ-
ing laid the groundwork for the evolution of college and university programs
in African American history and studies. This tradition of historical writing
was not static but proved amazingly adaptable both to the changing condi-
tion of African Americans and developments in the larger intellectual com-
munity. Constructing “a faithful account of the race” meant more than simple
hagiography, but a careful reconstruction of a history that re-created the past,
complicated the present, and charted the future condition and possibilities for

the race.



CHAPTER 1

Troubling the Pages of Historians

African American Intellectuals and Historical Writing
in the Early Republic, 1817-1837

I have been for years troubling the pages of historians, to find out what our
fathers have done to the white Christians of America, to merit such condign
punishment as they have inflicted on them, and do continue to inflict on us
their children. But I must aver, that my researches have hitherto been to no

effect. —DAVID WALKER, Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, 1829

THE ERA OF THE EARLY REPUBLIC WAS, without a doubt, a hopeful and
promising moment in American history. Not only had the country expanded
demographically and spatially after the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, it abol-
ished the Atlantic slave trade in 1808 and successfully weathered a significant
challenge to its sovereignty by defeating the British in the War of 1812. Yet,
African Americans searched, often in vain, for recognition of, and appreciation
for, their contributions to this national development and their achievements
in this process. David Walker recognized the incongruity; he also understood
the stakes involved in an accurate representation of the past. As Walker’s Ap-
peal to the Coloured Citizens of the World suggests, and literary historian Elizabeth
McHenry’s recent work on black reading habits demonstrates, “troubling the
pages of historians” became an important cause among black intellectuals and
could very well serve as a central metaphor for their efforts during the era of
the early republic. They “trouble[d]” the pages of historians as they searched
existing documentary/historical records for evidence of other African Ameri-
cans’ contributions to historical developments. And the evidence they found
went to produce new texts, which, no doubt, also served to “trouble” the pages
of historians who, to that point, had written history almost as if African Ameri-
cans had no past.'

The emergence of African American historical texts coincided with the ex-

plosion of print culture in the United States. Determined to present a nuanced
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and complex portrait of themselves as citizens and actors in the human drama,
black intellectuals began to use and produce texts that accentuated their hu-
manity in a world where slavery and black degradation were commonplace.
While it is clear, as others have argued, that oratorical and commemorative
historical expressions played a significant role in conveying historical messages
in the African American public sphere, texts, especially pamphlets and later
books, played an increasingly important role in shaping historical understand-
ings in the black community.” Rooted in the desire of an expanding, educated,
and literate population to define itself as more than slaves or circumscribed
citizens, black intellectuals’ engagement with history centered on the inter-
rogation of texts in the effort to understand and name the complex realities of
African American existence in the modern world.

Naming the realities of black existence in the modern world required more
than oratorical eloquence or rhetorical flourish, as important as both were. To
be especially effective, it depended on the ability of intellectuals to penetrate
the central texts of the Western canon, namely universal, classical, and biblical
history. In doing so, these writers demonstrated their deep engagement with
Enlightenment-driven modes of rationality, which in this case privileged rea-
son over speculation and the written over the oral. Texts, in these intellectuals’
minds, not only provided access to the past but also helped to preserve that past
and create new possibilities for the interpretation of black life and history.?

In 1817, African American intellectuals comprised a small, but vocal mi-
nority, concentrated in well-established, primarily free communities, such
as New Haven, New York, Boston, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. Most were
self-trained, some had matriculated at American liberal arts colleges, and a
few had enjoyed access to educational institutions abroad. The creation and
expansion of domestic institutions such as schools, churches, and literary and
historical associations contributed to the growth of this small intellectual class.
Black intellectuals, like African Americans in general, however, faced severe
proscription in the public sphere. As members of a group conceptualized as a
perpetual problem and nuisance in the North, and increasingly as “hewers of
wood and drawers of water” in the South, black intellectuals faced an uphill
battle in their effort to construct more promising and complex portraits of
racial possibility. Although they usually rejected the tendency common among
Enlightenment theorists to divide the world into a classic binary —the civilized
and the savage —these intellectuals were strong proponents of the Enlighten-
ment vision of the world suffused with reason.*

The strategies these early black intellectuals adopted came directly from
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historical methods common in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
For example, the idea of Providence posited God as an operative force in human
affairs and the Bible as a major historical source. This concept, drawn from
Puritanism, held that God played an active, even interventionist, role in human
affairs. The jeremiad, a series of biblical injunctions that reminded believers of
God’s original promises and commandments, complete with stern injunctions
to encourage the faithful to follow them, were mainstays of historical writing
not only during the colonial and revolutionary periods, but George Bancroft,
the nation’s premier historian, continued to employ these traditions through
the end of the nineteenth century.® Another important concept was univer-
sal history, the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century term for world history, but
more than that, the history of humankind from its advent to the present. Uni-
versal history in historical conceptualizations put the ancient world on center
stage. Caroline Winterer described the tradition as the “culture of classicism,”
a systematic engagement among educated Americans from the eighteenth to
the late nineteenth century with the intellectual products of ancient Greece
and Rome —from the poetry of Horace and Ovid, to the philosophical writ-
ings of Plato and Aristotle, to the historical commentary of Herodotus and
Thucydides.6 A third strategy involves the idea of progress, perhaps the most
important mode of eighteenth-century historicism. Drawn from the work
of European thinkers such as Montesquieu, Rousseau, and Condorcet, prog-
ress meant that the historical past offered a roadmap to chart the possibilities
of humankind. More often than not, progress was conceptualized in cyclical
and millennial ways as eighteenth-century thinkers argued that human history
advanced from simple societies to complex civilizations. Despite a growing
belief during the eighteenth century that casual rather than providential forces
determined historical outcomes, American intellectuals clung to a belief in the
exceptional qualities of the new republic, and God’s hand loomed large in the
events and occurrences of the period. Because of this thinking, more often than
not, historical conceptualizations embodied a curious mixture of the sacred
and the secular.”

This chapter explores some of the earliest manifestations of textual historical
production among African American intellectuals through these lenses. Build-
ing on, as well as critically engaging, the work of Wilson Jeremiah Moses and
John Ernest, I explore early nineteenth-century black historicism in the broad-
est possible terms in order to showcase the complexity of historical styles and
approaches of that period. This chapter views these early historical works as far

more than vindicationist—a defense of black humanity against racist dispar-
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agement. And they are more than contributionist in their focus on how African
Americans have contributed to American society. Freemasonry played a role in
these texts, as Joanna Brooks and Maurice Wallace have persuasively shown, but
its influence is not adequate to explain the constant references in these texts to
the ancient world, especially Africa. Moreover this study presumes that recent
interpretations by Moses that frame early black historicism as Afrocentric and
that Ernest calls “liberationist historiography” perhaps reflect as much about
the post—civil rights movement moment out of which these interpretations
came as they do the nineteenth century that produced the texts. The chal-
lenge here, therefore, is to revisit all of the common assumptions underlying
scholarly beliefs about the driving engines of black historicism and, as much
as possible, to keep the texts in the context in which they were created. Doing
so will not necessarily negate any of the conclusions others have drawn about
these texts. Nevertheless, it will reveal how much richer and more revealing
they are. African American history was closely connected to European histori-
cal methods, but the point is not to “legitimize” the historical production of
black intellectuals by connecting it to Europe. Rather the point is to empha-
size that it was more than “race” work and racial writing. Without apologies
or explanations (suggesting none were necessary), these writers and thinkers
engaged the world of ideas and provided, themselves, a legitimate expression of
and contribution to nineteenth-century historiography.®

Literary and historical scholars generally see the development of print cul-
ture in the black community during this early period in two distinct phases:
writings that appeared in the early republic from 1789 to the late 1820s, and
those written from the late 1820s through the 1830s. The first period of African
American print culture was influenced by the American Revolution, the rise of
post-revolutionary ideologies that called into question the nation’s commit-
ment to freedom and equality for all its citizens, critiques of the continued ex-
istence of slavery, and the growth and expansion of free communities of color.
The latter period witnessed the development of a defined African American
identity, the formation of important institutional sites such as the press, liter-
ary and historical societies, and the convention movement, and a decided shift
from the antislavery tactics of the eighteenth century to the immediate aboli-
tionist goals of the antebellum period.’

The explosion of African American print culture in the 1790s coincided
with the post-revolutionary quest to reconcile the principles of liberty and
equality contained in the Declaration of Independence with the discriminatory

and exclusionary realities faced by a burgeoning African American population.
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Alongside other forms of historical expression, ranging from public festivals
and displays to commemorative celebrations of seminal events such as the 1807
abolition of the slave trade, black intellectuals produced pamphlets, sermons,
tracts, and other textual pieces to plead the case of African Americans and used
the written word to construct what Richard Newman, Patrick Rael, and Phil
Lapansky have termed “pamphlets of protest.”** Pamphlet culture, as historian
Lewis Perry noted, represented and contributed to a “reorganization of knowl-
edge” that fueled print and intellectual production and allowed for the growth
of the printing press and the production of chapbooks—small, inexpensive
pamphlets that were literally read to pieces. These pamphlets, written primarily
by ministers, lay community leaders, and antislavery activists, used a wide vari-
ety of approaches ranging from vindicationism and contributionism to moral
suasion and sentimental advocacy to present their claims for black equality to
the American public. In the process, they covered a wide range of subjects, in-
cluding the plight of free blacks in the aftermath of the American Revolution,
the ending of the Atlantic slave trade, and growing debates over the coloniza-
tion movement. Nevertheless, one of the most frequently discussed topics in
these early pamphlets was the history of Africa.” Partly because of this focus on
Africa, modernist scholars tend to argue for the centrality of vindicationism,
contributionism, and Freemasonry as driving forces in this early history.”” But
these works reveal much more.

Early historical narratives written by Puritan writers such as William
Bradford and the subsequent histories of the American Revolution written
by David Ramsay and Mercy Otis Warren had little to offer that provided a
complex and nuanced discussion of the Americas. George Bancroft’s provi-
dential narrative gained wide acceptance as American history began to take
shape between the 1840s and 1890s, but when black intellectuals looked to
American history in this earlier period, they were more interested in discuss-
ing the gulf between American promises of liberty and equality embodied in
the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, on the one hand, and
the continued existence of the slave trade up to 1808, and after that, of slavery
itself. Consequently, black writers selectively turned to eighteenth-century
European historicism because, significantly, American historiography was in
its infancy. European writers such as Montesquieu, Voltaire, David Hume,
Edward Gibbon, and William Robertson produced magisterial treatises that
discussed progress, historical causation, universal history, classical antiquity,
and the history of the Americas. Although these histories were steeped in Eu-

ropean national and ethnic prejudices, superiority and inferiority complexes,
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progressive and degenerate views of history, as well as a host of other limita-
tions, this eighteenth-century historiography was, nevertheless, useful because
it preserved some aspects of Renaissance humanism and, in some instances,
expressed serious concerns about the colonization in the New World. It also
continued to rely largely on classical and biblical models. These models allowed
useful discussions of human progress that could transcend the limitations of the
American present. Thus, they were especially useful to black writers.”

But in addition to the influence of eighteenth-century European anteced-
ents, early black historicism included elements of the culture of classicism that
permeated the American public sphere and higher education in the eighteenth
century and for much of the nineteenth. Because of the focus in recent analy-
ses on black Masonry as a driving engine for black interest in Africa (Egypt
and Ethiopia), scholars have overlooked African American intellectual engage-
ment with the classics. In other instances, references to the premodern world
in early black histories appear to be a nascent form of Afrocentricism." But
black intellectuals, as others have also noted, were much more sophisticated
in their scholarly production, appealing to classical texts of Herodotus, Strabo,
and Diodorus Siculus as well as early Church writers such as Josephus, Jerome,
and Eusebius precisely because this history predated the rise of the Western
hemisphere, which significantly inaugurated the slave trade. This approach al-
lowed these writers to use the Western canon to offer a more complex por-
trait of themselves in the human drama in part by presenting a much longer
genealogy of black involvement in world affairs than their introduction to the
Americas primarily as slaves.” Thus, as useful as modernist and postmodern-
ist approaches are for aiding our understanding of these nineteenth-century
texts, we can look squarely at the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries for even
greater insights into black historicism.

Orations, subsequently published as pamphlets, not only provide some of
the best illustrations of the complex approaches to the past utilized by black
intellectuals, but also demonstrate how they deployed print culture to situate
African American history in the larger and longer stream of universal and clas-
sical history. The first pamphlets, which primarily focus on the slave trade, in-
clude John Marrant’s You Stand on the Level with the Greatest Kings on Earth (1789);
Peter Williams’s Abolition of the Slave Trade (1808); and William Hamilton’s O’
Africa (1815). Although all of these pamphlets predate the stated starting point
of this study, their inclusion allows us to see some of the eighteenth-century
roots of early nineteenth-century historical writing. '

John Marrant’s You Stand on the Level is an excellent example of early black
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historicism. Marrant, one of the earliest black preachers in the English colonies
and chaplain of Prince Hall’s African Lodge, offered a cursory overview of
ancient Africa. One of the central purposes of Marrant’s pamphlet, as demon-
strated by the pamphlet’s title, is the vindication of the race. Drawing heavily
on the institutional knowledge provided by black Masons about ancient Africa,
Marrant reconstructed its history prior to the rise of the slave trade, ranging
from the origins and development of ancient kingdoms to early advances in
the arts and sciences. Marrant did not disguise his interest in and indebtedness
to the ancient arts of Masonry throughout the text. Indeed, black Masonry
figured prominently in African American social, institutional, and intellectual
culture in the early republic."” But a closer look at his methodology and sources
shows they are firmly grounded in even broader eighteenth-century historical
approaches.

Marrant demonstrated his knowledge of the classics and their connection
to biblical exegesis when he referenced the writings of the Roman philosopher
Seneca in his discussion of the duties of human beings to one another. Seneca
was one of the first Roman thinkers to depart from the Aristotelian notion
articulated in Politics and the Nicomachean Ethics that certain groups were not
usually destined for slavery. Seneca not only promoted the idea of human-
ity’s consanguinity but insisted that slaves be treated with kindness. Marrant’s
knowledge and use of the classics is also apparent in his discussion of early
human history, especially the story of the Garden of Eden, which the ancients
believed was located on one of the four rivers at the corners of the earth (Tigris,
Nile, Ganges, Euphrates). Marrant’s reference was not based exclusively on the
Bible but on the opinions of “the learned” whom he cited as early Christian
writers, including Josephus, Eusebius, and Jerome. In fact, he cited Josephus to
support the assertion that “Paradise did, as it were, border upon Egypt, which
is the principal part of the African Ethiopia, which the ancient writers hold
is meant there” In another instance, when citing the great ancient builders of
civilizations honored by Masonry such as Nebuchadnezzar (Babylon), Cyrus
(Persia), Julius Caesar (Rome), and Herod the Great (Judea), he referenced
Josephus’s description of the erection of the Second Temple by Herod."

Marrant did not limit his concerns to the past but also reflected on the
present, noting that slavery was not the natural state of African Americans.
Although his claim was common among black intellectuals in this period, its
validity hinged on an examination of universal history. In short, to make this
claim, Marrant had to “trouble the pages of historians.” He was clear about his

purpose: “For if we search history, we shall not find a nation on earth but has
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at some period or other of their existence been in slavery, from the Jews down
to the English nation, under many Emperors, Kings, and Princes.” Marrant
further elaborated, pointing out that slavery’s existence corrupted ancient em-
pires (as it did civilizations in the modern period) by using a story drawn from
universal history of an incident that occurred before Gregory I became pope
and recorded in the Life of Gregory the Great. In this story, Gregory described a
Roman slave market populated by enslaved subjects from Britain in the sixth
century, which served to demonstrate the universal nature of slavery and its
devastating effect on humanity.”

While John Marrant’s pamphlet heralded the beginning of the early re-
public, Peter Williams’s oration and subsequent pamphlet signaled a similarly
auspicious occasion in the African American “commemorative calendar,” the
abolition of the slave trade in 1808. Williams filtered history through the lens of
commemorative culture, which, as historian Mitch Kachun has shown, played
an important role in shaping African American historical consciousness. An
Episcopal priest, cofounder of the St. Phillips African Church in New York, and
subsequent cofounder of Freedom’s Journal in 1827, Williams spoke forcefully
about the slave trade, which he described as an “inhuman branch of commerce.”
In a clear use of what Wilson Moses has termed “sentimental Afrocentricism,” a
mode of historicism tending to portray African character as being in harmony
with “nature, communalism, art and music,” Williams argued that Africans
lived in a veritable Eden, a state of “simplicity, innocence, and contentment.”
The rise of the Western powers brought devastation and destruction, especially
as Europeans explored the western coast of Africa. Williams’s discussion of
the African past and the changes occasioned by European penetration of the
western coast of Africa represented a highly politicized exercise that persuaded
African Americans and whites of the horrors of the slave trade and slavery
while celebrating the trade’s demise.*

Using the lens of classical and universal history, Williams’s presentation be-
comes part of a conversation with broader sentiments in American society
about black worth that are deeply engaged with even larger eighteenth-cen-
tury ideas about indigenous cultures. Even though the work clearly adhered to
a cyclical understanding of history, a historiography of decline, it also showed
that Africa’s demise was hastened by inhumane traits and events that corrupted
humanity. Williams’s harsh critique of the slave trade and at least one of its in-
stigators, Christopher Columbus, not only represented black indignation and a
desire for vindication, but a skillful use of eighteenth-century ideas about the

degeneracy and backwardness of the Spanish. He ascribed their motivations to
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greed: “Gain induced the first colonists of America to cross the waters of the
Atlantic, surpassing the bounds of reasonable acquisition, violated the sacred
injunctions of the gospel, frustrated the designs of the pious and humane, and
enslaving the harmless aborigines, compelling them to drudge in the mines.”

Williams’s reference to Spanish rather than British colonial depredations
against the indigenous population has important antecedents. He cited Wil-
liam Robertson’s History of America (1777) as a source. Robertson, a prominent
eighteenth-century Scottish historian, was viewed as one of the greatest his-
torians of his generation, ranking with David Hume and Edward Gibbon in
popularity and book sales. His History of America was steeped in providential
history and the acceptance of Spanish backwardness, codified in what historian
Charles Gibson popularized as the Black Legend, which has come to character-
ize negative treatments of the Spanish imperial project in the New World. The
Black Legend originated in the pronouncements and writings of Bartolomé de
Las Casas, a Dominican priest whose Devastation of the Indies offered the most
thoroughgoing critique of the impact of Spanish colonization on the indig-
enous people. Although a proponent of the eighteenth-century notion of im-
partiality, an early form of objectivity in which historical writers attempted to
distance themselves from the historical past in order to relate it more accurately
to contemporary audiences, Robertson’s discussion of “primitive civilizations”
such as the Amerindians tended to frame them as simplistic, naive, and in har-
mony with nature. This approach represented a shift from seventeenth-century
historiographical traditions in which Europeans attempted to juxtapose Amer-
indian civilizations they encountered in the New World with the civilizations
of classical antiquity. Despite his criticism of some indigenous groups, Robert-
son praised the highly advanced civilizations of the Aztec and the Inca. In this
account, Edenic as well as comparatively sophisticated civilizations coexisted
in the Americas prior to Europeans’ arrival. Williams’s presentation of Afri-
can societies, in ways similar to the eighteenth-century critique of indigenous
American life, combined these assessments with characterizations based on na-
tionality rather than race. Many black writers used similar approaches in their
discussions of the black past, suggesting, among other interpretations, a keen
awareness and active use of popular eighteenth-century notions of historical
causation.™

William Hamilton’s O’ Africa (1815) contains features similar to those found
in John Marrant’s pamphlets. One of the most prolific orators and writers of
the early republic, Hamilton founded the New York Mutual Relief Society and

was active in many different capacities in New York’s free black community.
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O’ Africa, according to historian Dickson Bruce, utilized techniques found in
vindicationist literature such as Henri Grégoire’s An Enquiry concerning the Intel-
lectual and Moral Faculties and Literature of Negroes, an admirable defense of African
American intellectual capacity, and works of the English writer Thomas Map.
When analyzing Hamilton’s textual production, historians have focused on the
caustic nature of his indictment of European involvement in the slave trade.
And, indeed, Hamilton not only criticized the slave trade in harsh terms but
was particularly critical of European involvement: “The trade was begun by
white men, and by Europeans . . . they set to work that low, sly, wicked cun-
ning, peculiar to the Europeans, to the creating of jealousies and animosity, one
horde or nation with another. To these princes who were proof against their
vile craftiness, they administered draughts of their intoxicating spirituous liquor
and then distilled in them their base purposes.” At another juncture in the pam-
phlet, Hamilton conjectured that some nations portrayed the devil as white.”

Hamilton’s assessment of whites was really an assessment of their behavior
and relied on two important components of eighteenth-century historiog-
raphy: the use of cyclical and millennial conceptions of the past, and the re-
lationship between civilization and barbarism. Giambattista Vico, like other
eighteenth-century historians, maintained a belief in the idea that all civiliza-
tions cycled from barbarism to advanced achievements and back again, guided
by Providence. Hamilton may have used this approach when discussing the
involvement of various European powers in the slave trade, and, by extension,
the nature of whiteness. Hamilton’s application of Vico’s cycles of civiliza-
tions played an important role in making this argument. He pointed out that
Portugal, “the first trader in African blood and sinews,” and Spain, “the base
followers of so base an example,” not only were in a state of decay but this state
of decay led them to barbaric actions like the institution of the slave trade. This
approach also followed other interrogations of eighteenth-century histories
that were highly critical of the Spanish imperial project and promoted the idea
of Portuguese and Spanish barbarism. By these accounts, the decline of both
nations led not only to a state of “effeminacy, weaknesses and degradation,”
but caused them to engage in “barbaric acts” against African people. In eigh-
teenth-century historicism, barbarism naturally accompanied decline, which
may explain the numerous instances in Hamilton’s speech where he juxtaposed
ideas of European superiority with actual behavior towards enslaved Africans.
Hamilton singled out Columbus and Cortes for their roles in the conquest of
the New World and insisted that if they had not been successful then Africa

might have been spared from the worst manifestations of the slave trade.”
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Eighteenth-century writers were also interested in the correlation between
Providence and progress, which, in an age of mercantilism, referred to the
establishment of sophisticated civilizations, complete with commercial enter-
prises. Convinced that commercial and economic motives played an important
role in the inauguration of the slave trade, Hamilton asked the reader, “What
was all this butchery set on foot for? I will tell you my brethren; for sordid
gain, the white man’s God.” Hamilton suggested further that Africans replaced
Native Americans “to do the drudgery of the new found world.” The intersec-
tions of commercialism, a preference for modern civilizations, and concern
for humanity may explain all of the human interest stories as well as vivid
descriptions of humanity’s plight in the pamphlet. Hamilton vividly described
the enslavement of African people: “They purchased the captives taken in war
for gewgaws and for draughts of that intoxicating liquor that is sometimes
the bane of the peace of families among themselves, and sold them again at an
advanced price.” He also detailed the abuses of the Middle Passage by providing
an account of the murder of an infant who would not eat. “The savage captain
with his knotted cat whipped it until its body and legs were much swollen, he
then ordered it placed in water so hot, that its skin and nails came off.” In these
cases, rather than commerce illustrating progress and Providence, it revealed
the corruption of European humanity.*

Proponents of the modernist school frequently note the absence of sources
in nineteenth-century black writing to place them outside the modernist tra-
dition. While this is true in some cases, Hamilton’s and Williams’s audiences
were clearly aware of common sources of information about the black past.
As Dickson Bruce has shown, black literary writers drew from Christian and
British abolitionist writing to create a literary tradition, and the same is true of
black intellectuals who wrote history — often the same people. The commonly
accepted sites of eighteenth-century knowledge drew heavily on the Bible
and classical authorities, writers whom these authors referred to as “ancients”
or the “the learned.” Given the existence of common sites of knowledge, one
can reasonably infer that their detailed descriptions of Africa were based on
some combination of knowledge embedded in the work of eighteenth-cen-
tury thinkers from Comte de Buffon to Herder and possibly the accounts of
Herodotus, Strabo, and Pliny. Hamilton’s specific discussion of Egypt clearly
echoed that of Herodotus as well as eighteenth-century “learned” individuals.
Moreover, since classical knowledge held sway in the early republic, it is easy
to see the classics as a source of this information.*

Although it is clear that vindicationism, contributionism, and Masonry
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played important roles in the development of African American historicism in
the early republic, the narrow focus on these aspects of black historicism has
often prevented detailed attention to other approaches, especially universal,
biblical, and classical histories used by African American intellectuals to make
more sense of the past. This narrower focus has also shifted attention away from
the broader humanistic discourse that was an integral part of black historicism
in this period. The humanistic discourse considered the role of greed and de-
generacy in the development of the African slave trade and saw the treatment
of Africans and indigenous people not just as empire building (or progress)
but as a sign of decline. One of the best examples of how black intellectu-
als grounded their concerns firmly in the complex use of eighteenth-century
historiography is Jacob Oson’s A Search for Truth. This pamphlet skillfully com-
bined more traditional approaches to black historicism while taking advantage
of changing sensibilities in black writing in what historian Dickson Bruce has
called “the Age of Colonization,” which featured the formation of the Ameri-
can Colonization Society. Because the Acs favored the removal of free and
enslaved blacks beyond the borders of the United States, its existence and ide-
ology forced a more transparent discussion by black intellectuals of the African
role in the development of Western as well as American civilization.*

Jacob Oson’s writing, even more profoundly than the earlier works, points
to the start of a broadly conceptualized humanistic African American historical
tradition. In 1817, three months after the eventful meeting of black Philadel-
phians at Mother Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church to denounce the
objects and aims of the recently formed American Colonization Society, Oson,
a Connecticut minister and schoolteacher and self-described “descendant of
Africa,” addressed the free black population of New Haven, Connecticut, and
later that year, New York City. His address, A Search for Truth; or, An Inquiry for
the Origin of the African Nation, assessed the place of Africa and African Ameri-
cans in the rise of Western civilization. “My thoughts run on my people and
nation,” wrote Oson. “I wish to inquire, who was our common father, and from
whom we sprang? And whether our ancestors were such a vile set of beings
as we, their descendants, are considered to be.” Cognizant of the difficulties
he faced in reconstructing the African past because of slavery and its impact
on free and enslaved alike, Oson did not entertain wishful or fanciful notions
regarding the difficulties of his inquiry but grounded it in a biblical search for
truth: “I well know the task is arduous to inquire into this subject, on account
of our opposers, for they are many; but ought I give up the inquiry after Truth
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on this account? Certainly not.
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In the world of the early nineteenth century, Jacob Oson is a historical
enigma. Most of the material regarding his early life, as religion historian Ran-
dall Burkett has shown, appears in the diaries of Frank Croswell, a well-known
Episcopal cleric in New Haven during the early republic. The diaries present
Oson, who was probably born in the West Indies, as an individual who pos-
sessed excellent reasoning, writing, and oratorical skills.*® Benefiting from the
critical groupings of persons of African descent in various Connecticut cit-
ies such as Fairfield, New London, and to a lesser extent New Haven, which
historian William Piersen has described as encompassing a black subculture,
Oson drew upon the resources of these communities, lay and professional, and
eventually became a schoolteacher in New Haven.*

Absent from the historical record for more than ten years after the publica-
tion of A Search for Truth, but present in the diaries of Frank Croswell, Oson
resurfaced in the pages of Freedom’s Journal in 1828. Apparently, with Croswell’s
encouragement, Oson unsuccessfully sought to obtain ordination in the Epis-
copal Church throughout the first half of the 1820s. Discouraged, Oson even-
tually formed an Episcopal congregation, but it is unclear whether this enter-
prise succeeded or failed. Admitted to the holy order of deacons in a special
ceremony at Christ Church in Hartford, Connecticut, on February 16 and 17,
1828, by the Right Reverend Bishop Brownell, Oson eagerly anticipated mis-
sionary service in Liberia. But less than seven months after his ordination, and
before embarking into the missionary field, Oson died. Despite an untimely
demise, his historical production raises suggestive questions about the ways
black intellectuals looked to biblical, classical, and universal history to under-
stand their world.?°

In twelve pages, Oson’s A Search for Truth addressed many of the central com-
ponents of African American historical understanding in the early nineteenth
century. His address centered on answering basic questions regarding black ori-
gins, descent, and identity. Answering these questions, as the proliferation of
print literature suggested, was central to establishing the humanity of African
Americans. To obtain the evidentiary material necessary to assert black human-
ity required culling information from the twin sites of nineteenth-century
authority: sacred history (the Bible) and profane history (works of classical
antiquity).>

Black origins, a site of unbridled contestation during this period, figured
prominently in Oson’s account. Racial theorists of the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries looked to the Bible to explain race and justify the maltreat-

ment accorded to black people. Oson confronted his people’s detractors di-
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rectly by naming the aspersions: “Some people say we sprang from the accursed
race of Ham; others say from the devil and that we have no soul and must
consequently perish like the beasts.” Two of the most popular biblically based
explanations about black origins suggested the condition of blackness ema-
nated from Noah’s curse on Ham for mocking him during Noah’s drunken
stupor after disembarking from the Ark and from God’s placement of a mark
on Cain for murdering his brother, Abel. But biblical evidence coexisted with
eighteenth-century scientism to explain various aspects of the black condition.
Writers like Samuel Stanhope Smith argued that the physical environment af-
fected skin color and other bodily characteristics as well as moral traits.3

Aware of the wide range of concerns evident in black pamphlets in this
period and their ability to merge social and historical messages, Oson remained
convinced of the inadequacy of these explanations of blackness and cast his
lot with what he referred to as a third class, probably a reference to antislav-
ery proponents, who believed “we [blacks| are human and have souls to be
saved or lost.” Not content simply to take sides, Oson also provided evidence.
He recited the biblical story of creation to establish firmly the paternity of
Noah and his three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth, as “the common fathers
of all human beings without any distinction of colours, nations, languages
or tongues.” Clearly using the Bible as his source of authority, Oson offered a
similar approach in assessing the relationship between the races: “It is obvious
to every impartial person that we sprang from one common father and are
united by consanguinity.”33

Rather than sentimental Afrocentricism, a clear conception of Africa’s
meanings in world history drawn from biblical, classical, and universal history
emerges: “Holy writ speaks more of our nation and land,” wrote Oson, “than
of any land or people, except the Israclites, who wrote it” Much the same is
true of his use of the writings of classical antiquity. He cites Josephus, a Jewish
historian of classical antiquity, as the source for the contention that “Greece
is indebted to Egypt for science” He gave some credit to another unnamed
author enlisted to show that “Nubia was the seat of learning; and from which,
probably science sprang, and that they were a powerful and polished nation.”
Oson also pointed to the contributions of Africa to the early Christian church
by listing the early African clerical leaders such as “Divinus, Turtulian [sic],
Julius Africanus, Armobius, Sactantins, and St. Austine [sic],” showcasing their
contributions as “bishops” and “cornerstones” of the early church.3* More than
anod to what we now refer to as Afrocentricism, establishing Africa’s place as

a contributor to the rise of the West in biblical and secular history, prominently
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figured in nineteenth-century historical methodology. Prior to the turning of
attention to Egyptian antiquities in the 1820s, although few claims were made
about race, most historical writers acknowledged the centrality of Egypt to
the rise of Western civilization. Like many of his contemporaries, Oson also
invoked cyclical history, especially the belief in the restoration of formerly
great empires and the rise and fall of nations: “I am well aware that nations
have their rise and fall, both in trade and science, which goes from one nation
to another, and this is a well known fact.”

Oson’s discussion of the African American plight is not solely focused on
the distant past but also on the contemporary condition of the descendants of
Africa. In juxtaposing these realities, he argued that conditions of subjugation
and marginalization in the public sphere prevented African Americans from
achieving their greatest potential. In discussing the shortcomings of Christian
nations, Oson argued that “had the Christian nations been as ambitious to train
up our minds to religion and piety as they were to enslave and live upon their
ill gotten wealth, by injustice and cruelty, our minds would have never been
as degraded as they are represented to be.” Comparing African Americans to a
caged tiger, Oson stated further that, “the strength of a tyger [sic], or his agil-
ity, is not known in his cage, but uncage him and then see whether he would
be made the sport and derision of men, women and children around him—so
uncage us.” In another instance, Oson linked the image of the majestic lion
with the suggestion of restoration: “Let the majesty of the Lion be unbound,
and he will resume his former prerogative: so let us be emancipated from our
encumbrances, and then, where ignorance and darkness reigns, religion and
true science would abound.”3

Oson’s assertions regarding the use of the term “Negro” illustrate his use of
history as a humanizing force and anticipate what historian Sterling Stuckey
has described as the “names controversy” At a moment when the term “Afri-
can” predominated as the designation for persons of African descent, in Oson’s
mind, “Negro” proved problematic. Possibly because the term’s use discon-
nected such people from their ancestral homeland, it ran contrary to the nam-
ing of African American organizations, especially churches, schools, meeting-
houses, and fraternal groups, and as Oson suggested, it set persons of color on
alower intellectual and human plane. Oson used a combination of intellectual
and empirical observations to explicate the varied meanings of black existence.
Turning to the biblical assessment of all humanity as sinners and wretches,
Oson persuasively argued that “Negro,” loosely defined as mean wretch, has, at

some moment been applicable to “every son and daughter of Adam.” As such, it
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seemed particularly inappropriate to “select us out and brand us with a charac-
ter that belongs to all mankind.” Clearly, no one race had a monopoly on virtue
or evil, and this assertion of a common moral character humanized African
Americans by connecting them to the larger stream of human history.3

Oson’s A Search for Truth demonstrates how African American intellectuals
merged both sacred and secular sensibilities to bolster claims for the importance
of Africa as a geographical space and its inhabitants as important contributors
to world civilization. Biblical authority deepened secular appreciation of the
“benighted sons and daughters of Africa” and made a powerful statement about
Africa’s importance in terms of place rather than race and the debt Western
civilization owed to it.

Here was an asylum to flee from hunger and persecution—here it was that

Abraham and Sarah found relief in time of famine, that the name of
Israel should be held in everlasting remembrance —that is the land where
Moses was born and educated—the same Moses that spoke to God face to
face, and gave us the moral law—and here it was also that the angel of the
Lord commanded Joseph to flee with the child Jesus from the persecuting
rage of Herod—here innocence was protected, that it might be fulfilled as
it was spoke by the prophets saying, “Out of Egypt have I called my Son.”
And now, why should the Christian nations boast of the Law and Gospel,
and of their supremacy over us? For if they would consider its rise, and

obey its precepts, they would be as humble as we poor Africans.3®

Oson’s sophisticated discussion of black origins, identity, and racial designa-
tion served simultaneously to present African Americans as complex human
actors and subjects in universal and contemporary history. In Oson’s account,
Africa appeared not as a “heroic or monumental civilization,” but as the pro-
genitor of the humanistic values of Western society. Moreover, Oson did not
lament the demise or decline of Africa. He was more concerned with discuss-
ing the continent’s contributions to Western civilization. His analytical style,
methodological rigor, and engagement with the Western canon foreshadowed
the subsequent work of David Walker and Maria Stewart, who not only built
on the work of Oson but integrated themselves fully into the dynamic print
culture of the late 18205 and 1830s.3*

In those decades, as the social and political conditions of black life shifted,
newspaper publications contributed to the efforts of black intellectuals to pres-
ent more sophisticated examples of textual historicism and characterizations

of Africa. These efforts were fueled, ironically, as Jacob Oson’s work suggests,
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by the formation of the American Colonization Society (acs) in 1816 and its
organ, the African Repository, which, throughout the 1820s, provided intelligent
discussions of the African interior, emphasizing the diversity of the African
continent. Antislavery proponent Benjamin Lundy’s Genius of Universal Emanci-
pation, founded in 1825 and headquartered in Baltimore, Maryland, echoed the
projects of the African Repository by excerpting material from it related to the
African past.*’ Discussions of Africa were, however, changing. Although Africa
had been an important site for European exploration since the late eighteenth
century, funded by commercial outfits, motivated by the Industrial Revolu-
tion, and further encouraged by the British establishment of Sierra Leone in
1787 and the British abolition of the slave trade in 1807, the era of free trade
(1830-80) made Africa a bountiful field for commercial acquisition, and exten-
sive exploration of the African interior occurred. Popular nineteenth-century
visions of Africa as the stereotypical “dark continent,” on the one hand, and as
a potential commercial haven ripe for exploitation, on the other, clearly con-
flicted with descriptions of the continent in classical antiquity or in universal
history, which had promoted Africa in its greatness.*

In challenging popular nineteenth-century beliefs, however, black intel-
lectuals demonstrated their commitment to the importance of primary ac-
counts or textual evidence, which though written generations after events
had taken place, offered more authenticity than contemporary sources, which
were tinged with notions of black inferiority. The most authoritative sources,
therefore, remained the Bible and classical antiquity, but they were joined by
eighteenth-century writers who often read the classics in the original Greek
or Latin. The more sophisticated use of these sources made its appearance in
the pages of the black press.**

The 1827 founding of Freedom’s Journal, by Samuel Cornish, a Presbyterian
minister, and John Russwurm, one of the earliest African American college
graduates, fundamentally altered the historical terrain. Not only did Freedom’s
Journal serve as a showcase of the social, political, and intellectual life of blacks
in the early republic, it also provided one of the first institutional glimpses of
African American textual historical production. Early issues of Freedom’s Journal
and its successor, Rights of All, featured historical articles with wide-ranging
coverage of various issues and events. Appeals to ancient history, especially
classical antiquity, to rectify stereotypes and misperceptions about the African
past were important features of these articles. One, written by the ex-slave,
Haitian scholar, and diplomat Baron Pompée de Vastey demonstrates this point.

An official in the government of Christophe, the fiercely monarchical leader of
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Haiti’s southern regions in the 1820s, Baron de Vastey merged his knowledge
of the classical past with his participation in the present triumphs of Haitian
nationalism. His editorial “Africa” used eighteenth-century ideas about the
origins of civilization, but placed Africa in a more favorable light than contem-
porary discourse did. He wrote, “The enemies of Africa wish to persuade the
world that for five out of the six thousand years the world has existed, Africa
has been long sunk in barbarism. Have they forgotten that Africa was the cradle
of the arts and sciences? If they pretend to forget this, it becomes our duty to
remind them of it.” Rather than brutish Africans, in this account, Europeans,
or more precisely Greeks, appear as the low nation in the order of humanity.
“Everybody knows that the Greeks, so celebrated for their polish of manners
and refinement of their taste, were in a state of the grossest barbarity, living like
beasts upon herbs and acorns until civilized by Egypt.” Biblical genealogy also
figured prominently in De Vastey’s castigation of white intellectuals who, he
argued, suffered from historical amnesia as they subjected African Americans
to the same conditions that they previously endured. “These unworthy descen-
dants of Japeth [sic], forgetful of their own history, calumniate their brethren
and reproach them with that very state of ignorance and barbarity in which
they were plunged upwards of five thousand years.™*

Another eighteenth-century source figured prominently in the effort to
clarify the condition and state of ancient society and the role Africans played
in its creation. Count Constanin Volney, who wrote Travels in Syria and Egypt
(1783) and Ruins; or, Mediations on the Revolutions of Empires and the Law of the
Nature of Empires (1791), buttressed some of the claims of these intellectuals. In
Ruins, Volney, a European who traveled extensively in Egypt and Syria during
the late eighteenth century, relied heavily on eighteenth-century notions of
history that privileged empires as the apex of human civilization. As artis-
tic and aesthetic sites, “ruins” proved both the glory of bygone days and the
fleeting nature of power, and they offered important lessons to understanding
human development as well. In Ruins, Volney explains that Africans were the
people to “whom the Greek were indebted for their arts, their learning and
even their religion,” although by the early nineteenth century, Africans seemed
to be in a “dark and prostrate condition in the bosom of a country calling itself
Christian.” Volney spoke with authority because he, like most intellectuals of
his day, read the work of classical writers, including Herodotus and Strabo, in
the original Latin and Greek. Ruins, like the excerpts published in Freedom’s
Journal, illustrated the primacy of Africa and Africans as central to the develop-

ment of Western civilization.**
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John Russwurm in “Mutability of Human Affairs,” serialized in successive is-
sues of Freedom’s Journal in 1827, used Volney’s work to substantiate Africa’s con-
tribution to the rise of Western civilization. Routinely presented by historians
as a classic example of the historiography of decline, Russwurm’s essay, when
read through the lens of universal and classical history, provides unexpected
insights. Decline, as Russwurm and other black intellectuals indicated in their
work, was a function not only of African reality, but a universal condition. To
prove this point, Russwurm, trained in a classical curriculum at Bowdoin Col-
lege, looked to universal history for examples. There he found ancient societies
like the Greeks and Romans and modern nations like Spain, France, and a host
of others, who had declined from their previous glory. Russwurm’s designation
of the plight of these nations reflected eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
prejudices. He echoed, for example, ongoing Christian opposition to Muslim
incursions in Greece, the site of one of the greatest civilizations of classical
antiquity, and Turkey, the former site of the Eastern Roman Empire with the
rich culture and art of Byzantium. He also lamented the current state of Rome.
He called on the Greeks to summon the spirit of a second Leonidas, the Spartan
general who protected the pass at Thermopylae from the invading Persians, to
“arise in this time of need and drive the Crescent [Muslims] from the second
land of freedom, arts and refinement.” Rome, the ancient civilization most di-
rectly responsible for the rise of the West, suffered a similar fate. In a scene that
could easily have been drawn directly from Volney’s Ruins, Russwurm detailed

the state of Rome’s decline and its implications for the present:

O’ how unlike is Rome in the nineteenth century, to the Rome of the
Scipios and the Cesars [sic|]! But while she remains, like her coliseum, after
having passed successively into the hands of the Herculi, the Ostrogoths
and the Lombards, until the final dissolution of the Western Empire, by
Charlemagne; Constantinople, her sister, for whose prosperity the most
Christian Emperor Constantine was so solicitous, has had her share of
adversity; her holy temples erected to the worship of God profaned with

Mahomedan rites, and the haughty Turk reigns over her provinces.*

These assessments not only reveal a concern about Africa, they also use a
historiography of decline to level the playing field among nations by bringing
contemporary African history into line with other national and racial experi-
ences. If all civilizations experienced cyclical patterns, then the African state of
decline was not lamentable; rather it was unavoidable. Worse circumstances ex-

isted for the founts of Western civilization, Greece and Rome, which not only
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were in decline but also under Muslim rule, a fate that, for nineteenth-century
Christians, was intolerable. Given this situation, Russwurm conceptualized the
present state of Africans as an opportunity to reshape and reassert themselves as
actors in the making of the modern world. A different configuration of world
affairs did not negate African achievements in the past and the possibilities of
African greatness in the future. In fact, after talking about decline as a historical
occurrence for all nations, and perhaps anticipating his own return to Africa as
amissionary, Russwurm pointed to Africa’s role in human civilization through
the lens of universal history. He wrote, “We are informed that the gospel was
first received in the burning sands of Africa with great eagerness.” Although
he did not name his source, he also noted that “African Christians soon formed
one of the principal members of the primitive church. During the course of
the 3rd century, they were animated by the zeal of Tertullian, directed by the
abilities of Cyprian and Origen and adorned by the eloquence of Lactantius.”
Not content simply to sit on the sidelines, Russwurm evidently abandoned the
United States and participated in efforts to colonize Liberia.*’

Although critically important in reconfiguring understandings of the past,
Africa was not the only site writers examined. Haiti, a constant symbol in the
diasporic imagination, played an important role. African American imaginings
of Haiti, however, were less monolithic than one might assume. The island’s
factitious history did not lend itself to an uncritical embrace of its possibilities.
Consequently, in an effort to elevate the Haitian people, intellectuals care-
fully embraced various schemes, ranging from sympathetic writing about the
republic to supporting emigration schemes to bolster its flagging prospects in
the years following the tumultuous Haitian Revolution. One of the most in-
teresting examples in Freedom’s Journal is the anonymously written “Scrapbooks
of Africanus,” which merged classical understandings with the glorious history
of Haiti. In these half-dozen short presentations, “Africanus” appropriated vin-
dicationist language to justify the Haitian Revolution and to chart the progress
of the republic in the revolution’s aftermath.*’

Freedom’s Journal also featured articles on Frangois Dominique Toussaint
L'Ouverture, the mulatto leader of the Haitian Revolution, that were ex-
cerpted primarily from the British Quarterly Review. These writers understood
the need to present him not only as a capable general and diplomat but as a role
model. Constructing the Haitian Revolution as exceptionialist, one unnamed
editorialist believed that Toussaint’s life and the history of Haiti since the re-
volt conclusively showed that the race possessed “hearts pregnant with heroic
energies and hands capable of wielding the sword of war, or swaying the rod

of empire™ 8
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As important as Africa and Haiti were to black intellectuals during the early
years of the American republic, a reverence for classical antiquity, especially
awareness and mastery of classical knowledge and the Bible, continued to carry
much weight. This is especially apparent in the coverage of Freedom’s Journal’s
successor, Rights of All, edited by Samuel Cornish. Topics in the Rights of All ranged
from advice columns on the value of knowledge to discussions of ancient bibli-
cal kingdoms. The inclusion of a regular column, the “Literary Department,”
provided a showcase for the maturing of intellectual life in the black commu-
nity. These endeavors revolved around the acquisition of knowledge about
history, often in the form of national history. Information about the “moral
and physical resources of a country,” many observers believed, excited “enter-
prise and virtuous ambition” among the members of the race. Confirming
the power of classical learning, another installment boasted, “a few years ago
our most privileged men were but babes in learning, now we boast our clas-
sical scholars.” Samuel Cornish’s column “Babylon” married two functions of
classical learning, Babylon’s role as an ancient empire and its prominent role
in biblical history. Some of these column topics, if not based on, certainly paral-
leled those in mainstream magazines such as the North American Review, which
promoted the classical model of education by urging instruction in Greek and
classical studies. Black newspapers provided venues for discussions of works
like these by John Marrant, William Hamilton, Jacob Oson, and others, and in
reprinting for dissemination parts or all of these works, they established a public
intellectual sphere for the perpetuation of these and other historical and literary
productions.®

The early historical work of black writers not only displays their intellectual
sophistication but also the deeply humanistic messages they worked to convey
to the wider society about the origins of black people and the need to correct
the injustices of the past and present. The maturation of African American print
culture in the late 1820s and early 1830s meshed with the increased sophistica-
tion and communal shifts among African Americans. Determined to tell their
own unique story, black intellectuals not only looked to earlier conceptions of
historicism informed by moral suasion, vindicationism, and contributionism,
but increasingly turned to a critical examination of classicism and universal
history to make a more compelling case for black parity with whites in the
public sphere. They drew on the efforts of the American Colonization Soci-
ety’s organ, the African Repository, to frame more complete visions of Africa.
Moreover, not content to rely on white antislavery or abolitionist proponents
to argue their case, and aware of the importance of intellectual organizations

to promote their cause, black intellectuals actively constructed and promoted
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the black press, literary and historical societies, and the convention movement,
all of which played important roles as incubators for historical thought. David
Walker and Maria Stewart clearly benefited from these institutional sites and
were actively engaged in helping to craft the knowledge contained in and
dispersed by them. Walker’s case for urgent and decisive action and Stewart’s
simultaneous appeal to and subversion of “true womanhood” and moral piety,
combined with critical and analytical assessments of classicism and universal
history, helped lay the groundwork for a black historical tradition that used
history to question the tenets of the American Enlightenment. That question-
ing involved an active effort on the part of black intellectuals to reread the
claims of reason, rationality, and empiricism as markers of the civilized and
enlightened mainstream culture and to juxtapose them to the unenlightened
and barbaric treatment of enslaved and free blacks in the United States and else-
where in the world. By questioning the failure to apply enlightened thought to
the treatment of African Americans, Walker advocated a more “enlightened”
discussion on how African Americans should be treated, especially given their
history in classical antiquity and the biblical era.

David Walker’s Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World is one of the best
examples of black historical writing at the end of the early republic era. Not
only is it an eloquent treatise on the evils of slavery, but like Oson’s work, it
makes a case for the respect owed to black humanity. Drawing upon a well-
established tradition of pamphlet writing in the early republic, but radically
different in style, focus, and emphasis, , it serves as a harbinger of a burgeoning
and expansive historical discourse in the antebellum period. Typically cast in
the tradition of protest literature, the Appeal has all the components of history
written during this period: utilizing universal history, biblical, classical, and
eighteenth-century sources. In constructing what Herbert Aptheker described
as “one continual cry” against the cruelties and injustices of slavery, Walker
made a most important contribution to the evolution of historical thought
among black intellectuals.’°

Born free in North Carolina in 1795, Walker met prominent African Ameri-
cans such as Samuel Cornish, abolitionist Henry Highland Garnet, and Bishop
Richard Allen, founder of the African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) Church,
when he journeyed north in the 1820s. In Boston, he befriended Maria Stew-
art and Hosea Easton. He later served as an agent for Freedom’s Journal, and he
eventually joined the city’s General Colored Association.™

At least since the 1970s, black scholars have regularly read Walker’s Appeal

exclusively as an antislavery or nationalist exhortation. Such a perspective seri-
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ously limits what Walker accomplished not only as an appeal to African Ameri-
cans but also as a critical reading of Euro-American society during the early
republic. In challenging Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia, Walker’s
Appeal signifies on the American Enlightenment, with its insistence on reason,
rationality, and written expression of ideas and thoughts.**

Jefterson’s Notes, written in the best of empiricist traditions of the time, of-
fered an extensive set of observations on various aspects of eighteenth-century
life and thought. Its detailed observations on topics ranging from the flora and
fauna of Virginia to slave capacities afford critical glimpses into intellectual
production during the American Enlightenment. Walker clearly set out to
refute Jefferson’s Notes, and he did so by offering an Enlightenment-inspired,
reasoned, alternative black response.™

Walker understood Jefferson’s centrality to American political traditions and
letters as well as the influence his writing continued to exert in mainstream
intellectual circles. It is equally likely that during some of his travels Walker
read or witnessed some of the public debates that were taking place between
Republicans and Federalists. Most of these debates revolved around the role
the federal government should play in the lives of citizens. Federalists believed
in a more expansive role, while Republicans supported a less intrusive govern-
mental structure. These debates dominated the public sphere until the “Era
of Good Feelings” in the early 1820s, at which point Republicans became the
majority in the Congress and the Federalist Party withered away. Jefferson’s
death, on July 4, 1826, probably brought even more attention to his contribu-
tions to the fledgling nation’s revolutionary heritage. When, only three years
after Jefferson’s death, Walker published his Appeal, he asked, “Do you know
that Mr. Jefferson was one of the greatest characters as ever lived among the
whites? See his writings for the world, and his public labors for the United
States of America. Do you believe that the assertions of such a man will pass
into oblivion unobserved by this people and the world?”*

Jefferson’s understanding of slavery reflected his religious and moral beliefs
as well as essentialist and fixed notions of race prevalent in the eighteenth
century. Thus, his belief that the circumstances of blacks depended on biol-
ogy as opposed to condition (environment) held sway in his writings. While
antislavery proponents argued that racial slavery in the United States was one
of the most unique and harshest forms of human servitude that existed in
the modern world, Jefferson sought to demonstrate the opposite. Jefferson’s
refutation might have been based partly on the fact that the institution was

crumbling in New England, and the antislavery movement, domestically and
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internationally, had gained momentum in the late eighteenth century. But still,
Jefferson’s positions seem rather defensive, especially in light of those changes
underway. Utilizing the Enlightenment concepts of rationality and empiricism
and the rhetorical style of Cato, the Roman orator, Jefferson argued that vari-
ous aspects of the slave economy in classical antiquity were more severe than
those structures in nineteenth-century America. He pointed to the tradition of
selling all assets when they were no longer useful, including old tools, wagons,
and slaves. He also pointed out the torture of slaves to elicit evidence and the
use of severe punishments as commonplace.*

Walker’s Appeal challenged many of Jefferson’s contentions by using history
to validate alternative claims. Walker, however, went much further than Oson
and others by using his text to enact a careful reading of the classical tradi-
tion that offered demonstrable proof of black intellectual achievements. Rather
than rationality being reserved exclusively for whites, Walker’s Appeal applied
Enlightenment principles to African Americans. Enacting African American
agency required positing African American exceptionalism. Exceptionalism, in
this case, situated African Americans, rather than white Americans, as unique
historical agents because of the unprecedented level of brutality perpetrated
against them by the practice of racial slavery in the United States. Centraliz-
ing this concept required a number of literary strategies, including rhetorical
questions that dramatized the African American condition, examinations of
ancient and biblical history, and the use of dramatic, almost hyperbolic, lan-
guage to make various points regarding opposition to colonization and slavery.
But most especially, Walker looked directly to Enlightenment rationality to
buttress his claims.>

Empirical observation, travel, and “accurate observations of things as they
exist” characterized the work. Walker tied his observations to the historical
record to make factual claims about the nature of the “peculiar institution” of
slavery. Referencing ancient societies, Walker concluded that “heathen nations
of antiquity had but little more among them than the name and form of slavery,
while wretchedness and endless miseries were reserved apparently in a phial,
to be poured out upon our fathers, ourselves and our children, by Christian
Americans!” As further proof of the deliberate degradation of African Ameri-
cans, Walker invoked the names of two important ancient historians promi-
nent in the Western tradition. “The causes, my brethren, which produce our
wretchedness and miseries, are so numerous and aggravating that I believe that
only the pen of a Josephus or Plutarch can well enumerate and explain them.”

The twin poles, then, of rationality and reason were the historical traditions
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that allowed Walker to “penetrate, search out, and lay open for inspection” the
wretchedness of the African American condition.’’

Using Enlightenment ideas and history, he questioned the tradition that
upheld black inferiority. Though he undoubtedly agreed that “coloured people
of the United States are the most wretched, degraded and abject set of beings
that ever lived since the world began,” he proved that it was white society that
had degraded them. If any doubts remained in readers’ minds, he admonished
them that “These affirmations are so well confirmed in the minds of unpreju-
diced men who take the time to read histories that they need no elucidation
from me”s®

Walker inverted Jefferson’s Notes and cited the biblical cases of Joseph and
Moses as two examples of slaves ascending to positions of honor and respect.
For Walker, this suggested that the ancients treated their slaves more humanely
than nineteenth-century whites did. For him, the treatment of the ancient
Israclites by the Egyptians also served as an interesting case study. He asserted
that the Egyptians were “Africans or a coloured people, such as we are—some
of them yellow and others dark —a mixture of Ethiopians and the natives of
Egypt.” As such, rather than being a “gang of devils,” which Walker alleged Jef-
ferson called them, the historical record showed that the Egyptians treated the
Israelites humanely. Ultimately, Walker inveighed, “I call upon the professing
Christian, I call upon the philanthropist, I call upon the tyrant himself to show
me a page of history, either sacred or profane, on which a verse can be found,
which maintains that the Egyptians heaped the insupportable insult upon the
children of Israel by telling them they were not part of the human family.”s?

To prove his point, and as Jefferson had done before him, only differently,
Walker presented a genealogy of slavery’s development (in ancient history) to
dismiss Jefferson’s claims about the mildness of American slavery. Although
slavery existed among the Romans, for Walker it appeared as “no more than a
mere cypher when compared to ours under the Americans.” Strengthening his
case, Walker argued, “Everybody who has read history, knows that as soon as
the slave among the Romans obtained his freedom, he could rise to the greatest
eminence in the State and there was no law instituted to hinder a slave from
buying his freedom.” Contrasting the history of the ancient world (or universal
history) to that of America, Walker asked, “Have not the Americans instituted
laws to hinder us from obtaining our freedom. Do you deny the charge? Read
the laws of Virginia, North Carolina &c.” Not only did these laws prevent
African Americans from obtaining respectable positions in the state, but they

also denied black humanity.®
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For Walker, the history of European civilization offered lessons that were
as instructive as those from ancient history. In assessing the conduct of Euro-
peans in both classical antiquity and the modern age, Walker concluded that
European behavior, whether referring to “heathen or Christian,” differed little.
In Greece, Walker opined, “we see them there, cutting each other’s throats—
trying to subject each other to wretchedness and misery” Across time, from
Britain to Greece, violence characterized civilization. Christianity, as practiced
by white Americans, not only did not correct or ameliorate the treatment of
African Americans, it increased the level of cruelty, Walker opined. “Take them
as a body,” he wrote. “They are ten times more cruel, avaricious and unmerci-
ful than ever they were before.” Walker’s characterizations of European civi-
lizations dismantled the myth of superiority and exposed the contradictions
inherent in Enlightenment thought, especially in its application to African
Americans.®

Rethinking the African American role in Western civilization required a
systematic engagement with black achievements, ancient and modern. Walker
turned to classical sources to make an important point about the place of Africa
in the history of the world: “When we take a retrospective view of the arts
and sciences—the Pyramids and other magnificent buildings—the turning of
the channel of the river Nile, by the sons of Africa or of Ham, among them
learning originated and was carried thence into Greece, where it was improved
upon and refined.” Haiti, an emerging nation, easily served as proof of recent
black progress and worth. In a sarcastic challenge to prevailing historical tradi-
tions that he himself employed, Walker asked, “what need have I to refer to
antiquity, when Hayti, the glory of the blacks and the terror of the tyrants, is
enough to convince the most avaricious and stupid of wretches.” Conversely,
he used Haiti in the same passage to issue a jeremiad warning to the slavocracy:
“Read the history of Hayti particularly, and see how they were butchered by
the whites, and do you take warning.”*

Walker’s threat of impending retribution came most directly from the Bible.
He traced God’s instructions or “dispensations” from Moses through successive
generations, and Europeans received the last dispensation. Instead of heeding
the laws of Christ, the Europeans, like the Israelites, disobeyed God and used
the “dispensation to aid them in their infernal depredations upon us.” These in-
fernal depredations violated the original promise. Because Europeans deployed
God’s dispensation in unjust ways, they would have to correct their attitudes
toward and treatment of African Americans in order to achieve redemption.

Christians’ misuse of God’s law to justify the oppression of African Americans
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began in the sixteenth century when Bartolomé de Las Casas, a Franciscan
priest who opposed Indian slavery, proposed to the Spanish monarch Charles
V that African labor replace Indian labor. Spain began shipping Africans to the
Americas after 1503, and Charles Vs 1511 Asiento led to a precipitous increase in
the number of African slaves in the Americas. Although Walker viewed Chris-
tianity as a rational religion, he viewed “professed Christians” as little better
than “heathens.”®

The last article of the Appeal focused on one of the most explosive issues
confronting the African American community of the day—colonization. Like
Oson and a host of other black orators, Walker believed that the remedy to
slavery’s cruelty did not lie in colonization, which he argued would benefit the
slaveholding class by removing free blacks from their useful station in relation-
ship to enslaved blacks. And so he appealed to the authority of educated men
in the African American community to work in opposition to the movement.
Borrowing some of A.M.E. bishop Richard Allen’s authority to gain additional
support, Walker reprinted an Allen letter in which he insisted that it made
much more sense to educate African Americans in the United States than to
send them abroad to Africa, where, given the current state of affairs there, they
would only sink deeper into wretchedness.**

The Appeal closed where it began, by appealing to the power of history, his-
torical witnesses, empirical observation, and modernity. If it was not Thomas
Jefterson’s Notes that compelled Walker to trouble the pages of historians, he
at least was not intimidated by Jefferson’s fame. Instead, Walker directly asked
“the candid and unprejudiced of the whole world to search the pages of historians
diligently” They could determine for themselves whether or not any of the
ancient civilizations such as the “Antediluvians, Sodomites, Egyptians, Baby-
lonians, Persians, Macedonians, Greeks, Romans, Mahometans and Jews ever
treated a set of beings as the white Christians of America do us, the blacks, or
Africans” And, ultimately, Walker invoked the sum of historical witnesses, the
totality of humankind, civilizations prior to and subsequent to classical antiq-
uity, to trumpet the cause of an African American search for truth.%

Walker’s Appeal indeed offered African Americans a unique way to read his-
tory. On the one hand, it affirmed the millennial and teleological speculations
of Protestantism present in the culture since the colonial period. In another
and possibly more important sense, Walker’s treatise marshaled historical facts
to deliver an indictment of American slavery and the practice of Christian-
ity. In offering this indictment, Walker called into question Western society’s

claims of rationality by juxtaposing them to the torturous realities of African
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American life in the early republic. The historical record revealed a long and
distinguished genealogy for African Americans as the initiators of civiliza-
tion. And in the Appeal, African Americans represented America’s only hope
for redemption. Walker longed for the day when God “shall raise up colored
historians in succeeding generations, to present the crimes of the nation, to the
then gazing world.” Ultimately, he was certain that African American histori-
ans would eventually produce a venerable tradition of scholarship to challenge
the domination of white intellectuals. They would shed light on a race and
a history previously buried in “obscurity and degradation,” and that history
would elevate black people to a position of “preeminence.”*

Black women never had the platform that some men had, but they too,
played an important role in the development and dissemination of history
among African Americans in the early republic. Preaching women such as Jar-
ena Lee, Amanda Smith, and Sojourner Truth regularly and publicly challenged
prevailing conventions about women’s roles in the public sphere as they of-
fered their own wisdom about the African American condition. Self-taught
preacher, exhorter, and activist Maria Stewart was, in some ways, very much
like them. Following in the tradition of black women preachers and building
upon the work of her friend and confidant, David Walker, Stewart offered
critical assessments of the African American condition through examinations
of biblical, classical, and universal history.(’7

As is true of other black writers of this time period, what is known of
Stewart’s early life is sketchy. Details of it must be gleaned from speeches in
which she framed her personal biography in terms that would have been fa-
miliar to most of her contemporaries. In the introduction to “Religion and the
Pure Principles of Morality, the Sure Foundation on Which We Must Build,”
published in the Liberator in 1831, Stewart recounted the specific dimensions
of her life’s calling in a manner reminiscent of Old Testament stories. Tracing
her journey from physical bondage to spiritual liberation, she tells how she
became an orphan at age five and was bound out to a clergyman. “Deprived
of the advantages of education,” her “soul thirsted for knowledge.” Leaving
“bondage” to marry James W. Stewart in 1829, but widowed after only three
months, Stewart’s subsequent life followed a course familiar to many women,
black and white, who claimed space for themselves in the public sphere. She
experienced a religious conversion, and it justified her brand of activism. She
avowed that, if necessary, she “would willingly sacrifice life for the cause of
God and brethren.” And the two, God and her brethren, became the defining
poles of much of the rest of her life.”®
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Conscious of contemporary expectations related to proper feminine be-
havior, Stewart delivered most of her exhortations as messages of morality and
piety, but she often infused her discussions with classical and universal history.
She knew that she was challenging many current conventions, but she took
refuge in a spiritual authority that justified her actions and would protect her
in case of difficulty. “Many will suffer for pleading the cause of the oppressed,”
she wrote, “but I am firmly persuaded, that the God in whom I trust is able
to protect me from the rage and malice of mine enemies, and from them that
will rise up against me; and if there is no other way for me to escape, he is able
to take me to himself, as he did the most noble, fearless, and undaunted David
Walker” One must take note that the manner in which she offered herself as
a potential martyr in the cause of racial and gender equity relied, as much as
it did for the intellectuals, on biblical and classical authority. Throughout her
brief speaking and publishing career, she searched for and relied on history to
support whatever specific cause she was trumpeting.*

The exclusive nature of the public sphere made it difficult for anyone who
was not white and male to make inroads into it. And ultimately, these male-
privileged biases combined with notions of true womanhood and domestic-
ity to derail Stewart’s aspirations as a public speaker. When opposition to her
public role proved too great for her to bear, she retired. But she did not go
quietly. Insisting that God had ordained her to carry a message to the be-
nighted African people, in her “Farewell Address” she defended all her earlier
efforts by examining the role of women in classical and universal history. She
asked, “What if I am a woman; is not the God of ancient times the God of
these modern days?” She pointed to the importance of women as actors in the
public sphere and their centrality to the survival and extension of religious
principles, citing Deborah’s role as a judge in Israel, Queen Esther’s role in sav-
ing the Jews from imminent destruction, and Mary Magdalene’s declaration of
Christ’s resurrection. She argued that because “holy women ministered unto
Christ and the apostles and women of refinement in all ages,” they “more or
less have had a voice in moral, religious and political subjects.” In her “Farewell
Address,” Stewart cited her “Sketches of the Fair Sex,” in which she had argued
that the ancients held women in high regard because of their ability to see the
future. She highlighted the role of women among the Greeks as interpreters
of the Oracles, as Sibyls among the Romans, and as psychics among the Egyp-
tians. Stewart focused on the multifaceted role of women in intellectual life:
as preachers and interpreters of Greek and Hebrew, as scholars and divines, as

“apostles, martyrs and warriors.” She wondered what if “such women as are
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here described should rise among our sable race? Moreover, it is not impos-
sible. For it is not the color of the skin that makes the man or woman, but the
principle formed by the soul”

Throughout her short career, Stewart was forced to confront and defend
her right as a woman to pursue so public a role. But even more, this defense
often involved defending the race. The most explicitly historical of Stewart’s
oratorical productions, “A Speech Delivered at the African Masonic Hall,” used
the jeremiad, biblical prophecy, and history to assess the position of African
Americans in the Western world and to establish their right to equal access.
Like Oson and Walker, she began her speech by asking questions about the
nature of black existence. Although she presented whites as emblematic of
achievement and progress, she was determined to find “the names of our il-
lustrious ones” as well.”°

Stewart enlisted the authority of history and religion to chart the rise and
fall of African civilizations, the ruin of empires, as Volney would have termed
it, that were once comparable to the contemporary West. In a veiled reference
to Herodotus, Stewart wrote that “History informs us that we sprung from
one of the most learned nations of the whole earth—from the seat, if not the
parent of science; yes, poor despised Africa was once the resort of sages and
legislators, was esteemed the seat of learning, and the most illustrious men in
Greece and Rome flocked thither for instruction.” For Stewart, like Oson and
Walker before her, Africa’s fall had nothing to do with the inferiority of its
inhabitants but the natural cycles of history. In this counternarrative, Africa’s
decline also has the spiritual dimension and quality of a jeremiad. Utilizing an
exceptionalist construct, Stewart, like Walker, envisioned the African race as
a chosen people. Like the Israclites, Africans turned their backs on God and
committed “gross sins and abominations that provoked the Almighty to frown
heavily upon us and give glory to others””*

As a corollary to her counternarrative and in an attempt to sketch out the
present condition of African Americans, Stewart recognized the importance
of universal and biblical history in juxtaposing American civilization with that
of ancient Babylon. Indeed, Babylonian captivity served as an essential part of
Judeo-Christian heritage, marking the first stage of the Jewish diaspora—the
dispersion of the chosen people. According to Stewart, America, like Babylon,
was “a seller of slaves and the souls of men; she has put them completely be-
neath her feet and she means to keep them there.” Stewart integrated her rheto-
ric into biblical conceptions of redemption for His chosen people and cyclical

notions of history prevalent in the nineteenth century. If Babylon was once
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great but was punished because it transgressed the will of God by worshipping
graven images and selling the chosen people into slavery, America could not
possibly escape a similar fate for its transgressions against a modern chosen
people. In order to achieve redemption, one could not look solely to earthly
forces, but the power of God. For Stewart, God’s power undergirded claims
for citizenship rights: “Powerful sons and daughters of Africa will shortly arise,
who will put down vice and immorality amongst us and declare by him that
sitteth on the throne, that they will have their rights.” While Walker envisioned
the rise of historians in the redemption of the race, Stewart cast racial redemp-
tion in religious and millennial terms.”

Using biblical, classical, and universal history to claim her humanity as a
black woman, Stewart’s work carved out an important space for discussions of
the place of black women in the public arena. Treated differently, ostracized,
and ultimately denied public space, she cloaked her rhetoric in the garb of
religious piety and true womanhood, but managed to articulate her concerns
publicly for only a short time. A stalwart of freedom, a gifted orator, and per-
suasive writer, her life and work would, nevertheless, subsequently occasion
comment from other black intellectuals throughout the antebellum and post-
bellum periods.”

While it is clear that during the first period of African American histori-
cal production, vindicationism, contributionism, and sentimental Afrocentri-
cism played important roles in the arguments of early black thinkers, they
also drew heavily on the European and American Enlightenment, cultures of
classicism (sources from classical antiquity), and the Bible to ground their calls
for African American rights, dignity, and improvement and to reframe current
constructions of the contemporary world. Appealing to these varied traditions
allowed African Americans to establish a historical genealogy whose begin-
nings transcended the narrow confines of the hold of slave ships in the Middle
Passage or the long rows of cotton and tobacco in the agricultural South. It also
transcended the marginality and tenuous nature of life for free blacks in the
newly industrializing Northern states. Black intellectuals viewed their history
as wholly intact and accessible by grounding it in a wider span of human ex-
istence than just the nineteenth century. The genealogy they created featured
African Americans as significant contributors to, if not architects of, some of
the most important aspects of the Western tradition. Not lowly or subjugated,
these sons and daughters of Ham bequeathed knowledge and wisdom to the
civilizations of antiquity, and in turn, aided in the development of modern na-

tions. Appeals to classical sources and references to Egypt and Africa were more
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than precursors of Afrocentricism; they were complex markers of a culture
deeply interested in the authority of the classical world as a site for knowledge
and wisdom.

This early period also witnessed a moment of change in historiography. On
the one hand, black intellectuals looked to eighteenth-century historiography,
which trumpeted progress, Providence, and cyclical, millennial visions of the
past, present, and future. Eighteenth-century historians maintained active at-
tention to the humanist interests of humanity. And despite the rising specter
of science, they continued to utilize classical antiquity, universal history, and
the Bible as viable sources to re-create the richness and dynamism of human
existence. This longer time span, from the creation of humankind to the pres-
ent, offered African Americans a much longer genealogy, one in which they
appeared in a wide variety of capacities in the human experience, and it could
be utilized to debunk the idea that the nineteenth-century condition of Afri-
can Americans was a providentially ordained mandate rather than an aberration
rooted in greed and the corruption of the best ideals of humanity.

It is clear that Oson’s appeals to the sacred record, David Walker’s call for
an end to slavery, and Maria Stewart’s agitation for increased recognition of
women’s roles in the public sphere attempted to force white Americans to ac-
knowledge African contributions to universal/world history, the role of Euro-
peans in the destruction of African civilizations, white American’s involvement
in debauching the race, and the evils of slavery which, despite the American
Revolution, America continued to preserve and defend. The gulf between the
teleological promise of American possibilities and the degrading institution of
slavery was apparent to anyone who dared to notice.™

But even more than these obvious conclusions, these writers were con-
sciously and effectively “troubling the pages of historians,” perhaps all the his-
tory that was available to them, to construct new narratives of the past that
presented a more holistic portrait of human history. They presented these new
narratives in speeches, pamphlets, newspaper articles, and other sites. They
were by no means professional historians, and we might even debate whether
to call them “intellectuals.” But it remains the case, nevertheless, that in their
efforts to vindicate the race they called the broader European and American
intellectual traditions into service and situated their contributionist, vindica-
tionist, liberationist, and even Afrocentric narratives squarely into mainstream

historiography.



CHAPTER 2

To Present a Just View of Our Origin
Creating An African American Historical Discourse, 18371850

Every close observer must have seen that we suffer much from the want

of a collection of facts so arranged as to present a just view of our historical
origin. —JAMES W. C. PENNINGTON, Textbook of the Origin and History of the
Colored People (1841)

I would remark that of the woolly haired Africans, who constitute the princi-
pal part of the inhabitants of Africa, there is no history and there can be none.
That race has remained in barbarism from the first ages of the world.

—NOAH WEBSTER TO AMOS BEMAN, 1843

JAMES W. C. PENNINGTON AND NOAH WEBSTER represent two distinct
understandings of black history during the antebellum period. Pennington, in
ways similar to earlier black intellectuals, called for a serious interrogation of
black origins that transcended the narrow confines of the American present.
Noah Webster, convinced of the idea of permanent black inferiority, erased
black achievement not only from the present but since “the first ages of the
world.” Both of these approaches speak to the ways intellectuals grappled over
the place of blacks not only in the American present but in the human experi-
ence. They also clearly demonstrate the social and intellectual challenges Afri-
can American intellectuals confronted in the period between 1837 and 1850.
The antebellum period saw decisive changes in the direction of Ameri-
can development. Slavery became entrenched in the South and rapidly spread
westward. Proof of the power of the emboldened slavocracy was demonstrated
by the success of its members in extending their sway over the U.S. Congress,
engineering the infamous “Gag Rule” that not only led to the cessation of
congressional debate on slavery but to the censorship of antislavery literature
throughout the South. The 1837 murder of prominent abolitionist and news-
paper editor Elijah Lovejoy outside of his printing press in Alton, Illinois, came

to symbolize the slippery slope the nation was descending.
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There were changes in intellectual thought also. Although American his-
torical writing remained in its infancy, a new wave of interest in building an
American historical tradition linked to historical preservation and documenta-
tion swept the nation. Increased public support at the local and national levels
encouraged the publication of historical texts in the form of documentary and
biographical collections. One of the best known of these collections, the Library
of American Biography by Unitarian minister and future president of Harvard
University Jared Sparks, helped to fuel the production of romantic histories."

Romanticism as an intellectual movement challenged Enlightenment ideas
of reason and rationality, favoring, in the words of Susan Conrad, an “organic
interpretation of nature, the cosmos and humanity,” drawing its potency from
defining knowledge symbolically and metaphysically rather than in concrete
ways. Despite these apparently mundane and harmless attributes, Romanticism,
in the hands of American intellectuals, created some difficulties for African
American writers. Older sensibilities, such as the notion of representative men
and women, and the passion for American antiquities, figured prominently
in this new historical construct, which relied extensively on classical notions
of exemplary individuals, perhaps best dramatized in Plutarch’s Lives. The ro-
mantic interest in antiquities operated in the same ways as veneration of the
classical past but also included American antiquities. Thus, American Indians
figured prominently in this formulation, functioning as a threat to the nation’s
dreams of unfettered expansion on the one hand and as a somewhat heroic but
vanishing race on the other. The problem for black intellectuals arose because
of the ways romantic histories of the nineteenth century emphasized local dis-
tinctiveness and other human qualities thought to be uniquely American, such
as ruggedness, thriftiness, and patriotism. These qualities found their greatest
expression in the multivolume History of the United States, published by George
Bancroft, and in the work of Richard Hildreth, a staunch Federalist who, unlike
many of his contemporaries, criticized the institution of slavery. Black histori-
ans had no difficulty incorporating the Bible, classical antiquity, and universal
history into their texts, but the emphasis on exceptionalism, essentialism, and
Manifest Destiny, which celebrated the triumph and distinctiveness of Western
civilization, was linked to the West, “discovery,” and empire, and thus to slav-
ery. This emphasis on the present, or modern history, rendered the long-range
view of the rise and fall of empires unimportant. African American histories
would have to find a way to subvert this.*

This chapter explores more fully, and within the context of a period of rap-
idly changing ideas about black humanity, how African American intellectuals
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utilized history to challenge the consolidation of what John Ernest has char-
acterized as “a white nationalist historiography,” a racially exclusive histori-
cal discourse predicated on white supremacy and dominance in an emerging
American providential narrative. The consolidation of this historical narrative
attempted to relegate African Americans to the margins of human history and
raised serious concerns for black writers who interrogated the Western canon
to reframe developing ideas about the rise of the West, black identity, and their
role in the burgeoning republic in the period 1837 to 1850. Although slavery
was ever-present, the active antislavery movement that facilitated the end of
the slave trade in 1808 had crystallized, and the British abolition of slavery in
their possessions in 1833 also encouraged historical reflection. In this atmo-
sphere, black intellectuals understood the necessity of focusing their challenge
on contemporary nineteenth-century constructions of history that privileged
the rise of the Western hemisphere as the starting point for American history.
For the black writers, the rise of the West coincided with the development of
the slave trade and the demise of Africa. To respond to these changes, black
writers, in more expansive ways than they had done between 1817 and 1836,
honed a well-crafted historical discourse that accentuated their complex role in
human history and that, more often than not, appeared in longer, book-length
treatments rather than pamphlets or speeches. These book-length treatments
presented more extensive and expansive forums for a critical reading of evi-
dence about the black past contained in biblical, ancient, and modern history.
A longer historical genealogy, which transcended the rise of the West, was
indispensable to black intellectuals as they sought to vindicate themselves and
their race. But they also understood that if they could use the Western canon
to show how contemporary understandings of history distorted the past, then
their story would have a greater degree of legitimacy. Much of this approach
was also related to a desire by these writers to situate black history beyond the
stream of the slave trade, the Middle Passage, and slavery, which effectively
yoked the black experience to a problematic present, and to transcend this
limited historical view by accentuating the black presence in the broader hu-
manistic and collective experience. History was, in the words of cleric James
W. C. Pennington, an attempt to “unembarrass the origin and show the rela-
tive position of the colored people in the different periods among the differ-
ent nations.” Their ability to craft a more sustained response to contemporary
nineteenth-century historicism was fueled by the continued expansion of the
black public through increased institutional organization, the utilization of a

broad range of moral and political tactics to end slavery, and an expansion of
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the number of extended treatises and historical books of an explicitly historical
nature produced by black intellectuals.?

The writers in this chapter are those generally recognized in the literature
as substantial contributors to African American social, political, and intellec-
tual life, a fact that allows us to understand the connection of history to larger
social, political, and economic realities in antebellum America. Imposing mod-
ernist assumptions on works like these easily relegates them to the fringes of
historical legitimacy because of the writing style, form of argumentation and
methodological approaches. Likewise, they may be dismissed in light of post-
modernist assumptions rooted in a much later historical moment that privilege
the political and liberationist underpinnings of black historicism. Rather than
relegating these writers to the margins or privileging more recent ideas about
black liberation or the political agenda of their writings, the point here is to
historicize the complex processes by which these works drew on classical his-
tory, eighteenth-century universal histories, and literal readings of the Bible to
craft a history of black people that transcended the limitations of an enslaved
reality.

While the desire to “trouble the pages of historians” was central to the in-
tellectuals in chapter 1, the black writers in this chapter took this charge a step
further and worked consciously and aggressively to “present a just view” of
black origins. In doing so, they moved from simply interrogating the sources
and production of speeches and small pamphlets to more lengthy and extended
treatment of historical issues. The presentation of this material in longer form
reflects the explosion in book publication in this period as much as it reflects
changes in the internal logic (organization, argumentation, and sources) of the
works that allowed and sometimes demanded more space. Differences between
these intellectuals and those featured in chapter 1 are also evident in other ways.
First, unlike the black intellectuals of the early republic who were primarily
self-taught, black intellectuals in the antebellum period were more formally
(and sometimes very well) educated. Many of them were abolitionists and
clergymen, and their better education, their positions of responsibility at the
head of important community institutions such as churches, and their literary
efforts in support of the antislavery movement provided them greater access
to the large religious, reform, and political networks of the period. The earlier
writers undertook their work at a hopeful time for the race, due to the trend
during the revolutionary era of abolishing slavery or gradually emancipating
enslaved populations, especially in the North. In that context, it was important

to create a humanistic narrative that accentuated the role of black people in
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aiding the process of “civilization,” as understood in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries. They also put their history in a humanistic narrative
that made their story a part of the universal tradition of the rise and fall of civi-
lizations. And finally, antebellum writers witnessed and confronted not only
the entrenchment of slavery and an increasingly militant proslavery movement
but also more problematic constructions of race, which increasingly turned on
physical evidence linked to the nascent physical sciences rather than biblical

authority.*

Biblical History

Recent scholarly literature describes African American engagement with
the Bible during the nineteenth century as part of an institutional approach
to social, political, and economic empowerment, helping to incubate black
leadership and reflecting providential discourse embedded in ideas of Afri-
can American and American exceptionalism.® Black use of the Bible, however,
went beyond these approaches to include a belief in biblical inerrancy, the use of
the Bible as a literal source, and provided the genealogy of biblical time that
incorporated Africa into the history of the early Christian church. Examining
these traditions in this manner casts new light on our traditional understand-
ing of black engagement with the Bible and the use of the jeremiad and the
Hamitic myth in black historicism during the early portion of the antebellum
period. Black intellectuals used the Bible as a historical source to subvert the
contemporary understandings of blackness that were embedded in scientific
presentations of race that became increasingly popular by the 1840s.

In the nineteenth century, black and white intellectuals, especially those in
reform movements and connected to various Christian denominations, viewed
the Bible as an indispensable tool in re-creating the past. For many, it not only
served as a reliable historical source but affirmed the theological underpinnings
of classical education prevalent throughout the period. Lyman Beecher, the
famed New England minister and father of Henry Ward Beecher and Harriet
Beecher Stowe, put it best when he wrote, “we can only say the history con-
tained in it, is the only well authenticated history, which reaches beyond the
fabulous ages and carries a beam of light to the creation.” Eighteenth-century
historians, whose work figured prominently in the work of black intellectuals,
displayed similar sentiments about the importance of the Bible as a legitimate
historical source. Alexander Fraser Tytler, Lord Woodhouselee, a Scottish uni-

versal historian, in his immensely popular Elements of General History (1801),
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stated similarly, “From the earliest periods of the history of the world, we
have no records of equal authority with the Sacred Scriptures. They ascend to
a period antecedent to the formation of regular states or communities, they are
long prior to the authentic annals of the profane nation, and they are, therefore,
our only lights on those distant and dark ages of the infancy of the human race”
James W. C. Pennington certainly concurred: human history could only be
valued “in proportion as it has the coincidence of sacred history.”

As unimportant as biblical chronology seems today, during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, it provided not only a way of making sense of
the Bible, but more important, a foundation for understanding the history
of humankind. James Ussher’s chronology was one of the first to gain wide
acceptance. Ussher, a Scottish clergyman, adopted 4004 B.c. as the date for
the creation of the world, based on calculations drawn from close readings of
three important religious texts. First, the Hebrew Bible, or Pentateuch (the
five books of Moses), or the Torah, gave a period of 1,656 years for the earth’s
existence. Second, the Septuagint, the collection of Jewish writing that com-
prises the Old Testament for Greek-speaking Christians, provided a figure of
2,242 years. Third, the Samaritan translation of the Bible dated the creation
of the world at 1,307 years.” Alexander Tytler, relying exclusively on Ussher,
presented the three traditional sources for marking the creation of the world
in his major work.®

Although scholars have regularly pointed to the abolitionist influences on
the work of these early black historians, the universal histories they utilized
(which also used the Bible as a historical document) were equally, if not more,
important. Black intellectuals used biblical notions of time especially to es-
tablish a chronological order of human history. Hosea Easton’s Treatise on the
Intellectual Character, and the Civil and Political Condition, of the Colored People of the
United States, like Tytler’s Elements, used the Hebrew text of the Scriptures to
document the earth’s creation and biblical chronology to provide a history of
humankind—or “each race,” as he put it, blacks and Europeans. Thus, in Eas-
ton’s account, “Misraim, son of Ham, found[ed] the kingdom of Egypt” in 2188
B.C. Pennington’s 1841 Textbook of the Origin and History of the Colored People relied
on Ussher’s biblical chronology, which suggested that two thousand years of
the creation period was essentially void, thus resulting in a four-thousand year
figure. Pennington wrote in his Textbook, “We live in a period rising unto six
thousand years from that in which Jehovah spake and caused the earth with its
appurtenances to come into being.” Robert Benjamin Lewis’s Light and Truth

featured a forty-page chronological table that began with 4004 B.c., the date
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of the world’s creation drawn from the Hebrew Bible and Ussher’s chronology,
which Lewis used to order human history.?

Biblical genealogy, or the Table of Nations, was also important to black
writers for establishing a clear historical framework for the relationships be-
tween and among nations and historical epochs. As historian Mia Bay has ar-
gued, black intellectuals centralized the notion of consanguinity, the idea that
all humankind originated from one creation, and Robert Benjamin Lewis’s
Light and Truth provides a good example. But historians and literary scholars
have criticized Lewis’s work for framing the genealogy of human events in
ways favorable to Africa.’ In one instance, Lewis asserts that the “first people
were Ethiopians or blacks.” Usually read as a racially chauvinist assertion, Lewis
actually based his conclusion on “biblical inerrancy” and a literal reading of
biblical dictionaries of the period. He asserted that the words Adam, Adaman,
Adami, and Admah refer to “earth” in ancient Hebrew, and “the earth is a rich,
dark, substance and from it our first parents were taken, and if Dr. Brown and
other Bible dictionaries are correct in their explanation of the meaning of the
terms, then the deduction must be that Ethiopia (Gen. 2.13) was black and the
first people were Ethiopians or blacks.”" For Lewis, Ethiopia rather than Egypt
became the logical starting place for a history of black people. In another in-
stance, Lewis cited Josephus’s assertion that Adam means “red,” and so Lewis
was clearly flexible in his definitions of “earth” and his descriptions of Adam.
The point, however, is his location of the origin of people of color.™

James Pennington’s Textbook also devoted a considerable amount of space
to biblical genealogy. And his and Lewis’s approaches were standard during
the nineteenth century. Genealogy provided ways to subvert the nationalist
and racist discourse of the American present. Sketching out a history of blacks
or human endeavor anterior to the rise of the West reflects more than a reac-
tionary racial chauvinism; rather, it involved fairly sophisticated thinking that
relied on the Western canon, of which the Bible is a part, to construct a longer
genealogy of human existence that extended and expanded the narrow time-
line of popular nineteenth-century romantic histories."

Lastly, black intellectuals also celebrated Africa’s role in the early church.
But they saw Africa as a geographical location closely connected to the politics
of nation (place) rather than simply as a metaphor for race. The history of the
Christian church in Africa, according to many African Christians, stretched
back to a.d. 44, when St. Mark reputedly brought the Gospel to Africa, espe-
cially North Africa, the home of many early Christian writers such as Origen,
Tertullian, and, most notably, St. Augustine of Hippo. Jacob Oson’s Search for
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Truth, one of the first historical discussions produced during the early repub-
lic, situates Africa as the place where important events occurred in the Bible:
Abraham and Sarah found refuge there during a time of famine; it is where
Moses grew up; and Joseph and Mary were there when they received instruc-
tions from God to flee with Jesus in order to escape the rage of Herod. Oson
and other black writers during the antebellum period looked to the role of
Africa in the early church to make claims for the broader humanity of black
people.™

Consistent with this tradition, Henry Highland Garnet’s oration and pam-
phlet, The Past and the Present Condition, and the Destiny, of the Colored Race, fo-
cused on the presence of Africa in the Old Testament. He referenced the fact
that Solomon married non-Jewish women from various parts of the world, and
“the most favored queen was a beautiful sable daughter of one of the Pharaohs
of Egypt.” Garnet’s reading of this extended to an analysis of the one of the
Songs of Solomon known as the “Canticles,” or “Solomon’s Song.” The more
familiar connection between Solomon and the broader world, however, is the
story of the queen of Sheba. As biblical scholars have noted, Josephus presented
the story in the Antiquities of the Jews and referred to the queen of Sheba as the
queen of Egypt and Ethiopia. This was, undoubtedly, an exaggeration; she was
probably of Arabic origin; but these early histories characterized her as African,
and black intellectuals, using the most widely accepted biblical sources of their
day, could do no less. For Garnet, however, the queen of Sheba is only one of
the great luminaries in Africa’s connection to the Bible. Garnet praised early
Christian writers associated with the early African church including Cyprian,
Origen, and Augustine.”

These basic understandings about how black intellectuals used the Bible as
a historical source, understood biblical genealogy, and recognized Africans in
the history of the early Christian church can help us to understand more fully
how they used other traditional strategies such as the jeremiad and the Hamitic
myth, which are central to current conceptualizations of African Americans’
use of the Bible. The use of the Bible in black intellectual rhetoric clearly
reflected the ongoing role of biblical authority during this period, and it also
served as the basis for an explicit attack on the entrenchment of slavery and
the reduction of the black experience to its lowest set of variables. Often, the
“righteous discontent” of these authors found its greatest voice in the jeremiad,
which served as an extension of messianic black nationalism and ideas related
to African American destiny. Much of the jeremiad’s appeal is attributable to
the ministerial affiliations of black intellectuals as well as the widespread belief
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among reformers in the millennial aspects of God’s judgment upon the wicked
and unrighteous. The jeremiad, through the pens of these writers, both re-
minded America of its democratic promises and guaranteed punishment for
those who failed to bring their actions in line with its warnings. It also admon-
ished black people to accept their responsibilities and actively work to “uplift”
the race.'

For all of these writers, the promise of heavenly retribution for the treat-
ment of African Americans was very important. Henry Highland Garnet’s Past
and Present Condition urged America to hear the voices of African slaves crying
from the “dark holds of slave ships, rice swamps, plantations of cotton and to-
bacco.” It necessarily followed that the mistreatment of God’s children would
invoke his wrath, culminating in severe consequences for American slavehold-
ers: “You have slain us all the day long—you have no mercy. Legions of haggard
ghosts stalk through the land. Behold! See, how they come: Oh what myriads.
Hark hear their broken bones clatter together! With deep unearthly voices,
they cry: We come, we come! For vengeance we come! Tremble, guilty nation,
for the God of Justice lives and reigns.”'7 Hosea Easton, a minister in the A.M.E.
Church, also combined the jeremiad with an actual prediction of a millennial
age for Africa and its descendants in his Treatise. Easton asserted that “when that
time shall arrive, the lapse of a few generations will show the world that her
sons will again take the lead in the field of virtuous enterprise, filling the front
ranks of the church, when she marches into the millennial era.”*® Alluding to
Africa’s early role in the history of Christianity, Easton’s comments predicted
a millennial intervention but also turned the jeremiad upon Northern and
Southern leaders who sanctioned slavery. James W. C. Pennington appealed
to the anti-Catholic biases inherent in Protestantism, which also emanated
from a continued adherence to eighteenth-century histories that were critical
of the Spanish role in the colonization of the New World. He boldly asserted
that slavery’s growth emanated from the “Romanish church,” which promoted
areturn to the “dark age,” a moment of relative intellectual backwardness in-
consistent with the notion of progress trumpeted during this period of history.

Pennington wrote:

Slavery is an institution of the dark age! Did the monarchs, patriarchs, and
prophets of the south ever think of this? Yes slavery was bred, born and
nurtured in the will of Charles the Fifth of Spain, second only to Nero of
Rome; this rebel ghost who was capable of fulminating, and figuring in

the darkest of the darkness of the dark age; this great patron of the mother
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of abomination; this stoutest of the co-workers with the Pope of Rome,
in his persecution of Luther and the reformers; he was also the first patron
and patriarch of the institution which is so peculiar at the South.” (emphasis in

original)

One editorial writer summed up this view by uniting the condemnation of
the slave trade and the promise of providential retribution: “We are deeply
humbled before God and tremble in view of his avenging rod, when we con-
sider the connection of the church with the great national sin, slavery, for God
will someday make inquisition for blood.”™®

Black intellectuals did not blame whites for all of their problems. They also
used the Bible to point out internal shortfalls. Polytheism, the worship of more
than one god, was the culprit—a practice, according to Pennington, invented
by Nimrod and adopted by Ethiopians of the second generation. In practice it
blossomed from the simple veneration of ancestors to the worship of “imagi-
nary personages, thence to images, and thence to beasts and to birds, &c.” This
literal reading of the Bible as source and Pennington’s recognition that Nimrod
is actually “Belus or Baal in sacred history,” preserved a providential reading of
black history while simultaneously locating that history in a universal histori-
cal stream. For Pennington, “our venerable ancestors provoked God to give
them up to the influence of their folly, open[ing] the door to the slave trade”
and causing Africans to be “riven up . . . into petty tribes and ready to be made
dupes of.” Pennington believed that in order to “recover from this degradation
from which we have sunk we shall need to rely eminently upon God.”* Thus,
Pennington did not see slavery as a “fortunate fall,” a benefit to Africans by
allowing them to access the Christianized world and ultimately escape from
barbarism. Rather, it represented an unfortunate consequence of his ancestors’
disobedience regarding religious belief and practice.

Antebellum black writers also challenged the Bible’s use by proslavery forces
to rationalize black inferiority. The Hamitic myth, as well as the supposition
that blacks were descendants of Cain, played a dominant role in this construc-
tion. The Hamitic myth, according to which Ham’s mocking insult of his father
Noah’s drunkenness caused Noah to put a curse on Ham’s son Canaan and all
Canaan’s progeny down through the ages, was widely believed to be about
Africans. Focusing less on biblical justification and more on popular lore about
the diabolical nature of blacks, proponents of the Hamitic myth also tried to
link the race with Cain who, according to the biblical record, committed the

world’s first murder upon his brother Abel.**
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James W. C. Pennington took the lead in the debate on the Hamitic myth
during the antebellum period. A cleric and leading abolitionist of his day, he
understood the importance of destroying the potency of these myths and made
it a central goal of his Textbook. In answering the question, “who and whence
are the colored people,” the foundational question of his treatise, which he saw
as essential in presenting a “just view” of black origins, he first dismissed the
popular supposition that blacks were the seed of Cain. “Had the framers of this
argument done their homework,” he maintained, “a quick glance at a school
boy’s textbook would have revealed that Cain lived before the Great Deluge
and that all his prosperity were swallowed up in the deluge.” But Pennington’s
critique also included a lengthy analysis of Adamic genealogy. As Robert Ben-
jamin Lewis’s Light and Truth suggested, this engagement with biblical geneal-
ogy was an essential part of historical practice and demonstrated the authority
of the biblical record, especially from “the earliest history of man” Carefully
constructed genealogies were needed in a historical moment when errone-
ous ones buttressed ideas regarding black inferiority, ideas so pervasive in the
public sphere, wrote Pennington, that they were “trumpeted about by bar-
room and porter-house orators, with as much gravity as a judge charges a jury
who are to decide in a case of life and death.” Listing Adam’s sons beginning
with Seth and ending with Noah to find evidence that Africans most likely
did not descend from Canaan, Pennington suggested that Africans probably
descended from Cush and Misraim, who were also sons of Ham. Dismissing
the Curse of Ham as a justification for degrading black people generally, Pen-
nington pointed out that the universally accepted definition of the term Cush
was “black,” aithiops in Greek, or aethiops in Latin. Pennington took umbrage
with those who “theorize themselves into the right to oppress, and to hate and
abuse their fellow men!” These “ministers and professors,” he contended, not
only have “desecrated their holy profession, but they have taken God’s word
and construed it into a commission to shed the innocent blood of his creatures,”
for Noah’s curse of his grandson should not “doom the black man and consti-
tute the white man [as] the slaveholder.”*

Carefully examining some of the myth’s illogical suppositions, Pennington’s
efforts diminished the mischaracterization of black people as simply “hewers of
wood and drawers of water.” The fact that Ham received Noah’s blessing im-
mediately after disembarking from the ark seemed inconsistent with a genera-
tional curse. Also, he pointed out, no mention was made of Ham’s name in No-
ah’s curse. Noah’s curse did not affect his first three sons, from whom Africans

more likely descended. Only Canaan’s name appeared. Finally, Pennington also



{60} TO PRESENT A JUST VIEW OF OUR ORIGIN

called the idea of Noah’s curse into question by pointing out the patriarchal
blessings and curses following Noah as well as the stipulation in Ezekiel 18:20
that the sins of the fathers do not pass to subsequent generations.**

Rather than focusing on the Hamitic myth, Henry Highland Garnet’s ad-
dress, The Past and the Present Condition, and the Destiny, of the Colored Race (1848),
was more reminiscent of the work of Oson and Walker. It highlighted events
in the Bible to show the role of place rather than race, to posit the essential
unity of humankind, and thus to disrupt then-current perceptions of African
and African American inferiority. This schema of place located Africa in the
center of world or universal history as an active site of important, if not semi-
nal, events in the rise of Western civilization. Garnet wanted his readers to be
very clear about his sources of information. “Moses is the patriarch of sacred
history. The same eminent station is occupied by Herodotus in profane history.
To the chronicles of these two great men we are indebted for all the informa-
tion we have in relation to the early history of man.* Garnet’s claim regarding
Moses, the great lawgiver and first recorder of human history, was quite com-
mon in the nineteenth century. One need only turn to the universal histories
used by these black authors to make this case. Tytler’s Elements of General History
makes this point succinctly: “The books of Moses afford the earliest authentic
history of the ages immediately following the deluge.”*® For Garnet, Africa’s
place in Western civilization was undisputed.

Writing at a moment when Egypt’s role in the construction of Western
civilization was under assault, and at a time of hardening and territorial expan-
sion of slavery in the Western hemisphere, Garnet understood the importance
of Africa as a place. Where biblical genealogy informed Garnet’s decision to
name Ham as the first African and founder of Egypt, one could argue that
“African” referred to the inhabitants of Africa regardless of race. According to
Garnet, Moses’s fame emanated from the fact that he acquired “all the learning
of the Egyptians” Ethiopia enjoyed a similar status, a point that James W. C.
Pennington and Hosea Easton highlighted in their historical work. However,
Garnet reminded readers that “Ethiopia is one of the few nations whose des-
tiny is spoken of in prophecy.” He cited the Psalms prophecy that “Princes
shall come out of Egypt and Ethiopia shall stretch forth her hands unto God.”
Although it might be appropriate to see Garnet’s comments as an expression
of Ethiopianism, the idea of a providential connection between Africa and its
diasporic descendants allowed Garnet to celebrate Africa’s central role in the
early church. It is not surprising, then, that the first illustration Garnet used to

frame this issue was the willingness of the Ethiopians to accept Christianity, as
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evidenced in the baptism of the Ethiopian eunuch, a member of the Ethiopian
queen Candace’s household, by the apostle Phillip. This event demonstrated
the willingness of some Africans and, by extension, all of Africa, to accept
Christian doctrines.*’

Without a doubt these early writers used the Bible to dislodge its misuse in
both the proslavery tradition of using biblical authority to justify slavery and
nationalist readings that related to Manifest Destiny. But it is equally important
to understand and assess the centrality of biblical literalism and its impact on
black intellectuals’ use of the Bible. Biblical chronology played an important
role in locating black people in a longer stream of universal and human history
that transcended the limitations and constraints of American slavery. The Bible
served as a trusted source of history as well as a social, cultural, and ideologi-
cal guide to the past. African Americans connected to the clerical constructs
of their day understood how the Bible’s symbolism could work not only to

vindicate but also to reconfigure negative nineteenth-century constructions

of blackness.*®

Ancient History

Ancient or profane history held a similar place of reverence to biblical history
among antebellum writers and offered just as many useful lessons. Rather than
obstructing vision with “mists or shroud of history,” a phrase commonly used
in the literature, ancient history offered a more concrete terrain on which to
fashion the highly didactic lessons of nineteenth-century history. Its hand-
maiden in this enterprise was classicism. As historian Caroline Winterer ob-
served, “Next to Christianity, the central intellectual project in America before
the late nineteenth century was classicism.” Linking classicism’s pervasive pres-
ence as a signal of intellectual activity with popular views of black inferiority,
John Calhoun infamously noted that, “If he could find a Negro who knew
the Greek syntax, he then would believe that the Negro was a human being
and should be treated as a man” African American engagement with classical
literature, however, related to even more than these sentiments. It emanated
as much from individual and collective desires to promote intellectualism
through literacy and literary taste.*

Black scholars used classical sources in diverse ways for diverse reasons.
Some were used to juxtapose the current condition of the race with its past
glory. Others were instructive, offering information about various facets of the

ancient world, ranging from specific historical information to lessons about the
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rise and fall of empires. Lastly, they often offered lessons concerning moral-
ity and proper deportment in the public sphere. In short, if the Bible was the
foundation, classical sources provided the structure for fully comprehending
the past for African Americans. Here in the realm of the classics, black writ-
ers transcended the narrow confines of the American experience and crafted
universal portraits of black possibility.3°

One of the best examples of how African American intellectuals utilized
classical sources is the work of Robert Benjamin Lewis. In the 1836 preface of
his book, Light and Tiuth, Lewis skillfully located his project in the nexus of
biblical and classical authority. He wrote, “It has been a general and true obser-
vation that darkness has gradually vanished at the increase of light and knowl-
edge. . . . L have therefore searched for light and truth, in sacred and ancient his-
tory, in those works translated by English historians—truths which have long
been concealed from the sons of Ethiopia—and will now present the result of
my investigations to the public.” Lewis described the works of Herodotus and
Josephus as among his most important sources, “next to the historical books of
the Old Testament, the most ancient history worthy of perusal.” Pliny’s Letters,
Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History, Sallust’s History of Rome, Xenophon’s History of
Greece, Livy’s History of Rome, Plutarch’s Notable Lives, Dionysius Halicarnassus’s
Roman Antiquities, Tacitus’s Histories and Germania, Polybius’s General History of
the Greeks and Romans, and Isocrates’s The Orations and Epistles figured promi-
nently in his account.*

Knowledge of the works of classical authors did more than demonstrate
black erudition; it also served as the basis for presentations of African civiliza-
tion and persons of African descent that affirmed the authority of eighteenth-
century (rather than nineteenth-century) historical conceptions of blackness
and the place of Africans in the ancient world. Lewis used these sources to
show the greatness of African civilizations such as Ethiopia and Egypt. He also
took care to note the presence of learning and intellectual life on the African
continent: “The Library of Alexandria—richest in the world,” wrote Lewis,
“contained four hundred thousand valuable manuscripts.”* If one views these
statements as important comments on Africa as place rather than a metaphor
for race, these claims deflated assertions, common in the public sphere during
the nineteenth century, that Africa was simply a vast, uncharted wilderness,
devoid of light and reason.®

Discussion of African American engagement with the ancient world, es-
pecially Egypt, raises the specter of Afrocentricism. Such a reading is diffi-
cult to avoid when nineteenth- and twentieth-century writers are brought
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together to make a larger point about the continuity of an Afrocentric strain
of thought.3* Such an approach not only erases serious aspects of the work of
black intellectuals in the nineteenth century but fails to appreciate the more
complex ways black intellectuals engaged the past using the scholarly models
of their day.3 The recent tendency to link nineteenth- and twentieth-century
black writers who engaged the ancient world perhaps resulted from late twen-
tieth-century concerns and debates about the utility of classical knowledge
or the modification of the Western canon, especially Great Books courses in
which competing claims arose regarding how to represent and credit various
groups for their contributions to the rise of the West. Many of these con-
cerns were also outgrowths of the clash between modernist and postmodernist
thought and the result, at least in the minds of many defenders of traditional
ideas regarding the Western canon: disciplinary fragmentation.** Such con-
cerns would have been foreign to our nineteenth-century predecessors who
produced knowledge in a moment when disciplinary boundaries were not
only permeable but in some instances nonexistent. Black nineteenth-century
writers, drawing on the Bible and classicism, simply sought to make Africa a
complex subject rather than a dejected object. Thus, rather than positing Afro-
centricism or racial romanticization as the explanations for the engagement
of black intellectuals with the classical world, we would do well to locate the
historical production of antebellum black writers squarely in the contested
terrain of nineteenth-century racial politics. In short, these writers sought to
reconstruct the image of Africa in the public sphere and in the midst of a shift-
ing public debate over race during the antebellum period.?’

By the 1840s, rather than explaining race in religious terms or through
Linnean systems of rationalization such as the “Great Chain of Being,” white
intellectuals increasingly turned to physical explanations of racial difference,
which were tangled up with scientific theories and proslavery social ideology.*
Samuel Morton, a Philadelphia doctor whose Crania Americana (1839) garnered
critical acclaim, emerged as one of the pioneers in this project. Morton argued
for a correlation between skull size and the capacity for civilization. In what we
now understand as stunningly pseudoscientific terms, he reasoned that blacks,
who possessed the smallest brains in his study (whites possessed the largest, and
browns were somewhere in between), possessed the least capacity for civili-
zation. In a remarkable manifestation of interest in Egyptian antiquities, his
Crania Aegyptiaca (1844), which featured an examination of skulls from ancient
Egypt, concluded that blacks predominated in ancient Egyptian society, but

possessed lowly stations as servants and slaves.?®
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Not surprisingly, given the focus on what seemed to be inherent physi-
cal differences between races, it was not long before racial typology began to
undermine religious and monogenetic theories of race. Scientists and anthro-
pologists posited polygenesis, multiple and separate creation of races, as a more
plausible explanation of racial difference. Promoted by prominent scientists
and anthropologists associated with the American School of Ethnology such
as Josiah Nott, Samuel Gliddon, and Louis Agassiz, essentialist constructions of
race became more prevalent than ever.*’

These scientific explanations of race, which began to trump biblically based
understandings, further encouraged black writers to rely on history to dis-
entangle them. One especially obvious way to do that was to turn to the idea
of consanguinity, the belief that all humankind shared one common origin.
According to James Pennington, God made “them male and female and he
destined them to propagate their own kind,” and Pennington affirmed this
fact was “the root of all true history of the human family” Hosea Easton, in his
Treatise, put the issue more succinctly by quoting the Bible: “I conclude that,
by this time, the one great truth is acknowledged by Christendom, viz—God
hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the
earth”™

The work of dislodging nineteenth-century racial science required, how-
ever, a more direct attack than presentations on consanguinity allowed. James
Pennington’s 1841 Textbook, largely overlooked for its racial commentary, of-
fered a succinct dismissal of nineteenth-century ideas regarding race. Penning-
ton was particularly concerned about discussions regarding black complexion.
Not only did he call the subject “nonsense” but described the reasoning as “a
tissue of foolery.” He presented the arguments of Hanneman, who supposed
that black complexion derived from Noah’s curse on Ham, and the work of the
anatomist Meekel, who posited that complexion emanated from the color of
the brain. After posing affirmative and opposing views, Pennington concluded,
relying on the work of the ethnologist Samuel Stanhope Smith, that climate
was more responsible for complexion than other factors. He also based his con-
clusions on the work of Buffon, Camper, and Blumenbach as well as “common
sense.”+*

Easton’s 1837 Treatise, drawing on eighteenth-century assessments of Euro-
pean character, also challenged the physiological arguments about race. As was
the case for Lewis before him, he saw race not as the sum of physical charac-

teristics, but rather of a number of constituent parts, including culture, tem-
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perament, and intellect. Intellect, while bound by laws, he believed, followed
a different path not proscribed by physical characteristics. If intellect did not
follow physical law, then what governed it? He responded by arguing for the
centrality of public sentiment.*

Easton believed public sentiment served as a driving force in society, not
only influencing the development of the mind, but also the progress of nations.
Intellect, an essential subject of Enlightenment thought and, as David Walker
and Maria Stewart suggested, one of several determinants of the rise and fall of
nations, established the fitness of African Americans as participants in Ameri-
can life. Sketching public sentiment and its impact on intellect through clas-
sical antiquity offered Easton another vantage point from which to view its
importance. Uncontaminated by racial slavery or hegemonic theories of racial
inferiority and second-class citizenship, the past, especially classical antiquity,
offered a fertile field for examination of this question.**

Rather than a lowly and accursed place, the Africa Easton presented included
awide range of racial and ethnic groups and served as a fount of wisdom for the
Western world. He asserted, “it is evident from the best sources extant that the
arts and sciences flourished among this great branch of the human family, long
before its benefits were known to any other.” A similar statement appeared in
the 1836 edition of Lewis’s Light and Truth: “This kingdom [Egypt| bestowed its
noblest labors and finest arts upon the improvement of mankind. And Greece
was so sensible of this, that its most illustrious men, Homer, Pythagoras, Plato
and even its greatest legislators traveled into Egypt to complete their studies
and draw from that fountain whatever was rare and valuable in every kind of
learning”* These writers tapped into eighteenth-century historical concep-
tualizations of universal history that put the Mediterranean world, which in-
cluded Egypt (Africa very broadly defined), Greece, and Rome, at the center of
the construction of the West’s intellectual foundations. The immensely popular
eighteenth-century historian Charles Rollin, whose work Pennington, Easton,
and Lewis all utilized, helps to illustrate this point.*®

Best known for his multivolume work, Roman History from the Foundation of
Rome to the Battle of Actium in seven volumes (1730-41), and The Ancient History
of the Egyptians, Carthaginians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Medes and Persians, Grecians
and Macedonians in ten volumes (1738—41), Rollin’s work is impossible to ignore
as the source of at least some of the nineteenth-century black writers” con-
clusions. One need only compare Lewis’s remarks, quoted above, to Rollin’s

remarks quoted below.
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Egypt was ever considered, by all the ancients, as the most renowned
school for wisdom and from whence most arts and sciences were derived.
The kingdom bestowed its noblest labors and finest arts on the improve-
ment of mankind; and Greece was so sensible of this that its most illus-
trious men, such as Homer, Pythagoras, Plato, even its great legislators,
Lycurgus and Solon, with many more whom it is needless to mention,
traveled into Egypt, to complete their studies, and draw from that foun-
tain whatever was rare and valuable in every kind of learning. God him-
self has given this kingdom as glorious testimony; when praising Moses,

he says of him, that he was learned in all the wisdom of the Egyptians.*’

Rollin’s conception of history (and Easton’s, subsequently,) employed both
didactic and cyclical understandings of history. It also drew from both bibli-
cal and classical sources. In Ancient History Rollin affirmed his belief regard-
ing the pinnacle of learning and civilization: “The nearer we approach those
countries inhabited by the sons of Noah [the Middle East and Africal, in the
great[er| perfection we find the arts and sciences.” Notwithstanding his 1843
slur of Africans generally, Noah Webster offered a similar conclusion: “Letters
were invented in the East, and appear to have been first cultivated in Assyria.
From Assyria to Egypt to Greece, and to Rome, letters were propagated, and
the rude inhabitants were instructed in the arts and sciences”®

Despite the important eighteenth-century historical understandings, which
offered an alternative portrait of Africa, centralizing Asia and Africa as impor-
tant contributors to human civilization, nineteenth-century notions of Africa
remained deeply contested. Because of the interest in and demand for Egyptian
antiquities, borne of the brief Napoleonic occupation of Egypt, in 1799-1806,
the interpretation of the Egyptian phenotype became less Ethiopian and more
Arabic or Semitic. Consequently, for nineteenth-century intellectuals, the issue
of how to describe Africa became even more challenging. At the end of the
eighteenth century, European explorers including William Barrows, Mungo
Park, and a host of other adventurers were just penetrating the interior of
Africa, almost wholly unknown to Europeans in previous centuries, but their
travel accounts slowly filtered into the public perception throughout the nine-
teenth century. Because many were still wedded to classical understandings
of Africa, the continent presented an intellectual challenge of how to map
its inhabitants, geographically and racially. Charles Anthon’s Classical Diction-
ary, published in numerous editions during the antebellum period, provided

a guide for both white and black writers of his day. Anthon, one of the pre-
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eminent classicists of the period and a faculty member at Columbia College
(part of Columbia University), cannot logically be ignored.*

Anthon’s entry on Africa reflected the continued reliance on classical
knowledge —namely Greek and Roman—to make sense of the complexities
of the continent. Some of the complexity arose from the eighteenth-century
scholarly concurrence that Egypt was geographically a separate country prior
to the invention of three continents— Africa, Asia, and Europe —in the ninth
or tenth century. In classical antiquity, Africa, or Libya, constituted the smallest
of the three continents. Using Herodotus, Anthon suggested that the appropri-
ate classifications of its peoples were “Africans” (or “Libyans”) and “Ethiopi-
ans” The former occupied the northern part of the country, while the latter
occupied the southern part. He placed the “Moors and the Negroes” under
the designation “Ethiopian.” Despite making what seem to be definitive state-
ments, Anthon opined, “Nothing, however, can be more indeterminate than
the terms Ethiopia and African; and it is certain that many distinct races were
included under the later denomination.” After a lengthy discussion of the var-
ied accounts of the ancients, especially Strabo, regarding geographical details of
the country, Anthon, seemingly throwing his hands up in exasperation, wrote,
“In the midst of so many contradictions, and in a region still almost unknown,
the boldness of ignorance may hazard any assertion, and pretend to decide any
point, while the modesty of science resigns itself to doubt.”*

Distinguishing between the two areas of inhabitants became more and more
common. As early as 1815, just eight years after the end of Napoleon’s occupa-
tion of Egypt, Noah Webster’s Elements of Useful Knowledge, a commonly used
source in this period, asserted that the inhabitants of Africa belonged to two
distinct classes: “the blacks of the interior and Southern parts and the swarthy
descendants of the Arabs and Carthaginians.” Anthon’s Classical Dictionary raised
the possibility that the Egyptians migrated from Arabia. “Aegyptus [Egypt], as
the son of Belus and a brother of Danaus, inherited Arabia from his father, but
subsequently conquered Egypt.” By the mid-1830s, European and American
writers were less likely to concede that ancient Egyptians were of African
origin.>'

Interest in Egypt’s place in the ancient world persisted, and black intel-
lectuals used this to their advantage. Hosea Easton, however, subverted the
uncertainty of the earlier conclusions. For him, Africa’s importance was not
simply racial but also deeply rooted in the civilization the continent produced.
Easton claimed Egypt’s culture and civilization, based on its location on the

African continent, without getting into the intellectually contentious issue of
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the “race” of its inhabitants. While he suggested that Africa and Africans made
important contributions to the West, he never made any explicit racial claims
about the Egyptians and instead referred in quite general terms to Africans—
that “great branch of the human family” Following the lead of Herodotus and
Diodorus Siculus, he applauded the sophisticated nature of governmental and
commercial structures in Africa. He did not limit his praise to Egypt: “Africa
could once boast of several states of eminence, among them are Egypt, Ethio-
pia and Carthage; the latter supported an extensive commerce, which was ex-
tended to every part of the then known world.” Clearly, Easton viewed Africa
as a place consisting of several different empires and, presumably, different
peoples. For Easton, place trumped race in the quest for a meaningful historical
discourse about Africa.”

Easton used his work to make certain claims about the general character
of Africans, a discussion fueled by the endemic belief during the period that
national character resulted from the history of a particular group or race. The
idea that Africans were generous, good-spirited, and willing to share their
good fortune with the nations of the world undergirded this presentation:
“This noble people were not content with the enjoyment of luxury and ease,
to the exclusion of their neighbors,” wrote Easton. Instead, at “an early period
they are found carrying the blessings of civilization into Greece; and although
repulsed in their first attempt by the rude barbarity of the Greeks, yet their
philanthropy soon inspired them to resume the enterprise, which resulted in
the settlement of two colonies, one in Argos and the other in Attica.”3

Easton’s historical chronology of European and African civilizations, predi-
cated on a belief in difference, involved a strategic use of history to rewrite
and reinterpret the relationships between these civilizations. Only by juxtapos-
ing African and European civilization, Easton believed, could readers clearly
understand the historical evolution of these civilizations for themselves. The
intellectual terrain upon which Easton operated was not of his making or
choosing. As historian George Price, arguing for a humanist understanding of
Easton’s work, suggests, Easton was “attempting to reveal an environmental
cause and effect relationship between worldwide historical events and the deg-
radation of all humanity, which eventually and inevitably shaped the abysmal
state of interracial relations in antebellum America.”** Arguments like Easton’s
were necessary to create an intellectual foundation for toppling the slave power
that was slowly, but unmistakably, developing in America. These arguments

also made a persuasive case for complex notions of black humanity.
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While biblical examinations of early human existence provided black schol-
ars indisputable historical evidence of black origins and genealogy, or what
scholars referred to as “biblical inerrancy,” many also conceded that human his-
tory did not really begin until civilizations, defined in the nineteenth century
as societies organized around clearly defined governmental structures, came
into existence. Civilizations, more often than not, took the form of empires,
which represented the apex as well as the limitations of human achievement.
Nineteenth-century historical writers recognized several empires—Babylo-
nian, Medo-Persian, Macedonian, and Roman—as central to the formation
of the ancient and modern worlds. As Charles Rollin noted, historians and
intellectuals wanted to not only “know by what methods those empires were
founded, but by what steps they rose to the exalted pitch of grandeur which we
so much admire; what was it that constituted their true glory and felicity; and
what were the causes of their declension and fall.” It was particularly impor-
tant for African American historians to juxtapose the grandeur of the African
condition in the ancient world with the realities of the nineteenth century.
Ann Plato’s Essays summed up the sentiments of many black writers of her day
regarding the issue of empire and its connection to civilization: “Egypt that
once shot over the world brilliant rays of genius is sunk in darkness.”

Aware of the shifting nineteenth-century perceptions of the racial com-
position of Egyptians and Ethiopians, Pennington, while illustrating all of the
aforementioned historical traditions, seemed determined to show connections
between the two empires. His work was partly in response to assertions like
that in Webster’s Elements of Useful Knowledge: “The interior of Africa is little
known, being inhabited by savages and ferocious wild animals. It is to be re-
marked that in Africa, no inland seas exist to invite commerce and civiliza-
tion, nor will the rivers bear large ships to the interior country. This country,
therefore, seems abandoned to the savage and wild beast.” Rather than accept
that areas south of Egypt lacked civilization, Pennington argued for the par-
ity of Ethiopian and Egyptian civilizations to shore up his claims regarding
the capability of black civilizations. As one might by now expect, he relied
on biblical, ancient (Herodotus’s Histories), and eighteenth-century historical
accounts (Rollin’s Ancient History) to present his case. In discussions of “race”
and even culture, Pennington’s account viewed the Egyptians and Ethiopians
as two distinct groups. Using biblical genealogy, he opined, “It is beyond all
dispute that Misraim settled Egypt, as it is also that Cush settled Ethiopia, and

that these settlements were made contemporaneously.” Despite the fact that the
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two nations, “confederated in the same government, and soon became the same
people in politics, literature and peculiarities,” two distinct racial groupings
existed. %

In Pennington’s mind, Ethiopian genius was no less awe-inspiring than that
of the Egyptians. “Down to the time of Herodotus,” he wrote, “eighteen of
three hundred Egyptian sovereigns were Ethiopians” This fact offered Pen-
nington ample evidence that the two nations were “equals in the arts and sci-
ences for which Egypt is admitted on all hands to have been so renowned.” To
buttress his argument for difference but intellectual parity, Pennington used
an excerpt from Herodotus that told how the Persians under Cambyses easily
subdued the Egyptians, but enjoyed less success with the Ethiopians. This story
demonstrated the prowess of the Ethiopians as well as the arrogance of ancient
rulers. The retelling of it functioned as a history lesson. As detailed in Histories,
book 3, Herodotus’s allegory described the ill-fated mission of Cambyses, king
of Persia, to conquer Ethiopia. Apparently, the Persian king sent messengers to
the Ethiopian king with the ulterior motive of their doing some much-needed
reconnaissance for a planned attack. Aware of the ruse, the Ethiopian king
rejected the dubious offer of alliance as well as gifts of a purple robe, a gold
chain, armlets, an alabaster box of myrrh, and a cask of palm wine. The king
then handed the messengers a large bow, a symbol of Ethiopia’s strength and
malleability, and instructed them that when they could bend the bow with ease
they would be adequately prepared to attack. Insulted by the Ethiopian king’s
gesture, Cambyses embarked on a disastrous mission that reduced the Persians
to cannibalism, and he was ultimately forced to abandon his plan.’

Pennington’s discussion of Carthaginian origins displayed the same nuance
as his assessment of Egyptians and Ethiopians. His approach relied on an under-
standing of what nineteenth-century intellectuals viewed as natural historical
cycles. The Egyptian and Ethiopian Empires gave way to the Carthaginian
Empire, and it, in turn, gave way to the Roman Empire. In a chapter titled
“Were the Carthaginians Ethiopians?” Pennington stated, “I do not mean to
ask whether the Carthaginians were Africans. They were Africans. However,
African does not mean the same as Ethiopian. Ethiopian is a name derived from
the complexion of the inhabitants, while Africa is a name given to a tract of
country inhabited by nations of various complexions.” He went on to make the
point explicit: “To me, it appears that Carthaginians cannot in any proper sense
be considered Ethiopian.” Moreover, Pennington knew and accepted, as did
most writers of this period, the story drawn from the Aeneid about Carthage’s

establishment by a colony of Tyrians lead by Queen Dido.*
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Aware that no record of extensive contact between the Ethiopians and
the Carthaginians existed, Pennington could not argue that the Carthagin-
ians were black. Moreover, citing Herodotus, he pointed out that the Persians
were actively conquering parts of Africa and that the Carthaginians escaped
this fate because the Phoenicians refused to take up arms against their descen-
dants. The Persians, however, did participate in the unsuccessful assault against
the Ethiopians previously described. Moreover, during the infamous Punic
Wars launched by Rome against Carthage during the republic, Pennington
suggested, Rome had “no spite against the Ethiopians, while their aim seems
to have been to exterminate the Carthaginians.”

Following closely on the heels of Easton’s and Pennington’s studies, the 1844
edition of Robert Benjamin Lewis’s Light and Truth offered the most expansive
historical text published by an African American during the antebellum period.
A committee of “distinguished colored men” including Thomas Dalton, head
of the Massachusetts General Colored Association, and James Scott, abolition-
ist and clothier, endorsed the work. The book’s title, Light and Truth: Collected
from the Bible and Ancient and Modern History, Containing the Universal History of
the Colored and Indian Race from the Creation of the World to the Present Time, repre-
sented Lewis’s attempt to construct a history that conformed in style, scope,
and substance to the universal histories of the eighteenth century extensively
cited throughout the work. Like Rollin before him, Lewis provided infor-
mation on various civilizations, including the Ethiopian, Egyptian, Assyrian,
Persian, Macedonian, and Roman Empires. The second edition, which at four
hundred pages was more than double the size of the 1836 edition, traced the
contributions of people of color to biblical, ancient, and modern history, and
it represented Lewis’s “determination that a correct knowledge of the Colored
and Indian people, ancient and modern, may be extended freely, unbiased by
any prejudicial effects from descent or station.”®

Lewis’s history, eclectic by modern standards, conformed closely to the
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century universal histories upon which it was
modeled. Still, it differed considerably in content. One of the central differ-
ences is that Ethiopia, as opposed to Egypt, figured prominently in Lewis’s ac-
count. Following a widely accepted practice in the nineteenth century, Easton
accepted in his Treatise that “Ham was the son of Noah, and founder of the
African race, and progenitor to Assur, who probably founded the first civi-
lization after the flood,” a reference to the Egyptians. Lewis disagreed with
the accepted genealogy of the earth’s settlement after the Great Deluge and
concluded that Ethiopia was “the first country founded after the flood.” He
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described the Ethiopian empire as large, consisting of more than forty-five
kingdoms and cities. He also proudly proclaimed, using Diodorus Siculus as
his source, “that Ethiopians consider the Egyptians as one of their colonies.**

Perhaps the most significant difference in Lewis’s work compared to oth-
ers is the complex racial and ethnic terms it incorporates. As mentioned ear-
lier, these writers knew, and Lewis especially knew, that not all Africans were
Ethiopians even though they used the term very broadly. For instance, Lewis
wrote, “Africa, in general, and Egypt, in particular, are called the land of Ham.”
In another instance he wrote, “Ham’s descendants are Egyptians—blacks with
frizzled or curly hair” This statement, read literally (and in isolation), could
lead one to conclude that Lewis meant that Egyptians are black. But at an-
other point, when describing the genealogy of the Egyptians, and using bib-
lical sources, he wrote, “a portion of the Egyptians seem to have been the
descendants of Abraham, by Hagar; and of Esau, by Bashemath, the daughter
of Ishmael” Hagar, widely reputed to be the progenitor of Arabs, could not be
Ethiopian by any standard. Nor was Ishmael, whom Lewis considered “founder
of the red race,” which probably refers to Semitic people, black. Rather than an
uncritical reading, Lewis blended ancient and modern knowledge regarding
the physical characteristics of the Egyptians and acknowledged the Semitic
and Asiatic origins of the Egyptians while not ruling out African influences.
Lewis’s discussion of the inhabitants of Lower Egypt, which is the northern-
most portion of the country, suggested that they were not of African origin,
but “colonies from Syria and Arabia.” For Lewis, the importance of Cyrene, a
Phoenician colony on the Mediterranean, lay not in the race of its inhabitants
but in its contributions to ancient history. The site of the Christian day of
Pentecost, when Jesus is reputed to have given the church the gift of the Holy
Ghost, Cyrene was also the birthplace of the poet Callimachus, the historian
Eratosthenes, and Simon the Cyrene, “who bore the Savior’s cross.” Regardless
of its racial makeup, Cyrene offered valuable evidence of Africa’s importance
to Western ideas and civilization.®*

It is easy to mistake Lewis’s descriptions of Strabo, Euclid, Homer, and Plato
as Ethiopians for the conclusion that he thought all these individuals were
black. While none of them was of African or Ethiopian descent, they were
all reputedly associated with Africa during some point in their lives. The ge-
ographer Strabo traveled extensively and spent considerable time in Egypt.
Euclid, the famed mathematician, is reputed to have had some association with
Alexandria, although the claim is of doubtful origin. According to Herodotus,
Homer and Plato spent time in Egypt studying in the mysteries school. As-
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sociation, rather than racial origin, seems to be the engine that drove Lewis’s
understanding of Africa’s contributions to the wider world.*

Drawing on reputable sources of Western knowledge, all of the writers
discussed here situated Africa and Africans as important contributors to West-
ern civilization. Their work, however, more clearly distinguishes between the
two than it might appear. Given the shifting discourse on the racial makeup of
Egyptian society and the imprecise nature of nascent scientific formulations, it
proved intellectually strategic to focus on the more concrete realities of place
rather than race. However, even within that construct, the black intellectuals
did not limit themselves to the modern, romantic type of history that was
becoming popular. Rather than limiting themselves to the present, antebellum
black writers, as did those before them, skillfully juxtaposed the biblical and
ancient condition of Africans with the current state of African Americans.
Because of their more advanced education and their closer (than earlier writ-
ers’) readings of ancient history, they could and did do more than prove black
contributions to Western development: they positioned themselves to attack
directly the relative failings of a society that preached equality and liberty but

tolerated inequality and practiced slavel.ry.é4

Modern History: Using the Past to Understand Black Origins in the Present

One of the most pernicious contentions of the antebellum period was that
Africans’ lack of civilization gave rise to the slave trade. Not only did such a
claim provide a foundation for commenting negatively on the black past but
also for justifying the antebellum condition (especially enslavement) of African
Americans and theories of black inferiority. Through an analysis of modern
history, early antebellum black intellectuals turned assertions of black inferior-
ity on their head by contradicting (perhaps even helping to deflate) the celebra-
tory American nationalism and the belief in teleological progress prevalent in
mainstream historical works of the day. It was particularly important for black
scholars to continue to look at the past through the lens of universal history
and to pay particular attention to the rise and fall of empires. But because the
European age of exploration and the slave trade that created new, modern
empires also occasioned the rise of racialized slavery and attendant theories of
racial inferiority, it was especially important to connect universal history to
contemporary (or modern) notions of Western culture and civilization.
Although the only source Easton cited in this regard was Diodorus Siculus,

his Treatise probably also drew heavily from the work of the eighteenth-century
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English historian Edward Gibbon. Gibbon’s influence on Easton’s writing is ev-
ident in two ways. First, Easton’s work is explicitly indebted to that of Robert
Benjamin Lewis’s Light and Truth, which clearly relied on Gibbon’s History of
the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire . Second, Easton’s caustic treatment, in
tone and language, of Europe during the Dark Ages is reminiscent of Gib-
bon’s treatment of the Germanic tribes in Decline and Fall. Gibbon’s work, first
published in 1738, is a classic lament for the destruction of one of the greatest
representatives of classical antiquity, the Roman Empire. It also offers a scathing
critique of the Germanic tribes. Enamored of the “glory that was Rome,” Gib-
bon attributed its decline and fall to the equally insidious forces of barbarism
and Christianity. His conception of history relied on cyclical theories and re-
mained stuck in a peculiar antiquarianism. Colored by his undying admiration
for the Romans, in his description of the Germanic tribes, Gibbon blended
Herodotus’s discussion of the Scythians, inhabitants of the region around the
Black Sea and the Caspian, with accounts from the more moderate portrayal
by the Roman historian Tacitus, which appeared in Agricola, Germania, and The
Histories.

Gibbon, possibly relying on some combination of biblical genealogy and
European myth and fable, stated that the Germans descended from Japheth.
European descent from Japheth was not only a central contention in Easton’s
work but figured prominently in the work of all of the black intellectuals
who wrote history in the early republic and antebellum periods. It served as
a marker of the distinct differences between “branches of the human family”
Given his particular dislike of Christianity and the Germanic tribes, Gibbon
painted a particularly odious portrait of Germanic origins, indicating that they
“received their existence from the gradual union of some wandering savages of
the Hercynian woods.” Given the problematic origins, it naturally followed that
the Germans were “warlike and fierce —without cities, letters, arts or money.”
Easton offered a similar account in his discussion of these groups: “Wherever
the barbarians marched, their route was marked with blood. They ravaged or
destroyed all around them.” Tribes that descended from the Germanic people,
Lombards, Scandinavians, and Bulgarians, fared no better. They had hands like
dogs, or they drank the blood of their enemies, and some inhabited places no
better than the homes of beavers.*

Easton’s comparative model did, however, transcend Gibbon’s work. Rather
than the expression of a simplistic polarity between the Romans and Germans,
Easton was interested in questioning the social, political, and intellectual foun-

dations of European civilization, a necessary exercise in a historical moment
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in which racial achievement seemed directly related to the attainment of civi-
lization. He accomplished this by relating the history of feudalism in Europe
to the development of slavery in the modern world. Thus his claims about the
connection between ancient and modern history did not end in Europe but
extended to America. In ways similar to American slavery, feudalism subjected
a large proportion of the population to servitude, and under it, the serfs were
“fixed to the soil” and transferable “from one proprietor to another, by sale or
conveyance.”"’

In other assessments of national character, Easton suggested that some Euro-
pean kings, rather than displaying the high arts of statehood, led their subjects
on missions of conquest in neighboring lands. Once the land was conquered,
the chiefs or generals parceled out the captured land to their lesser officers.
These men, in turn, became part of an armed force sworn to protect the king’s
standard. The lesser officers would also impose this standard on their depen-
dents. Whereas the Egyptians waged war only when provoked, Europeans,
Easton maintained, “for the smallest pretext would make war with one another
and lead their slaves on to conquest.”*®

While it would be easy to argue that Easton linked the relatively uncivilized
Germanic tribes to Americans in an uninterrupted chain, it would be histori-
cally misleading. Easton’s hyperbolic language about Europe drew attention,
by contrast, to characterizations of Africa, and by extension, to Africans, as

devoid of civilization.

Europe and America present a different spectacle. There is not one foot
of God’s earth which is now occupied by them but was obtained, in
effect, by the dint of war, and the destruction of the vanquished, since
the founding of London, a.d. 49. Their whole career presents a motley
mixture of barbarism and civilization, of fraud and philanthropy, of pa-
triotism and avarice, of religion and bloodshed. Yet, it must be admitted
that almost every nation in Europe, and especially Americans, retain in
principle, if not in manners, all the characteristics of their barbarous and

avaricious ancestors.®

Henry Highland Garnet, probably also drawing from Gibbon, offered a
similar assessment of the condition of Europe and Europeans before the rise of
modern Western civilization. Garnet remarked that the “ancestors of the now
proud and boasting Anglo-Saxon were among the most degraded in the human
family. They abode in caves underground either naked or covered with the

skins of wild beasts. Night was made hideous by their Wild shouts and day was
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darkened by the smoke which arose from bloody altars, upon which they of-
fered human sacrifice.””* Europe’s barbarism, according to the black-authored
histories, served as a significant casual factor in the development of modern
slavery.

Black writers not only looked to the European past to discuss modern his-
tory but, more important, examined the meanings of this type of history in
the settlement of the Americas. Proslavery arguments contended that blacks
were naturally inferior to whites and justified the ever-expanding slave power.
James Pennington’s narrative of modern history in the Textbook challenged
these contentions. He pointed to the fact that the Spanish used indigenous
Indian populations in Central and South America as slaves before the impor-
tation of Africans. The main culprit in this enterprise, the Spanish monarch
Charles V, Pennington argued, “reduced the aborigines to a state of vassalage,
and compelled them to work the soil.” Once it became clear that Native Ameri-
cans could not withstand the workload, Africans became a “natural” substitute.
Slavery, then, in Pennington’s mind, had little to do with African inferior-
ity, but related directly to the conquest of the Americas. Slavery’s invention
resided with the conquerors, not the conquered or imported persons, or the
Africans.”

Pennington extended this argument to its logical conclusion by looking to
the emerging literature from assorted European and American explorers on
the continent during the era of free trade (1830-80). Although some of these
works, like those in the African Repository, were obviously designed to provide
favorable accounts of the African continent to facilitate exploitation of natural
resources, black writers found these works useful to counteract the contention,
prevalent in Noah Webster’s work, that Africa, especially the interior, lacked
any traces of civilization. Listing a series of explorers like Anna Falconbridge,
T. J. Steadman, and others, Pennington boldly proclaimed in his Textbook that
they “have visited that country since it has begun to be drenched with blood
by the manstealer, and have seen the arts in a highly cultivated state. These have
also given accounts of their rulers, their states, or kingdoms.””*

The use of universal history allowed African American intellectuals to com-
bat the idea of alleged black inferiority caused by the supposed backwardness
of Africa. They argued that many early civilizations followed well-established
patterns as they developed from less-refined states and moved in cyclical pat-
terns towards progress. Moreover, nineteenth-century accounts of Africa, al-
though they helped pave the way for colonialism, provided a critical forum

for more nuanced and verifiable descriptions of the interior, especially in civic
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and political institutions. Although very broad and somewhat biased, these
characterizations offered important insights into the breadth of black thinking
in the period. Modern history, like the sacred and ancient, offered a means of
presenting a more complete portrait of the African American past. How, these
writers wondered, could white Americans justify the institution of slavery,
given the contributions of Africa and its inhabitants to Western civilization?
And how could white America ignore the example African Americans pro-
vided of progress? How could white America argue that black Americans were
slaves because of innate inferiority, when different kinds of people (including
whites) had at one time or another been slaves? And how could they forget
that that they themselves had racialized slavery? Rather than an uncritical ra-
cial chauvinism, these writers attempted to provide a more faithful account of
the history and evolution of human societies, using the historical tools of the
eighteenth century.

They did not, however, ignore the intellectual toolkit of the nineteenth
century. Black scholars also used Romanticism to discuss the complexity of
the black past and present. While Romanticism, the dominant American intel-
lectual movement from the 1830s to the 1860s, offered a somewhat limited his-
torical trajectory with which to work, it nevertheless offered important ways
of framing historical discourse consistent with the goals of black writers. One
of its most important components was the literary device of portraying rep-
resentative men and women, which situated the lives of notable individuals as
symbolizing the potential of all human beings.”® Black representative men and
women revealed the intellectual parity of African Americans who, according
to James W. C. Pennington, “distinguished themselves in the midst of slavery”
with whites. And particularly important, the device of representative men and
women was highly compatible with contributionist discussions inherent in
the use of sacred and ancient history and in the production of modern and
universal history. Notably, it also accommodated the use of the jeremiad and
providential approaches to history.”

Abbé Grégoire’s On the Cultural Achievements of Negroes (1808), Lydia Maria
Child’s An Appeal in Favor of That Class of Americans Called Africans (1833), and to
a lesser extent, Wilson Armstead’s Tribute for the Negro (1848) provided useful
mainstream models for the type of presentations black writers constructed.
Magnifying African abilities merged seamlessly with the highlighting of ex-
ceptional talents in James W. C. Pennington’s Textbook, which included, for
example, a sketch of Anthony Amo, a Guinean who received a doctorate from

the University of Wittenberg in Germany in 1734. Pennington also included
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information about Thomas Fuller, known as the “African calculator” because
of his ability to perform sophisticated mathematical feats despite the inability
to read and write, and Jacobus Eliza Capitein, an African-born recipient of a
doctorate from the University of Leyden in 1729 who was proficient in sev-
eral ancient languages. Each of these men’s lives demonstrated the capacity
of Africans to achieve outstanding intellectual feats, and, thus, suggested the
possibilities for the larger group.” Henry Highland Garnet reached back in
the ancient world to African achievements. Recalling ancient glories in a tra-
ditional approach, he praised “beautiful Cleopatra, who swayed and captivated
the heart of Anthony,” and Hannibal, the Carthaginian general who, during
the Punic Wars, crossed the Alps and threatened Rome. Intent upon referenc-
ing the glories of the African past and discussing the representative nature of
Africa’s contributions to the early church, Garnet referenced Terrence, Euclid,
Cyprian, Origen, and St. Augustine.76

The Romantic device of using representative men and women served larger
purposes than vindication. Pennington used it to comment on Thomas Jeffer-
son’s assessments of blacks in Notes on the State of Virginia: “O that he reflected
for a moment that his opinions were destined to undergo a rigid scrutiny by an
improved state of intellect assisted by the rising power of an unbiased spirit of
benevolence,” wrote Pennington. “Had he done this, he would, as a wise man
[have] modified that ill judged part of his work which relates to the colored
people””” As if to provide the final word on Jefferson’s pronouncements, Pen-
nington added, “He makes a labored effort to conclude his proof [of intellec-
tual inferiority] against us, and reasons throughout as if he intended to claim
the case, but his conclusion is a budget of confusion.””® This critique offered
the first realization of David Walker’s desire to see a generation of black schol-
ars who would challenge the pronouncements of white scholars on issues of
race.

When Ann Plato presented Western notables such as Isaac Newton, John
Milton, and Walter Scott as examples of her representative men, it was part
of an attempt to deflate the concept of race as fixed in biology and nature
by arguing that genius emanated from mental discipline rather than natural
endowment. The involvement of women in historical writing had increased
dramatically by the antebellum period, as Nina Baym has shown, and their
general visibility in the public sphere dramatically increased during Plato’s life-
time. The women Plato selected, however, did not fit the traditional definition
of representative women. They did not produce visible literary works, nor

did they enjoy fame and fortune outside of the communities in which they
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lived, worked, and died. The fact of their nonrepresentative nature breaks
with the contributionist and vindicationist approach of Lydia Maria Child and
Henri Grégoire, mentioned earlier. Nevertheless, Plato presented the lives of
ordinary black women as extraordinary and thus representative. As Kathryn
Bassard notes, Plato’s focus on these black women may have been an attempt
to dramatize the limited options available to middle-class, free black women.
Whatever the case, their representative qualities included their piety and de-
votion to service. Louisa Seabury, for example, was “guided in and preserved
in the paths of rectitude and goodness; so that she was not only free from the
stain of vice and vanity in her later rising years, but looked to things superior
to the world and its vain and trifling amusements.” Julia Ann Pell, Elizabeth
Loomis Sherman, and others shared the pious lifestyle. These women, whom
Plato knew and respected, were not extraordinary in the traditional way, but
they, like her race, deserved a history —for someone to know their names. And
Plato’s focus on piety, at least in this context, showed her distinctly nineteenth-
century reliance on clerical and religious forms of expression to convey points
about history and the place of historical subjects. It even raised questions about
what constituted the historical subject.”

Robert Benjamin Lewis also broadened the scope of the individuals repre-
sented as representative men. Those who helped to uplift the race, in word and
deed, received honor. In addition to Jacobus Eliza Capitein, Anthony Amo, and
Paul Cuftee, Lewis included intellectuals who wrote history; the most impor-
tant of whom was David Walker. Lewis considered him “an African and distin-
guished friend, a good writer and a warm advocate for the miserable condition
of his brethren in slavery” He also noted that Walker’s “celebrated Appeal in
behalf of his afflicted brethren is highly esteemed by wise men.” Hosea Easton’s
Treatise “is a profound production,” wrote Lewis, “and gives a true sketch of
the condition of this class of people.” And, of particular note, Lewis included
women in his discussion. Recalling the achievement of women in the ancient
world, he praised the work of two well-known Alexandrian poets, Cornelia
and Hypatia. Cornelia devoted herself to culture and learning while Hypatia
excelled in mathematics, astronomy, and philosophy. Lewis linked the ancient
and the modern, praising Phillis Wheatley’s literary production and reprinting
several of her poems, while assuring the reader that they would be “favorable to
African genius.” He closed the chapter of Light and Truth with a tribute to Maria
Stewart for her appeal on behalf of oppressed blacks and her steadfast manner
in promoting African rights.*

The merger of vindicationist literary devices and the romantic technique
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of representative men and women provided a useful means for black intel-
lectuals to offer a more nuanced presentation of black possibility. Highlight-
ing individuals allowed their achievements, respectability, and noble bearing
to be used to represent the larger possibilities of the race. And there was one
more characteristic of the romantic movement that informed black historical
writing—attention to American antiquities.

Europeans tried to reconcile the theoretical musings of the ancients with
practical, current realities related to discovery and its outcomes. Native Ameri-
cans easily figured as part of the formulation. On the one hand, American
ethnographers tried to account more precisely for the origins of Native Ameri-
cans, and in doing so, to create a genealogy for America to rival that of Europe.
But on the other hand, the place for Native Americans in America was shifting
and would complicate these romantic constructions. Sometimes conceived as
“noble savages” in the eighteenth century, a concept no doubt drawn from the
classical perception of German tribes prior to the destruction of Roman civi-
lization, Native Americans often fit into similar protective rubrics designed to
preserve their culture and heritage within the context of a free and undistrib-
uted wilderness. However, as the expansionist discourse of the Jacksonian era,
fueled by the excesses of the market revolution, gained prominence, Native
Americans became a threat to unfettered expansion and came to be viewed as
simply savage. Despite the existence of the so-called five civilized tribes along
the Eastern Seaboard, Jacksonians seemed less concerned with acculturation
within Indian territories and more determined to seize Indian land to benefit
white settlers. The result was the Trail of Tears, a forced march in 1830 from In-
dian lands in the East to government allocated land west of the Mississippi.™

Within this atmosphere of relocation, displacement, and dispossession,
black intellectuals easily appropriated “popular imaginings” of the Western
hemisphere prior to the European age of exploration. Samuel Drake’s Biog-
raphy and History of North America (1837) relied on Diodorus Siculus, Hanno,
Plato, and particularly Aristotle, which was an important source for him. These
earlier scholars had conjectured that another continent existed on the other
side of the world. Perhaps taking advantage of that idea, and explicitly relying
on the subsequent work of Elias Boudinot and Ethan Smith, two prominent
Indian ethnographers, Lewis cited similarities in birth and death rituals, lan-
guage, and myths of the Native Americans and ancient Hebrews. He included
arecitation of more than thirty ethnographic works written by various authors
on the question, and an etymological chart listing English, Native American,

and Hebrew words. After this detailed presentation, Lewis exclaimed, “Can
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a rational doubt be entertained whether the above Indian words and parts of
sentences were derived from the corresponding words and parts of sentences
in Hebrew?”**

Lewis’s discussion of Native Americans in the romantic tradition of Ameri-
can antiquities is closely related to the black intellectual project of “present[ing]
a just view of [their| origins,” or creating a reliable historical discourse. Not
only was the connection real for him —Lewis had a biracial background (Na-
tive American and African American)—but Native Americans, like blacks,
were seen as marginal characters in the American public sphere. However,
while blacks were important to the nation’s economic possibilities, Native
Americans had become dispensable objects, revered as part of a mystical past,
but disregarded in the progressive present. Lewis appealed to the same reform-
ist impulses that drove the antislavery movement by decrying the “foul deeds
that Europeans perpetrated against Native Americans” and pointed out that
they were “the only true Christians in the land,” which he supported by re-
printing several Native American speeches to white settlers. Lewis challenged
the notion of the “vanishing Indian” and argued in favor of Native American
sovereignty.® Black writers expressed concerns about Native Americans, with
whom they shared blood and experience. These discussions, based neither on
simple veneration nor on nostalgia for the past, focused on the amelioration of
injustices in the past and present.

Within the broad framework of Romanticism, interest in American antiqui-
ties was second only to what was popularly called during the antebellum period
“Holy Land mania,” the veneration of ancient sites and ruins from the Bible.
Although the Holy Land as a source of inspiration continued and matured well
into the late nineteenth century, its manifestations in black writing are rarely
explored. Among black intellectuals, Holy Land mania’s most potent manifes-
tations appeared in newspapers, especially the Colored American (originally the
Weekly Advocate), widely viewed as a showcase of black thought in the ante-
bellum period.* In 1840, the Colored American featured a series titled “Sacred
Geography and Antiquities,” which highlighted the paper’s interest in both
biblical antiquity and history. It featured descriptions of ancient empires and
their demise during the four historical epochs: the Babylonian, Medo-Persian,
Greek, and Roman periods, a common division of historical chronology in the
works of mainstream and African American intellectuals alike. Additionally,
in 1841, the paper published a series of articles and etchings of various biblical
cities in each issue. The paper’s interest in history and antiquities was not only

an indicator of their importance in the black community, but also possibly a
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reflection the influence and interests of James W. C. Pennington and James Mc-
Cune Smith, ministers as well as writers, who were associated with the paper
as contributor and coeditor, respectively.85

The first installment in the antiquities series appeared in May 1840, one year
before the publication of Pennington’s Textbook of the Origin and History of the
Colored People. It featured a discussion of the Chaldean city of Babylon. Accord-
ing to the writer, although highly revered as a magnificent city whose inhab-
itants wielded great political and economic influence, “its pride, idolatry and
abominable wickedness provoked the almighty” Not surprisingly the theme
of idolatry figured prominently in Pennington’s Textbook as an explanation of
African American decline. The assessment of Assyria by the series” writers is
similar to that of Babylon. Much, if not all, the historical information on the
kingdom was found in the writings of various ancient historians, including
Diodorus Siculus, Tragus, Justin, Castor, and Eusebius, even though the authors
were critical of these sources. Despite a history of more than five hundred
years, many believed Assyria’s government and social organization were insuf-
ficient to escape the wrath of God, because the rapid expansion of the kingdom
had been occasioned by corruption and murder. According to biblical history,
the city of Nineveh escaped destruction only because of the preaching of the
prophet Jonah.*

Black engagement with antiquities presented a decidedly modern spin on
the biblical and ancient worlds. Babylon and Assyria figured prominently in the
biblical sources as well as classical antiquity and universal history. Both empires
experienced unchecked expansion that led to social, political, and economic
decline, and both, according to the series’ authors, declined because of religious
systems based on polytheism, a common conclusion regarding the decline of
empires. This particular aspect of black historical writing did more than display
an engagement with historical and biblical antiquities, given the nineteenth-
century focus on nations; it also functioned as a veiled jeremiad comparing the
history of ancient empires with the contemporary United States in an attempt
to caution American policy makers. Rapid expansion and the worship of slav-
ery as the nation’s idol would occasion God’s wrath in the form of assault on
the slave regime."

The continuation of the newspaper’s sacred antiquities series in 1841 worked
in much the same way as material on Babylon and Assyria. Here the authors’
interest was in not only recording the rise and decline of these empires but
juxtaposing their past glory with their present state. The writers in the Col-

ored American excerpted material from Charles MacFarlane’s Seven Apocalyptic
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Churches, published in 1832. Each account served to comment on the enduring
power of Christianity, the decline of pagan idolatrous worship, and the fact that
the Ottoman Empire, which had existed since 1453 (and would last until 1919),
controlled much of the area that constituted the Holy Land. Largely because
of centuries-old animosities dating back to the Crusades, Christians contested
and lamented Muslim control of the Holy Land but were comforted by the fact
that the Ottoman Empire was largely in decline throughout the nineteenth
century, and they commonly referred to it as the “Sick Man of Europe.” Its
death proved the ultimate triumph of Christian and Western religious doc-
trine (also reflected in the paper’s presentation of etchings from MacFarlane’s
work).*® MacFarlane’s Seven Apocalyptic Churches showcased the seven churches
in the apostle John’s visions in Revelations. Whether he was interested in escha-
tological issues or not is unclear. It is clear, however, that MacFarlane worked
to weave into his accounts the glory of each of these churches in the biblical
account and their present decline in the contemporary world.*

The antiquities series fits nicely with the ministerial editorship of the paper,
but this material amplified themes common during the period. Charting the
historical genealogy of the early Christian church spoke to larger issues of
progress and decline. The articles also indirectly used religion to address the
failings of proslavery arguments that were also grounded in religion. Articles
mirrored nineteenth-century prejudices regarding the role of Muslims, espe-
cially the Ottoman Empire’s role in world affairs and its relationship to the
wider world. But finally the appearance of this material in the Colored American
must also be viewed as consistent with the interests of the paper’s readers and
demonstrative of the complex images and influences on black writers (and

readers) of the period.”

AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORICAL WRITING in the early antebellum period
drew from a set of three distinct historical traditions: the biblical or Mosaic
tradition, classicism and universal history, and modern history —nineteenth-
century historical conceptualizations that included Romanticism, American
antiquities, and Holy Land mania. Not only did these traditions allow black
writers a substantially longer historical time frame through which they could
analyze the African American past and juxtapose the condition of blacks with
whites in various historical periods, they also allowed them to produce a com-
pelling counternarrative to the dominant discourse on African Americans in
antebellum America, especially regarding their origin and their present and

future possibilities in the world.
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African Americans’ use of the Bible here is less connected to an essential re-
ligious sensibility that supposedly permeates communities of color than an im-
portant means of conceptualizing and cataloging black participation in world
history and an essential element in framing intellectual understandings of the
past. Black intellectuals used the Bible to craft a more complete story about
the African past than existed in mainstream publications to that point. It is not
surprising that the majority of writers in this period were associated with the
ministry. For much of the nineteenth century, divinity schools and seminar-
ies constituted one of the few, and most important, sites of advanced training
beyond the undergraduate degree available to African Americans. Ministerial
training not only involved exposure to the texts of the biblical period but also
required facility with ancient languages. While it is certainly the case that the
importance of formal training in seminaries limited women’s ability to partici-
pate in these efforts to the same extent as men, the exposure to and reverence
for the biblical world permeated the wider world of letters and impacted all
black intellectuals in the period, women included.

Biblical authority also served, for much of the nineteenth century, as a bul-
wark against the early advances of science. Forced increasingly to deal with
the nascent authority of science in this period, which relied less on spiritual
measures of human compatibility and more on physical designations that could
presumably be measured in precise ways, black writers’ continued reliance on
the authority of the Bible helped to soften the worst manifestations of rac-
ism and bigotry and blunt the perception of these issues in the public sphere.
Surely, black intellectuals understood, as Mia Bay has suggested, that the Bible’s
powerful narrative of humanity’s interconnectedness offered incontrovertible
proof of African American equality in a society that trumpeted this principle
but did not practice it. Examining language closely, interrogating semantics,
and privileging the Old Testament story of creation over theories of polygen-
esis provided a way to suggest the limitations, rather than the advantages, of
science in a world where black existence grew more tenuous and contested by
the day. The Bible as a site of authority worked to hold the power of science
at bay and in check within the American intellectual sphere. But still, in the
traditional way for Christians, the Bible was simply an incontrovertible dis-
seminator of truth.

The classical tradition worked in much the same way, and black engagement
with this literature provided additional evidence of erudition. Black thinkers
and writers engaged these works not only to make vindicationist or contri-

butionist arguments about their place in the ancient world, but also to show
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their understanding of the foundations of the Western intellectual tradition.
By situating this concern within the nineteenth-century world of intellec-
tual production, we are better positioned to understand the complex ways in
which African Americans engaged these works. Consider, again, for example,
the work of Robert Benjamin Lewis, which appears to many to be little more
than a random catalog of facts. In fact, Lewis viewed Africa as a dynamic geo-
graphical space with unique connections to the advent of the modern world.
In Lewis’s argument, one has to consider race and place in order to understand
the many ways African history is connected to the cultures of classical antiq-
uity, namely Greece and Rome, as well as events discussed in the Bible. And
although some of Lewis’s evidence, viewed very critically (negatively) today,
was based on the observations of the ancients, the authority of the ancients
held sway in most credible historical work at that particular moment.

As history turned from the universal to the national, black intellectuals em-
braced facets of Romanticism, which looked to the organic world and human
nature as arbiters of human reality. In doing so they utilized methodologies of
representative men and women and American antiquities, which nicely dove-
tailed with contemporary understandings of biblical and classical history. The
use of nineteenth-century intellectual tools by black intellectuals demonstrates
how conversant they were with scholarly trends in the period. It also shows
their determination to use these tools to construct a counternarrative to chal-
lenge mainstream thinking about Africa and the place of African Americans in
the past and present.

While subsequent black intellectuals drew on the clerical and reform tradi-
tion, within the context of their particular historical moment, in some ways
their approach was an extension of the work discussed here and above. The
ultimate aim of their writing was to use the divisive politics surrounding race
to make a statement about the limitations of American exceptionalism, espe-
cially as it related to African Americans. They used the concepts of emigration,
revolutionary memory, patriotism, and republicanism to make larger points
about the limits of black participation in a republic that prided itself on its
democratic ethos and equalitarian sensibilities. As they had done with universal
histories, they did so by skillfully excavating their role as actors and agents at
two critical moments in the rise of modern history: the American Revolu-
tion and the Haitian Revolution. For writers between 1850 and 1863, these two
events came to define the realities of the American past, present, and future
as they tried to contest the idea that American slavery could logically exist

alongside American freedom.



CHAPTER 3}

The Destiny of the Colored People
African American History between Compromise and Jubilee, 1850-1863

So the bill for the recapture of fugitive slaves has passed the Senate! That it
will pass the House, I have no kind of doubt. Let the slavecatchers try to put
it into force. Let the marshals of different districts come to our houses on
the devil-sent errand of capturing our wives and our children. Not a black
man must go unprepared for such a contest as the exigency of our cause
demands. . . . There is but little to be expected from our friends. We must

depend on ourselves. —SAMUEL RINGGOLD WARD, “Fugitive Slave Bill,” 1850

INCREASING CONTROVERSY over the place of black people in American life
marked discussions of the 1840s. During that decade, the debate between pro-
slavery and free-soil advocates heated up, with Free-Soilers not necessarily op-
posing slavery but simply its expansion. Suggesting just how divided the nation
was even among traditional allies, leading black antislavery activists repudiated
Garrisonian abolitionism and adopted a posture that called for an immediate
end to the “peculiar institution.” This decade also featured the renewed popu-
larity of emigrationist thought. Some free blacks concluded that they would
never be fully incorporated into American life and, therefore, they should sim-
ply leave. The turmoil resulting from all these ideologies made it particularly
urgent for black writers to create a historical narrative that forcefully addressed
the present state of African American life. A particularly efficient way of con-
structing this narrative was to connect their histories of participation in the
Revolutionary War with the contemporary rhetorical war in opposition to
slavery. Almost three-quarters of a century had passed since the patriots won
the Revolutionary War, and still, not only had citizenship rights not accrued to
all free Americans but even the memory and record of black contributions to
the American struggle for freedom were being neglected and lost. Black writ-
ers used historical writing to recover and preserve them and to reconfigure the
basis of American freedom, citizenship, and democracy.!

By the 1850s their work seemed even more urgent. In succession, the in-
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famous Compromise of 1850 and its treacherous fugitive-slave provision, the
Kansas-Nebraska Act and the skirmishes that preceded it, the Dred Scott case and
decision, and John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry made clear that the “paradox,”
as Edmund Morgan called it, created by the presence of slavery and freedom,
was not even close to resolution. While the nation deliberated over the place of
African Americans in the republic, black writers’ move away from ancient and
classical texts and toward the more recent Revolutionary War record reminded
the nation of black people’s contributions to the successful outcome of the
effort—to America’s history—and confronted the nation’s failure to fulfill the
republican promises made, ostensibly, to all its citizens. In the process, these
writers and activists produced historical writing that became an important part
of the final chapter of the antislavery war.

Despite this look back to the Revolutionary War era and the continuing
use of biblical, ancient, and universal history by some authors, the substance
of black thought increasingly focused on contemporary issues. The 1850s rep-
resented an intense moment during which a coterie of black writers focused
on an intractable American dilemma—whether or not the nation could live
half slave and half free and continue to exist. While this was not a new pre-
occupation—a well-developed body of literature existed on the topic—black
historical writers brought fresh perspectives to the debate as well as a highly
developed literary and historical sensibility honed in the struggles against the
slave power during the early republic and antebellum eras.?

This literal and rhetorical war made it emphatically clear that the abolition-
ists were determined to stop slavery’s spread to newly acquired territory and
defeat the proslavery forces popularly known as the “slave power.” Still, simply
arguing that the Revolutionary-era rhetoric had established the principle of
citizenship as a right would not be enough. Antislavery activists had to combine
their tactics of moral suasion with the threat of outright revolt, an example of
which the Haitian Revolution provided. But the example provided more than
a threat. It also enabled black writers to combine the history of black involve-
ment in the American Revolution and the example of Haitian independence
to enact a powerful new conceptualization of the possibilities of democratic
promise, based partly on the leadership of free black men and women and the
assistance of the enslaved.*

When juxtaposed with the American Revolution, the Haitian Revolution
offered a different kind of legacy for public consideration. Long considered
outside the pale of revolutionary legitimacy by American republicans, the

Haitian example had coursed through the intellectual currents of black writ-
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ing from 1804, the year of independence, to the 1850s. But black intellectuals
understood that the island’s prospects were limited and, in some instances,
severely constrained by internal divisions, periodic instability, and financial
difficulties. Consequently, while the significance of the Haitian Revolution was
indisputable among, and agreed upon by, the African American writers, their
characterization of Haitian independence was never monolithic or uniformly
celebratory of the defeat of the continental European powers. Rather, the
rhetoric was always cautious and restrained and often even critical. Historical
discourse before 1850 sought to justify the island’s existence and laud its success
in the face of seemingly insurmountable obstacles. But the politically charged
atmosphere of the 1850s changed the discourse on Haiti. The rewriting of this
narrative required the authors to rethink and reconceptualize traditional un-
derstandings of patriotism, republicanism, and democracy in order to make it
relevant to the political struggle going on in the United States right then.
The writers of this period differed substantially from those who came be-
fore. First, rather than exclusively abolitionists associated with the church,
writers in the 1850s were primarily secular in their orientation. They lacked
direct experience with slavery and were more likely born free in the North.
They were also more consistently formally educated. These differences had
some impact on what and how they wrote. Less likely than their predecessors
to appeal solely to the authority of classical antiquity, although the classics still
mattered in some of this work, these writers framed history within the context
of the nation-state, the United States and Haiti. They used the past differently
as well: the past, more often than not, provided the basis for an analysis of the
present rather than providing part of a longer sweep of universal history. And
finally, there was also a change in the role of the writers, intellectuals, and histo-
rians. Although the earlier writers were undoubtedly important leaders in the
effort to construct a usable past, in the 1850s writers, true elites in many ways,
expanded both the breadth and depth of the historical discussion of revolution
in their effort to understand and to shape the contemporary “destiny of the
colored people” An important part of that “destiny” mandated a new, explicit
focus on free blacks and the leadership roles they would play in this struggle.
The new attention to free blacks and their leadership roles had at least two
important origins. First, new legal developments, in the Dred Scott decision for
example, had far-reaching implications that imperiled the few liberties that
even free blacks enjoyed. But second, Haiti also presented the opportunity
to hail the role of blacks in attaining their freedom through revolutionary

struggle. The example proved blacks’ ability to be leaders and highlighted the
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centrality of slaves in the liberation process. But it also recommended the writ-
ers themselves, even if only indirectly, for leadership in the general antislavery
war ongoing in America.

This chapter discusses the advent of a uniquely American-centered histori-
cal discourse framed around self-elevation and destiny and reflected through
the lens of the American and Haitian Revolutions. Not only had issues of slav-
ery and freedom reached the boiling point by the 1850s but this moment repre-
sented great possibility for abolitionist forces even as restrictive legislation such
as the Compromise of 1850, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, and the Dred Scott deci-
sion became law. Black writers integrated themselves more fully into the lan-
guage of nationhood, a project that began in the early republic, in which they
affirmed their belief in the core civil and human rights to which all members
of a nation were entitled. As the nation invoked the memory of the American
Revolution, black people argued for their centrality in the founding drama. And
finally they also looked to the Haitian Revolution, which threatened American
pretensions to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness just at the moment the

United States was emerging as a new nation.

Martin Robinson Delany, Emigrationist as Historian

The work of Martin Delany begins our look at the shift in African Ameri-
can historical production. First, rather than turning to biblical and classical
texts to construct a universal history, his work used modern history to connect
the past and the present of black people for the specific purpose of creating
a roadmap for navigating the difficulties faced by African Americans in the
1850s. Delany used his work to make concrete linkages between destiny, self-
elevation, emigration, and institutional constructs and the contemporary reali-
ties of African Americans. Second, Delany dramatically refined the traditional
argument about the rise and fall of civilizations, claiming simply that in every
historical age various groups have found themselves oppressed and degraded,
denied equal privileges, and deprived of political, religious, and social rights.
Injustice was more than a byproduct of European racism; it was an ideological
framework with roots in the human condition and in history. Delany’s focus
on political economy, the intersection between political policies and economic
processes, as an important determinant of the status of African Americans de-
flated the falsehood that slavery existed as a result of God’s disfavor, an essential
claim of proslavery clerics who continued to trumpet the Curse of Ham as the

rationale for black degradation. And finally, locating claims for citizenship in
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the secular realm allowed Delany to posit the question: “What claims then have
colored men, based upon the principles set forth, as fundamentally entitled to
citizenship? Let the living records of history answer the enquiry.”

Delany’s The Condition, Elevation, Emigration and Destiny of the Colored People of
the United States (1852) shows that he clearly understood that one had to look be-
yond contemporary American realities to understand these complex questions.
But when he looked to classical antiquity, he focused on political economy, and
he coupled this with some utilization of modern history as well. The practical
pursuits of Africans and their contributions to commerce, trade, and industry
in Africa and later as laborers in the United States figured prominently in his
discussion. According to Delany, “from the earliest period of history, Africans
had been known as an industrious people, cultivators of the soil. The grains
fields of Ethiopia and Egypt were the themes of the poet and . . . the subject
of the historian” Delany drew an analogy between Africa in antiquity and
nineteenth-century America in this discussion of commercial and economic
strength. “Like the present America, all the world went [to Africa] to get a sup-
ply of commodities. The massive stone pile of masonry, their skillful architec-
ture, their subterranean vaults, their deep and mysterious wells, their extensive
artificial channels, their mighty sculptured solid rocks, and provinces of stone
quarries, gave indisputable evidence of the hardihood of that race of people”
The travel reports of John and Richard Lander, two Britons who explored the
west coast of Africa in the late 1820s, established the existence of an equally
developed agriculture in a “high state of cultivation, clothed in the verdure
of husbandry, waving before the gentle breezes with the rich products of in-
dustry —maize, oats, rye, millet and wheat.” These descriptions by the Lander
brothers of Africa’s agricultural pursuits gave evidence of its importance as a
contributor to contemporary civilization.’

African industry extended to the United States, where enslaved Africans
continued to make significant contributions to the American political econ-
omy. Delany noted that there were no “laborers known to the colonists from
Cape Cod to Cape Lookout, than those of the African race.” Having worked as
farmers, herdsman, and laborers in Africa, “they required not to be taught to
work and how to do it, but it was only necessary to tell them to work and they
at once knew what to do and how it should be done.” In fact, Africans were
the “only skillful cultivators—the proprietor knowing little or nothing about
the art save that which he learned from the African husbandmen.””

Delany extended his analysis by commenting on the attainments of African

Americans in the civil, social, and business arenas. “There has never been in the
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history of nations any people thus situated who have made equal progress in
attainments with the colored people of the United States.” In another attempt
to link African industry and African American ingenuity and to challenge the
idea of superior white blood, Delany added that among those who have “stood
and shone the brightest in the earliest period of our history, there are those
of pure and unmixed African blood.” Delany praised the work of intellectu-
als such as James McCune Smith, Henry Highland Garnet, and James W. C.
Pennington—two of whom traced their origins directly to Africa.’

Not content simply to look at questions of social and civil development
in isolation, Delany turned to a discussion of emigration, which he viewed as
one of the cornerstones of political economy. Individuals, groups, and nations
constantly searched for better opportunities and greater possibilities. Delany’s
examples from the Bible and classical antiquity included the Jewish exodus
from Egypt, Dido’s migration from Tyre to Mauritania, and the “hundreds of
modern European examples.” The most memorable of these was, of course, the
“emigration of the Puritans in 1620 from Great Britain, the land of their birth,
to the wilderness of the New World, at which may be fixed the beginning of
immigration to the continent as a permanent residence.” Delany’s invocation
of Puritan emigration not only validated his support for movement by African
Americans to Africa, the Caribbean, and Canada in the 1850s, but presented the
phenomenon as an important manifestation of human determination to effect
a change in social, political, and economic circumstances. If Puritans could seek
a New Jerusalem abroad, why should African Americans not do the same??

Delany’s preoccupation with political economy, his interest in and support
of emigration, and more important, his ongoing linkages between an Afri-
can past and a contested American reality continued in The Origins and Objects
of Freemasonry: Its Introduction into the United States and Legitimacy among Colored
Men. Like the earlier treatise, Origins and Objects relied on a combination of
more traditional approaches to historical presentation grounded in the Bible
and classical antiquity and applied to modern history. The fact that Masonry
transcended the American reality proved the antiquity of the black race and
established the legitimacy of the organization among African Americans. As
already noted, Masonry was more than an uncritical celebration of a lost Africa
or a romantic attempt to re-create an Afrocentric past, which is the way it
figures prominently in Robert Levine’s analysis of the phenomenon. Delany
used the past instead to discuss concrete rather than abstract aspects of black
reality in the contemporary world. He, like subsequent writers of this period,

talked about the African past only in relationship to how it could explicate the
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realities African Americans faced in the 1850s. This issue was of critical impor-
tance in that period because of the debate over whether or not blacks could
legitimately practice the Masonic arts."

Delany delivered Origins and Objects by invitation before St. Cyprian Lodge
No. 13 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Echoing the sentiments of Prince Hall, the
founder of the Prince Hall Masons, Delany traced the evolution of Masonry
from its inception among the Egyptians and Ethiopians to its formal estab-
lishment in the seventeenth century. Themes of exclusion, black worth, and
the legitimacy of black organizations figured prominently in this work. And
being more than an antebellum invocation of vindicationist discourse, and thus
transcending the narrow constraints that had been placed upon it, Origins and
Objects represents an extension of Delany’s practical concerns and interest in
history. As popular publications lampooned African Americans for their par-
ticipation in various Masonic rites, Delany defended their intellectual capacity
and organizational legitimacy."”

The first charge that Delany challenged was the belief of some white Masons
that blacks had no legitimate claim to Masonry membership. Delany argued that
African engagement and involvement with the ancient practice preceded the
biblical record. By this account, Africans contributed to the underlying ideas
of both modern Christianity and Masonry. Unlike James W. C. Pennington,
who criticized the polytheistic practices in ancient African societies, Delany
skillfully skirted discussion of these practices by pointing out that although
they were “heathens, their mythology was of a high and pure order, agreeing
in regard to the attributes of the Deity with the doctrine of Christians in after
ages.” In fact, the monotheistic god, Jupiter Ammon (Aton, Aknathon) was
one of the first monotheistic conceptions of God in the ancient world. Delany
went further, stating that “the wise men of Egypt and Ethiopia understood the
great attributes of the Deity: omniscience, omnipotence and omnipresence.”
This bears some similarity to the idea of the Christian Godhead—the Father,
Son, and Holy Ghost—as three separate entities operating as one."

Delany’s treatise also addressed the issue of Masonry’s introduction to the
United States. In 1776, Prince Hall received sanction from an Irish regiment of
the British army stationed in Boston to organize a Masonic lodge, the African
Lodge No. 1. Hall applied for and received a charter from the Mother Grand
Lodge of England in 1784. The Duke of Cumberland upheld the earlier Irish
regiment’s actions by issuing a separate charter for the operation of African
Lodge No. 459. The charter, dated September 29, 1784, was personally delivered
to Prince Hall by James Scott, a sea captain. As the early republic progressed,
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disagreement arose between the First African Grand Lodge of North Ameri-
can and African American Masons in Philadelphia. The Philadelphia group
formed another Masonic organization known as the Hiram Grand Lodge of
the State of Pennsylvania. In 1847, these factions met, settled their differences,
and formed a complete union under the auspices of a National Grand Lodge,
directed by John T. Hilton and with William E. Ambush as secretary. The
settlement of differences among black Masons, however, did not quell the
anti-Masonic sentiment among the American populace or the prejudice and
exclusionary tendencies of white Masons."

The opposition to black Masonry attempted to discredit its legitimacy and
to deny its origins in the African world (place, not race). One of the ways fre-
quently used by white lodges to discredit the legitimacy of black lodges was
to conduct an examination of the black Masons. One such incident occurred
in Philadelphia when a committee from the Grand Lodge of Pennsylvania ex-
amined a black lodge “to prove or disprove their capacity as recipients of the
ancient and honorable rituals of the mystic order.” In this case, they found the
black group fully qualified to be Masons. Despite the black Masons’ success in
that test, Delany criticized its administration because it compromised the au-
tonomy of the group, rendering their legitimacy dependent on the decision of
a white review board rather than on the established historical record of black
participation in Masonry in Africa and the United States. He pointed to the fact
that ethnic groups such as the Scotch, Irish, and Welsh had certain social, politi-
cal, and economic issues that prevented them from direct association with the
Grand Lodge of England. They consequently established separate lodges and
received the sanction of the Grand Lodge of the British Empire. By presenting
these facts, Delany wondered, “Can there be a greater demand for an indepen-
dent jurisdiction of masonry among the Scotch and the Irish than among the
colored men of the United States?” His answer to the question was “Certainly
not!”** And in response to Jacob Brinkenhof’s 1851 speech before the Masonic
Fraternity of Ohio, in which he claimed that no descendant of a slave could be
a Mason, Delany went to the historical record to remind readers that Moses, a
slave and a descendant of slaves, studied in Egypt, performed miracles before
Pharaoh, was prime minister, and among the wise men of Africa demonstrated
the fitness of blacks to be Masons. In fact, Delany asked, “Are we as Masons,
and the world of mankind, indebted to him the Egyptian slave—may I add the
fugitive slave—indebted for a transmission to us of the Masonic Records—the
Holy Bible, the Word of God?” Delany even compared Louis Kossuth to a

slave (since Austria controlled Hungary from the sixteenth century until the
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Revolution of 1848); and yet, upon visiting the United States in 1851 (when
he disappointed abolitionists by refusing to denounce slavery) Cincinnatians
made him a Mason. For Delany, the condition of slavery was less important
than race prejudice in this example. Normally, the requisite requirement of
free birth would not apply to those who had lost their liberty in an involuntary
manner. In the biblical period, only those who had lost their liberty as a result
of a criminal act or who, like Esau, bartered their birthright away were denied
Masonic privileges.”

Delany’s skillful ability to connect history and destiny marked an important
component of historical writing in the 1850s. As is clear from earlier discus-
sions, he was not the first writer to make tangible connections between the
distant past and the present. He did, however, begin to recognize the urgency
of the matter. With the struggle over slavery reaching fever pitch, black writers
used history, sacred and profane, ancient and modern, to explicate events in the
contemporary world. This skillful merger of the ancient and modern figured
even more prominently in the work of William Nell, William Wells Brown,
George Vashon, and James Theodore Holly. Although the work of each of these
writers utilized biblical and ancient history, their common goal was to bring
the present into conversation with the past in an effort to defeat proslavery

proponents.

To Confer with the Living and the Dead: Constructing an
Antislavery History from the American Revolution

In the opening to his groundbreaking studies, Services of Colored Americans in the
Wars of 1776 and 1812 (1851 and 1852) and Colored Patriots of the American Revolu-
tion (18ss), William Nell announced his intention to reconstruct an accurate
record of black participation in the Revolutionary War. He was mindful that
he was undertaking a difficult task, given that the denial and erasure of that
record seemed commonplace at the time. Still Nell, undaunted, persevered
while reminding readers of Services of Colored Americans of the difficulties of his
undertaking. “Imperfect as my first edition may prove,” he wrote, “journeys
have been made to confer with the living, and even pilgrimages to graveyards
to glean the shreds and patches for a presentation.” In the second edition of
that book and in Colored Patriots of the Revolution, Nell substituted “fast disap-
pearing records” for the “shreds and patches” to emphasize the urgency of his

mission."
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One of the most poignant aspects of the late antebellum constructions of
the history of black participation during the Revolutionary War relates to how
conscious these writers were of the fact that the nation had not moved ag-
gressively to preserve that history in its founding dramas. William Yates, a
noted black abolitionist speaker who published The Rights of Colored Men in
1838, commented on the urgency created by the loss of sources. He sought “to
mine, from the records of the past, some of the many testimonies to be found
of the rights and services of the colored men.” Yates knew that the records he
needed to produce history, which he defined as an accurate representation of
the services of colored Americans to the nation, were quickly disappearing.
“It is to be regretted that effectual efforts were not made at an earlier date to
furnish a history of the services of the men of color,” he wrote. “The materi-
als were more abundant—a greater number than at present were living, who
were witnesses of their services; then the task would have been comparatively
easy.” Still, he believed, the subject contained great possibility: information
gleaned from the War Department, especially pension records, and the private
correspondence of individuals actively involved in the abolitionist movement
could yield good results.”

Although Yates’s remarks indicated that written primary sources were still
available, the natural loss of witnesses, through death, was a lamentable fact.
No doubt partly because of that, Nell went so far as to point out that even
the documentation he had once been able to glean from cemeteries (prob-
ably tombstones or other grave markers) was disappearing. Retelling a story
originally told by Theodore Parker, recalled in a speech by William Day, Nell
reported that the remains of black soldiers who fought on Long Island in 1776
had been unearthed during the construction of a dry goods store. In an obvious
reference to constructions of race prevalent in the 1850s, Parker had noted that
the skulls were unmistakably those of Africans. Parker continued: “[T]he bones
of these forgotten victims of the Revolution are shoveled up . . ., carted off and
shot into the sea, as the rubbish of the town.” He added, “had they been white
men’s relics, how would they have been honored with sumptuous burial anew,
and the purchased prayers and preaching of Christian divines? Now they are
the rubbish of the street!” Nell enlisted Parker’s words from Day’s speech before
a black convention in Cleveland, Ohio, in 1852, to sum up the task at hand: if
whites failed to preserve the record of black participation in the conflict, the
responsibility fell to blacks. Day believed that these records constituted a liv-

ing and breathing history in need of recovery and restoration to their rightful
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place. He encouraged readers to become actively involved in its recovery, for it
“lies upon the soil watered with their blood; who shall gather it? It rests with
their bones in the charnel house: who shall exhume it?”**

Despite the neglect of black participation in the war, there did exist several
significant histories of the war itself. In the Revolution’s aftermath, white writ-
ers offered biographical, diplomatic, and general historical narratives of the
important event. Popular works ranged from Parson Weems’s valorizing Biog-
raphy of George Washington, to the encyclopedic compilations of Jared Sparks,
The Diplomatic Correspondence of the American Revolution (1829-30) and Works of
Benjamin Franklin (1836—40). Patriot histories also appeared. David Ramsay’s A
History of the American Revolution (1793) and Carlo Botta’s three-volume History
of the War of Independence of the United States (1821) figured prominently in this
group.” And writers during the late antebellum period, like their early repub-
lic counterparts, offered celebratory assessments of the Revolution to consoli-
date its legacy as a major turning point in American history. Benson Lossing’s
Pictorial Fieldbook of the Revolution (1850, 1852), William Gilmore Simms’s Life of
Francis Marion (1844), and Lorenzo Sabine’s American Loyalists (1847) contributed
greatly to these visions of the American Revolution.*

Black intellectuals shared some of the interests of their white counterparts
regarding the Revolution. Black writers compiled volumes that documented
African American contributions, valorized their heroes, celebrated their ac-
complishments, and heralded the patriotism of the participants. Still, these
writers offered a significant counternarrative. Rather than uncritically cele-
brating the Revolution’s legacy, they highlighted the race’s service in order to
remind the nation of its unpaid debt, the guarantee of freedom and citizenship.
As the life-and-death struggle against proslavery advocates reached fever pitch,
even free blacks living in America faced severe proscription. The Compromise
of 1850 and its Fugitive Slave Law resulted in the indiscriminate enslavement
of free African Americans and fugitive slaves alike. And the Dred Scott deci-
sion, which affirmed that blacks were not citizens of the United States, further
weakened their already tenuous position in the national life. These historical
realities strengthened Nell’s resolve to record faithfully the services of those
who fought “in those times that tried men’s souls” and to position black peo-
ple’s historical commitment, contribution, and sacrifice in the middle of the
nation’s current upheaval over race and slavery. Thus, the effort to reconstruct
the history of black participation in the Revolutionary War, as difficult as it
was, was also an integral part of the antislavery war.

The opening salvo of this war probably came in 1837, the year of the congres-
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sional “Gag Rule” and the publication of Hosea Easton’s Treatise on the Intellectual
Character, and the Civil and Political Condition, of the Colored People of the United
States. Most obviously, Easton reminded his readers of black involvement in
the war. He noted that when the Continental Congress established an army of
twelve thousand men and later raised the number to twenty thousand, “it is
well known [that] hundreds of men of which this army was comprised were
colored men and recognized by Congress as Americans.” But, equally impor-
tant, as if in anticipation of the Dred Scott decision, Easton also used his pam-
phlet in another way to prove that black Americans were legitimate citizens.
He argued that African Americans were citizens because they had been slaves
when the American colonies were governed by England, but once the colonies
declared independence “they were no longer held by any legal power.” The
only law in the land was martial law, Easton contended, which recognized no
one as a slave. According to Easton, neither in the various meetings convened
in the colonies to discuss the Revolutionary cause, nor at the Continental Con-
gress convened in Philadelphia in 1776, did the delegates mention color.”

Easton’s attention to the citizenship of black Americans was an important
step in using history to prove (if not create) a legitimate place for black Ameri-
cans in the American republic. William C. Nell’s account of the American
Revolution, however, focused on the patriotism and tangible contributions
of blacks to the revolutionary cause and was much easier to prove. As histo-
rian Elizabeth O’Leary has noted, the nation’s sense of patriotism in the years
before the Civil War was ill-defined and mired in local and regional politics.
Consequently, Nell’s commentary was not only central to efforts to enact an
explicitly African American history but also to use that history to intervene
in and contribute to contemporary debates about the failures and the future
of democracy. He accomplished this goal by juxtaposing the “services of the
Colored Americans in the Wars of 1776 and 1812 with the nation’s course of
disenfranchising and erasing African Americans from the public story of na-
tional life.>

William C. Nell, born in Boston on Beacon Hill in 1817, was an outstand-
ing student as a youngster, quickly attracting the attention of William Lloyd
Garrison, who hired him as an errand boy for the Liberator. A firm believer in
equal rights, Nell later led successful campaigns to integrate Boston schools; he
participated in several antislavery societies, including the Boston Committee
of Vigilance and the Western Antislavery Society; he served as secretary for
the Adelphic Union, Boston’s premier literary and historical association; and

he worked briefly as an editorial writer and publisher for Frederick Douglass’s
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North Star. Much of this work regularly put Nell in contact with white aboli-
tionists, with whom he discussed his interest in reconstructing black partici-
pation in the Revolutionary War.® In letters to his friend Wendell Phillips,
founder of the Liberator and Nell’s benefactor for a time, Nell raised the pos-
sibility of writing a biography of Crispus Attucks, one of the first victims in
the Boston Massacre. Upon reviewing the authoritative sources of his day, Nell
lamented: “I have been unable to find much of the history of Attucks, the first
martyr in the revolutionary conflict.” But enough information existed in the
sources he consulted, particularly Botta’s History of the American Revolution and
George Twelve Hewes’s Memoirs of the Boston Tea Party, to convince Nell that
Attucks was a central figure in the Boston uprising, his fame and eminence
established by the fact that “he was buried from Faneuil Hall as one of the
strangers who fell in the struggle.”**

Nell’s first edition of Services of Colored Americans, written just one year after
the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law, spoke as much to the contested realities
of the 1850s as it did to the missing and incomplete documentation of the past.
Nell’s account foregrounded the 1851 refusal of the City of Boston to erect a
statue in memory of Crispus Attucks. His reprinting of the Boston Transcript’s
incendiary opposition to the monument served to buttress his point. The Tian-
seript disparaged Attucks as the “very firebrand of disorder and sedition, the
most conspicuous, inflammatory and uproarious of the misguided populace,
and who, if he had not fallen a martyr, would have richly deserved hanging as
an incendiary” Nell’s indignation was clear in his response, which concluded
that the “rejection of the petition was to be expected if we accepted the maxim
that a colored man never gets justice done him in the United States, except by
mistake”*

Although Nell’s original study was only twenty-eight pages in length, he
managed to make a substantial case for the active involvement and patriotism
of the black participants in the war. He peppered the work with quotes from
the speeches and pronouncements of white public officials, including Governor
Eustis of Massachusetts, John Hancock, a signer of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, and Calvin Goddard, a judge in Connecticut, to establish a record
of valiant service by African Americans in the war despite discrimination and
prejudice. Using biographical details of the lives of black patriots, he wove the
past and the present together to make the case that blacks’ past public or mili-
tary service and patriotism warranted citizenship rights. To make this point,
Nell recounted the experiences of Charles Black, an impressed seaman during
the War of 1812, whom British officials offered nine hundred dollars to fight
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against his country. Black refused the bribe and served America valiantly. Still,
he received no pension and later became the victim of a vicious beating during
the Philadelphia race riots in 1842.*

While there are no extant records documenting the sales or popularity of
Nell’s work, a limited second edition appeared in 1852. Produced under the
same constraints as the first one, it nevertheless included several new compo-
nents. It was forty pages (as opposed to the twenty-eight pages of the first edi-
tion), and the coverage of black activities was expanded to include the South
and the West. More important, Nell was able to reprint tangible evidence from
blacks concerning their participation in the war. Of particular interest is a
speech delivered in Cleveland in 1852 by author and abolitionist James W. C.
Pennington in which, continuing arguments advanced in his 1841 Textbook of
the Origin and History of the Colored People, Pennington renewed his claims of
black patriotism and for black citizenship. Nell reported Pennington’s display
of archival materials from the State of New York showing the significant role
black people had played in Revolutionary War service as well as an autographed
petition presented to the governor of Connecticut after the war asking him to
comply with the promise to manumit all slaves who bore arms in the struggle
for independence.”

Reviewers of the second edition fully understood the relationship between
this historical study and the contemporary crisis over black slavery and citi-
zenship, and they commented extensively on it. “No reviewer presenting true
sensibility, can read these proofs of the loyal devotion of the free people of
color to their country in the hour of danger and disaster and remember the
ingratitude and cruel injustice that it has returned to them without a sense of
sadness and shame,” insisted one writer. William Howard Day, editor of the
Aliened American, focused on the importance of preserving the history of the
race in his review: “We feel that the idea of preserving these records is just as
important as any other. The facts in Mr. Nell’s book are not generally known.
Let us spread them by adding in the circulation of this work and confirm them
by collecting all others we can.” An advertisement for Nell's Colored Patriots of the
American Revolution in the Anti-Slavery Bugle, May 26, 1855, stated that, “as a means
of enlightening public sentiment on an interesting and much neglected depart-
ment of American history, the subscriber has been induced to make a com-
pilation of facts portraying the patriotism and bravery exhibited by Colored
Americans, on land and sea, in the times that tried men’s souls—embracing the
old French War of 1855, the Revolution of *76 and the struggle of 1812, and sub-

sequent periods.” Indicating that access to sources had increased since Services of
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the Colored Americans was first published, these “facts,” the circular stated, were
gleaned from a plethora of primary sources ranging from military records to
private correspondence and fireside conversations.*®

Nell’s evidence of black patriotism, subsequent abuse, and even enslavement
indeed came from diverse sources. Theodore Parker’s American Anecdotes pro-
vided the tale of an elderly slave “distinguished for bravery and other soldierly
qualities” during the Revolutionary War whose owner subsequently sold him
for one hundred dollars. The new owner, in Mobile, Alabama, put the elderly
man to work raising poultry and tending a chicken coop. From the Charleston
Standard and Mercury came the details about a veteran of the Revolutionary War
who participated in the defense of Fort Moultrie and served as a ship’s cook
after the war ended. The veteran was falsely accused of poisoning a crewmem-
ber who subsequently died. At the trial, no one mentioned his military service,
and the court ignored evidence regarding the desertion of several crew mem-
bers (possibly the murderers). Nell added that the “real proof, no doubt, was
written in the color of his skin, and in the harsh and rugged lines of his face.”
He was found guilty and subsequently executed. The trial, according to the
Charleston paper, “must excite the feelings of every benevolent heart against
the ruthless prejudices engendered by the foul and leprous stain of slavery”
Clearly justice had not been served. Despite the man’s past patriotism, his con-
tribution to the freedom of the country had counted for nothing in his effort
(his right) to a fair trial.*

Despite the fact that Nell’s book seems to document a litany of abuses
against black veterans, this information provided a much-needed spotlight on
their service in the war effort. Nell reported details provided by a letter from
Parker Pilsbury that the names of two soldiers, Lambo Latham and Jordan Free-
men, were separated from those of their white counterparts on a Connecticut
monument commemorating the storming of Fort Griswold. Although both
men played critical roles in the battle—Latham, by killing the British officer
who had killed Lieutenant General William Ledyard, and Freeman, by killing
Major Montgomery, the British commander of the assault on the fort—they
did not receive the treatment normally reserved for heroes. Not only did their
names appear below those of their fellow soldiers, but Lambo’s name appeared
as “Sambo.” The affront was particularly galling because both men were killed
at Fort Griswold in Connecticut in September 1781.%°

Perhaps it was because of this neglect that when Nell discussed black par-
ticipation in the Battle of Bunker Hill, he highlighted the services of particular

individuals: Titus Colburn, Alexander Ames, and Barzillai Lew of Andover,
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Massachusetts, and Cato Howe of Plymouth, Massachusetts. It was just as im-
portant to put their names in the record as it was to prove their patriotism. But
the most poignant example of both goals involved James Forten, the famous
Philadelphia sail maker and abolitionist. Nell reprinted an excerpt from Robert
Purvis’s 1842 eulogy of Forten. In a brilliant use of classical imagery, not un-
like historian Mary Beth Norton’s “Republican Mothers,” Purvis characterized
Forten’s mother as a “Roman matron” who, yielding to the solicitations of her
son, “gave the boy of her promise, the child of her heart and hopes, to this
country; upon the altar of its liberties she laid the apple of her eye, the jewel
of her soul” Forten volunteered as a powder boy on the Royal Louis com-
manded by Stephen Decatur. Captured by the British, Forten received several
inducements—offers of freedom, a good education, and money —to abandon
the colonists’ cause and escape to England. Nell’s recitation of Forten’s refusal
to abandon his country in a time of need proved the depth of his patriotism
and provided a stellar example of one who should have, at the time of his death,
been enjoying all the rights and privileges of citizens.s"

It was undoubtedly important that Nell prove that black people deserved
citizenship rights if for no other reason than that their history of active partici-
pation in the American Revolution warranted it. But his chapter “Conditions
and Prospects of Colored Americans” best captures his effort to intervene, as a
writer, in the antislavery war. In addition to lengthy excerpts from the writings
and speeches of Hosea Easton, Frederick Douglass, Charles Lenox Remond, and
John Rock on citizenship and elevation, Nell compared contemporary struggles
in the antislavery war to the Revolutionary War. For him, the revolutionary
spirit of 1776 necessitated a “second revolution no less sublime than that of the
regenerating sentiment in favor of Universal Brotherhood.” Here, he referred
to it explicitly as an “Antislavery War,” “waged for the last twenty-five years,
prolific in noble words and deeds and remarkable for the succession of victo-
ries, always the reward of the faithful and preserving.” In Nell’s mind, this war
justified the “historical propriety in setting forth the services of those colored
Americans who, in the day of small things, labored earnestly in the welfare of
humanity. If others fail to appreciate the merit of the colored man, let us cher-
ish the deserted shrine. The names which others neglect should be the more
sacredly our care.”*

The black and abolitionist press celebrated Nell’s accomplishments as they
highlighted his evidence of black patriotism and the proof of black rights to
citizenship. A reviewer in the Liberator praised Nell for bringing together a

“large mass of interesting and valuable facts, relating to the colored people
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and the services they rendered to the country” The Liberator also printed the
endorsement of Nell’s old friend, John Greenleaf Whittier, whose words made
the case that African Americans should and must take the lead in recording

their own history in any effort to lay claim to their natural citizenship rights:

It is due to the colored men that they should wrest from their ungrateful
and mean oppressors the acknowledgement of the services of their fathers
in the Revolution. If anybody deserves honor for fighting heroically the
battles of their country, the black men who sat at Valley Forge —who
tracked with naked and bloody feet the snows of Jersey,—the stream of
whose life blood mingled warm and red with that of their white comrades
at Red Bank and Monmouth—are entitled to it, in spite of all the false-

hood of historians writing with the fear of “Massa” before their eyes.*

A writer in the Radical Abolitionist opined that Nell’s book was “well-calculated
to put our spurious Christianity and our sham Democracy alike to the blush of
shame for the cruel prejudice against the colored people.”*

Other authors noted Nell’s general contribution to restoring the historical
record. Radical black abolitionist Martin Delany, in his emigrationist mani-
testo, The Condition, Elevation, Emigration and Destiny of the Colored People (1852),
acknowledged his debt to Nell’s published history and recommended Services
of the Colored Americans to “every American the country through.” Prominent
abolitionist William J. Watkins, in Our Rights as Men, quoted extensively from
Nell’s work to support the contention that African Americans’ service to their
nation entitled them to exercise their rights as citizens of the United States.
Charles Langston borrowed heavily from Nell’s work in an address before
white citizens in Columbus, Ohio, in December of 1855, on behalf of the right
of blacks to serve in the local militia: “Have we proved ourselves enemies to
our country? Have not our fathers stood side by side with your fathers in the
battles that gave glory to American arms!” In that speech, Langston appropri-
ated Nell’s discussion of a petition presented by black Philadelphians, Memorial
of Thirty Thousand Disenfranchised Citizens of Philadelphia (185s), in which the
petitioners used black participation in the Revolutionary War as proof of
citizenship.s

The failure of others to acknowledge black services to the republic also
figured prominently in Nell’s account. Less racially inspired than tactical in
deployment, these were issues that Nell knew resonated with white and black
abolitionists in a historical atmosphere characterized by contestation over black

citizenship. White and black abolitionists, orators, and petitioners used the
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work with great profit to themselves and the antislavery cause. Its greatest
usefulness, however, occurred when Nell rendered his text a symbol by host-
ing a series of commemorative celebrations to remind the nation of black par-
ticipation in the nation’s revolutionary conflicts. Nell’s commemorations, to
borrow Geneviéve Fabre’s language on memory and commemorations, were
“subjunctive, focusing not simply on the past, but the ought and should.”” This
subjunctive mode is consistent with Nell’s active juxtaposition of the services
of black patriots in the Revolutionary War with the tenuous position of blacks
in the United States in the 1850s. Nell was not only concerned with the past
simply on its own terms, but how it could contribute to a more just life for
black people at that time.?

Celebrations and commemorative culture generally were not a new de-
velopment in the black community. In the eighteenth century, Election Day
and Pinkster celebrations were common across the North. From the abolition
of the slave trade in 1808 through West Indian Emancipation in 1833, black
people used the public sphere to dramatize the injustice of slavery and celebrate
its demise. Thus, Nell drew on a wellspring of black culture to construct his
commemorations of what he dramatically described as “the Boston Massacre
of March s, 1770, the day, which, by the valor, patriotism and martyrdom of
the Colored American Crispus Attucks and his associates, has been selected by
history as the dawn of the American Revolution.” The March s, 1858, Faneuil
Hall celebration linked the revolutionary accomplishment with a lively pro-
test against the Dred Scott decision. Important abolitionists, including William
Lloyd Garrison, Charles Remond, Theodore Parker, and John Rock addressed
the eager crowd. As historian Mitch Kachun has shown, these commemora-
tions were important spaces in which blacks could convey information in a
straightforward manner to large numbers of people about their condition and
the steps necessary to ameliorate it.3’

Nell’s program presented diverse types of historical evidence to commemo-
rate the black contribution to the war. One of the most interesting components
of the program was the use of Revolutionary War artifacts including “emblems,
relics, engravings, [and] documents.” Nell displayed a goblet and powder horn
that belonged to Attucks; a certificate with George Washington’s signature
discharging Bryster Baker, a black soldier from Connecticut; a letter from Cap-
tain Perkins to Brigadier General Green to arrest Lieutenant Whitmarsh for
abusing a black soldier on Long Island in 1776; and the flag presented by John
Hancock to black soldiers in front of his mansion on Beacon Street in grateful

appreciation of their services to the country. The celebration included a reen-
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actment of the March 1770 scene on State Street which precipitated the Boston
Massacre. And the presence of the widows of Barzillai Lew and Alexander
Ames, participants in the Battle of Bunker Hill, solidified linkages between the
past and the present.**

All of these forms of historical documentation served to challenge the pro-
nouncements of contemporary figures such as Stephen A. Douglas, the Dem-
ocratic candidate for president in 1860, a fierce opponent of racial equality
and sponsor of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, which allowed these states
to chose whether or not they wished to enter the Union as slave or free states;
and Roger Taney, chief justice of the Supreme Court, who wrote in the Dred
Scott decision that African Americans had no rights that whites were bound
to respect. Nell concluded that their spurious claims that blacks were not en-
titled to the benefits of citizenship caused “white Americans to ignore many
of the prominent and significant facts in the early history of the country” Nell
demonstrated through his historical labors and commemorative celebrations
that “facts could be piled Olympus high in proof that the Colored American
has ever proved loyal and ready to die, if need be, at freedom’s shrine.” That
loyalty ought to have guaranteed their citizenship rights. But it did not. And
Nell continued to merge textual representations of black history with com-
memorative culture, staging other celebrations in 1859 and 1860.%°

Nell’s work, more than that of any other late antebellum intellectual, of-
fered engaging reconstructions of black participation in the Revolutionary
War. Undoubtedly he was inspired by John Greenleaf Whittier’s 1847 article in
the National Era, in which he wrote, “Of the services of the Colored Soldiers of
the Revolution, no attempt has been made to preserve a record, they have no
historian.” Nell challenged the nation’s limited understanding and incomplete
reconstruction of black participation in that war. When government officials
subsequently dedicated battlefields as important historic sites, they had to ac-
knowledge that black and white soldiers served, bled, and died together. When
new monuments replaced earlier ones celebrating the success of the war, Peter
Salem, Lambo Latham, and John Freeman could not legitimately be placed
in the background, separated from their white counterparts. And when the
nation reflected on the invaluable services of the martyrs who sacrificed their
lives on State Street, in Boston, in 1770, the incident that sparked the Revo-
lutionary War, it had to acknowledge the centrality of blacks in the conflict.
Indeed thirty-some years after the Boston Transcript cast Crispus Attucks as little
more than a thug, the city in 1888, erected and dedicated a monument in his

honor.*°
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Rereading the Haitian Revolution and the Possibilities of Independence

While the legacy of the American Revolution served as an important ideologi-
cal battleground in the antislavery war and a legitimate site of revolutionary
discourse, Haiti, given the success of the slave revolt there in 1804 and the fear
and tremors it sent through the Western world, offered other possibilities. The
site of the only black republic in the Western hemisphere, Haiti reemerged in
the nation’s public discourse, offering a place for potential emigration and a
symbol of ultimate triumph in the antislavery war.*' But that war, in an Ameri-
can context, was more than a simplistic contest between anti-and proslavery
forces. It also operated as a war of ideas and rhetorical strategies that revolved
around defining, appropriating, and applying terms usually reserved for white
populations and extending them to African American populations and other
diasporic communities of color. Concepts of democracy, patriotism, republi-
canism, self-government, moral propriety, and civic and social responsibility
figured prominently in the social reform lexicon of the day. It was equally
important in the historical work of black writers.**

The most prominent writers on the intersections between the Haitian and
American Revolutions were George Boyer Vashon, William Wells Brown, and
James Theodore Holly. Highly visible in the abolitionist community, Vashon
and Holly traveled to Haiti in the late 1840s and 1850s. Although Brown never
visited the country, he actively participated in the transatlantic abolitionist
community, traveling extensively in Europe and lecturing on the abolition-
ist circuit. All of these writers built on Martin Delany’s Condition, Elevation,
Emigration and Destiny of the Colored People of the United States (1852) and William
Nell’s Colored Patriots of the American Revolution (18s5). Delany’s work offered em-
igration as a viable alternative to African Americans’ remaining in the United
States, and he historicized the concept of emigration by addressing its role in
the formation of the United States. Delany also included a lengthy discussion
on other potential sites for emigration, from Africa to the Caribbean, assessing
their social, political, and economic benefits for potential settlers. His mani-
festo resonated with the feelings of hurt and betrayal experienced by free black
populations in the North. Nell’s Colored Patriots affirmed the sense of exclu-
sion and uncertainty experienced by African Americans, rendering Delany’s
proposed solution even more important for some.** The works of these five
men had common goals. One was to raise the specter of revolt in the minds of
white Americans, some of whom not only had little interest in ending slavery

in the United States but successfully rebufted many efforts even to talk about it
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through, for example, the 1837 Gag Rule. Another was to prove the capacity of
black people (i.e., former slaves) to govern themselves and, thus, to justify their
emancipation. While earlier writers were more cautious in how they invoked
the symbolism of the Haitian Revolution, later writers used this imagery more
aggressively to intervene in the national impasse regarding whether to expand
or end the peculiar institution in the United States.

Initially a site of fear and uncertainty for the slavocracy of the Western
hemisphere and a source of pride for African-descended populations, Haiti’s
independence in 1804 did not assure its unfettered entry into the community
of republican nations. Rather, its incendiary meanings threatened to destabilize
the institution of slavery in the whole of the Western hemisphere. Through-
out the revolutionary period, many white planters fled the island with their
families and slaves, carrying with them lurid tales of a violent slave uprising
complete with stories of planters murdered in their beds by bloodthirsty slaves.
These individual stories as well as immigrant tales of the destruction and plun-
der of Cap Haitien in 1792 quickly melded into an image of the revolution
characterized as “the Horrors of Saint Domingue.” The “horrors,” rather than
the possibilities, figured prominently in the pre-18so relationship between
Haiti and the United States.**

Although scholars regularly suggest that African Americans uncritically em-
braced Haiti and its incendiary meanings from the republic’s inception up to
the 1850s, the relationship between African American intellectuals and Haiti
was much more complex.® While black intellectuals certainly embraced the
republic as an example of black governance, the ebb and flow of Haiti’s for-
tunes during the tumultuous period following its establishment lessened the
possibility they would hold a uniformly positive view of the nation. In fact,
one can distinguish two topics of discussion in the record, one on the revolu-
tion and another on independence. For all of these writers there was no way
to read slavery, colonialism, and all the attendant exploitation as anything but
bad, and so the revolution was a noble cause to them all. But the reading of
the aftermath of the revolution (and even some of the particular tactics of the
actors during the revolution) was never so consistent. Chronic instability, fre-
quent changes in government, colonial intrigue, and the refusal of the United
States to recognize the fledgling nation contributed to a cautious strain in the
discussions of Haiti. Equally important, the intellectuals understood the revo-
lution’s history well enough to know that it was more than the culmination
of a successful slave revolt. The Haitian government’s pledge of citizenship to

persons of African descent, however, proved attractive enough that beginning
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in the 1820s numerous African Americans immigrated to the island. While
some remained, many did not, and the mixed reputation generated by their
reports also tended to moderate the scholarly conclusions.*’

Despite the problems, black intellectuals were, indeed, optimistic about
Haiti’s prospects. Because of the importance that the example of Haiti provided
of the capacity of black people to govern themselves, the writers often went
to great lengths to refute the erroneous characterization of the revolution as
simply the “Horrors of Saint Domingue.” James McCune Smith’s “Lectures on
the Haytien Revolution” (1841) dramatizes this point. Smith, a distinguished
member of New York’s free black community who trained as a physician at
the University of Glasgow, affiliated with several abolitionist organizations,
including the American Anti-Slavery Society, the Society for the Promotion
of Education among Colored Children, the Statistics Institute, and the Philo-
mathean Literary Society, almost as soon as he returned to the United States.
From the outset, drawing on articles from the British Quarterly, D. M. Brown’s
History of St. Domingo, and Vide’s History of St. Domingo, Smith’s “Lecture on the
Haytien Revolutions” aimed to vindicate the struggles of the Haitian people
to establish a republican form of government and situate Haiti as an indisput-
able example of the benefits of immediate emancipation. In the process, he did
more than simply valorize the slaves’ efforts in their emancipation; he exam-
ined the plight of slaves, caste distinctions, the treatment of the free colored
population, and the topographical features of the island, all of which facilitated
the revolution.*’

But of special importance is Smith’s rewriting of the revolution. Rather than
focusing on a single explosive event, a central component of the “Horrors of
Saint Domingue” legend, Smith’s lecture offered a more complex discussion
of the evolution of the Haitian Revolution. He convincingly presented it as
the result of a series of events involving a multiplicity of actors, including St.
Domingue’s grand blancs, the planters and slave owners; petit blancs, the small
farmers, artisans, and overseers; and affranchis, or gens de couleur, the free black
population, as much as it was influenced by the slave population. For example,
Smith noted that, concerned more with the profitability of sugar cultivation
than the condition and plight of the slaves, the grand blancs seemed unaware of
the ramifications of importing large numbers of African slaves into the colony.
The growing animosity between the petit blancs and free people of color added
additional fuel to the fire.#*

In Smith’s genealogy, the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789 sparked

the forces of dissension and class warfare between petit and grand blancs in Haiti.
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By Smith’s account, it was they, not the slave population, who exacerbated
an already tense situation. The refusal of the grand blancs to allow petit blancs
representation in the new government sparked an armed conflict between the
two groups. Smarting from their rebuttal by the grand blancs, the petit blancs
organized themselves into an army with the intention of expelling the at-
torney general and the intendant at Port-au-Prince. Rather than face expulsion,
both men voluntarily left the island. This already tense situation became even
more complicated with the arrival of Vincent Oge, a member of the affranchis,
who had traveled abroad seeking support for the demands of the free people
of color on the island. Oge returned to the island to secure compliance with
the 1790 decree of the French legislative assembly allowing all (free) persons
age twenty-five and above to vote in the formation of a national assembly.
Instead of complying with the request, the colonial assembly sent a force of
six hundred men to capture Oge. After his capture and execution, the French
National Assembly decreed equal rights for all French citizens regardless of
race, but rather than implementing the new law, the governor and Colonial
Assembly in Saint Domingue convened to circumvent the law’s passage and
tighten restrictions on the slaves.*

Smith’s presentation of Saint Domingue’s internal racial and class politics
was, indeed, a rather complex construction of the history of the Haitian Revo-
lution. Still, his account masks as much as it presents. For example, he was
conspicuously silent about Vincent Oge. Smith’s silence speaks to the rela-
tive uncertainty of how to present the leaders of the revolt because of their
often tenuous and sometimes oppositional relationship to the masses. Smith
was also silent about the initial revolt of free blacks after it became clear that
the Colonial Assembly would not recognize or even receive Oge’s petition.
Oge was not simply a humble petitioner who threw himself on the mercy of
the Colonial Assembly. And although Smith did not stereotype him as a heroic
military leader, neither did he show that Oge was a hesitant insurgent whose
inferior force was defeated by a vastly superior one. In short, Smith masked
much about Oge by presenting him as a supplicant who was rebuffed, taken
prisoner, and executed. Oge was, in fact, a free black man whose hands were
dripping with blood. He led a revolt for the benefit of free blacks. But such an
image was anathema to those who opposed the use of politics or violence to
effect the abolition of slavery. Perhaps more important in this instance, while
the apparently selective lapse in the rendition seems to be an effort to repre-
sent the Haitian Revolution unilaterally as a glorious and noble event, by not

commenting on Oge, Smith’s early account kept the focus on the success of the
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revolution, which he rightly portrayed as more complex than any others had
done to that point.*°

Altogether, Smith’s presentation begged the question (one as apt for people
in the United States as in Haiti): How long can people justifiably wait for free-
dom without taking action to make it a reality? This question seems to lie at
the heart of Smith’s inquiry. Given the general fear of slave rebellions in the
United States and the myth that emancipation of slaves led to outright mur-
der and other outrages committed against whites, Smith reminded his read-
ers that the “insurrection was the legitimate fruit of slavery, against which
it was a spontaneous rebellion. It was not therefore the fruit of emancipa-
tion, but the consequence of withholding from men their liberty.” Following
from this supposition, Smith turned to settling questions surrounding the 1792
destruction of Cap Haitien, another important component of the “Horrors
of Saint Domingue,” which Smith sought to dispense with once and for all.
The survivors’ tales maintained “that the first use of their liberty made by the
slaves, was ruthlessly to imbrue their hands in their former master’s blood.”
Smith reminded readers that although the army of slaves consisted of more
than one hundred thousand, only three thousand actually attacked the town.
He compared the level of violence visited upon slaveholders to the uprising of
Spartacus, one of the largest slave revolts in the Roman Empire. In fact, Smith
believed the damage inflicted on the planters by the slaves paled in comparison
to the number of slaves killed by white insurgents.’’

Having asserted the right of human beings to rise up and throw off the yoke
of oppression, Smith situated Haiti as a legitimate revolutionary example in
hemispheric history, deflated the potency of the “Horrors of Saint Domingue”
legend, and then turned to shoring up the vindicationist edifice he had erected
to glorify the Haitian Revolution by celebrating the ability and capacity of
blacks for self-government. For Smith, Toussaint Ouverture embodied this
capacity, and his fame proved the one constant in African American and Hai-
tian relations. Unlike his successors, Dessalines, Rigaud, and Christophe, whose
motives and tactics were questionable, he remained above reproach.®* He not
only defeated French, British, and Spanish forces on the island but also proved
a capable administrator. His imposition of strict labor laws allowed the colony
to regain much of its former strength as a site for sugar, coffee, and indigo pro-
duction. He also promulgated a new constitution guaranteeing equality before
the law. In time, however, Toussaint’s fortunes changed, which did not bode
well for Haiti. Smith attributed his demise to Napoleon’s “dark spirit[,] glutted
but not satiated with the gory banquet afforded at the expense of Europe and
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Africa” Although Napoleon’s plan to reinstate slavery never came to fruition,
his capture of Toussaint set the stage for the bloodiest portion of the revolt, led
by Generals Dessalines and Christophe, and about which, as already suggested,
Smith withheld comment.5

Smith’s clever manipulation of the meanings of the Haitian Revolution
necessitated a discussion of the revolutionary “moment,” which included: an
initial revolt by the mulattoes led by Oge and Chavannes; a slave rebellion; an
invasion by Spanish and British forces and their subsequent defeat by Tous-
saint Ouverture; an internal civil war between Toussaint and Rigaud, who
was defeated and exiled to France and who returned with Leclerc’s invasion
force in 1800; the subsequent capture, imprisonment, and death of Toussaint
L'Ouverture; and the last and bloodiest phase of the revolution, led by Dessa-
lines, Christophe, and Pétion. Altogether, the revolution offered an unsettling
and unflattering picture of wanton destruction, intraracial and interracial war-
fare, and a country in ruins. This is not the image Smith wished to project at
a time when free black leaders, no doubt influenced by the British example of
emancipation of black slaves in the Caribbean, wished to present the example
of a smooth and orderly transition to freedom.**

The 1850s offered different conditions than existed when Smith wrote in the
early 1840s. Texas had come into the Union as a slave state, and the slavery con-
troversy flared up again when it was California’s turn and the state’s admission
was coupled with the Compromise of 1850, which included the odious Fugitive
Slave Law allowing for the recapture and return of actual and suspected fugi-
tive slaves to their owners with only the flimsiest proof of identity or residence.
American “Manifest Destiny,” a term widely used by politicians during the
1840s, would, it seemed, forever include slavery. And so the antislavery war
needed new ammunition. That ammunition would come from the pens of
Brown, Holly, and Vashon, who turned more directly to the leadership of Haiti
than did Smith. They would also use the revolution to focus on the independence.
By their accounts, the Haitian Revolution became a template for the American
antislavery war, and they used it to warn the United States of its possible future
if slavery were not abolished. The focus on Haitian independence also provided
proof of blacks’ ability for self-governance, giving the lie to the stereotype of
their inferiority.

George Vashon, an 1840 graduate of Oberlin College, worked briefly in 1844
with Martin Delany’s short-lived newspaper, the Mystery. Although he trained
for a career in law, the Alleghany County bar refused him admission due to

an 1838 statute in the Pennsylvania constitution, which limited the franchise
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and citizenship to white men and thus prevented access to the bar for African
Americans. Upon relocating to New York, Vashon became the first African
American admitted to the bar in that state.’® William Wells Brown, a runaway
slave who first attracted broad-based public attention with the publication of
his autobiography, The Narrative of William Wells Brown (1847), worked as an
agent for the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society and published a songbook,
The Anti-Slavery Harp (1847). Best known for his controversial novel, Clotel; or,
The President’s Daughter (1852), he spent considerable time on the European an-
tislavery circuit, during which time he published Three Years in Europe; or, Places I
Have Seen and People I Have Met (1852) and The American Fugitive in Europe (1852).%°
Like Vashon, James Theodore Holly was also freeborn. Born in Washington,
D.C., in 1820, he enjoyed the benefits of a classical education in his youth. After
completing his formal education in Burlington, Vermont, he took increased
interest in the work of the American Colonization Society. Less interested in
immigrating to Liberia than to Canada, Holly soon became a volunteer cor-
respondent for Henry Bibb’s Voice of the Fugitive.’”

All three men saw great potential in Haiti as an important symbol in their
struggle for democracy in America. Haitian politics, and its political leaders in
particular, figured prominently in their work. Each man, for example, found
a useful example in Faustin Solouque, or Emperor Faustin I. Elected in 1848,
and self-proclaimed emperor in 1849, Faustin, a black leader, associated himself
with the island’s black traditions. He employed Freemasons, and because he did
not discourage the practice of vodun, or voodoo, as earlier leaders had done,
it became more pronounced during his reign. More important as proof of the
political capability of black leaders, Faustin notably imposed a state monopoly
on the importation of sugar and coffee, curtailing the influence of local and
foreign merchants in the economy, and organized state-controlled houses to
regulate imported goods.”® Vashon, who traveled to Haiti but never met the
leader, commented favorably on the early years of the regime (which lasted
for ten years) in a series of epistolary exchanges that appeared in Frederick
Douglass’s North Star. Holly arrived in Haiti six years after Vashon. On a mis-
sion sponsored by the Episcopal Church, he met with the emperor and pre-
sented a plan to settle immigrants on the island, complete with stipulations to
exempt settlers from the military and to facilitate the importation of tools and
other personal possessions. Although Faustin never officially endorsed Holly’s
plans, Holly remained optimistic about Haiti’s prospects for African American
settlement.® For George Boyer Vashon, it was the leadership of Vincent Oge
that proved most useful. Less intimidated by Oge than was Smith, or perhaps
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simply more knowledgeable of him, Vashon published a highly romanticized
portrait of the mulatto leader. Vashon’s formal, classical education allowed him
to adopt one of classical literature’s most enduring forms— the epic poem—to
memorialize Oge, make the case for his important role in Haiti’s revolutionary
history, and position Haiti and its independence in the stream of legitimate
revolutionary activity in the Western hemisphere.

First published in Julia Griffiths’s Autographs for Freedom in 1854, Vashon’s
poem “Vincent Oge” appropriated the most powerful intellectual imagery of
his time, namely the progressivism and poetics of Romanticism and the im-
agery of classical antiquity in the form of heroism.” The highly romanticized
portrait of the Haitian mulatto leader began, however, by drawing tangible
connections between the French and Haitian Revolutions. In this account,
freedom is a teleological force often preceded by tyranny and undemocratic
systems of government that are ultimately transformed into a positive force.
The French example was embodied in the splendor and power of the monarchy
beginning with Louis XIV, also known as the Sun King, and ending with the
beheading of Louis XVI. Vashon wrote:

The visions of grandeur which dazzlingly shone,
Had gleamed for a time and all had suddenly gone.
And the fabric of the ages—the glory of the kings,
Accounted most sacred mid sanctified things,
Reared up by the hero, preserved by the sage,

And drawn out in rich hues on the chronicler’s page,
Had sunk in a blast, and in ruins lay spread,

When the altar of freedom was reared in its stead.

The marriage between freedom and destiny also joined France to Haiti in
that “a spark from that shrine in the free-roving breeze, / Had crossed from far
France to that isle of the seas” Once there, the liberatory light of the spark gave
rise to feelings of “vengeance, hatred and despair.” Most strongly felt among
free blacks and slaves, owing to their exclusion from the island’s political life,
freedom’s spark ignited the need for the redress of previous grievances; so

much so, wrote Vashon, that

When they burst, they wildly pour
Their lava flood of woe and fear,
And in one short —one little hour,

Avenge the wrongs of many a year.61
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In Vashon’s romantic portrait, Oge represents the highest echelon of free
black populations. Educated, sophisticated Oge embodied all the qualities of
a leader, and he was a member of the highly influential Friends of the Negro,
a prominent group of French abolitionists that included Abbé Grégoire; An-
toine Pierre Barnave, a lawyer and a liberal; and Jacques-Pierre Brissot de War-
ville, founder of the Friends and a Girondonist leader in the General Assembly.
When Oge, the voice of the mulatto elite, traveled to Europe, he intended to
return to Haiti and force the Colonial Assembly to accept the proclamation
of March 8, 1790. Instead, he was rebufted by the assembly, and according to
Vashon, free blacks then had no other choice but to let “other torrents louder
roar” —thus, armed revolution.®

Not surprisingly, given Vashon’s intimate knowledge of the classic and ro-
mantic devices, one hears the voice of the Spartan mother in “Vincent Oge.”
In this case, however, she is the Afro-Caribbean woman. From the start, she
played a traditional (feminized) role in the nation as citizen: she reared strong
children who would become important to the cause. And when it became
necessary, her involvement was direct: she bid the troops, the freemen, her
figurative sons, farewell, sending them into battle. Her voice authorized and
sanctioned the struggle for freedom, and sacrifice for freedom was made a

noble cause:

And there’s the mother of Oge,

Who with firm voice, and steady heart,
and look unaltered, well can play

The Spartan’s mother’s hardy part;

And send her sons to battle-fields,

And bid them come in triumph home,
Or stretched across their bloody shields,

Rather than hear the bondman’s doom.%

Vashon’s construction of Oge’s actions as heroic celebrates, by extension, the
leadership qualities of the free black population. But Vashon was very selec-
tive in his use of evidence in his portrait of Oge. As historian C. L. R. James
noted, despite having procured weapons and support from abolitionist Thomas
Clarkson, Oge seemed unsuited to the contingencies of revolution. Instead of
initiating a revolt, which he was equipped to do, Oge supported the slave sys-
tem, issuing two high-sounding proclamations calling for mutual cooperation
between (free) blacks and whites to alleviate some of the odious restrictions on

the free black population. Despite the willingness of free blacks to compromise
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on the issue of full black equality, the island’s white citizenry remained deter-
mined to block free blacks’ participation in the political forum.*

Vashon again deployed romantic and classical imagery to capture the des-
peration of the freedmen after their rebuff by the white factions on the island.
Despite the nobility of their cause, “it availeth them nought / With the power
and skill the tyrant brought.” The freeman, “like Sparta’s brave sons in Ther-
mopylae’s straits,” failed to overcome the power of a superior foe. The simile
was especially fitting. Oge’s force consisted of far fewer men than their white
opposition numbered, and the Spartan force comprised only Leonidas and 350
men. And like the Spartans, who were unable to secure the pass at Thermopy-
lae because of the treachery of a fellow Greek in showing the Persians a route
around the Spartan soldiers guarding it, Oge’s forces were unsuccessful. Also
like the Spartans, the Haitian freemen represented a privileged class. Although
they did not possess the military genius of the Spartans, they occupied the
best position from which to launch an insurrection against the white planters.
As the Spartans sacrificed themselves for Greece, so the free blacks sacrificed
themselves for Haiti.%

Vashon captured the martyrdom of Oge in compelling tones. These brave
“Spartans,” as Vashon conceived them, gave their all to the cause of freedom
in Haiti. After their capture, Oge and Jean Chavannes experienced a grueling
trial, after which, under torture, both confessed their crimes. Chavannes never
lost his resolve, but Oge broke down under pressure and begged for mercy.
The next day, Oge’s brother was condemned along with the other conspirators.
Whereas in the case of the Spartans, Leonidas’s body, after a great struggle for
possession of it by the warring parties, was preserved by the remaining Greeks,
the state literally destroyed the bodies of Oge and his brother: both men were
placed on the rack and their limbs broken and their bodies dismembered. Yet,
as the preservation of the body of Leonidas ensured his fame for the Spartans,
the brutal execution of Oge and his brother preserved their names for posterity
and served as the catalyst for subsequent developments in the quest for Haitian
independence.*

William Wells Brown continued the heroic presentation of free black Hai-
tians in his account, making tangible connections with the American Revolu-
tion. Brown’s speech, “St. Domingo: Its Revolution and Its Patriots,” reminded
readers of the earlier participation of Haitian patriots, as he called them, in the
Siege of Savannah during the American Revolution in 1779. Brown’s calling
them patriots was undoubtedly a deliberate attempt to expand the meaning

of the term beyond the American Revolutionary context. Brown hoped, by
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linking the two patriotic traditions, to clarify and exonerate the contributions
of both to the revolutionary history of the Western hemisphere.®”

In his analysis of the debates preceding the issuance of the March 8 decree
and the actions of various components of the Haitian populace, Brown quoted
Antoine Pierre Barnave, who in seconding the claims of mulatto rights put
forth by Vincent Oge, exclaimed, “Perish the colonies rather than the prin-
ciple!” Brown called it “Noble language this!” and wondered, “Would that the
fathers of the American Revolution had been as consistent.” When describing
the massacre of five hundred faithful servants who refused to bear arms to put
down the rebellion, Brown echoed the words of the American revolutionary
Patrick Henry by pointing out that the struggle was for “liberty or death.” If the
slogan could justify the actions of the American patriots in their effort to rid
themselves of British control, then it could do no less in the Haitian struggle
against the French.®®

James Holly’s “Vindication of the Capacity of the Negro Race for Self-
Government,” published two years after Brown’s lecture, presented a contri-
butionist and vindicationist portrait of black involvement in the revolutionary
uprising. Reflecting his role as a minister, Holly’s account invoked the jeremiad,
characterizing the slave population as inspired by the “Lord of Hosts, who
directed their arms to be the instruments of His judgment on their oppres-
sors, as the recompense of His violated law of love between man and his fel-
low.” But Holly’s lecture also included several common features in historical
presentations of the period: he viewed the revolution as progressive in size,
scope, and import. And altogether, the Haitian revolution and its aftermath,
independence, not only vindicated the mental and moral capacity of blacks for
self-government, but “was one of the noblest, grandest, and most justifiable
outbursts against tyrannical oppression that is recorded in the pages of world
history*

Like Vashon, Holly viewed the free black population as the class of des-
tiny. After describing the restrained behavior of the slave population in the
face of the rapidly growing tide of revolution on the island, he turned to the
free black population. This population exercised even more restraint than the
slaves, Holly thought, considering that their wealth and education should have
entitled them to political power in the colony. Aware that their patience might
be misunderstood and labeled as ignorance, Holly pointed to the fact that these
classes of men were “educated in the seminaries of France” and were “patrons
of that prodigy of literature, the Encyclopedia of France.” Nor were they cow-

ards, as some might surmise, because they were the ones who served, as Brown
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had pointed out in “St. Domingo: Its Revolution and Its Patriots,” as the “vol-
untary compeers of the Revolutionary heroes of the United States; and who,
under the banners of France, mingled their sable blood with the Saxon and the
French in the heroic battle of Savannah.””°

Holly seemed more trenchant than Brown in his claims that the Haitian
Revolution “surpassed the American Revolution, in an incomparable degree.”
Deflating the importance of the American Revolution while trumpeting the
benefits of the Haitian one, he strengthened the case for its legitimacy. Ulti-
mately, Holly cast the Haitian Revolution as something the American Revolu-
tion could never be. The Americans were free, highly enlightened, and their
greatest grievance seemed “the imposition of the three pence pound tax on
tea.” Holly argued that leaders of the Haitian Revolution were largely menial
and uneducated slaves and were not just taxed on their consumption but paid
with their lives. Their opponents consisted of both a mother country and its
colonial government, the latter of which played an active role in attempting to
suppress the revolt. Given the sum total of these conditions, Holly concluded
that compared to the Haitian Revolution, the America Revolution was but a
“tempest in a teapot.””!

There were, however, complications in this romanticization of the Haitian
Revolution and the effort to position it properly in the history of recent world
revolutions. The complication pertained to the position of most free blacks in
the early revolutionary struggle. Although it was clear in these narratives that
they, as a potential leadership class, were key figures in outlining “the destiny
of the colored race,” they were not always (some were never) on the side of the
slaves. Clearly aware of the few prerogatives they possessed, determined not to
lose them and, in fact, to add to them, free blacks, including Oge, at first made
the proverbial deal with the devil—one they would eventually have to aban-
don. Without denying this, the black American writers managed to present
their story in a manner that fit the larger goal of using the Haitian Revolution,
which resulted in independence and freedom, to criticize the American Revo-
lution, which left some people enslaved and others free but as something less
than citizens. Such a representation situated Haiti in the mainstream of world
revolutions, and it drew necessary attention to Haitian independence.

Arguing for the inherent ability of African Americans to govern themselves,
and deeply committed to a civilizationist project, Holly focused on presenting
Vincent Oge as representative of the ability of free blacks to negotiate con-
tested political terrain. Aware of the opposition in the colony to black rights,

Oge appears here as a calculating politician, one who attempts to judge the
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mood of the people and take the most appropriate action. Rather than return-
ing immediately to Haiti from Paris, where he argued for the rights of free
blacks, Oge sought support from other European nations, and Holland gave
him the rank of lieutenant colonel and membership in the Order of the Lion.
When Oge returned to Haiti with an armed escort, he immediately became
aware of opposition to his position. His selfish attempt to privilege the posi-
tion of free blacks by devising a Faustian bargain— the tacit acceptance of black
slavery —with the landed whites proved unfruitful. Despite the implications
of this scenario, rather than ignore it as Smith had, Holly tactfully offered an
interpretation of it. “This specific assurance on the part of Oge, although its
does not speak much for his high sense of justice . . . shows as much wisdom
and tact in the science of government, as evinced by the sap-headed legislators
of this country, who make similar compromises to the oligarchic despots of
this nation.” Glossing over the obvious betrayal of the slave population by the
free black population, Holly interpreted this move as a political strategy no
different from those employed in the Northern antislavery war of the 1850s or
by politicians, in general, in this period. In an attempt to encourage selective
historical remembrance, Holly essentially urged the reader to forgive Oge for
his early actions toward the slave population and to focus instead on “the ig-
noble and unworthy fate” he suffered “at the hands of those monsters of cruelty
in St. Domingo.””*

Brown’s “St. Domingo” also portrayed the mulattoes as an oppressed and
grieving class. Brown concurred with Holly that they received few benefits as
aresult of their class position, but Brown located the spark of freedom in Eng-
land rather than in France, probably because of Britain’s then-current role in
humanitarian, and especially abolitionist, movements and Brown’s admiration
of the reformers he had no doubt met during his travels in Europe in the early
1850s. Brown also differed from Holly in his view of the slave population’s role
in the war. Brown, who had lived as a slave and a fugitive, depicted slaves as a
primary factor in the revolt. The slaves awoke, Brown wrote, “as from a dream,
and demanded their rights with sword in hand.” Fire consumed the island, de-
stroying villas, factories, and farms. The slaves’ fury seemed justified for Brown
because their “ancestors had been ruthlessly torn from their native land and
sold in the shambles of St. Domingo.” Holly’s view of slave involvement in the
insurrection was more cautious. Suspicious of the capacity of slaves to conduct
themselves rationally, he presented them as awakening “from [their] slumber of
degradation to the terrific power of brute force.” Bouckman, “the Spartacus of

His Race,” directed the work of devastation on the island. In a manner almost
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indicative of brute, unthinking force, he “continued to ride on the storm of
the revolution in its hurricane march, with a fury that became intensified as
it progressed.” But like Oge, he too fell under the vindictive weight of the
colonists. His death cleared the way not only for a “triumvirate of Negro and
mulatto chieftains,” but for what Holly termed the “Auspicious Dawn of Negro
Rule,” the ascendancy of Toussaint UOuverture.”

For Brown, the revolutionary legacy began not in 1804, with the declaration
of Haitian independence, but 1799, the year Toussaint COuverture emerged as
the leader of the colony. His comrades Rigaud, the mulatto general, and former
slaves Christophe and Dessalines also figured prominently in the discussion.
When the main contingent of the French army landed at Cape City and a
smaller force at Port-au-Prince, the main commanders of the slave force, Tous-
saint and Christophe, like “Nat Turner, the Spartacus of the Southampton Re-
volt,” fled into the mountains, ostensibly to begin a campaign of guerilla war-
fare against the insurgents. In describing the numerous atrocities committed
by the black general Dessalines against white planters, Brown pointed out that
this should serve as an omen for American slaveholders: “Let the slave-holders
in our Southern states tremble when they call to mind these events” Given
the belief in the tangible and ongoing nature of the American Revolutionary
heritage, Brown applied this same concept to the Haitian revolutionaries. He
believed that the father of the Haitian Revolution, Toussaint L'OQuverture, and
its patriots would reappear in the Southern United States. Their spirits were
already there, as Brown’s juxtaposition of Toussaint and Christophe to Nat
Turner suggested. When that spirit of revolt combined with the impulses from
the American Revolution, Brown believed, “the revolution of St. Domingo
will be reenacted in South Carolina and Louisiana.””*

Thus, the cyclical notion of history again bequeathed a legacy to the West-
ern hemisphere. But what traditions did the French and American Revolutions
produce? Were they consistent with liberty or opposed to it? In Brown’s analy-
sis, both George Washington, the father of the American Revolution, and Na-
poleon Bonaparte, heir of French Republicanism, paled in comparison to Tous-
saint UOuverture. Napoleon and Toussaint were both of humble origins and
ended their careers in exile. But the differences in how they achieved their
fame seemed too striking to overlook: “Toussaint fought for liberty; Napoleon
fought for himself. Toussaint gained fame by leading an oppressed and injured
race to the successful vindication of their rights; Napoleon made himself a
name and acquired a scepter by supplanting liberty and destroying nationali-

ties, in order to substitute his own illegitimate despotism.” George Washing-
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ton, the legitimate heir of the American Republican tradition, fared no better
than Napoleon when compared with Toussaint LOuverture, who, Brown con-
cluded, was the true republican, for his government made “liberty his watch-
word, incorporated it in his constitution, abolished the slave trade and made
freedom universal among his people.” Brown argued that Washington’s gov-
ernment took the opposite course and in doing so, perverted the true spirit of
republicanism. Washington’s government “incorporated slavery and the slave-
trade, and enacted laws by which chains were fastened on the limbs of millions
of people.” Brown also explicitly inverted Washington’s legacy by putting it in
the context of the ideological contest of the 1850s: Washington gave “strength
and vitality to an institution that would one day rend asunder the Union that
he had helped to form.” Despite the fact that a slave revolt did not ultimately
occur in the South during the 1850s, Brown insisted that as a result of the failure
to fulfill the revolutionary promise, the “slave in his chains in the rice swamps
of Carolina and the cotton fields of Mississippi burns for revenge.””*

It is ironic that in Holly’s account, Toussaint and Washington were each cast
as “the regenerator and savior of his country,” individuals eminently suited to
the exigencies of revolution and the demands of statecraft. Using Toussaint’s
success to make a case for blacks’ capacity for self-government, Holly argued
that the power of his government originated from his ability to impose strict
regulation on land and quotas on sugar production in order to stabilize the
island’s commercial enterprises. Sensitive to the needs of the formerly enslaved
population, he pursued a course of action that facilitated international com-
merce and paved the way for the enactment of the Rural Code, which helped
the island return to the prosperity it had known prior to the Revolution. That
code compelled the unemployed to seek a private employer and, if one could
not be found, to seek employment by the government on sugar plantations in
rural areas. In Holly’s opinion, Toussaint’s success proved more enduring than
that of the British or the Americans. Haiti’s labor regulations were fairer and
did not resort to apprenticeship or encourage voluntary or forced immigration
of Asians to meet the production goals of planters.”® The fact that Haiti never
resorted to an apprenticeship program and that Toussaint’s plan of wealth dis-
tribution did not defraud the peasants in favor of the landed class boded well
not only for claims of innate ability for self-government but in the assurance
of democratic forms of government which treated all citizens fairly regardless
of race or class.”

When Holly turned to Toussaint LOuverture’s successors, he found that

they possessed the sophisticated qualities of statesmanship exhibited by their
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predecessor. Similar to his presentation on Oge, Holly failed to mention the
darker side of Dessalines’s reign, such as the massacre of thousands of mulattoes
in southern Haiti. He focused instead on Dessalines’s ability to build a six-
thousand-man army, and his attempt, albeit unsuccessful, to unite the French
and Spanish portions of the island. Holly also glossed over the serious problems
of class and caste in the regimes of Pétion and Christophe: despite their opposi-
tion to one another, here they appeared (at least symbolically) united against a
common external enemy. In casting them this way, Holly obscured important
internal problems of their rule. Although under Boyer, the divisions between
the Spanish and French portions of the island were temporarily healed, civil
war and disorder erupted. Holly attributed the chaos to “the animosities that
the ancient regime of slavery had created among them.” Of importance to
Holly was his conclusion that the then-current leader Faustin I settled all dis-

sension and discord.”

THE INTENSE POLITICAL DEBATES about the future of slavery in America,
which proslavery forces at times seemed to be winning, presented a major
challenge for African American writers during the late antebellum period. The
continuing spread of slavery across the country made it clear that action was
absolutely necessary. Unable to take up arms, these writers took up their pens,
and they created narratives that aimed to intervene in the politics of the day
and make the strongest case possible for the abolition of slavery and the exten-
sion of freedom, democracy, and citizenship to all Americans. Better educated
than their predecessors had been, less steeped in clerical traditions, and with
powerful examples in the American and Haitian Revolutions, they used their
pens and their voices to great effect.

The American Revolution, with all its promises, and the Haitian example,
with all of its, allowed these writers to move beyond but not totally transcend
their reliance on ancient, biblical, and classical evidence in their effort to make
the case for black humanity. But the powerful literary devices of heroism,
vindication, and even examples of representative men and women continued
to prove useful. In fact, they assisted in making a compelling case for black
inclusion into ideas regarding republicanism and democracy.

“Liberty and justice for all” were among the ideals for which the colonists
fought the American Revolution. Its participants purchased their freedom
through their sacrifices of blood, sweat, and tears. Framed as a justifiable re-
volt against a tyrannical mother country, England, the American Revolution

not only heralded the birth of a new nation, but also a uniquely new historical
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reality in which, supposedly, “all men are created equal.” Unfortunately, these
words did not apply to blacks or Native Americans or women. More than
eighty years after the Revolution, blacks still were not able to participate fully
in its promise of independence. African Americans vehemently argued that the
participation of blacks in the American Revolution not only deserved recogni-
tion and respect but constituted an essential service to the nation that should
have guaranteed the benefits of citizenship, but did not.

Haiti, like the United States, had experienced discovery, exploration, and
exploitation. The island’s rapid rise as the crown jewel in the French colonial
empire because of its sugar production occasioned serious problems for its slave
population. The tremendous need for labor to maintain and increase produc-
tion levels encouraged the continuous importation of slaves, which, combined
with the brutal conditions under which they worked, the denial of rights to
free blacks, and the expectations created by the French Revolution created
the perfect conditions for revolt. While African Americans never mounted
a comparable revolt in the United States, Haiti’s success buoyed their hopes
of participating in a free republic as fully free and equal citizens. Moreover,
the Haitian Revolution was more than a spontaneous outburst of slave fury,
a charge these writers constantly rebuffed in the United States. It represented
the legitimate desire of these individuals of color to achieve the much-vaunted
“Rights of Man.” The Haitian Revolution, if carefully assessed, provided a tem-
plate, or an incendiary warning, for what could happen in the United States
if the antislavery war was lost. And Haitian independence, despite its conten-
tious and problematic history, proved, once and for all, that black people were
capable of governing themselves.

Black intellectuals like William C. Nell, James McCune Smith, George
Vashon, James Theodore Holly, and William Wells Brown used the spoken
and written word to reread black participation in the American Revolution
and to read the Haitian Revolution as a legitimate revolutionary construct.
Like other historical writers of the nineteenth century, these writers deployed
historical knowledge in highly subjective and didactic ways. But to argue that
their works were naive, simplistic, or narrow and uniform would be a mistake.
Closely wedded to cyclical and teleological understandings of history, they
were less concerned with linear presentations of the facts than with present-
ing a narrative that used the past, whose legitimacy had been denied in the
mainstream, to intervene in the realities of the present, a present that seemed
particularly contested and uncertain. This process created some demands that

resulted in their work appearing similar. That is, they used the American Revo-
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lution in similar ways, and they saw the goal of freedom in the Haitian Revo-
lution in the highest possible terms. But given the desire to provide a more
forcefully historical narrative that tangibly connected the past and present,
black historical writers, in some ways echoing the work of earlier writers,
offered sophisticated interpretations of the past rather than simply reporting
what had happened. In short, these works linked the common desire shared
by early republic and antebellum writers to present a nuanced portrait of black
humanity with the added urgency of the nation’s antislavery war. More than
the precursor to a fierce military contest between pro- and antislavery forces,
these works provided intellectual signposts that aimed to demonstrate black
patriotism, argue for black citizenship, and prove the capacity of black people
to govern themselves.

The pre- and post-Revolutionary War history of America and Haiti, de-
spite America’s failed and empty promises and Haiti’s turbulent history, of-
fered tangible examples for African Americans of the possibilities of a world
of their own making. They envisioned the American Revolution through the
lens of the antislavery war and sought to legitimize black contributions to it.
Linking Haiti’s revolutionary past to the annals of the larger Western revolu-
tionary tradition, they sought to carve out a space for the recognition of their
own efforts to destroy the institution of slavery forever. In many ways, these
writers believed that through their efforts, “the destiny of the colored race”
might ultimately be fulfilled. For many during this time period, black destiny
remained uncertain and unfulfilled. Did destiny represent the possibilities of
independence offered by the success of the Haitian Revolution? In the case of
Haiti, the revolution’s aftermath proved extremely problematic. Discord, an-
archy, and civil war characterized the nation, so black writers could only point
to the revolutionary story and the possibilities that freedom and independence
presented for a bright future. This was also true in the American case. Uncer-
tain of whether the slave power or antislavery forces would win the antislavery
war, black historians looked to the past as a guidepost for the possibilities of
the future. Haiti became both sign and symbol of freedom denied and freedom
won. If blacks could win the antislavery war, then they were determined to
make the most of independence. They were assured that their historical writ-
ing would present the race as fully capable of assuming the mantle of humanity.
It was impossible to know at the time that freedom’s advent would usher in a
new age of social, economic, and political possibility that would allow them to
present the United States rather than Haiti as the best example of the benefits
and blessings of freedom.



CHAPTER 4

The Historical Mind of Emancipation

Writing African American History at the Dawn of Freedom, 1863-1882

Whenever emancipation shall take place, immediate though it may be,

the subjects of it, like many who now make up the so-called free population,
will be in what Geologists call, the “Transition State.” The prejudice now felt
against them for bearing on their persons the brand of slaves, cannot die out
immediately. Severe trials will still be their portion—the curse of a “taunted
race” must be expiated by almost miraculous proofs of advancement; and
some of these miracles must be antecedent to the great day of Jubilee.
—CHARLES L. REASON, “Introduction: The Colored People’s

Industrial College,” 1854

BETWEEN 1863, which marked the passage of the Emancipation Proclama-
tion, the publication of William Wells Brown’s The Black Man, and the de-
cisive Union victory at Gettysburg, and 1882, the year of the publication of
Joseph Wilson’s Emancipation: Its Course and Progress, there occurred a decisive
shift in the style and content of historical writing among African Americans.
Between Brown’s and Wilson’s work, William Still’s The Underground Railroad
represents a tangible example of the method by which black scholars wrote and
disseminated African American history. Still, head of Philadelphia’s Vigilance
Committee from 1850 to 1861, reconstructed the harrowing tales and escapes
of fugitive slaves and printed them in a massive tome, which he subtitled, “A
Record of Facts, Authentic Narratives, Letters &c., Narrating the Hardships,
Hair-breadth Escapes and Death Struggles of the Slaves in Their Efforts for
Freedom, as Related by Themselves, and Others, or Witnessed by the Author.™
Still’s innovations in publishing and dissemination laid the groundwork for the
subsequent explosion in the production of and market for black historical texts
in the 1880s and 1890s.”

Momentous changes in book production and distribution occurred against
the backdrop of the Civil War—the most cataclysmic event of the nineteenth

century in America and a harbinger of change in the culture. The historian
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Robert Wiebe has characterized this period as one in which the United States
“searched for order.” The nation moved from an insular, disconnected, autono-
mous set of “island communities” to a more cosmopolitan, connected, and bu-
reaucratized set of interlocking spheres. These changes affected the intellectual
community in significantly different ways than other sectors of society. An
insular, elitist, and regionally oriented intellectual class gradually evolved into
amore pluralistic, scientific, and nationally oriented intelligentsia. As Dorothy
Ross has noted, the intellectual crisis of the Gilded Age (1865-96) involved di-
minishing the power of the antebellum clerical elite, which had held the social
sciences in colleges hostage to religious concerns and moral philosophy. With
the gradual transference and eventual adoption of German models of scientism
and objectivity in American institutions of higher learning as the period pro-
gressed, the clerical leadership of the nation’s intellectual life increasingly came
under scrutiny.3

The formation of educational institutions throughout the South during the
postbellum years led to the establishment of the black academy. But unlike for
the white population, this period did not see a substantial departure from the
clerically oriented model of the antebellum period in these new institutions.*
As Johns Hopkins, Cornell, and Stanford, and graduate departments at Colum-
bia and Harvard enthroned scientism and objectivity, a substantial number of
the new black normal schools and colleges, still dominated by clerical elite and
missionaries, emphasized religion and moral philosophy. Their purpose was to
enhance conditions for the group, to be sure, but also, significantly, to act as a
mechanism of social control and, in some instances, as a means of discouraging
significant agitation for civil and political rights. Consequently, the emergence
of a black, university-trained elite with graduate degrees in the newly consti-
tuted social sciences was in the offing, but not a tangible reality in the years
between 1863 and 1882.°

Located outside of the nascent black academy, giving them some degree of
autonomy from the clerical elite who dominated the educational institutions
for some years to come, “older” black intellectuals, especially historical writers
like William Wells Brown and William Still used the status garnered from the
antebellum period to promote their racial agenda and lend their experience
to a race just emerging from slavery. Frederick Douglass, the representative
man of the race until his death in 1895, used the pen as a weapon to end slavery
and to define freedom. And the critical markers for all these writers were the

Emancipation Proclamation and the Thirteenth Amendment. These intellec-
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tuals used the postbellum period to outline and sketch the “historical mind of
emancipation.” Using antebellum historical formations—the focus on black
achievements in classical antiquity and, now, post-slave-trade Africa; black par-
ticipation in the nation’s founding dramas; and, most important, biographical
sketches of representative men and women —these writers provided even more
tangible evidence of black participation in the nation’s unfolding story. Unlike
the writers during the period between 1850 and 1860, who could only envision
freedom and independence as a possibility rather than as a certainty, black intel-
lectuals writing after the Civil War lived and wrote in a nation where slavery
no longer legally existed. A characteristic distinguishing these histories from
earlier ones involved their Januslike quality—their ability to look backward
and forward in ways that their antebellum predecessors could never do. Black
intellectuals constructed narratives that not only concerned the future pos-
sibilities of the race but also hearkened back to the courageous role played by
African Americans in the antebellum period to end the horrid institution of
slavery.

Narratives that reflected the past heroism and the future prospects of the
race required an outlet for distribution. Because the Gilded Age offered un-
paralleled opportunities for the publication and dissemination of books, local
and regional networks gave way to national ones. The 1860s witnessed the con-
vergence of a number of older forms of literary production such as sampling
books, trade papers, and literary and book agents, with a virtual explosion in
the production of books and magazines wrought by changes in the organiza-
tion of labor within the larger publishing houses, which began in the 1850s.
Rather than an occasional review in the black press and publication in one or
two editions, historical works increasingly appeared in numerous editions and
with sample books and aggressive advertising strategies making them more
visible than ever. The story of the race became inextricably linked to the com-
mercial demands of the marketplace. And some, more than others, utilized
these approaches extensively —with outstanding results.’

This chapter examines the work of William Wells Brown and William Still,
two prominent writers whose work reflected many of these trends. Continu-
ing to build upon the traditions established by antebellum writers, Brown pro-
duced three seminal works on the black experience in the early postbellum
period: The Black Man, His Antecedents, His Genius, and His Achievements (1863),
The Negro in the American Rebellion: His Heroism and His Fidelity (1867), and The
Rising Son: The Antecedents and Achievements of the Colored Race (1874). Not only
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did these works represent three specific types of historical production—the
biographical catalog, military history, and race history —but they offer critical
insights into Brown’s hemispheric and diasporic visions at midcentury.

William Still, head of Philadelphia’s Vigilance Committee from 1850 to 1861,
played an important role in the Underground Railroad during the antebellum
period and compiled these experiences in a massive book titled The Underground
Railroad (1872), which he reprinted and for which he developed a nationwide
network of salesmen. Examining the work of these African American intellec-
tuals provides critical insights into the world of black writers just after midcen-
tury, their writing strategies, their use of commercial distribution outlets for
their historical production, and their attempt to merge antebellum sensibilities
and postbellum realities to provide a “faithful account of the race.”

Brown’s The Black Man, the first work under consideration here, is a care-
fully constructed biographical catalog of representative men and women.
He included information on prominent black abolitionists and their exploits
and devoted a substantial portion of the text to discussions of the intellectual
achievements of African Americans in the antebellum period. In the book’s
introduction, Brown made clear that his antebellum experiences significantly
shaped his historical writing. His “long sojourn in Europe,” and the opportunity
to research “amid the archives of England and France and in the West Indies,”
provided him with “information respecting the blacks seldom acquired.”

Williams Farrison, Brown’s principal biographer, has characterized Brown’s
project as a miscellany of random facts. But we should rather see, first, that the
volume suggests the importance of the earlier writers themselves and the sub-
jects of their publications. Brown’s work featured sketches of scholars, poets,
writers, scientists, abolitionists, and others. They included James McCune
Smith, James W. C. Pennington, Henry Highland Garnet, Charles Reason,
George Vashon, William Nell, Henry Bibb, Frederick Douglass, William
Still, Charles Lenox Remond, Charlotte Forten, Samuel Ringgold Ward, Ira
Aldridge, Alexander Dumas, James Whitfield, Francois-Dominique Toussaint
L'Ouverture, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, and Henri Christophe of Haiti, and Presi-
dent Joseph Jenkins Roberts of Liberia, Crispus Attucks, Nat Turner, Denmark
Vesey, Joseph Cinque, and Benjamin Banneker. Second, Brown structured the
narrative in such a way as to denote the relative importance of the person and
his or her contribution. And third, the volume was a clear attempt to define
freedom through a project of racial vindication, showing achievement at the
height of slavery as well as after freedom. But fourth, despite the postbellum

publication, the work is also an extension of the abolitionist crusade.® If slavery
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had a detrimental impact on African American moral, mental, social, politi-
cal, and economic advancement, which all the opponents of the institution
believed, surely with the fetters of slavery sundered, African Americans would
demonstrate to the world their ability to rise rapidly and assume their rightful
place in American society.’

As an effort to normalize African Americans as fit subjects for emancipa-
tion, Brown’s sketches, in ways similar to others of his day, used the roman-
tic device of representative men and women to characterize individuals by
physical appearance, intellectual accomplishment, and moral standing in the
black community. His sketch of Henry Highland Garnet is instructive in this
regard. Brown described Garnet as “forty-five years of age, unadulterated in
race, tall; and commanding of appearance, . . . [with] an eye that looks through
you and a clear and ringing voice” He described Charles Reason, a professor
of belles lettres at New York Central College, as a “man of fine education,
superior intelligence, gentlemanly in every sense of the term, and one of the
best of students” George Vashon was “a poetic genius far superior to many
who have written and published volumes.” And Brown praised the intellectual
accomplishments of James McCune Smith by noting that his essays on the
comparative anatomy and physiology of the races “completely vindicated the
Negro, and place that author among the most logical and scientific writers of
the country.” Rather than a random assortment of details and people, these and
other entries in Brown’s catalog suggest his interest in documenting an ante-
bellum tradition of accomplishment. It was one that simultaneously suggested
what could yet be accomplished now that slavery had been abolished.

Brown also praised individuals for their service to particular causes, espe-
cially abolition. It was not simply an attempt to be laudatory. Brown was, after
all, involved in the movement; he was a living witness. And so it was also
important for him to keep the memory of the struggle alive in the mind of a
race on the threshold of freedom. In that regard, Brown highlighted the work
of William C. Nell, about whom he ventured that “No man in New England
has performed more uncompensated labor for humanity, and especially for his
own race, than William C. Nell.” He also praised Nell’s contributions to textual
historical discourse. Brown described Nell’s seminal work, Colored Patriots of the
American Revolution, as a book “filled with interesting incidents connected with
the history of this country, past and present.” Brown’s high praise also extended
to the abolitionist clergy, most notably James W. C. Pennington. Brown and
Pennington had much in common. Both had experienced slavery, escaped, and

established themselves as prominent abolitionists. Deeply appreciative of their
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similar experiences, Brown praised Pennington’s efforts to acquire basic literacy
and study theology.”

Also suggesting the thought that went into the volume, Brown included,
but only had disdain for, the emigrationists. Martin Delany and James Theo-
dore Holly bore the brunt of this rebuke. Although Brown provides a fairly
thorough overview of Delany’s varied career as an emigrationist, especially
his 1858-61 exploration of the Niger Valley (in present-day Nigeria) with
Afro-Jamaican Robert Campbell, Brown criticized Delany throughout. He
characterized Delany’s oratorical style as “somewhat violent in his gestures
and paying but little regard to the rule of oratory” He also derided Delany’s
strong sense of what he labeled “Negro Nationality,” a term Brown defined
as an uncritical alliance to Africa or other diasporic locations. Brown viewed
Holly’s emigrationist, civilizationist, and Negro nationalist ideology as folly
and a dangerous “infatuation.” Holly’s personal sacrifice, which included the
death of several members of his family within the first six months of their
settlement in Haiti, did not seem to justify his continued commitments to
emigration.”

Brown’s harsh critique of Delany and Holly provides an interesting lesson
in the politics of historical writing. Although Brown himself advocated emi-
gration in the 1850s and early 1860s, as the tide turned in favor of the Union
troops during the Civil War, he gradually abandoned these interests and turned
to discussing how blacks might adapt to freedom in America. Delany, how-
ever, only temporarily abandoned his emigration interests. He returned to the
United States from the Niger Valley by way of England in 1861. In 1863, Delany
received a commission as major in the Union Army, but after the collapse of
Reconstruction in the 1870s, he turned again to emigration as a strategy for the
race. Holly, on the other hand, never wavered from his belief in emigration
and continued to promote immigration to Haiti. While Brown appreciated the
seminal role the diaspora played in African American life, when he promoted
emigration, he saw it as a means of accomplishing black equality in the United
States, not as an end in itself. Emancipation and the Thirteenth Amendment
made emigration seem no longer necessary."

Brown’s concern with the African diaspora, in The Black Man, principally
revolved around Haiti. As already noted, Brown held a great deal of pride and
admiration for the Haitian struggle. Although marginal and unrecognized as
a sovereign republic during the antebellum period, its official recognition by
the United States in 1862 instantly transformed Haiti into an even larger sym-

bol of black possibility; possibility that seemed fully obtainable in the post-
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bellum period. Thus, sketches of postindependence Haitian leaders dominate
Brown’s study. In addition to the portraits of Toussaint UOuverture, Dessalines
(1804-6), and Christophe (1807-10, 1811-20), he included sketches of Andre
Rigaud (1810-11), Alexandre Pétion (1806-18), Jean Paul Boyer (1818-43), and
President Fabre Geffrard (1859-67). Rulers in office for only two or three years
sometimes received several times the space of those who served for decades.
This, too, on the surface, makes Brown’s construction seem odd, random. But
there was a logic to Brown’s biographies. He suggested the importance of each
of these leaders in part by the number of pages he devoted to them, and his
ranking of their importance was related to when they served. Those who held
office during the revolutionary period were clearly the most important to
Brown. And so his sketch of Toussaint L'Ouverture, taken verbatim from his
antebellum treatise St. Domingo: Its Revolution and Its Patriots (1855), is more than
twelve pages in length. Toussaint’s successor, Dessalines, received eight pages,
and Henri Christophe, six. Post-revolutionary rulers received fewer than three
pages each. Brown’s sketches followed the traditional antebellum approach to
Haiti’s glory. Although most historians now agree that both Dessalines and
Christophe were tragically flawed as leaders, Brown considered those who took
an active part in the revolution and ruled the country during the first days of
independence to be the greatest Haitian leaders.™

Brown’s diasporic preoccupations continued in The Rising Son. Despite the
fact that less that half of the text focused on Africa and the diaspora and that
its assessments of Haitian and black American antebellum life were taken from
earlier works, the book contributed a highly original perspective on African
history." Its greatest strength is the assessment of Africa during the era of free
trade (1830-80), a historical moment characterized by the European rush for
commercial expansion, the civilizing mission, and the desire for worldwide
domination.

The British and the French, the two most powerful colonial operatives in
Africa at the time, moved aggressively to acquire territory. The British military
extended its influence throughout western Africa, penetrating from the Gulf
of Benin into the hinterland of the Asante, one of the most highly organized
kingdoms in West Africa. By 1882, British and French capital had crippled the
Egyptian state, and British occupation became necessary to stabilize the situa-
tion. The French did much the same in Algeria, where in 1830 they garrisoned
forces in order to combat a Muslim jihad—a religiously inspired war to rid
the territory of infidel invaders. The French also penetrated Senegal and Mali,

territories in what later became known as French West Africa."
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Like western Africa, southern Africa incurred the full brunt of the imperial
onslaught. The Boers, a mixture of French, German, and Dutch peoples from
the lower classes, had settled at the Cape in South Africa in the seventeenth
century and established a town. British arrival at the Cape and their imposition
of restrictive laws on the Boers led to the first of several trekboers—movements
by small groups of Boers into the hinterland. Once in the hinterland, Boers
came into conflict with the indigenous Nguni peoples. These interactions led
to a series of conflicts lasting through the mid-nineteenth century. The dis-
covery of diamonds and gold in the Orange Free State and Witwatersrand
permanently altered the South African landscape. Aggressive British settlement
and the influx of British capital left the Boers at a distinct disadvantage and
displaced virtually all the Nguni people in the area.*

It is in this moment of imperial expansion, which worked to destroy African
societies, that Brown placed his narrative. Like his predecessors, he addressed
Africa’s ancient glories but placed more emphasis on contemporary achieve-
ments to make a case for both its historical importance and current relevance.
He described typical African cultural practices, such as the making of pottery,
but more important, he highlighted the achievements of specific African em-
pires. In this case, he looked not to the Ethiopia of classical antiquity but that of
the nineteenth century. Despite its feudal traditions, he praised the organiza-
tion of the state and devoted a portion of his discussion to the reign of Theo-
dore I. He also pointed out that Ethiopia, long impregnable to the onslaught
of Islam and the machinations of European colonizers, had a distinguished
biblical tradition. The rulers claimed direct descent from King Solomon as a
result of a sexual liaison between Makeda, the queen of Sheba, and Solomon,
the king of Israel.” Moving from northeast to sub-Saharan Africa, from one
region to the next, like the nineteenth-century travel narratives that provided
a model for Brown’s work, the reader sees eastern and central Africa through
Brown’s reconstruction and refashioning of missionary accounts. In one in-
stance, Brown described Segu, the capital of the Bambara in eastern Africa,
using information from Mungo Park, a British missionary who explored the
region and left extensive travel records. Brown described Segu as a thriving
city of thirty thousand with mosques and two-story houses. In central Africa,
he praised the Mandingo and Fulbe as strong proponents of Islam."

Brown’s examination of west Africa focusing on slavery and his presenta-
tion of civilizationist discourse are particularly intriguing. Looking primarily

at Sierra Leone, Dahomey (a creation of the slave trade), and Gabon, Brown
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examined some of the social patterns common to the area, such as polygamy
and polytheism. Particularly incensed about the continuance of slavery in Da-
homey, Brown portrayed the society in the most lurid terms possible, accusing
Dahomean soldiers, for example, of having been little more than hunters of
slaves for two centuries. As if hunting slaves were not problematic enough, he
claimed the Dahomeans practiced human sacrifice and kept reptiles in storage
pens in the center of town for elaborate ceremonies to elicit confessions from
criminals."

As critical as Brown was of the Dahomeans, his larger point was that slavery
debauched African society, but the civilizing influence of the West, especially
Great Britain, would go far to correct this unfortunate situation. This view
was no doubt an outgrowth of Brown’s participation in the transatlantic abo-
litionist community. For abolitionists, slavery represented a regressive practice
fueled by the greed of Africans and Europeans alike. The fact that the British
became the first European power to abolish the slave trade gave them an hon-
orific place in the narratives of many prominent black abolitionists. No excep-
tion to this general rule, Brown heralded the British role in trying to eradicate
slavery from west Africa.*

While Brown uncritically praised the role of the British in eradicating slav-
ery, he said little about Britain’s growing imperial power. His praise instead
revolved around his belief in the power of capitalist acquisition and mid-nine-
teenth-century notions of civilizationism. In a chapter titled “Progress of Civi-
lization,” Brown wrote, “To the English first and the Liberians next, the praise
must be given for the suppression of this inhuman and unchristian traffic. Too
much, however, cannot be said in favor of the missionaries, men and women,
who, forgetting native land and home comforts, have given themselves to the
work of teaching these people, and thereby carrying civilization to a country
where each went with his life in his hands.”**

Given his former status, worldly attainments, and burgeoning literary ca-
reer, Brown could also appropriate the role of “carrier of civilization” for him-
self. He also connected himself tangibly to African American uplift, even as he
praised the so-called agents of culture in Africa. “Education is what we now
need,” wrote Brown, and blacks must achieve it “at all hazards.” He viewed
the liberal arts schools such as Howard, Atlanta, and Fisk Universities as “har-
bingers of light to our people.” African Americans, like Africans, were also in
need of an educated ministry—a tactful admission of both of that need but

also of the power of clerical elites in the black community. Blacks were also in
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need of “Temperance, that John the Baptist of reforms.” Temperance, “along
with every other method resorted to by the whites for their elevation,” urged
Brown, “should be used by the colored men.”**

Brown did not selectively apply his program of civilization. The need for
civilization in Africa, although not as great as Europeans portrayed it, de-
pended on training natives in the rudiments of Christian theology and culture,
especially in those areas where the slave trade had the greatest impact. Brown’s
discussion of Samuel A. J. Crowther, an ex-slave member of the Church Mis-
sionary Society and later bishop, who played an important role in opening the
lower Niger Valley to British trade and Christianity, provides an example of
the ultimate civilizationist argument, lifting Africans from the blindness of
witchcraft and superstition to the light of civilization.®

Brown did not see European civilization as the only carrier of culture.
Like his contemporary Edward Blyden, he recognized the positive impact of
Islam in Africa. Here, Brown wanted to show the relative sophistication of
non-Western religious and cultural value systems in relation to those in the
Western world. His point is not only about the high level of civilization in
the non-Western world but also about the capabilities of African Americans in
freedom. Brown viewed Islam as an important stabilizer of polytheistic African
societies rather than a disruptive force as it is seen in many Western accounts.
Brown also rejected the contention that Arabs imposed Islam on Africa by
force. Rather, he recognized that traders and clergymen had spread the religion
to various parts of Africa, and Africans had modified the religion to suit their
own needs.**

Brown’s discussion of Islam in Africa also relates to other aspects of Afri-
can culture. While the inhabitants of Guinea, the Congo, and the Western
Cape bordered on barbarism, other groups such as the black South Africans,
he wrote, “inhabit towns and cities, have made progress in the arts of industry,
cultivate vast fields of sugar and tobacco, and manufacture various kinds of cut-
lery” Along with his praise of other African groups such as the Mandingo and
the Fulani for their industry in agricultural arts, he acknowledged that some
African groups were in need of civilization. But he did not view the entire
continent as stereotypically languishing in total darkness.

In Brown’s selective, Januslike assessment of mid-nineteenth-century his-
tory, the race could look back to the glories of ancient antiquity but should also
understand the dynamics of changing perceptions of Africa during a moment
of capitalistic acquisition and imperial expansion. Understanding the present

meant discussing Africa’s future, which, in Brown’s mind, was tethered to how
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closely African traditions, customs, and social mores approximated those in
the West. Rather than the vacuous space presented by fifteenth- and sixteenth-
century explorers of Africa, late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century writers
described an Africa that was abundant in natural resources and possessed fairly
sophisticated social and economic structures. These civilizationist projects not
only pertained to Africa, but extended to African American reality as well.

In the African American historical experience, the Civil War understand-
ably became a defining event. As such, discussions of it consumed a significant
amount of space in historical narratives of the period. It became for these writ-
ers another vantage point from which they could provide a faithful account
of the race. Brown wrote one of the earliest monographs on the Civil War,
The Negro in the American Rebellion. He made extensive use of the reports and
records of newspaper correspondents, battlefield officers, and actual partici-
pants in the “colored” regiments. He also used a number of secondary historical
sources in his narrative, including Bancroft’s multivolume History of the United
States, Frank Moore’s Diary of the American Revolution, and Arnold’s History of
Rhode Island. One of the most important of these early texts was George Liv-
ermore’s An Historical Research published in 1863. Livermore initially presented
his findings on the role of blacks “as citizens and soldiers” in the Proceedings of
the Massachusetts Historical Society, 1862—63. The work focused primarily on black
participation in the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812. However, the
book’s balanced treatment of the black experience, pioneering methodology,
and lucid presentation made it one of the most important documentary texts
of the period and a model for Brown and subsequent historical work.>

Brown’s Negro in the American Rebellion examined black participation in the
Revolutionary War and the fight for inclusion in the nation’s body politic.
Like William Nell before him, Brown re-created the revolutionary impetus
provided by the Boston Massacre, detailed black heroism at Bunker Hill and
Red Bank, and cited the grateful acknowledgment of black services to the na-
tion in General Andrew Jackson’s “Proclamation to the Free People of Color,”
a staple practice in antebellum histories. He also provided short accounts of
the Denmark Vesey and Nat Turner revolts. But most important here, Brown
located the origin of the Civil War in the passage of the infamous Fugitive
Slave Law in 1850 and the intense contestation over slavery in the 1850s. One
might recall that Brown, a fugitive slave himself, traveled abroad in the 1850s to
avoid recapture. The hurt, anger, and betrayal Brown felt toward Northerners
and Southerners over slavery resonated in the language of his text.*’

Mentioning the Anthony Burns and David Simms cases in Boston, in which
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the courts returned these two recaptured fugitive slaves to the South, Brown
castigated the Northern supporters of the Fugitive Slave Law, exposing the gulf

between the nation’s ideals and its realities:

On that occasion, the sons of free enlightened and Christian Massachu-
setts, descendants of the Pilgrim Fathers, bowed submissively to the
behests of tyranny more cruel than Austrian despotism; yielded up their
dignity and self-respect; became the allies of slave catchers, the associates
and companions of slave catchers and serviles, they seized the image of
God, bound their fellow man with chains and consigned him to torture
under the lash of a piratical overseer. God’s law and man’s rights were
trampled upon; and the self-respect, the constitutional privileges of the

free states were ignominiously surrendered.®®

Brown described the Boston courthouse, the scene of numerous fugitive
slave cases, as shrouded “in chains” According to Brown, the courthouse was
also the place where “two hundred rowdies and thieves were sworn in as special
policemen” and used to augment the traditional police force in the recapture
of fugitive slaves. While the Fugitive Slave Act inflicted irreparable harm on
the black communities throughout the nation, the Dred Scott Supreme Court
decision represented the final straw. For Brown and fellow abolitionists, the
“Dred Scott decision added fresh combustibles to the smoldering heap.” While
blacks were struggling to affirm their worth, the seeming success of proslavery
forces emboldened slaveholders “whose wealth made them arrogant” and “in-
dependent of the United States.” According to Brown, this arrogance and in-
dependence left no doubt in the minds of the “authors of the rebellion” of the
“success of the attack on the Federal government.”

Upon the outbreak of hostilities, blacks were eager to join the Union ef-
fort but were initially rebuffed by Northern authorities. Brown pointed out
the problematic aspects of this policy: While Northern forces were returning
blacks to their masters, “it was a notorious fact the enemy was using Negroes to
build fortifications, drive teams and raise food for the army.” In Montgomery,
Alabama, the first capital of the Confederacy, “negroes were being drilled and
armed for military duty.” Meanwhile, in the North, General Lewis impressed
the Black Brigade in Cincinnati to work on the fortifications in Covington and
Lexington, Kentucky. Guarded by the police and forced to work at bayonet
point, the impressed black soldiers worked without weapons from the third

of September to the twentieth, 1862. Despite their being unarmed for a time,
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the city fathers heralded these African Americans for their important role in
protecting the city.3

From proving their loyalty in support roles, African Americans soon found
themselves on the front lines as combat soldiers. This change in policy was
due, in no small part, to the issuance of the Emancipation Proclamation in
1863. Assumption of combat duties did not bring an end to black American’s
unequal treatment in pay, working conditions, and advancement as compared
with Northerners or recrimination from Southerners. Brown cited the mas-
sacre of almost an entire black company that had surrendered to a Rebel army
at Fort Pillow, Tennessee, in 1863, as a startling example of this treatment.'

Brown understood that the war’s end brought even greater challenges to the
nation than its commencement. While it was important to chronicle African
American participation in the war, Brown also, in keeping with the intent of
historians at midcentury, offered a prognosis for the future. What meanings
did the war have for African Americans? How would they cope with free-
dom? How would they ensure their hard-won rights? These questions were
of paramount importance. The assassination of Abraham Lincoln, “the Great
Emancipator,” and the ascension of the vice president and Southern sympa-
thizer Andrew Johnson to the presidency caused great consternation among
Radical Republicans and black civil rights advocates. While Reconstruction
enjoyed the support of Congress between 1865 and 1870, signs of outright
resistance to the process emerged as early as 1867. The formation of the Ku
Klux Klan, a vigilante group including former planters who used intimidation
and murder to thwart the plans of Reconstruction governments, and Andrew
Johnson’s blanket pardons of former Southern confederates and willingness to
restore former Confederate states to the Union with minimal requirements,
led to Johnson’s impeachment and the gradual erosion of the Reconstruction
experiment.**

From the vantage point of an intellectual, Brown, like Charles Reason, ar-
gued that the Civil War had created a great deal of animosity between South-
erners and Northerners, blacks and whites, former masters and former slaves.
The defeat of the Confederacy then left deep scars on the Southern psyche.
According to Brown, these feelings intensified the white Southerners’ sense
of dominance and superiority over blacks rather than fostering feelings of de-
feat and despair. And these feelings of racial superiority emboldened white
Southerners’ desires to “reduce the Negro to serfdom.” Meanwhile, the agen-
cies and auxiliaries of the federal government, such as the Freedmen’s Bureau

and federal troops, were powerless to stop them. Brown also cited the 1865 riots
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in Memphis and New Orleans and the involvement of former confederates in
outrages and violations of federal law as tangible manifestations of the hostile
feelings of white Southerners toward blacks.?3

As Benjamin Quarles has remarked, where Brown’s history fails as a com-
plete account of the Civil War, it succeeds in telling the human side of the
story. Brown, in fact, produced as complete a discussion of the war and black
participation in it as one possibly could, only two years after its conclusion.
While antebellum writers could only make declarative statements to foster the
abolition of slavery, postbellum writers had a more weighty charge: to provide
guidance and informed assessments of African Americans’ conditions in free-
dom. In response to Southern animosities, vigilantism, presidential pardons,
and race riots, Brown asked, “Now, what shall be done to protect these people
from the abuse of their former masters?” Brown’s question was not rhetorical;
rather, he sought to provide a tangible blueprint for how the race should adapt
to freedom. Brown proposed granting blacks the franchise, which would soon
become a reality with the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870. But
ironically, acquisition of the vote was the only directive he provided. Brown
viewed voting as a critical possession, a natural right, not a privilege. In fact,
the vote was the very basis of a republican government: “Does anyone doubt
this?” asked Brown. “Let him ask himself what constitutes a republican govern-
ment, or government of the people, and what is implied by such a government,
and he will soon see, that without the elective franchise, or right to choose
rulers and law-makers, there can be no such governments.” The vote, political
enfranchisement, had important ramifications for newly freed African Ameri-
cans. Its usage would give rise to substantial political empowerment during the
Reconstruction era.?*

The Negro in the American Rebellion is an interesting specimen of race history
combined with racial prognosis from the early postbellum period. As histori-
cal text, it leaves much to be desired, but as a record of and reflection on the
events of the period, it is invaluable. Brown melded lived experience from the
antebellum period with the concerns and sensibilities of the early postbellum
period. Better positioned than most historians to tell the story of the race,
Brown tangibly tied together the agitation to end the peculiar institution in
the antebellum era with the mapping and charting of race possibilities in the
postbellum period.*

In three different but very related texts, Brown foreshadowed many of the
issues that African American intellectuals would confront in the post-Recon-

struction period. Although Brown focused on the black experience in the
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United States, he was not unmindful of the African diaspora. Moreover, he
understood the connection between historical, social, political, and economic
issues as well as other concerns about what Michele Mitchell has termed “racial
destiny” To this end, Brown also revealed the seminal role that black intel-
lectuals played in presenting plans, blueprints, thoughts, and ruminations on
race politics. Like his friend and confidant William Still, Brown worked to
make tangible the connections between a recent African American history
characterized by slavery and the new possibilities for the race engendered by

freedom.3¢

William Still and the Selling of The Underground Railroad

William Still’s Underground Railroad represents an important intervention in and
continuation of the tradition of postbellum historical writing inaugurated by
William Wells Brown. Like Brown, Still was largely self-made and pursued
opportunities for book production and publication at a time of great fluidity in
the African American and national communities. Capitalizing on the changed
dynamics of the African American predicament, Still was poised to assume the
mantle of race leadership in the arena of book production. His work skillfully
bridged the divide between the black antebellum past of slavery and the post-
bellum realities of freedom and untold possibility, as he offered his readership
an opportunity to retell and reenvision the past through the lens of present
opportunities. At many levels ranging from historical memory to the economic
practicalities of Gilded Age consumerism, Still’s work played a foundational
role in presenting one of the earliest paradigms for African American history
in the postbellum period.

William Still, one of eighteen children, was born in Medford, New Jersey,
in 1821 to Levin and Charity Still, who had escaped from slavery. With little
formal education, Still left home at twenty and found work on neighboring
farms. In 1844, he arrived in Philadelphia, where he found employment as a
janitor and later as a clerical assistant in the office of the Pennsylvania Society
for the Abolition of Slavery. The Philadelphia Vigilance Committee had begun
assisting fugitive slaves in 1838, led by the militant Quaker Thomas Garrett,
but was largely defunct by the late 1840s. In 1852, the Pennsylvania Society
for the Abolition of Slavery convened a meeting to reorganize the Vigilance
Committee.?”

Inspired by the Compromise of 1850 and the Fugitive Slave Law, the new

Vigilance Committee bolstered its effectiveness through centralized leader-
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ship. Still became the corresponding secretary and chairman.*® Following the
example of abolitionist William Whipper, Still even traveled to Canada in
1853 to assess free black communities. He subsequently used his findings about
their condition to dispel the idea that former slaves were incapable of living
satisfactorily as free persons.’? All of his experiences deepened his resolve to
pursue abolitionist activities. He championed the belief that African Ameri-
cans, through both independent and interracial activity, could fundamentally
alter their status in the United States and win the respect of their fellow citi-
zens. Still’s work with the Philadelphia Vigilance Committee and subsequent
publication of The Underground Railroad in 1872 represented a significant role in
the articulation of a postbellum historical voice among African Americans.

The Pennsylvania Abolition Society launched Still’s writing career through
a resolution in May 1871:

Whereas,

The position of William Still in the Vigilance Committee connected
with the “Underground Railroad,” as its corresponding secretary, and
chairman of its acting subcommittee, gave him peculiar facilities for col-

lecting interesting facts pertaining to this branch of the antislavery service.
Resolved,

That the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society request him to compile and
publish his personal reminiscences and experiences related to the “Under-

ground Railroad.*’

Given his extensive involvement in the abolitionist movement and his fa-
miliarity with all aspects of the Underground Railroad, Still was probably the
best choice for this undertaking. For his own part, Still was also keenly aware
of the importance of appealing to public sentiment regarding historical events.
He merged this historical sense with shrewd business practices to generate high
sales by exciting reader interest.

There were several factors that worked in Still’s favor. First, prior to 1872,
there were no expansive studies or accounts of the Underground Railroad.
Second, Still understood that producing a solid book and generating sales of
it depended upon the authenticity and credibility of the account as well as the
dramatic retelling of incidents in the lives of fugitive slaves. As historian Phillip
Lapansky has noted, “while other Underground Railroad histories focus mainly

on the white agents and the remote country houses with secret cellars and at-
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tics, Still’s work and his book underscore that in Philadelphia the muscle and
backbone of the operation was the black community” Thus, at the heart of the
issues of readability and marketability was the authenticity of the account. Still
prefaced the text with his own experiences, both professional and personal,
rather than following the practice commonly used in the antebellum slave nar-
ratives of prefacing a book with the remarks of prominent white abolitionists
as proof of the validity and importance of the material. Given the sensational
nature of some of the material, which was subject to charges of fabrication,
Still informed readers that “the most scrupulous care has been taken to furnish
articles, stories, simple facts—to resort to no coloring to make the book seem
romantic,” for he was “fully persuaded that any exaggerations or additions of
his own could not possibly equal in surpassing interest, the original and natural
tales given under circumstances, when life and death seemed about equally bal-
anced in the scale, and fugitives in transit were making their way from Slavery
to Freedom, with the horrors of the Fugitive Slave-law staring them in the
face*

Still’s retelling of his personal experience with the horror wreaked by slav-
ery on families rendered the narrative more authentic while providing a rivet-
ing example that appealed to readers. As a result of his work with the Philadel-
phia Vigilance Committee, Still reunited with his brother, Peter, from whom
he had been separated shortly after birth. Still believed that his and others’
personal stories helped to animate his efforts to render public what was here-
tofore private. Still’s description of his reunion with his brother heightened
the account’s authenticity: “But after the restoration of Peter Still, [my] own
brother (the kidnapped and the ransomed), after forty years’ cruel separation
from his mother, the wonderful discovery and joyful reunion, the idea forced
itself upon [my] mind that all over this wide and extended country thousands
of mothers and children, separated by slavery, were in a similar way, living
without the slightest knowledge of each other’s whereabouts, praying and
weeping without ceasing, as did this mother and son.”**

Still was also aware of the deeply emotional and harrowing toll that slavery
took on fugitives, because he often interviewed them. And he took copious
notes. Moreover, fugitives assisted by Still, once safe, wrote letters of praise and
thanks to him. He never thought this information would be published; Still
simply hoped to use it to help families reunite once freedom came. Especially
after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law, Still knew that both he and his re-
cords would be extremely valuable to proslavery elements who sought to dis-

rupt the effectiveness of the Underground Railroad. According to Still, secrecy
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and privacy were uppermost in his mind. Unlike the dramatic slave narratives
and autobiographies published as a means of heightening popular sentiment
against slavery, Still’s complex work in aiding fugitive slaves, although known
in abolitionist circles, could not be made public. In order to preserve the se-
crecy of his operations, Still hid his records in the loft of a remote barn and in
the Lebanon Cemetery. These actions ensured that the specifics of his opera-
tion remained private.®?

Still also anchored his text in the experiences of slaves—old and young, men
and women—and accounts from the letters of fugitives gave added poignancy
to the narratives. One of the most gripping accounts was that of Romulus Hall,
an elderly slave who lost his life trying to escape. His companion, a younger
man, successfully negotiated the journey, but Hall succumbed to the cold and
was left behind. He was eventually found, but not before suffering frostbite.
Despite impending death, when questioned by the Vigilance Committee re-
garding the prudence of his escape, Hall replied, “I am glad I escaped.” The
Vigilance Committee provided medical services until he died and buried him
in Lebanon Cemetery in Philadelphia.**

In other accounts, Still described how some fugitives had to resort to the
threat of physical violence to affect their escape. One story he tells is about
a group of slaves, three men and two women, who escaped from Loudon
County, Virginia. At Cheat River, Maryland, slave catchers confronted them,
demanding to know why such a large group of slaves was on the road without

adequate documentation. The fugitives refused to answer, whereupon

one of the white men raised his gun, pointing the muzzle directly towards
one of the young women with the threat that he would shoot. “Shoot!
Shoot! Shoot!” she exclaimed, with a double-barreled shot gun in her
hand and a long dirk knife in the other, utterly unterrified and fully

ready for a death struggle. The male leader of the fugitives by this time
had pulled back the hammers of his pistols and was about to fire. Seeing
the determination of the party, the slave catchers retreated, and the party

proceeded north.#

Still’s concern for the authenticity of the text, his personal engagement with
the slavery community, and his dramatic public rendering of harrowing tales of
escape from bondage, which heretofore had been private, combined to make
The Underground Railroad a very marketable product indeed. Still’s “postbellum
slave narrative,” a term popularized by literary historian William Andrews,

contained all of the elements necessary to breathe life into a bygone era, and in
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doing so, offer insight into the abolitionist movement and the meaning of free-
dom in the postbellum era. Still’s marketing and selling of the book brought
these dynamics into bold relief.

Still was a man of his time, fully aware of contemporary trends and very
much involved in them, and in an age that ushered in aggressive marketing
techniques, Still’s distribution of The Underground Railroad took advantage of
the new milieu. Technological advancements in the printing industry, many
of which took place in the late antebellum period, allowed the prolifera-
tion of book and magazine publication in the postbellum period. One of the
most important of these advancements was the reorganization of the printing
industry.

In the early antebellum period, it was necessary for printers to master a wide
variety of skills ranging from operating the printing press to selling books and
stationery. Printers conveyed this information to a host of journeymen and
apprentices, whom they supervised from sunup to sundown. By the 1840s and
1850s, the creation of publishing houses had streamlined the process and al-
lowed book production to take place in one factory. The steam-driven flatbed
press made it easier to produce more books at a cheaper cost. These innova-
tions radically altered the nature of book publication and consumption. Now,
historical works by African Americans could easily be published in numerous
editions, accompanied by sample books and aggressive advertising in other
publications. Still took advantage of this, aggressively marketing his book in
a number of ways including the active solicitation of sketches and comments
from Pennsylvania Abolition Society members and other notables. He also
undertook an advertising campaign in the Christian Recorder and established a
nationwide network of book agents.*’

Many of the advertisements for his book included endorsements from nota-
ble persons, such as James Miller McKim, corresponding secretary and general
agent of the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society; Reverend William H. Furness,
aHarvard-trained Unitarian minister and fund-raiser for the Philadelphia Vigi-
lance Committee; and Charles Sumner, U.S. senator from Massachusetts and
prominent Radical Republican, whose African American advocacy straddled
the antebellum and postbellum periods. Still’s most notable supporter was Oli-
ver Otis Howard, a Civil War general and commissioner of the Freedmen’s Bu-
reau.*’ Another important endorsement came from the dean of abolitionists,
William Lloyd Garrison, who examined the book “with a deep and thrilling
interest,” concluding that Still’s work was “voluminous and well-executed”

and uncovered “a most important portion of Anti-slavery History, which, but
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for [Still’s] industry, research, and personal experience and knowledge might
nearly all have been lost to posterity” Garrison hoped the sale of the book
would assist Still in covering his expenses. But more important, Garrison
thought the message and the meaning of The Underground Railroad was “for the
enlightenment of the rising generation as to the inherent cruelty of the defunct
slave system, and to perpetuate such an abhorrence of it as to prevent all further
injustice towards the colored population of our land.**

Still’s work also received support from African Americans, most notably
William Whipper and Frances Ellen Harper. Their individual testimonials
helped to sell the book and at the same time showcased their role in the abo-
litionist movement. Whipper, the co-owner (with black merchant Stephen
Smith) of lumberyards in Columbia and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, was one
of the wealthiest African Americans during the antebellum period and an im-
portant financier of the Underground Railroad. Between 1847 and 1860, he
provided the then-enormous sum of one thousand dollars per year to aid fugi-
tive slaves. During the Civil War, he provided roughly the same amount to the
Union Army. Moreover, Whipper was an active participant in the conventions
of free people of color between 1830 and 1835. In a letter to Still in 1871, he
shared important information about his role in the Underground Railroad: “In
a period of three years from 1847 to 1850,” wrote Whipper, “I passed hundreds
to the land of freedom, while others, induced by high wages, and the feeling
they were safe in Columbia, worked in the lumber and coal yards of that place.”
Whipper concluded his letter by giving thanks for the privilege of “laboring
with others for the redemption of my race from oppression and thralldom.”
He added, “I would prefer to-day to be penniless in the streets, rather than to
have withheld a single hour’s labor or a dollar from the sacred cause of liberty,
justice and humanity”*

In highlighting the life of Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, Still was able to
present an African American woman in a light similar to that used for men.
Still felt that while the “narratives and labors of eminent colored men such as
Banneker, Douglass, Brown and others have been written and sketched very
fully for the public, and doubtless with advantage to the cause of freedom,”
he lamented that there was not to be found “in any written work portraying
the Anti-slavery Struggle (except in the form of narratives) as we are aware
of, a sketch of the labors of eminent colored women.” Still was “glad of the
opportunity to present a sketch not merely of the leading colored poet in the
United States, but also of one of the most liberal contributors as well as one of
the ablest advocates of the Underground Railroad and of the slave.

950
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The sophistication of Still’s marketing plan for The Underground Railroad re-
sulted in no small part from his previous business experience. Aside from his
work in the antislavery office, Still owned a small but profitable coal and ice
yard, and during the Civil War, he secured a contract from the federal gov-
ernment as a supplier for Camp William Penn, located outside of Philadel-
phia. Despite his business success, Still, a member of the Berean Presbyterian
Church, was frugal rather than showy and a model of what historian Roger
Lane termed the “Protestant bourgeois.” Still’s modest personal taste was partly
influenced by the fact that he never reached the same level of business success
as fellow abolitionists William Whipper and Stephen Smith. Rather, Still sold
small quantities of coal and ice to grocers and served the needs of ordinary
people in Philadelphia. However, his belief in the acquisition of capital by
African Americans for the purpose of providing useful services to the black
community served him well in the area of book publication.*

On January 29, 1872, Still entered into a formal agreement with Porter and
Coates, a white-owned publishing house in Philadelphia, to publish ten thou-
sand copies of The Underground Railroad. The agreement terms stipulated that
the book would be published by subscription only, on good quality paper, and
with a variety of bindings. Porter and Coates reserved the sole right to publish
the book for one year and pledged to pay Still a royalty of 62 and 1/2 cents on
each copy sold, based upon a monthly sales report, which they would provide.
Still could purchase the books at the customary rate for agents. Porter and
Coates kept insurance on the electrotype plates in the amount of $2,500. Still
would later purchase these plates to continue publication of the book.**

Although advertisements for Still’s Underground Railroad appeared in a num-
ber of papers during the 1870s, the advertising campaign in the Christian Re-
corder was the most extensive. The Christian Recorder was the official organ of
the American Methodist Episcopal Church, with which Still was closely asso-
ciated. Its readership included the most urbane and well educated among the
race. Moreover, the Christian Recorder circulated widely in A.M.E. strongholds
in the Northeast, South, and Midwest. Each of the five major advertisements
used for the Underground Railroad emphasized the themes of intrigue, inter-
racial cooperation, subversion of gender roles, and the impact of the peculiar
institution (slavery) on families. Replicas of the illustrations featured in the text
provided potential purchasers and readers of the book with a visual introduc-
tion to the dramatic stories of fugitive slaves on the Underground Railroad.
The first advertisement for the book was an advance notice, which appeared in

July 1871. A fairly simple ad, it noted that Still was a “well-known benefactor
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of the race” and predicted the contents of Still’s book “will be devoured with
avidity.” By March 1873, a small advertisement announced the sale of the book
and the need for agents. Just one month later, in April 1873, the first full-page
advertisement appeared.’

Still’s use of advertisements aimed to present the most dramatic and well-
known incidents of the Underground Railroad history to excite reader interest
in the book. Antebellum developments in electrotyping allowed an impress-
ment of the set type, which could be fashioned into a relatively inexpensive
permanent metal plate for subsequent printings. As book historian Robert
Zboray has noted, publishers, as a result of this procedure, knew the exact size
of the first edition and encouraged lengthy advertising campaigns designed
to bolster sales of the book as well as the author’s popularity. Moreover, if the
book sold well, the continued use of similar advertisements and the quick
production of a second edition would likely follow.**

The advertising campaign for Still followed this new formula. The book’s
title, The Underground Railroad, was emblazoned in bold letters across the top
of the page. In the center of the page, one of the book’s seventy illustrations,
“Resurrection of Henry Box Brown,” was prominently displayed. Brown’s
daring escape from slavery—he shipped himself in a crate to Philadelphia in
1848 —had already captured the attention of antebellum readers. The advertise-
ment probably also had special meaning for Still because he was one of several
abolitionists who greeted Brown as he emerged from his crate. And, finally,
also in the interest of market advertising, Still included a section titled “What
Has Been Said about It by Prominent Abolitionists,” featuring brief endorse-
ments of the book.*

Perhaps the “Resurrection of Henry Box Brown” advertisement did not
have the desired effect, for it appeared only once more, on April 24, 1873. By
May 15, the featured illustration in the advertisements was “The Mayor of
Norfolk Searching Captain Fountain’s Vessel for Runaways,” representing the
great risk whites took and the role they played in helping fugitive slaves. It also
illustrated Still’s belief in interracial cooperation and its power in helping to
undermine slavery. This illustration only appeared twice more, on May 22 and
May 29, 1873. The next advertisement was captioned “The Death of Romulus
Hall” A particularly striking image, suggesting the nobility and the tragedy in
the struggle against slavery, it depicts Hall, an elderly slave, on his deathbed
talking with a member of the Vigilance Committee. If Still wished to convey

the horror of slavery, Hall’s pleading yet tender and wise face succeeded. Still
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used this advertisement in thirteen consecutive issues, from June s to Septem-
ber 1, 1873.5

Presenting yet another facet of the slave experience is the illustration cap-
tioned “A Desperate Conflict on the Underground Railroad —Women Facing
the Enemy with Revolvers and Bowie-Knives” Demonstrating Still’s tech-
nique of manipulating certain images for the specific purpose of advertising,
this illustration is labeled simply a “Bold Stroke for Freedom” where it appears
in the book, and apparently the knives used by the men and women were dirks,
swordlike daggers, and not bowie knives, with their large single-edged blades.
In the advertisement, Still placed the women in the foreground, making the
story seem even more sensational by accentuating the bravery of the women.
It also forcefully represented the unusual dangers and hardships women had to
endure and suggested that women defied gender roles to escape from slavery.
Indeed, in both the book and the advertisement, the escape of these slaves was
a “Bold Stroke for Freedom.” Still used this ad in twenty-three consecutive is-
sues, from September 18, 1873, to March 26, 1874.%7

Another popular advertisement, which also featured the plight of black
women, was captioned “The Father Died in the Poor House, a Raving Maniac,
Caused by the Sale of Two of His Children. The Heroic Mother with the Bal-
ance, Sought Flight on the Underground Railroad.” Again, the caption for this
illustration in the book itself was less dramatic and simply listed the names
of Anna Maria Jackson’s seven children. This advertisement, which appeared
on April 2, 1874, featured assessments from reviews printed in the New York
Daily Tribune, Friends Review, Lutheran Observer, and the Nation. With the strong
endorsements of the white press, Still was positioned to profit immensely.
His use of the Anna Maria Jackson story demonstrated his recognition of the
power of this subverted gender role, his commitment to black women, and his
determination to show the devastating impact of the peculiar institution on
the African American family. The ad appeared in more than forty consecutive
issues.s®

The details of Still's marketing strategy went beyond advertising and in-
volved a nationwide network of agents. The details, however, are sketchy be-
cause his letterbook contains only his letters to the agents between 1873 and
1874. But since he was widely known in Philadelphia and various parts of the
country, we can glean some of his marketing techniques through his corre-
spondence with other individuals. Beginning in 1873, the year Still completed

his one-year contract with Porter and Coates, he gained the exclusive right
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to print and distribute the book, and he began to create a network of agents
facilitated by his contacts in the A.M.E. Church and the new black schools. Still
also received help in promoting his book from such notables as Bishop Daniel
Payne, president of Wilberforce University and later founder of the Bethel
Literary and Historical Association; William and Ellen Craft, ex-slaves who es-
caped from slavery by passing for white; General Samuel Chapman Armstrong,
president of Hampton Institute; and William Wells Brown, who often relied
on Still for advice in selling his book, The Black Man.%

Still’s approach to selling books was predicated on a practical understanding
of the needs of both the agents and the subscribers. He employed both male and
female agents and both African Americans and whites. While not discriminat-
ing on the basis of sex or race, Still did insist that agents meet certain standards.
He sought to ensure that the agents he hired were college educated, had “some
knowledge of canvassing and [the ability to] enter fully into the work, thor-
oughly canvassing one, two or three townships before stopping,” and the ability
to sell books to individuals of all classes. Once he identified a potential agent,
Still wrote to the individual, inquiring, “Have you any experience as a book
canvasser?” and “If you should be appointed, what amount of time could you
devote to the agency?”*

Once Still recruited an agent, he offered very generous compensation. In
his circular, “Terms for Agents,” which he insisted agents keep confidential,
he described his contract. For a minimal cost of $3.75, agents could purchase
copies of the book, a dummy volume for orders, and one hundred circulars.
Initially, Still offered 40 percent of the sale to agents. In 1872, he raised that to
so percent, and for prepaid orders of at least one standard case of forty-eight
books, he offered 60 percent. Despite these generous terms, Still also imposed a
system of checks and balances on his agents. He maintained regular correspon-
dence with them, preferring to send prepaid orders. If orders were not prepaid,
Still usually sent them cash-on-delivery. As a testament to his success, within a
few months, the number of agents for The Underground Railroad increased from
thirty to more than one hundred.”

Still offered the book in several attractive covers at prices consistent with the
market: Fine English Cloth, $4.50; Paneled Style, $5.00; Sheep Library Style,
$5.50; and Half Turkey Morocco, $6.50. Still’s ability to offer his book in a
variety of bindings also related to technological innovations in bookbinding.
Hand-operated stabbing machines (invented in the 1820s), folding machines,
rounders and backers, and a number of other machines, created primarily dur-

ing the 1840s, assisted in marbling, cutting, and trimming the bindings.”
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Good agents often guaranteed timely delivery of the book, increasing confi-
dence in the overall efficiency of the business and bolstering sales. At its height
in 1874, Still’s sales network included agents in California, Indiana, Illinois,
Iowa, Georgia, Massachusetts, Missouri, Nebraska, New York, North Carolina,
South Carolina, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, and Texas. He encouraged his agents
to be responsible and to take advantage of every opportunity to sell books. He
believed that “Agents who hold themselves prepared to deliver to all who will
take their books immediately succeed best. Strike when the iron is hot.”” He
discouraged agents from canvassing large areas. He thought it was preferable to
canvass a small area thoroughly before moving to a larger field because “can-
vassing is no holiday play. . . . It requires] learning and much perseverance.”**

Still clearly practiced what he preached. In addition to recruiting profes-
sional men such as W. H. Stanton, publisher of the Freedom’s Journal in Clinton,
Missouri, G. L. Smith, superintendent of schools in Bolivar County, Missis-
sippi, and Marshall Taylor, the first black editor of the Southwestern Christian
Advocate, the official organ of the Methodist Episcopal Church, Still also used
family members. His niece, Mrs. Catherine Still, the daughter of his brother,
Peter Still, canvassed in Syracuse, New York. His son-in-law, Edward A. Wiley,
a partner in several of the business interests, became an agent for the book in
1873. Wiley controlled several agencies in Harrisburg and Pittsburgh, Pennsyl-
vania. In Pittsburgh, he sold more than four hundred books in six months and
earned more than $1,500. He had similar successes elsewhere. Wiley died of a
brain hemorrhage on a trip to promote The Underground Railroad in Baltimore
during 1874.%

Another component of Still’s business strategy included appealing to race
pride to bolster the confidence of agents in their product. Although it is easy
to see this characteristic of Still’s sales method as nascent “black nationalism,”
his correspondence suggests that his interest was in promoting economic self-
sufficiency and the Protestant work ethic.®® He made this explicit in an 1873
letter to an agent in Lawrence, Kansas, in which he connected race pride to
economic advantage. “This book needs to be presented by a man who appreci-
ates and comprehends the value of having our heroes and our martyrs under
slavery well represented in the history of our times—to make the work take
exceedingly well,” he insisted.”” In a letter to an agent in Columbia, South
Carolina, Still used the book’s success among whites as a means of embarrassing
African Americans into supporting it: “I can not say the UGRR is being appre-
ciated by our people as well as by the whites for wherever it has been pushed

among them, it has been well received. When we consider that we have no
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books or history produced by colored men (except now & then one few and far
between)[and] that our enlightened age is demanding of us now greater show
of ability than we have hitherto had the opportunity to evince, it seems to me
that such work would be heartily sought after.”*

Despite his tremendous success—estimates indicate that Still had sold be-
tween five and ten thousand copies of his book by the late 1870s, and he proudly
displayed the book at the Philadelphia Centennial in 1876 —he, like other busi-
nessmen, encountered problems. Some agents did not fulfill their obligations,
forcing Still to sever his relations with them. One of the most highly publicized
cases was that of Felton Jones, a reliable agent in Kent County, Delaware. In a
deviation from his standard practice, Still sent thirteen books to Jones in June
1873 prior to their being paid for. Jones did not respond, nor did Still receive
any money for the shipment. After hearing nothing for several months, Still
wrote a harsh note to Jones, relieving him of his duties and threatening to
“publish him” and to “take legal action to have this matter lifted.” In another
case of fraud, William Perry, an agent also in Delaware, after failing to pay for
several shipments of books, wrote to Still and stated that his trunk was open,
and he suspected robbery. Still also dismissed Perry and warned him not to
engage in any further sales of the book.*

Despite the unscrupulous behavior of a few agents, Still’s work sold ex-
tremely well, and agents throughout the country prospered. Hence, in 1883,
he followed up with another edition of the volume titled Underground Railroad
Records: With a Life of the Author. Whether intentionally or not, the publication
of this work coincided with the publication of George Washington Williams’s
History of the Negro Race, 1619-1880. Still’s advertisement included a sample book,
which was a replica of the actual book and a standard marketing tool for book-
sellers. It included a lengthy introduction to the issues raised in the book, en-
dorsements from prominent abolitionists, reviews, and excerpts from the work
itself. In a summary of the work’s import, Still boldly proclaimed, “For the
colored man no history can be more instructive than this, of his own making,
and written by one of his own race. The generations are growing in light. Not
to know of those who were stronger than shackles, who were pioneers in the
grand advance toward freedom; not to know of what characters the race could
produce when straightened by circumstances, nor of those small beginnings
which ended in triumphant emancipation, will, in a short time, be a reproach.”
Thus, Still was as aggressive in promoting the revised edition as he had been

the first. With his added personal biography, the new edition was twenty pages
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longer than the original study. He sent it to President Grover Cleveland in 1886,
and until his death in 1902, he promoted it on the lecture circuit.”

While promoting his book, Still continued to render valuable service to
Philadelphia’s black community. He served as president of the Berean Building
and Loan Association in 1888. An extension of his church, this organization
helped people purchase homes. Still used his extensive contacts with white phi-
lanthropists to raise the seed money for the initial loans. In 1889, Still served as
a Pennsylvania delegate to the Nashville Convention of Colored Men. He also
served as the hub of the black abolitionist networks. As president of the Home
for Aged and Infirm Persons in Philadelphia, he assisted in providing care for
residents over sixty years old. Sojourner Truth, sickly, nearly destitute, and in
need of funds to stave off eviction from her home, asked Still about the possi-
bility of procuring lodging for her in Philadelphia in order to sell copies of her
book. Another correspondent inquired about the welfare of Harriet Tubman,
“the Moses of her people.” Still thought she was living in Albany, New York,
and promised to look for her. Others wrote to ask Still to make recommenda-
tions for various remembrances of the abolitionist movement.”"

When Still died in 1902, he had fully emerged from the shadowy world of
the Underground Railroad. His book about it, The Underground Railroad, rec-
ommended him as a respectable and honorable gentleman and endeared him
to abolitionists and race men and women alike. Not only had he preserved
the memory of a bygone area, but he had merged an engaged account of the
African American experience in slavery and freedom with emerging national
book distribution processes to market the first comprehensive history of the
Underground Railroad throughout the country. Still’s approach to issues of
economic self-sufficiency and the Protestant work ethic led to the creation of
his own well-organized sales network to fulfill his vision of American and Af-
rican American possibility. It was an equal opportunity operation, with agents
given wide latitude to canvass areas in the way they felt was best. He rewarded
hard work and perseverance with a generous profit percentage while reliev-
ing unreliable agents of their positions. Most important, Still believed that
race pride was predicated on reconstructing accurate and reliable histories of
African Americans and presenting them in sophisticated ways that included

considerations of book design and marketing as well as content.

THE WORK OF WILLIAM WELLS BROWN and William Still represented the

Januslike sensibilities of the years following the Emancipation Proclamation.
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Not only did these authors offer complex portraits of a world that began to
diverge sharply from that of the antebellum period, but they began to chart
the prospects of the race in this new era. Brown continued antebellum tradi-
tions by chronicling black participation in the nation’s wars. He also used the
concept of representative men and women in his biographical compilation, The
Black Man, and built on the antebellum tradition by producing a lengthy race
history, The Rising Son. Much the same can be said of William Still’s The Un-
derground Railroad, which chronicled the heroic efforts of slaves to sunder their
bonds and boldly strike for liberty. The newness of this work, however, also
embraced the postbellum period. With a combination of tutelary examples
and practical advice, both Brown and Still wrote about heroism, self-sacrifice,
and historical precedent to demonstrate what the race had achieved during its
darkest hour as an indicator of what it could accomplish in freedom.

More important, the shifting nature of book production made it possible
for Still’s and Brown’s works to appear in more than one edition. In Still’s
case, the self-published aspect of his work, and his success in constructing a
nationwide network of agents, bolstered the effort. Still integrated an older
story about race heroism into a new set of market-related forces that allowed
this story to reach a much wider audience. The wider circulation of historical
writing exemplified by Still’s and Brown’s works set the stage for subsequent
developments in historical understanding among blacks. The years between
1883 and 1915 would not only witness the crystallization of these market-driven
forces but would lead to an outpouring of race literature that the nation had

not previously seen.



CHAPTER §

Advancement in Numbers, Knowledge, and Power
African American History in Post-Reconstruction America, 1883-1915

By far the most important and interesting period in the history of this
people, is that which followed emancipation and witnessed their struggle
for existence, their establishment as citizens of the United States, and their
advancement in numbers, knowledge, and power. —WILLIAM ALEXANDER,

History of the Colored Race in America, 1887

THE 18808 MARKED a complete break with antebellum modes of histori-
cal discourse. First, the post-Reconstruction period witnessed the intellectual
maturation of several constituencies in the African American community. Al-
though ministers, journalists, and educators—representative men and women
of the race—assumed responsibility for presenting the race in the most favor-
able light, as they always had, their level of education and increasing sophistica-
tion separated them from their antebellum predecessors. Second, while early
postbellum writers, primarily abolitionists, looked to the future by analyzing
the past, historical writers of the new period firmly situated their historical
discourse in the postbellum period as many of the luminaries of the ante-
bellum and early postbellum period passed from the scene. The years between
the publication of Joseph Wilson’s Emancipation: Its Course and Progress in 1882
and the formation of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History
(asSNLH) in 1915 also witnessed an explosion in the number of what historian
Kevin Gaines has termed “uplift” texts. Gaines argues that the catalyst for the
rise of uplift texts included external and internal issues and events impacting
the black community. Externally, the foreclosure of politics as a viable option
for the amelioration of African American grievances occasioned the rise of
what Dewey Grantham called a herrenvolk democracy, democracy for whites
only. By century’s end, the institutionalization of segregation in Plessy v. Fergu-
son officially circumscribed African Americans in the public sphere. Internally,
African Americans, like any recently enfranchised group, sought to prove their

worth in a society convinced of the race’s inferiority and inability to adapt to
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freedom. This internal need promoted adherence to uplift ideology, especially
among the middle and upper classes. Finally, African Americans combined the
values of the Victorian period—sexual prudery, social and civic pride, and
strong belief in the invincibility of the nation-state —with the idea of the race
as a nation within a nation."

This chapter views historical representations of African Americans during
this period as something more substantial than celebratory and contribution-
ist texts. Here they are the pretext for the rise of a critical African American
historical voice. Representation, an idea embodied in what Henry Louis Gates
has described as a “reconstruction of the image of the black,” is of seminal
importance in understanding the historical constructions of African Ameri-
cans in this era. According to Gates, the intention of black intellectuals was to
“restructure the race’s image of itself” This reconstructed self, which presented
the race in middle- and upper-class terms, was at sharp variance with, and
sought to subvert, the social and intellectual stereotypes found in plantation
fictions, blackface minstrelsy, vaudeville, pseudoscience, and social Darwin-
ism.” Although Gates’s construction of the meanings of these histories is es-
sentially correct, race histories served an even larger purpose when viewed
with an eye towards disciplinary coherence: they provided the catalyst for
the growth and maturation of a more sophisticated historical discourse de-
marcated and defined by disciplinary boundaries. During the gradual process
of the professionalization of African American history, the writings of black
intellectuals amplified the importance of the discipline in the public sphere,
aided in part by the fact that a number of the writers were affiliated with the
nascent black academy. Actively involved in presenting useful information on
race achievements for purposes of vindication, involved with mutual aid so-
cieties or historical and literary societies, some of which were the precursors
of the asNLH, these contributionist histories were very much part of their
early professionalization process. Representation and progress, two dominant
ideological and philosophical constructs of the late nineteenth century, are
explicit in all of the works under consideration here. These works were the
most frequently advertised in the leading African American periodicals of the
time, such as the A.M.E. Church Review, Voice of the Negro, Colored American, and

Southern Workman.3

History as Representation and Progress

For African American intellectuals, emancipation, dated either to Lincoln’s

promulgation of the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation on Septem-
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ber 22, 1862, or to December 18, 1865, when the Thirteenth Amendment was
ratified, became the starting point for measuring the progress of the race as it
emerged from the “dark night of slavery into freedom.” Emancipation was the
culmination of a long struggle for slavery’s abolition, beginning with the ad-
vent of the British abolition movement in the eighteenth century. The British,
French, and Dutch abolished the slave trade and slavery prior to 1850. And like
their international counterparts, African Americans and their allies waged an
unrelenting war to end the peculiar institution in the United States. The success
of the movement did not, however, lead to the granting of unfettered freedom.
As historian Thomas Holt has shown, “slavery defined the outer boundaries of
freedom.” Freedom’s inauguration, however, its inner boundaries—citizen-
ship, including suffrage and civil rights—represented the contested terrain on
which this concept rested. While the rights of citizenship were included in the
Constitution, the maintenance of these rights proved much more difficult.*

Resolving the problematic of freedom occupied the thought and writings
of a wide variety of African American intellectuals throughout the post-Re-
construction period. But in that earlier period, they provided only tentative
outlines and programs for how the race should adapt to freedom. An acute rise
in extralegal means of black proscription, often tethered to pseudoscientific
constructions of race, spawned the belief that African Americans could not
adapt to the conditions created by freedom and would thus become extinct.’

Widespread belief in African Americans’ retrogression and degeneracy and
its endorsement in the nation’s scientific circles added scholarly legitimacy
to racist conclusions about the “Negro Question,” as both white and black
Americans styled the issue in the post-Reconstruction period. According to
George Frederickson, as early as 1874, articles began appearing in respectable
intellectual journals suggesting the inevitable extinction of African Americans
if they continued to press for basic civil and political rights, an issue in most
instances equated with challenging the domination of Southern whites. In an
atmosphere informed by social Darwinism and its variants — Anglo-Saxonism
and Negrophobia—the size of the African American population was believed
by some to prove, and by others to disprove, African American retrogression
and degeneracy.’

By the 1880s, predictions regarding the future of the African American
population swung back and forth like a pendulum. The census of 1880 con-
tributed to the controversy by flatly contradicting the doomsayers. Instead of
decline, the census showed that the African American population had increased
so substantially that whites would have to use drastic measures to subdue it. In

1890, however, the census showed a relative decline in the black population.
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Encouraged by these results, Frederick Hoffman, an insurance statistician, pub-
lished Race Traits and Tendencies of the American Negro in 1896. Hoffman’s study
had the effect of reducing the availability of insurance to African Americans
based on the prediction of the impending extinction of the race. Moreover,
Hoffman argued that high crime rates among African Americans could be at-
tributed to innate inferiority rather than environmental conditions. Influenced
by Hoftman’s study and an atmosphere of antipathy toward African American
possibility, other studies such as Charles A. Carroll’s The Negro: A Beast (1900),
Joseph Tillinghast’s The Negro in Africa and America (1902), and R. W. Shufeldt’s
The Negro: A Menace to White Civilization (1907) continued to perpetuate the idea
of African American inferiority.”

In response both to the externally manufactured atmosphere of racial and
cultural repression by white Americans and to the internally imposed inter-
est in uplift and regeneration counseled by middle- and upper-class African
American elites, the idea of collective progress, presented through the me-
dium of representation, took hold among African Americans. This approach
proved a necessity, given the complex interplay between competing visions of
freedom espoused by different segments of the national population. Bourbon
planters tended to think in terms of maintaining what little power they had
and restoring the vestiges of the plantation system. Freed men and women
focused on altering the relationship between themselves and their former
masters. And Northern industrial capitalists, along with progressive Southern
merchants, fought to make the South more cosmopolitan and promoted the
region through aggressive booster campaigns designed to attract capital to their
respective cities.®

To understand the internal motivations of African Americans they must be
balanced against the restrictive atmosphere in which they lived. For instance,
one effect of the Redemption of the South, a period described by Rayford
Logan as the “nadir” (1877-1908), when African Americans witnessed the total
erosion of the rights and guarantees of Reconstruction, was to motivate some
African Americans to advocate an uplift philosophy out of the desire to con-
form to American mores and prove their worth as citizens in a “new nation.”
“New nation” here refers to the fact that African Americans as well as white
Americans constructed themselves as new people in a nation baptized by the
fire of the Civil War and the destruction of slavery’s scourge on the land. The
rise of new social arrangements throughout the nation, but especially in the
South, forced a realignment of American society.’

Given the fluidity of these new social arrangements, the black middle and
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upper classes assumed both a paternalistic position in regard to the lower classes
and a representative position in regard to white Americans. Their visions of
the New South, the location of over 9o percent of the black population prior
to 1915, and of the nation attempted to reconcile seemingly irreconcilable vi-
sions of black personhood and progress with white supremacy. In their histori-
cal writings, African American intellectuals deployed a number of strategies
to demonstrate the compatibility of African Americans with the dominant
strands of American social and political thought. Most importantly, black in-
tellectuals informed their claims for unfettered citizenship by appealing to the
late nineteenth-century ideas of progress, civilization, and the rhetoric of the
New South.*

Progress, an important component of civilizationist theory, was premised
on traditional beliefs in American exceptionalism and providential destiny.
Despite increasing interest in other causal factors in historical events, these con-
cepts remained at the heart of the historical enterprise into the early twentieth
century. African American intellectuals, caught between contributionism and
scientism, viewed progress as the solution to racial discrimination. If African
Americans could prove they were a progressive race, it would be impossible to
deny them full entry to the body politic.”

Civilization was the antithesis of Christian egalitarianism— a belief in the
capacity of all human beings, without regard to race. Civilization as a “braided
concept,” to use Linda Kerber’s term, contained, as Gail Bederman explained,
components of race, sexual differentiation, and Anglo-Saxon dominance.
Fused with concepts of social Darwinism, civilizationists argued, Anglo-Saxon
(white American) civilization represented the apex of human achievement.
They also believed that Western European societies were more advanced in
terms of social, political, and economic structures than primitive or darker
societies. Civilization also required socially demarcated spaces for men and
women. Men emulated the masculine ideal; they were strong, rugged, and the
primary supporters and protectors of women. Women conformed to notions
of genteel womanhood; they were soft, feminine, and protectors and nurtur-
ers of children. The hegemonic functions of white male dominance precluded
access to these traits by groups defined as less developed when compared to
advanced white civilizations."

African American intellectuals both supported and challenged the con-
struct of civilization. As Claudia Tate has shown, many African Americans
accepted the idea that men and women had prescribed roles. They sought to

appropriate traditional notions of manhood and womanhood predicated on
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Victorian conceptualizations of this idea and trumpeted the importance of
developing civilization. Many, however, simultaneously rejected the idea of
African Americans’ innate inferiority that relegated them to the peripheries
of the nation’s promise, while at the same time Euro-Americans were entitled
to the benefits of full citizenship. Black intellectuals challenged these ideas by
using history to incorporate themselves into the New South paradigm and by
appropriating Christian millennialism to argue for the eventual ascension of
an infant race to the heights of power and prestige in America.” Unlike their
use of the jeremiad, Providence, and destiny in the early nineteenth century,
blacks no longer needed to look to the fulfillment of racial possibility in the
distant and unknown future. Instead, as they began to do in the late antebellum
period, they connected themselves in powerful and compelling ways with con-
temporary politics, national and regional, to make a case for black humanity
in a new historical moment framed by freedom and the tangible benefits of
citizenship.

Situating African Americans as progressive people required an intense en-
gagement with New South philosophy of modernization, urbanization, and
industrialization. Doing so would guarantee, so they believed, unfettered ac-
cess to the social, political, and economic benefits of the region. Newness, now
at the heart of the African American intellectual endeavors and also an integral
part of New South rhetoric, symbolized the desire of the region to disconnect
itself from the legacy of the antebellum period, in short, to transcend the old
by amplifying the new. African Americans appropriated much of the imagery
of Southern rebirth. Some advocates of this position even went so far as to
suggest that African Americans, as a race, were in their infancy. Rather than
reflecting an infantile regression, the inability to negotiate the terrain of black
proscription, or a tacit acceptance of inherent inferiority as posited by social
Darwinists, advocates of this approach believed it necessary to dislodge or dis-
connect the current condition of the race from the dehumanizing condition
of slavery by treating it as a state of being that was temporary —infancy."*

Social Darwinist theory posited the notion that inferior races needed tu-
telage by stronger and more advanced groups in order to attain civilization.
This idea often manifested itself in what, for lack of a better term, was a race-
infancy theory in the writings of black intellectuals. This theory played on
the notion of rebirth and newness and posited that since the race was in its
infancy it needed protection. Like infants, the race required training by those
more experienced—older and wiser—in the basic skills of life. The South,

the baby’s crib, was the site with which the race was most familiar. Advocates
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of this position counseled patience with the region’s barriers to progress—
lynching, sharecropping, and black codes—and urged African Americans to
remain there, for the South was one of the few places where the race could
learn to crawl, coast, and eventually walk. Training, tutelage, and progress
figured prominently in developing a race “worthy of emulation.” This adher-
ence to civilizationist theory affirmed the importance of African Americans to
the creation of a New South and new nation. It also incorporated the race into
the dominant constructs of the period, demonstrating that African American
elites, like other Southern and Northern counterparts, intended to encourage
the development of civilization among the masses. Thus, it is not surprising
that many black intellectuals measured the race’s progress by the amount of
time that had elapsed since Emancipation, almost in the same way one mea-
sures the progress of a child since its birth."

The emphasis on progress and newness informed the race’s approach to the
meanings of slavery in the post-Reconstruction period. Although a great deal
of attention has been accorded the argument of Booker T. Washington that the
period of slavery taught the race much about freedom and was a necessary pre-
cursor to it, many African American intellectuals opposed this position, espe-
cially those who were active in the abolitionist struggle. Frances Ellen Harper,
Alexander Crummell, Frederick Douglass, and others counseled a complete
break with the legacy of the past, separating the memory of slavery from the
present strivings of African Americans. In the A.M.E. Church Review, one of the
most important forums for black intellectuals between 1884 and 1910, Frances
Harper chronicled the history of the race but, in doing so, emphatically stated
that the future, not the past, should inform racial possibility. She saw in the
past “a race who have behind them ages of heathenism, and the inferior civili-
zation of slavery, the deliverance that came through the Civil War and failure
and crimes of the Reconstruction.” She was quick to add, however, “To some,
the aspect may seem gloomy, but if we look beyond the present to the future
possibilities of our race, we have no right to despair.” Alexander Crummell, in
a commencement address at Storer College in Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia,
more clearly espoused disconnecting the memory of slavery from the realities

of freedom.

What I would fain have you guard against is not the memory of slavery,
but the constant recollection of it, as the commanding thought of a new
people, who should be marching onto the broadest freedom of thought,

in a new and glorious present and a still more magnificent future. My
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desire is that we escape the limit and restraint of both the word and the
thought of slavery. As a people we have made an exodus from it. The
thought, the routine, the wages and calculations of that old system are
dead things; absolutely alien from the conditions in which life presents

itself to us in our disenthralled and uplifted state.

Frederick Douglass’s remarks, although uncharacteristic of his usual pro-
nouncements on the topic, also urged the race to disconnect itself completely
from the history of slavery. He wrote, “Our past was slavery. We cannot recur
to it with any sense of complacency or composure. The history of it is a record
of stripes, a revelation of agony. It is written in characters of blood. Its breath
is a sigh, its voice a groan, and we turn from it with a shudder.” Rather than
see slavery as the pragmatic school that outfitted the race for freedom, these
intellectuals argued that freedom was the school that would inculcate in the
race the requisite skills to assume their rightful place among the citizenry of
the country."

Belief in progress, civilization, and New South philosophy now shaped the
efforts of African American writers to promote the advancement of the race.
As Wilson Jeremiah Moses has shown, African Americans were no longer the
happy-go-lucky or complacent slaves of the antebellum period (if they ever
were). Nor were they the aggressive, murderous brutes or lascivious wenches
depicted in postbellum lore. Instead they were a new people, in the New South
and the new nation, intent upon developing their civilization. These concepts

were prominent in the emancipation narratives.

Race Histories, Emancipation Narratives

Race histories, overviews of black history from Africa through the late nine-
teenth century, proliferated during the post-Reconstruction period. These his-
tories, which might more appropriately be called emancipation narratives, a
modification of literary historian William Andrews’s term for autobiographical
accounts written by African American leaders in the postbellum period, played
an important role in fueling the black history movement. While the appeal of
these texts emanated from their representative function and use, without fail,
emancipation narratives (including race textbooks and biographical catalogs,
which T shall discuss shortly) adhered to late nineteenth-century conceptions
of history as progress and civilization. In the nineteenth century, history func-

tioned as an important component of the liberal arts and provided a record of
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the progress of races and the lives of prominent men and women. In addition
to these themes, works produced by African Americans combined contribu-
tionist functions with the tutelary and exhortatory functions required by uplift
philosophy. By combining these functions in the historical narrative, African
American intellectuals produced a voluminous record of black achievement in
the years following emancipation to diminish the ability of whites to portray
black people as a retrogressive race.”

Joseph Wilson’s Emancipation: Its Course and Progress, published in 1882, was
one work that attempted to represent the meaning of the post-Reconstruction
period. Wilson, former slave, Civil War veteran, and author of The Voice of a
New Race, a collection of poetry, and Tiventy-two Years of Freedom, also published
in 1882, demonstrated an intense interest in the meanings of freedom. Emanci-
pation: Its Course and Progress, published by the Normal School Steam Print Press
of Hampton Institute in Hampton, Virginia, provided a “codification of the
several acts by which the institution of slavery, peonage, vassalage and serfdom,
or what other name may be used to signify oppression has been abolished in
the several countries of the civilized world.” His choice of words—“peonage,
vassalage and serfdom”—all evocative of feudalism and early modern forms
of social organization, demonstrated the extent to which he (and many of his
contemporaries) viewed slavery as the by-product of an uncivilized world."

The work’s central premise is freedom, interpreted here not only to mean
the abolition of slavery but the dawn of new possibilities for the race.” For
Wilson, as was the case with many of his contemporaries, emancipation had no
tangible meaning if African Americans could not demonstrate progress as a re-
sult of its occurrence. Civilizationism, the idea that there are defined indicators
of progress and advancement, served as the vehicle for the articulation of these
concepts. For Wilson, freedom was not only contained in the act of emancipa-
tion, but resided in the tangible documents and instruments of government
used to effect this process. Wilson reviewed the progress of the race from the
passage of the Thirteenth Amendment to 1875. He portrayed African Ameri-
cans as “eagerly drinking draughts from the once forbidden well of knowl-
edge,” improving their home life, strengthening morals, building churches, and
engaging in other activities that were indisputable evidence of their advancing.
He believed “the social problems of the Negro” were being alleviated when, for
example, churches condemned the casual practice of men taking more than one
wife. Wilson also noted the gradual increase in the number of African Amer-
icans entering the professions. Blacks studying to become lawyers, doctors,

ministers, and teachers faced less competition from other blacks, compared
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to white graduates, who were obviously more numerous. Wilson urged black
graduates to take advantage of the newly created opportunities to advance the
race. Apparently not convinced that the South was completely new, but certain
of the importance of the role of African Americans in its postwar rebuilding,
Wilson wrote, “The newer South must owe her obligation for the advanced
position occupied today, not only to the influx of Northern capital, but to the
brawny arms from which the shackles of slavery so recently dropped.”

One of the cleverest ways to demonstrate black progress was through the
new scientific method of measuring social phenomena. George Washington
Williams, one of Wilson’s contemporaries, devoted an extensive portion of
History of the Negro Race (1883) to the period of life after emancipation in which
his illustration of African American progress took the form of various graphs,
charts, and tables. One such table titled “Comparative Statistics of Education
at the South” contrasted the white and black school populations. Although the
table showed the disparity in funding for black schools, Williams nonetheless
stressed that his statistics “exhibit the wonderful progress the Colored people
of the South have made during the brief period of their freedom in the de-
partment of education.” Other charts addressed the proliferation of African
American educational institutions, population changes since 1770, and black
investment in savings in the first five years after emancipation.” William Henry
Crogman, in an 1884 lecture before the National Teacher’s Association in Madi-
son, Wisconsin, similarly used statistics to prove the race’s progress since eman-
cipation. “The colored people have nearly 1,000,000 children in school; publish
over 80 newspapers; furnish nearly 16,000 schoolteachers.” He also pointed out
the 68,000 acres of land owned by blacks in Georgia alone, and the § million
acres owned by the race in the South. Demonstrating the race’s progress since
emancipation, the statistical data challenged the myth of black inferiority and
further buttressed blacks’ claims of adaptation to freedom.**

Claims of progress did not preclude the need for continuing uplift and tute-
lage. As William Alexander rightly characterized the former slaves, “Between
four and five millions of people suddenly thrown upon the world, ignorant,
poor, and without a foot of land to stand upon,” they were people who would
obviously need help. Compounding their problems, former slaveholders, em-
bittered because of the loss of their assets (slaves), did little to help. And North-
erners, who might mean well, had “little conception” of the freed people’s
“nature and needs.” Alexander praised the North’s noblesse oblige in sending mis-
sionaries to educate blacks. Some Northerners, whom he labeled “enthusiasts,”

encouraged agitation for political rights. He believed these pursuits distracted
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the race from more important goals, such as establishing an economic base
as taxpaying citizens and instead promoted an irresponsible doctrine of ac-
quisition of goods and services based on entitlement rather than hard work
and perseverance. Alexander’s History of the Colored Race, published in 1887, less
than four years after the Supreme Court declared the Civil Rights Act of 1875
unconstitutional, demonstrated the tenuous nature of political and legal enact-
ments. As T. Thomas Fortune also made clear in Black and White (1881), a focus
on politics rather than political economy caused the race irreparable harm.
Civilizationists argued for a more concerted emphasis on internal racial de-
velopment, especially economic development, to offset the most pernicious
effects of racism.*?

One aspect of black writers’ internalist approach to racial advancement re-
lated to the issue of migration. Many Southern newspapers of the era depicted
the North, a region thought by some migrants to be a safe and supportive
haven, as a place filled with vice, corruption, and poverty. And Alexander ap-
plauded African Americans who resisted the temptation to abandon rural areas
and settle in cities. But the advocates of civilizationism and adherents to New
South philosophy did not slavishly adhere to an antimigration agenda. Alexan-
der realized that if African American leadership advocated that the race remain
in the South, those who stayed must be guaranteed a fair and equal opportunity
to prosper. This meant the curtailment of the discriminatory land leasing and
credit systems, which reduced many sharecroppers to a condition reminiscent
of slavery. Only through the elimination of unfair economic conditions would
the South rather than North be the nineteenth-century Canaan. In the mean-
while, however, “tillers of the soil,” the Southern maxim suggested, “eventually
became proprietors of the soil.” In keeping with the maxim, Alexander argued
that farming was not a lowly and undistinguished occupation; it offered a va-
riety of social and even political benefits. Moreover, farming helped to make
men— “men of broad views and deep intellects, men capable of thinking for
themselves, men of such stuff as our Statesmen and Presidents are made of.”**

Although classically trained elites as a group have largely been neglected
by today’s historians of uplift philosophy, these particular scholars were as in-
terested in the phenomenon as the civilizationists. William Henry Crogman
functioned as one its the most visible promoters among postbellum black elites.
Born on the Leeward Island of St. Martin, Crogman was a member of Atlanta
University’s first graduating class and later a member of its board of trustees, a
professor of Latin and Greek, and later president of Clark College, an activist in

the Methodist Episcopal Church, and chief commissioner of the Georgia Ex-
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hibition at the 1895 Atlanta Exposition. Edward Park, a minister and member
of the Gammon Theological Seminary faculty, summed up Crogman’s com-
mitment to the race: “Professor Crogman has been a living teacher in no mere
technical or narrow sense. In his class instruction, he has aimed to lead his
pupils not only to accuracy of technical scholarship, but to culture, to true and
broader ideas of life and to character. In his more public educational work, he
has aimed to promote the welfare and advancement of his own people and of
all peoples.™*

Crogman compiled sixteen lectures that he delivered between 1884 and 1893
into a volume titled Talks for the Times (1896). The original lectures, given at
events ranging from dedications of various sorts to emancipation celebrations,
reflect interests in the uplift of the broader African American community and
the concept of progress. Compared to his previously noted presentation on
black education, these essays were not as confident; they were more defensive.
In his 1884 speech, cited earlier, Crogman used statistics to show racial progress
in an attempt to appeal to the better classes of whites, the white intelligentsia,
whom he believed would counsel fair treatment for the race. By the next de-
cade, he seemed less certain and ultimately counted on God—Providence.?

In the “Thirty-second Anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation,” de-
livered at the 1894 commencement exercises of Clafin College in Orangeburg,
South Carolina, Crogman premiered some of his historical interest on progress
as he meditated on the meanings of emancipation. For Crogman, an apprecia-
tion of history was closely connected to the race’s attainment of civilization.
Noting the importance of chronicling historical events in ancient civilizations,
he urged African Americans to adopt this custom, “for only thoughtful and
intelligent men have been accustomed to attach vital importance to historic
events, and set them up as a silent monitor to the generations passing by.” Crog-
man’s reliance on Providence in this text did not necessarily reflect a lack of
sophistication, as Dorothy Ross argued was the case for George Bancroft’s and
Henry Adams’s investment in Providence as a causal explanation of historical
events, which in her opinion delayed the adoption of the scientism and objec-
tivity of the Rankean approach to historical studies until the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Just as professional and amateur historians worked
at the same time in Euro-American history, scientism and contributionism
coexisted until the mid-1920s among African American historians. In any case,
Crogman linked his belief in Providence and millennialism to the acquisition
of an unfettered citizenship. Using language that would appeal to reformists

in both the white and black communities, he proclaimed, “Beyond Lundy and
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Garrison and Philips and Sumner and Lincoln, beyond federal armies and fed-
eral enactments, stands in the background of our history the awful form of
almighty God.” It was God, not humankind, argued Crogman, who “for four
years, riding on the storm cloud of war, flashing from the cannon’s mouth,
whizzing in the rifle’s bullet, roaring on the battle’s din, with a strong hand and
an outstretched arm, brought us out into a purer atmosphere, a larger liberty
and the enjoyment of blessings innumerable.” If God was an operative force
in history, especially African American history, then freedom was ordained by
Him.*”

If God ordained freedom, it naturally followed that Crogman could use the
prospect of divine intervention to deflate the position of those who advocated
African American emigration. Along with diverse groups of whites, African
Americans of all stripes, ranging from Southern sharecropper Pap Singleton to
A.M.E. Church bishop Henry McNeal Turner, saw emigration as a reasonable
response to the increased rigidity of the color line.” Crogman’s consideration
of the emigration question hinged on his belief in liberalism and individual
rights. As if he doubted that an appeal to Providence would convince secular
Southerners of the futility of emigration, he equated the support for emigra-
tion with a tacit acceptance of disunion: “The best that can be said for this
proposition is, that it is entirely foreign to the genius and spirit of the American
government. The interests of the people of this country must ever be common.
Slavery once divided them, and was swept away. The American people will
never again allow any wall to be erected on the continent around any particular
people or particular institution. Henceforth, the union will be maintained in
its integrity” Invoking disunion, the catalyst for the Civil War, would set off
alarm signals in the minds of the region’s progressive merchant class, which
was increasingly dependent on Northern capital, and former bourbon planters,
who needed a tractable work force. Race leaders argued that African American
efforts could be more profitably expended by maintaining and expanding the
guarantees of citizenship in the United States rather than by focusing on ac-
quiring these rights elsewhere.*

Crogman also understood other ramifications of emigration in this late
nineteenth-century social and political atmosphere in which social Darwinism
and ideas about Anglo-Saxon superiority proliferated. Crogman believed that
advocating emigration was a tacit acceptance of white superiority. In light of
the rapid expansion of the United States and the defeat of the last remnants of
Indian resistance at Wounded Knee in 1890, African Americans needed to dem-

onstrate their fitness for incorporation into American society. Even though
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many believed that American Indian society was in decline and being pushed
aside by the modernizing influences of Euro-American culture, it was unthink-
able to Crogman that Euro-Americans had a monopoly on manhood and mo-
dernity. If they did, African Americans, some would say, in the nascent stages of
civilization, could never attain the heights of civilization. Emigration, then, in
the final analysis, forestalled the possibility of actual competition between the
races by removing African Americans from the contest, which was anathema to
Crogman, invested as he was in demonstrating the ability of African Americans
to compete in American society. Competing, rather than fleeing, resonated in
the rhetoric of many who opposed emigration and certainly was inferred in
the public pronouncements of Alexander Crummell, Frances Ellen Harper, and
Frederick Douglass.>

Crogman’s most popular work, Progress of the Race; or, The Remarkable Ad-
vancement of the Afro-American Negro, appeared in numerous editions between
1897 and 1925. Coauthored with John Gibson and Henry F. Kletzing, also an
advocate of civilization through racial advancement, the volume contained an
introduction by Booker T. Washington, the principal of Tuskegee Institute,
whose Up from Slavery, is perhaps the quintessential example of the progressive
uplift emancipation narrative. Washington’s remarks revealed the importance
of historians, of history generally, and of both to his own project of industrial
civilizationism. On the one hand, the historian had an obligation to provide
an objective reconstruction of the past: “His work must be the result of careful
thinking and an astonishing amount of finesse and diplomacy.” But Washington
made it clear that history also had a contributionist component. “The Negro
historian,” Washington wrote, “must be able to prophesize [sic| and foresee
the days to come. The eyes of the prophet must discern whether this leads
upward or downward.”¥" In each of the many editions of Crogman’s text, the
scientific and contributionist methods of history cohabitated. In addition to
contributionist information on Africa, slavery, and black participation in the
nation’s war, Crogman devoted the majority of each text to the racial progress
since emancipation. He included chapters that measured in quantifiable terms
the achievements of black women, industry, financial growth, educational ad-
vancements, and cultural achievements. And at end of the book, Crogman
included a section titled “Statistics of the Colored Race,” an exhaustive listing
of statistical data on all facets of the black population drawn from the Census
of 1890.%

Emancipation narratives served as an important component of historical

writing. Rather than simple linear and chronological accounts of race progress,
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they reflected the ideological terrain African Americans were forced to negoti-
ate. Not surprisingly, all of these works staked out positions on the dominant
racial questions of the day. Many modified aspects of the social Darwinist and
New South philosophies to make a place for African Americans within them.
In doing so, African Americans used history to not only present a progressive

story, but one which they played an active role in molding.

Race Textbooks

Black intellectuals writing race histories between 1890 and 1915 consciously
viewed their historical production in relationship to its larger applicability and
usability in the wider community. Since many members of the black elite were
associated with higher education in some ways, it is not surprising that race
history, presented in the form of primers or textbooks for primary, secondary,
and collegiate institutions, became popular means of heightening interest in
historical writing. History told the story of civilization and served as a “sign-
board” containing social, cultural, and intellectual lessons for future genera-
tions. The instructive nature of history discourse here mirrored the pedagogi-
cal goals of teachers.?

Race textbooks, more than any other form of race history, served as the base
for the superstructure of more sophisticated presentations of African American
history. Daniel Barclay Williams’s Freedom and Progress (1890), Edward Johnson’s
School History of the Negro Race (1892, 1899), Lelia Amos Pendleton’s Narrative of
the Negro (1908), and John Cromwell’s The Negro in American History (1914) be-
came regular textbooks for students in the nascent black academy. Organized
explicitly around the concept of providing knowledge for future generations,
and framed in simplistic ways to elicit understanding and interest, these im-
mensely popular textbooks, produced also for general audiences, provided the
first detailed exposure to history for many African Americans.3*

Daniel Barclay Williams, although an obscure figure today, played an im-
portant role in the movement to promote black history textbooks. A graduate
of Brown University, Williams worked in a number of capacities as an educator
in the mid-1880s. He was a teacher in the public schools of Henrico County,
Virginia, and briefly as an administrator in the Moore Street Industrial School
in Richmond, Virginia. Williams also opened a private school which provided
classes in ancient and classical languages. In 1887, he was elected to a professor-
ship of ancient languages and an instructor in methods of teaching and school

management at Virginia Normal and Collegiate Institute in Petersburg, Vir-



{166} ADVANCEMENT IN NUMBERS, KNOWLEDGE, AND POWER

ginia. In this capacity, Williams authored The Negro Race: A Pioneer in Civilization
(1883), The Theory of Reverend John Jasper Concerning the Sun (1884), Science, Art and
Methods of Teaching (1887), and Freedom and Progress (1890). In these works Wil-
liams expounded on his beliefs in African American civilization, Americanism,
and New South ideology.*

Williams’s Freedom and Progress began with the race’s condition in slavery
in order to facilitate a better understanding of the progress of the race since
the Emancipation. Like Joseph Wilson before him, Williams pointed to the
sundering of domestic bonds, the tenuous nature of the marital union, and the
lack of access to religious expression under slavery as major problems. Free-
dom altered these conditions, facilitating the preservation of domestic bonds,
the restoration of the sanctity of marriage, and unfettered access to religious
worship, often in churches controlled exclusively by African Americans. But
Williams believed literature played an important role in the intellectual life
of African Americans, demonstrating the race’s possibility and adding “to the
material, intellectual, and moral elevation of our race.” Exposure to literature
and developing a love of great authors and books served as the base of Wil-
liams’s program of knowledge acquisition and production. “Good books,” in
Williams’s estimation, gave the race a collective sense of its progress since the
end of slavery.*

As a classicist, Williams was no doubt familiar with the Western concep-
tions of history. Located at the center of civilization in the biblical and classical
periods, literature, a corpus of scholarly material, whether religious or secular,
bequeathed a powerful legacy to future civilizations. But Africa was largely ex-
cluded from the well-known Hegelian construct of history at the time. Africa,
according to Hegel, was part of the “Unhistorical, Undeveloped spirit.” The
aspersion of “unhistorical” caused alarm and outrage among African American
elites.3” Demonstrating movement and an engagement with history, especially
a corpus of scholarly production, in an atmosphere which depicted the ances-
tral home of African Americans as uncivilized, took on added importance.
Williams applauded the sizable race literature produced by African Americans
since emancipation. Authors, primarily men, including William Wells Brown,
William Still, Peter Clarke, Frederick Douglass, John Mercer Langston, George
Washington Williams, Joseph Wilson, and T. Thomas Fortune, Williams be-
lieved, brought credit to the race. Alluding to the idea of race infancy, but
clearly demonstrating growth and development, Williams asked, “What nation
or race of mankind can point to a literature, so elegant, so profound, produced

in the brief period of twenty-five years? None.”3®
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Other components of Williams’s civilizationist program also emerged in
his text. Although very much a classicist, like many of his contemporaries he
embraced industrialism. “Intelligence, Industry, Education and Morality,” were
the “sources and conservators of civilization,” wrote Williams. Industrial edu-
cation strengthened these qualities by promoting the ideas of self-help and the
desire for higher education. He also believed that it served as a bulwark against
crime. This reconciliation of the classical and industrial forms of education
endeared Williams to Southern educators. Classical knowledge was necessary
in promoting civilization, but industrial knowledge fueled the pragmatic needs
of the race, building dignity and character.®

Edward Johnson’s School History of the Negro Race, published one year after the
Williams text, also reflected concerns with civilization and manhood. In the
preface to his work, Johnson, a former slave, teacher, lawyer, historian, busi-
nessman, and politician, argued the importance of school children’s studying
the history of the race. Johnson gave “noble deeds” and “valor” special empha-
ses. “I have often felt that the children of the race ought to study some work
that would give them a little information on the many brave deeds and noble
characters of their own race,” Johnson wrote. “It must, indeed, be a stimulus
to any people to be able to refer to their ancestors as distinguished in deeds of
valor, and peculiarly so to the colored people.” He related different portrayals
of African Americans to true and false history. True history, in Johnson’s work,
recorded the patriotism and valor of black soldiers in the nation’s wars and the
faithfulness of the black population to American values, and it offered an im-
partial assessment of African Americans’ experience. False history emphasized
the inferiority of African Americans, omitted the contributions of African
Americans to the nation, and was biased and uncritical in its presentation.*
Johnson sought to correct the omissions of false history by encouraging teach-
ers “to teach from the truth of history that complexions do not govern patrio-
tism, valor and sterling integrity.” He also emphasized capitalizing the word

” «

“Negro.” “It deserves to be enlarged,” wrote Johnson, “and will help, perhaps,
to magnify the race it stands for in the minds of those who see it.” Johnson
devoted his text to acts of heroism and valor within the African American
population. He discussed black participation in the nation’s wars, antislavery
rebellions, and agitation, the African American role in Reconstruction, and the
race’s progress since freedom. In the 1911 edition, Johnson published the work
with his popular History of the Negro Solider in the Spanish American War, a further
testament to the history’s heroic focus.*

Although most of those who produced race textbooks were classically
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trained and affiliated with the university, there were important historical tra-
ditions simultaneously operating outside of the nascent black academy that
supported the growth of the academy. As archivists and historians Elinor Des
Verney Sinnette, W. Paul Coates, and Tony Martin have shown, a loosely con-
nected set of historical and literary societies and a closely connected set of
authors and bibliophiles made important contributions to this enterprise. In
addition to the Washington-based societies such as the Bethel Literary and
Historical Society and the Mu-So-Lit Club, several influential societies ex-
isted in Philadelphia and New York. With the formation of the Afro-Ameri-
can Historical Society of Philadelphia in 1897, the black bibliophile tradition
was born. Bibliophiles such as William Carl Bolivar, Robert Mara Adger, and
Leon Gardiner collected important pamphlets, books, and articles related to
the African American tradition. Each of these men also published significant
bibliographies. In New York City, this tradition flourished through the work
of the Negro Society for Historical Research led by Arturo Alonso Schomburg,
a Puerto Rican bibliophile, and John Bruce, a journalist. Schomburg not only
collected rare artifacts but was instrumental in promoting the inclusion of Af-
rican American history in the curriculum of secondary schools and colleges.**

It was in this tradition of collection and preservation that John Cromwell
produced The Negro in American History. Cromwell’s interest in joining the aca-
demic to the communal was not serendipitous. He had spent most of his adult
life living the example. A lawyer, historian, and newspaper editor, Cromwell
was born a slave in Portsmouth, Virginia, and earned a law degree from How-
ard University in 1874. He secured an appointment in the Treasury Department
and later became the first African American to argue a case before the Interstate
Commerce Commission. Cromwell was also active in uplift work in various
parts of the black community. He founded the Virginia Educational Organiza-
tion, an advocacy group for black teachers in Virginia, and a newspaper, the
People’s Advocate (1876). During the 1890s, in Washington, D.C., he cofounded
with A.M.E. Church bishop Daniel Payne the Bethel Literary and Historical
Association, a showcase for black intellectual concerns, and became an active
member of the American Negro Academy (1897), a group of African Ameri-
can men and one woman, Anna Julia Cooper, founded by Alexander Crum-
mell, the Cambridge-educated Episcopalian minister and classical scholar. The
academy sought to promote scholarship, educate youth, establish an archive
to document the work of black authors, and foster increased intellectual pro-
duction by black scholars. In short, it promoted a more enlightened African

American in the public sphere.®3
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Many of the prominent bibliophiles active in the Negro history move-
ment— Schomburg, Adger, and Daniel Murray, assistant librarian at the Li-
brary of Congress—were all contributors to Cromwell’s book. He wrote the
book in response to a formal survey by a Mrs. Dykes, a former instructor at
Leland Stanford Jr. University (Stanford University) and a summer instructor
at Hampton Institute. Dykes surveyed more than six hundred black school-
children and found that the overwhelming majority of these students felt they
would never achieve wealth or become famous. Dykes concluded that these
low aspirations resulted from the Southern educational system which placed
little or no emphasis on the contributions of African Americans to American
society. Cromwell concluded that Dykes’s formal survey affirmed his informal
sense of the needs of black schoolchildren: “This necessity [to teach race his-
tory| formally set forth by Mrs. Dykes, confirmed by my own experience in the
classroom covering twenty years, leads me to attempt the publication of a book
which shall give to teachers and secondary pupils especially the salient points in
the history of the American Negro, the story of their most eminent men and
a bibliography that will guide those desirous of making further study”**

With these guidelines in mind, Cromwell’s work anticipated the more
scholarly contributionist work of the Woodson School, inaugurated just one
year after the publication of Cromwell’s study. Cromwell’s focus was on the
most recognizable aspects of black history, eminent personalities. Less than a
third of the book is devoted to the antebellum period. He did not spend an
inordinate amount of time justifying African American existence or discuss-
ing slavery or colonization. Cromwell covered slave insurrections, but only
briefly. He did, however, devote significant attention to the early convention
movement, which he viewed as the practical training ground for future African
American politicians. The demonstration of political interest, a characteristic
decried by industrial civilizationists as premature for a race in its infancy, jus-
tified some of Cromwell’s affiliations. In 1865, Cromwell opened a school in
Portsmouth, Virginia, but his teaching career was cut short when he was shot
and his school was burned to the ground. After briefly returning to Philadel-
phia, Cromwell, who recognized the futility of educational initiatives without
political enfranchisement, embarked on a political career, during which he
served as a delegate to the first Republican convention in Richmond, Virginia,
in 1867.4

In Cromwell’s book, the postbellum period provided the backdrop for an
extensive introduction to representative men and women from the antebellum

and postbellum periods—individuals such as Sojourner Truth, Henry Highland
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Garnet, Frederick Douglass, Fanny Jackson Coppin, Henry Ossawa Turner,
Booker T. Washington, and Edward Wilmot Blyden. His book also contained
anumber of modern features, including an appendix with information on sev-
eral important antebellum phenomena such as the Amistad slave mutiny and the
Underground Railroad as well as postbellum institutions like the Freedmen’s
Bureau and Bank. The book also featured a bibliography and a chronology of
the black experience.*’

Race textbooks, like emancipation narratives, offered a means to integrate
black history into the embryonic black academy. Although lay and amateur
historians wrote many of these books, their interest in history was closely
connected to the burgeoning “Negro history” movement which found outlets
in literary and historical societies, black colleges and universities, and numer-
ous black churches around the country. History required a number of creative
outlets in the black community and in the wider social, political, and economic
spheres of the nation. In order to train race conscious leaders, it was necessary
to instill pride and hope, but more important, to provide detailed and reliable
ways to disseminate history. The race textbook offered a more reliable way
of accomplishing these goals because of its close connection with the black

academy.

Collective Biographies

The concept of representativeness was most prominent in the biographical
catalogs and race uplift manuals. Although recent scholars have characterized
these works as showy, gaudy, and miscellaneous catalogs of racial achievement,
they also provided tangible meanings within the black community. In direct
contradistinction to the images of black depravity rampant in popular and
scholarly magazines of the day, African Americans in their collective biogra-
phies presented themselves as refined, bourgeois, and cultured. Some of the
representations included stately portraits of African Americans dressed in the
formal styles of the late nineteenth century. They included a large number of
ministers, teachers, doctors, and lawyers from Northern and Southern cities
that were considered to be meccas of African American achievement. Rather
than a mimicking or accommodationist act, representation was an attempt to
empower by presenting powerful views of racial possibility.*’

The late nineteenth century saw the production of many biographical cata-
logs. Closely connected to biographical genres and perhaps the antebellum

romantic concept of representative men and women, biographical catalogs
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functioned as sites for the edification of the race. Often compiled by a single
author, they included pictures of eminent African American men and women
and featured lengthy reprints of articles, speeches, and various commentaries
designed to provide guidance or instruction for the race. Obviously, this form
of representation stood in stark contrast to mainstream portrayals of African
Americans as degenerate buffoons who were unable to manifest the higher
virtues of civilization.*®

One of the largest biographical catalogs published during this period was
William J. Simmons’s Men of Mark, a volume of more than one thousand pages.
With the exception of Frank Lincoln Mather’s Who’s Who of the Colored Race
(1915), this work is the most comprehensive biographical catalog published
during this period. Simmons’s position as a minister, educator, and journalist
allowed him entree to diverse constituencies. And partly as a result of his con-
nections, his book garnered more attention than other race catalogs published
during this period.*

William Simmons (1849—90) was born a slave in Charleston, South Carolina.
He served in the Union Army, and following the war, he studied at Colgate and
Rochester Universities in upstate New York. He completed his undergraduate
and graduate training at Howard University in 1881, and in 1883 he received the
D.D. degree from Wilberforce University. Afterwards, he assumed the leader-
ship of the Normal and Theological Institute in Louisville, Kentucky. His able
management and leadership transformed the institution into the State Univer-
sity of Kentucky at Louisville.*

Simmons’s Men of Mark, which he dedicated to African American women,
began with an introduction by Henry McNeal Turner, a controversial A.M.E.
bishop and ardent nationalist who structured the civilizationist approach of
the study. The last part of the framing is the text itself.* Turner’s introduction
fulfilled his reputation. Simmons choice of Turner (rather than a white patron)
to write the introduction was meant to eliminate the common criticism that
works like this were imitative: few whites would have held up Turner as a
role model for other black people. Turner castigated black scholars who after
distinguishing themselves forgot “the rock from whence they were hewn, and
waste their time in endeavoring to be white, or expend it in worshipping white
Gods.” Simmons, according to Turner, should be compared to “Herodotus,
Josephus, Pliny and Plutarch and other historians enshrined in the gratitude
of the world,” because he was a true race man, upholding the highest ideals of
the race. Simmons, of course, did not fit the negative caricature that Turner

had just laid out, nor did the men in his biographical catalog. And so Turner’s
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remark reads like a criticism of other, unnamed, persons, while also suggesting
to readers paths they should or should not follow.**

At the center of Turner’s discussion was a millennial aspect of civilization
coupled with a belief in the manhood of the race. In Turner’s estimation, future
members of the race, the true beneficiaries of the current work of race leaders,
would bring racial deliverance, ascension, and triumph. He couched his mil-

lennial visions in classical, national, and racial imagery:

[From the| Negro giants now sleeping in the womb of the future will
come forth an Armada that will defy the powers of the earth, trample
color prejudice in the dust, write glory, honor and immortality itself upon
the brow of the black; frown thunders at race distinctions, fire the citadels
of manhood discrimination and burn them to the ground; hurl defiance
in the face of defamers and condemnators, and with pens of lightning
write up the history of our ancestry and present them before earth and

heaven as no one now ever dream]|t].

Turner’s millennial and national imagery challenged “the abominable heresies
set adrift by pseudo-philosophers, and other figureheads as ignorant as they
are mean and low, that the Negro race was naturally inferior and nothing great
could ever be evolved from them.”*

Despite the various modes of civilizationist evidence, black leaders such as
Turner were deeply ambivalent about the possibilities of the race in the post-
bellum period. This ambivalence and endorsement of the civilizationist proj-
ects at times left leaders no choice but to embrace doctrines of Anglo-Saxon
superiority to advance their own race claims. Turner, for example, presented
the relationship between the three “races” in curious terms. In comparing the
ability of these races to master the continent, he wrote, the “Indian is old, de-
cayed and worn out.” Native American inability to resist the onslaught of white
settlement in the West meant that they had lost their manhood and were thus
destined to disappear from the world stage. Reflecting contemporary notions
of Anglo-Saxon superiority, “The whites,” according to Turner, were “in the
prime of life and vigor” Turner’s moving from that position to one arguing
that African Americans were equal to whites, appears, on the surface, to be
incongruous. His belief in civilizationist discourse ought to have rendered this
option meritless. To resolve this quandary, he enlisted race infancy and cyclical
theories of history. “The Negro is a boy, a mere apprentice learning his trade,”
wrote Turner. “When the white race reaches decrepitude, as races are periodi-

cal as well as worlds, the Negro will have reached his own genius and industry
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to manufacture more and lift him to higher civilization, and he will stand out
as the wonder of the world.” The elaborate invocation of civilizationist theories
and ideologies of manhood was a perfect preface for Simmons’s book.*

The text chronicled the achievements of African American men, like Sim-
mons, who had negotiated the contested terrain of slavery and emerged victo-
rious. The overwhelming majority of these sketches were postbellum figures
and part of an educated elite of clergymen (36 percent of 172) and academics
(11.6 percent of the total), the embodiment of Simmons’s ideal of social and
intellectual responsibility in uplifting the race. In many ways, Simmons’s text,
which also included politicians, lawyers, artists, and others, is an extension of
his own story, an attempt to make his life and the lives of those he chronicled
what Henry Louis Gates has termed the “mean and norm” of the race. Citing a
woeful state of ignorance among “that class of rising men and women” regard-
ing the accomplishments of the race, Simmons hoped his book would end up
in the hands of young people to inspire them to lofty pursuits.*®

The attainment of lofty goals required reconciling the current possibili-
ties of the race with its previous condition of slavery. Cognizant of the role
slavery played in the dehumanization of the race, which Simmons termed “a
sum of human villainies,” he maintained that slavery did not crush out “the
life and manhood of the race” Rather, he argued, the race’s deep sense of spiri-
tuality sustained it throughout slavery. Portraying the race as degraded but
God-fearing was another means of interjecting providential designs into black
history. African Americans, Simmons maintained, waited patiently until God
“broke their chains.” But the idea of the faithful and contented slave was only
half true. The more important point was African Americans possessed great
patience and fortitude and were thinking and rational beings. Black people had
built churches and schools and had educated ministers and children. Simmons
wanted these examples “snatched from obscurity to become household matter
for conversation.”’

Like other forms of historical production in the nineteenth century, Sim-
mons’s biographical catalog uses representation as the dominant mode for
disseminating acceptable and appropriate images of the race to the larger
population. These images contained both literal and figurative power. Their
literal power emanated from the fact that they served as both present and past
examples of the race’s achievement. The individual lives reflected examples
of the values and beliefs that had sustained African Americans during slavery
and propelled them forward in the postbellum period. Their figurative power

emanated from their almost supernatural or metaphysical representativeness;
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that is to say, their connection with the national and millennial imagery which
their lives and associations represented. These images were more than gaudy

displays of ostentation, but represented the racial —black —potential.

DEEPLY EMBEDDED IN THE social, political and intellectual realities of the pe-
riod, black elites used historical writing not only to provide a heroic portrait of
arace moving from slavery to manhood and womanhood, but more important,
to reflect upon and engage the most pressing issues of their day. These issues
included violence and social repression, black degeneracy, social Darwinism,
and intellectual lampooning of black ability. Like the antilynching movement,
the women’s club movement, or the rise of educational institutions in the af-
termath of the Civil War, the writing of historical texts served as a major intel-
lectual landmark in the struggle to define the mean and the norm of the race.
Moreover, their writing represented the beginnings of a scholarly discourse
informed by the discursive strategies of representation and progress.

Rather than uncritical or unsophisticated texts of black achievement wholly
unrelated to the social realties of the time, race histories, textbooks, and collec-
tive biographies embodied the complex realities faced by a rising race. At the
center of these texts lies a critical engagement with the changing internal and
external realities faced by African Americans. The shifting realities of African
American life included the transition from slavery to freedom, attempts to
stave off the worst manifestations of social Darwinism, and the need to pres-
ent the race in a progressive manner. All of these concerns played an important
role in the production of race literature. While heroic, these publications used
history in a tutelary manner to teach the race what it needed to know in order

to negotiate the often hostile terrain of freedom.

Women of Mark: African American Women and Historical Writing

Like their male counterparts, African American women played a central role
in historical production throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Deeply committed and actively engaged in the creation of a black
public sphere that accentuated the private sphere, as the black club women’s
movement and the founding of the National Association of Colored Women
(Nnacw) shows, African American women continued to use the “power of the
pen” to actively shape the race’s and the broader public’s understanding of them.
Much more than representatives of what clubwomen defined as “the women’s

era,” as they have regularly been cast, black women challenged certain aspects
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of uplift philosophy while also engaging in what literary historian Claudia Tate
describes as “revising the patriarchal texts.”*

As one might expect, these women were speakers as often as (perhaps more
often than) they were (published) writers. But interest in them as speakers (cu-
riosities, perhaps), and sometimes real interest in what they had to say, regularly
resulted in their speeches being printed. With the exception of the women’s
consistent and aggressive challenge to contemporary gender norms, their pro-
duction was hardly different from that of the men of their time: representation
and progress were important parts of their discourse. They were especially
productive in the area of collective biographies; in short and long form, they
also produced their share of race histories or emancipation narratives, and,
like the men, they all were profoundly concerned with uplift, or civilization.
Speaking before the Brooklyn Literary Union, early in 1892, S. Elizabeth Fra-
zier offered a direct response to the masculine focus of William Simmons’s Men
of Mark in her address, “Some Afro-American Women of Mark.” Frazier began
her remarks by somewhat sarcastically pointing out, “We have heard and read
much of Men of Mark of our race, but comparatively little is known of able
Afro-American women.”® At the center of her effort was an attempt to wrest
the historical discussion of black progress and representation from the purview
of patriarchal authority. And her speech, which included comments on the
achievements of Phillis Wheatley, Frances E. W. Harper, Fannie Jackson Cop-
pin, and others, succeeded in that regard. But two of Frazier’s better-known
contemporaries, Gertrude Mossell and Pauline Hopkins, met the challenge,
many would argue, more profoundly.

Gertrude (N. F) Mossell understood the importance of history and its role
in racial advancement. Married and the mother of two children, she devoted
much of her life to encouraging women to transcend the domestic sphere.
Claudia Tate has shown that Mossell was not an opponent of domesticity.
Instead, she wanted women to combine domestic duties with public sphere
work. Although she was involved in various uplift activities until her death
in 1948, Mossell’s Work of Afro-American Women, published in 1894, combined
the representative portrayal of middle-class and upper-class African Americans
with a well-developed philosophy of history.®

Mossell made no attempt to appeal to subtlety or high-minded intellec-
tualism. Literature, especially history, she argued, was closely connected to
race, race pride, and advancement. An opening quote summarizes her position:
“The value of any published work, especially if historical in character, must

be largely inspirational; this fact grows out of the truth that race instinct, race
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experience lies behind it, national feeling, or race pride always having for its
development a basis of self-respect.” She was also clear about the implications
of emancipation for black women. Quite simply, emancipation inaugurated
the “women’s century,” especially the expansion of the suffrage and temper-
ance movements. The increased opportunities provided by these movements
created unique opportunities for women of the race whose lives her book
chronicled.®" Although Mossell’s effort to catalog their achievements was not
as grandiose as Simmons’s effort on behalf of the men, her portrait is ultimately
more holistic. She does not, for example, seem to privilege the members of
one profession over any other. Among the teachers, journalists, physicians, and
attorneys was the little-known, at the time, career of Deborah Gannett, who
served in the Revolutionary War under the name of Robert Shertliffe.®

Mossell viewed the accomplishments of her women as an important com-
ponent of the intellectual history of the race, a history she deemed “always of
value in determining the past and future” of the race. Harboring many of the
ambivalent feelings toward Africa common among African Americans of her
period, she regarded the African “condition of life and climate [as] not con-
ducive to intellectual development.” But she divided the history of African
Americans into three epochs: the slave trade and early arrival in the Americas,
the period of slavery, and the era of freedom.” The past, in Mossell’s construc-
tion, provided useful hints for racial possibility. And, for Mossell, the writers
of race literature were the true historians of the race.®

In order to understand what the race was doing, Mossell argued, it was nec-
essary to examine the literary and historical production of the race. “Yes, this
race is making history, making literature,” she wrote. “He who would know
the Afro-American of this present day must read the books written by this
people to know what message they bear to the race and to the nation.” With
this in mind, she included an extensive list of literary and historical works by
David Walker, Robert Benjamin Lewis, Martin Delany, William Wells Brown,
William Still, and none other than William Simmons.%

While Mossell’s collective biography inclined toward a philosophical en-
gagement with history, the need for a more faithful account of the race un-
doubtedly inspired Pauline Hopkins (1859-1930), coeditor of the Colored Ameri-
can magazine, to skillfully combine her literary and historical interests to delve
into the issue of race relations. Perhaps better known for her fictional work—
Hagar’s Daughters: A Story of Southern Caste Prejudice; Winona: A Tale of Negro Life
in the South and Southwest; and Of One Blood; or, The Hidden Self—Hopkins also
produced a significant corpus of nonfiction, among which were the “Famous
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Negro Men” and “Famous Negro Women” series in the Colored American in 1901
and 1902. Although the stated objective of the series was to acquaint mem-
bers of the race with history and biography, many intellectuals have argued
that her real intention was to present a new history. This history would draw
upon the antebellum and postbellum contexts of racial agitation to discuss
the potential of the race in the present and future. Hazel Carby writes that at
the center of Hopkins’s historical writing were attempts to revive the activity
of New England antislavery societies, a deep belief in the efficacy and impor-
tance of New England radicalism, and the belief that African Americans, not
Euro-Americans, were the guardians of New England’s abolitionist legacy.66
Rhetorician C. K. Dorieski describes Hopkins’s intellectual affiliations in terms
of “inherited rhetoric and authentic history.” Dorieski argues that Hopkins
worked to reconstruct the New England regional tradition of biography as
a spiritual or ideological rendering of extraordinary lives. But, in fact, Hop-
kins made exemplary lives of the past (representative men and women) part of
the “present tense” in order to dramatize narratives of “imperiled citizenship.”
As Dorieski points out, Hopkins framed her male subjects as great individual
men whose deeds were representative of the greater possibilities of the race.
However, she framed the women differently, in clusters and groups, I believe,
because of the women’s collective (rather than individual) contributions to the
black community.”’

The best example of the collective portraits is that of the club women. Bio-
graphical details of the lives of the individual leaders and most of the women
were readily available, but rather than simple celebratory history, this interest-
ing group sketch traced the origins of the club movement from the formation
of the Women’s Era Club in Boston in 1873 through the founding of the National
Association of Colored Women in 1895 focusing on the struggle of black wom-
en’s clubs for legitimacy and particularly the conflict over the race question at
the Sixth Biennial of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs in Los Angeles
in 1902. The controversy, as it had at the organization’s meeting in Milwaukee,
Wisconsin, in 1900, focused on admission of the Women’s Era Club, a black
women’s club founded by Josephine Pierre Ruffin, to the general federation.
Rebuffed in Milwaukee, Ruffin carried the fight on to Los Angeles. And even
though her efforts there received the hearty support of Kate Lyon Brown, a
white Massachusetts delegate who blamed the general federation for capitulat-
ing to the Southern federation and castigated the Massachusetts delegation for
their initial role in rebuffing the black women, this was not the final battle in

the protracted war between white and black women’s clubs. Hopkins viewed
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Brown’s protest as representative of the spirit of equality that permeated New
England, but the battle for representation, rather than the individuals, and the
connecting of the present to the past, remained center stage in this sketch.*®

“Famous Negro Men,” however, did focus on individuals. Toussaint
L'Ouverture, Frederick Douglass, William Wells Brown, Blanche Kelso Bruce,
and Booker T. Washington, obvious choices, were among them. But Hopkins
also included biographical sketches of Robert Browne Elliott, Lewis Hayden,
William Carney, and others, less well known. Dorieski argues that Toussaint
L'Ouverture, Douglass, and Washington provided the larger cultural matrix
of Hopkins’s study. But for significant reasons, Booker T. Washington does
not clearly serve as part of the cultural matrix that Dorieski proposes. Am-
bivalence rather than certainty characterized Hopkins’s sketch of him from the
outset. In the first paragraph of the sketch, Hopkins pointed out, “The subject
of this sketch is probably the most talked of Afro-American in the civilized
world today, and the influence of his words and acts on the future history
of the Negro race will be carefully scrutinized by future generations. When
the happenings of the twentieth century have become matters of history, Dr.
Washington’s motives will be open to as many constructions and discussions
as those of Napoleon today, or of any other men of extraordinary ability, who
whether for good or evil, have extraordinary careers”® Hopkins, in effect,
deflated Washington’s importance also by comparing him to Napoleon, the
béte noire of the African American antislavery community for his role in at-
tempting to reinstate slavery in Haiti. At the very least, she viewed Washington
as a problematic figure. Like Napoleon, Washington came to power in the
aftermath of a revolution. Napoleon pursued a reckless course of territorial
acquisition, eventually crowned himself emperor, was defeated at Waterloo in
1813 and forced into exile. Thus, from Hopkins’s vantage point, Washington’s
success was not guaranteed. Although he had garnered accolades from white
industrialists and segments of the black community, his final legacy was yet to
be determined. The final gesture towards distancing Washington from the pan-
theon of (other) great men was the placement of his sketch. The biographical
sketches of Toussaint UOuverture, Douglass, and Brown appeared at the begin-
ning of the series, between November 1900 and January 1901. The Washington
sketch did not appear until October 1901.7°

There was no ambivalence in Hopkins’s sketches of Toussaint, Douglass, and
Brown. Their sketches were central to demonstrating African American capac-
ity for “intelligence, integrity, the capability of receiving culture and becom-

ing useful members of society.” The deeds of Toussaint in Haiti spoke to the
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race’s ability to assume its civic duties. And of course Frederick Douglass was
the representative man of the nineteenth century. From his providential birth
to the inauguration of the North Star (1848), before which Hopkins suggested
“the race had no literature,” he stood as an example of the future possibilities
of the race. Hopkins concluded that William Wells Brown needed no eulogy.
By offering no eulogy, there would be no closure to Brown’s life, and his deeds
would live on in perpetuity. Hopkins concluded her sketches of these men by
reminding the race to use them as examples for racial advancement: “It is well
for us of this generation, removed thirty-seven years from the maelstrom of
slavery . . . it is well for us to ponder the history of these self-made men of
our race and mark the progress they have made with nothing but the husks of
living to stimulate the soul thirsting for the springs of knowledge.””"

Hopkins’s volume included diverse other individuals. She portrayed Lewis
Hayden, an antebellum legislator in Boston, as slave rescuer and financial sup-
porter of John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry. Charles Lenox Remond, despite
never being formally recognized as an outstanding antislavery speaker in the
United States, was important for having taken his antislavery message abroad
and winning acclaim. Black political figures, such as John Mercer Langston,
Blanche K. Bruce, and Robert Browne Elliott, who held important positions
ranging from college president and dean of a law school to county sheriff,
state legislator, minister to Haiti, and U.S. senator, represented the role African
Americans played in shaping postbellum American history. Hopkins presented
them as politically astute actors, currently making race history.”” And in a final
shot at Booker T. Washington, Hopkins praised Robert Browne Elliott’s politi-
cal ability and used him as an example of the heights African Americans could
attain “if the desire for [their] industrial development does not blind his eyes
to other advantages in life.””?

Concomitant to the importance of African Americans taking a leading role
in their own regeneration was demonstrating the manly qualities necessary to
accomplish this task. By Hopkins’s account, it was black participation that made
the difference in the Civil War. Before African Americans joined the war ef-
fort, Hopkins opined, sorrow “sat enthroned in every household at the North.
Despair stalked abroad.” Even the government was “trembling on the edge of
abyss, order fled, terror reigned.” Given the trauma of the war’s uncertainty,
African Americans entered the fray and restored Northern confidence. The
noble sacrifices of William Carney, who received four wounds while holding
the Union flag aloft during the Battle of Fort Wagner after the color-sergeant
was mortally wounded, redeemed the honor of the race and New England. As
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similar as Hopkins’s narrative was to George Washington Williams’s History of
the Negro Troops in the Rebellion (1887) and Joseph Wilson’s Black Phalanx (1890),
both of which praised the heroic and manly qualities of African Americans that
enabled them to make tangible contributions to the war effort, Hopkins’s ap-
propriation of manliness had additional meanings for the race. Manliness was
an essential quality in shaping the race’s destiny.”*

Although she devoted the largest portion of her sketches to black women
educators, Hopkins anchored her discussions of individual women with two
notable antebellum figures: Sojourner Truth and Harriet Tubman. Both women
represented the past condition of the race, and by extension, the former condi-
tion of black women. But they provided important examples for present and
future race leaders: their heroism, public persona, and ascetic lifestyles meshed
well with the civilizationist discourse of the post-Reconstruction period. Hop-
kins believed it was important that the race “not forget the rock from which
they were hewn nor the pit from which they were digged [sic].” These women
represented both the rock—fortitude, strength, and courage—and the pit—
slavery, degradation, and bondage—which characterized the history of the
race. The representative qualities of Sojourner Truth’s and Harriet Tubman’s
struggle against the peculiar institution looking backward and forward, paved
a path for subsequent progressive women of the race.”

Altogether, Hopkins used her sketches of black men and women to revive
the spirit of New England abolitionism in order to inspire her contemporary
readers. Because of her implicitly political agenda and belief in the regenera-
tion of the race, Booker T. Washington received no pass here. While Hopkins
herself did not judge his activities, she made clear that the jury was still out,
and only history would tell. It was a brave position to take.

Black female intellectuals’ production of race textbooks was equally sophis-
ticated. Although Fanny Jackson Coppin’s pedagogical guidebook for teachers,
Reminiscences of a School Life, has traditionally received the most scholarly atten-
tion, Lelia Amos Pendleton’s Narrative of the Negro preceded its publication by
six years. Pendleton, active in Progressive era projects of municipal reform,
was founder of the Alpha City Club (1898) and the Social Purity League (1907).
While her text provided considerable information on Africa and the diaspora,
Pendleton’s work also focused on presenting a progressive portrait of African
Americans, replete with millennial imagery. An important image in her book
was “the light,” as Pendleton termed it. “The light” represented enlightenment
and progress, and it grew brighter in every century until it reached its apex in

the mid- to late nineteenth century.76
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Pendleton did not define progress exclusively through the literal assertion
of manhood. Representations of women were critical to the execution of her
study. Many writers of textbooks and emancipation narratives either excluded
women altogether or relegated them to the domestic periphery—as develop-
ers of civilization through rearing and educating their children.”” Pendleton’s
chapters, the “Dawning Light,” which chronicled the achievements of African
Americans in the latter half of the eighteenth century, and “Frederick Doug-
lass and Other Notables,” an extension of her chapter on African American
history in the first half of the nineteenth century, challenged the limited ideas
of women’s representation contained in the masculinized presentations of her
contemporaries. In the “Dawning Light,” the chapter’s frontispiece is Phillis
Wheatley, the distinguished poetess whom Pendleton considered an outstand-
ing example of the maturity of African American literature. In “Frederick
Douglass and Other Notables,” the image of Douglass provides the chapter’s
frontispiece, but the personalities Pendleton considered representative were all
female: Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, and Frances Harper comprised the
“other notables.7®

Anna Julia Cooper’s A Voice from the South by a Black Woman of the South was
not nearly as subtle in its presentation of women. Although not exclusively a
work of history, Cooper’s work bore all the hallmarks of almost a century of
scholarly production, with even better results. In this race textbook, progress
and regeneration were features of the volume’s first chapter. And the themes of
civilization and uplift traverse the whole volume. The book argued for higher
education for women. It also presented a stunning reversal of traditional anti-
quarian portraits of Native Americans. Cooper also proffered solutions to the
so-called race problem. Combining all the old tropes, biblical imagery, ancient
and modern literature, old and new science, deep classical allusions, patrio-
tism and citizenship, with direct challenges to widely hailed, contemporary,
mainstream literature (and writers) of the day, Voice from the South stood, head
and shoulders, above all the other work of the period, whether by males or
females.

Besides what might have been simple native intelligence, some of Cooper’s
accomplishment can be attributed to her education. Cooper graduated from St.
Augustine’s Normal School and Collegiate Institute in the mid-1870s. About
five years later, she entered Oberlin College for the B.A. degree, completing
it in 1884, and in 1887 she completed the M.A. degree there. Cooper attended
both schools at a time when the proscribed course was classical, and ancient

texts and languages were very much a part of the curriculum. But she contin-
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ued to study, first at Columbia University and later at the University of Paris,
and in 1925 she earned a doctorate from the Sorbonne. Her Voice from the South,
published in 1892, was Cooper’s only book and the most potent and trenchant
set of observations on the condition of Southern women in the post-Recon-
struction period. Although, as already noted, it treated a wide variety of issues,
Cooper’s historical observations are most evident in the essay “Womanhood:
A Vital Element in the Progress and Regeneration of the Race.””?

“Womanhood,” first presented in 1886 before a group of male Episcopal
clergy and later reprinted in Voice from the South, provided an overview of
women'’s treatment throughout human history and a blueprint for the up-
lift of women and the race. Deeply committed to civilizationist ideas and the
belief in the efficacy of Victorian moralism and Western progress, Cooper’s
“Womanhood” posited a reductionist binary between oriental and Western
civilizations. Eastern societies (her examples were China and Saudi Arabia)
were regressive partly because of the place of women in them. In these coun-
tries, Cooper contended, women have “been uniformly devoted to a life of
ignorance, infamy, and complete stagnation.” Linking cultural practices to na-
tionality, she criticized the nomadic quality of these societies and the devotion
of men to the harem. As Gail Bederman has shown, Victorian masculinity
could only be expressed within the context of the marriage, and extramarital
or adulterous or engagement in commercial sex was viewed as a sign of moral
weakness. Cooper concluded that concubinage in some “oriental” societies
rendered these civilizations “effete and immobile.” The West, in Cooper’s essay,
was “fresh and vigorous,” and synonymous with all “that is progressive, elevat-
ing, and inspiring.” Cooper also attributed the West’s superiority to Christian-
ity. It was not, however, a xenophobic attribution. Instead, Christianity, which
encouraged equal treatment of all without regard to race, color, or sex, and
feudalism, which promoted chivalry and respect for the place of women in
society, grounded her promotion of Western culture as the race’s example of
civilization.®

Another important strategy in Cooper’s writing was to encode her strong
appeals for feminist discourses of power in the passive language of pure wom-
anhood common in the late nineteenth century. This approach to racial ad-
vancement was two-pronged. First, Cooper believed that black women de-
served the same venerated status as white women. And, second, like other
civilizationists, Cooper believed black women needed to demonstrate the best
qualities of the Victorian ideal. To reorient the common, and often negative,

perceptions of African American women, Cooper sought what literary histo-
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rian Edith Alexander describes as an active incorporation of a female voice into
amale-dominated discourse on racial advancement.* Describing herself in the
title of the book as a female voice from the South not only authorized Cooper’s
presentation by implying special or unique knowledge of both Southern con-
ditions and of the women themselves, but positioning herself as an authority
fulfilled her role as a civilizationist elite and gave her model of regeneration
more potency. Regeneration, embodied in contemporary concepts of the New
Woman, New Negro Woman, and New South, meant lifting black women
from the state of degradation imposed during slavery to the high plane of
respectability and civilization. Achieving this goal required an appreciation of
the historical development of Western civilization on the womanhood ques-
tion, an amplification of the needs and concerns of black women, and the
linkage of black women’s regeneration to the advancement of the race.*

Cooper included her now famous line, “when and where I enter . . . the
whole race enters with me.” If, by inference, the women were the race and
the race could only be measured by the civilization of its women, women’s
advancement, argued Cooper, should be foremost on the racial advancement
agenda. It was illogical in her estimation “for black men to quote statistics
showing the Negro’s bank account and rent rolls, to point to the hundreds of
newspapers edited by colored men and lists of lawyers, doctors and professors,
D.D’s, LL.D.s, while the source from which the lifeblood of the race is to flow
is subject to taint and corruption in the enemies’ camp.” Rendering assistance
to women required an appreciation of the condition of women in the South
on the part of enlightened Northerners and Southerners. It also meant bringing
to bear upon the situation of black women, especially in rural areas, the full
power of representative institutions—the home, press, and most importantly,
the church.®

The church, whose leadership was dominated by men, was both a bastion
of culture and civilization and an influential forum for the discussion of ra-
cial advancement. Cooper’s talk with Episcopal clergy simultaneously articu-
lated a woman’s viewpoint on the race issue, critiqued the masculine bias in
uplift philosophy, and demonstrated her affinity with Victorian ideals. Coo-
per suggested that the Episcopal Church (a church she deemed more suited
to the task of promoting civilization than the African Methodist Episcopal
and Baptist churches) needed to play a more aggressive role in proselytizing
throughout the South. To Cooper, it was unthinkable that the Methodist and
Baptist churches would be in the forefront of directing religious life when

most Northern clergy felt the Episcopal Church was better suited to the task.
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But the Episcopal Church, Cooper opined, had done little to attract African
American congregants. Rather, they were content to believe African Ameri-
cans were too unsophisticated to adhere to the church’s doxology. The same
belief in racial proclivities characterized the church’s position on attracting
black ministers. In response to the church’s failure, Cooper pointed out that
African American clergy were not taken seriously in the church. Rather than
being used to proselytize among Southern blacks, they were used as “manikins”
and “machines,” as figurcheads and compliant followers. Moreover, at recent
conferences of Episcopal clergy on promoting the welfare and advancement
of African Americans in the church, the denomination failed to invite African
American race leaders or clergy to address the group. For Cooper these meet-
ings were little more than “remedial contrivances,” were “purely theoretical,”
and demonstrated that the whole machinery of the church was “devoid of
soul” To invest the machinery, the inner workings of the church, with soul,
Cooper suggested a more humanistic approach to recruiting black congregants
and clergy: active involvement in African American communities, sympathy
and love, not mere abstractions, and as the congregationists had done through-
out the South, schools, which would connect the church to youths.84

Cooper’s major concern, however, was the training of women. Like her con-
temporary and fellow Episcopalian, Dr. Alexander Crummell, Cooper argued
that the church should provide more training for women, citing Crummell’s
“The Black Woman of the South: Her Neglects and Her Needs,” an address de-
livered before the Freedmen’s Aid Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church
in Ocean Grove, New Jersey, in 1883. Crummell, a consummate civilization-
ist, had argued that because of the history of enslavement, African American
women were in need of protection and civilization. Rather than detailing the
condition of African American women as Crummell did, however, Cooper
pointed out that the Episcopal clergy was responsible for some of these circum-
stances, and she prescribed remedies, ranging from the creation of sisterhoods,
which Crummell had proposed, to tutelage for poor girls by the middle and
upper classes.®

The idea of regeneration permeated Cooper’s speeches throughout the
1890s. One year following the publication of Voice from the South, in response
to a lengthy address by Fannie Barrier Williams, prominent clubwoman and
protégé of Booker T. Washington, Cooper chronicled the struggle for ad-
vancement among African American women in reminding the audience that
the “fruits of civilization” could not be developed in the short space of thirty

ears, but “requires the long and painful growth of generations.”® In 1902,
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she spoke before the General Society of Friends in Asbury, New Jersey, where
she grounded her discourse in the historical circumstances of the post-Recon-
struction period, which she correctly labeled as a time of “trial and bondage.”
She lamented the fact that the nation seemed intent on subjugating African
Americans despite their contributions to the nation’s progress in slavery and
their loss of citizenship functions during the postbellum period. Despite a so-
cial atmosphere that she characterized as a “saturnalia of blood and savagery,”
Cooper hoped the nation would acknowledge its ethical obligations to the
“Negro’s uplift and amelioration.”®” She constantly evoked the historical record
of African American progress and loyalty through the rhetorics of nation, pa-
triotism, and character to reduce the distance between them and the benefits
of American citizenship.*

Cooper was uncharacteristically conservative on the labor question, one of
the most volatile issues in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Ameri-
can history. Still, she connected her ideas to historical circumstances and eth-
ics.*” An increase of immigrants from eastern and southern Europe, coupled
with the rise of more radical options for societal reform promoted by anar-
chists, socialists, and communists, caused great concern among Progressive era
reformers. African Americans, long considered a menace to American society,
were often lumped together with immigrants as undesirable elements. Coo-
per’s goal, then, was simply to use history to disassociate African Americans
from immigrants. She hoped to demonstrate conclusively that immigrants and
African Americans embraced different historical experiences and were subject
to different historical influences.”® “The Negro,” proclaimed Cooper, “is the
most stable and reliable factor today in American industry. Patient and doc-
ile as a laborer, conservative, law-abiding, totally ignorant of the anarchistic,
socialistic radicalism and nihilism of other lands,” she explained further, in an
attempt to shift American perceptions of African Americans from something
of a beast to a loyal, capable, and reliable citizen. She assured her white coun-
terparts that “no dynamite plots are hatching amongst us, no vengeful upris-
ing brewing.” Rather, Cooper argued, Americans must recognize the fact that
African Americans were part and parcel of the American republic and treat
them as such. America’s greatness, Cooper believed, should be predicated on
more than “her expanse of territory, her gilded domes, and her paving stones
of silver dollars,” but on the nation’s moral and ethical foundations.**

African American history in the post-Reconstruction period laid the
groundwork for professionalization of the discipline. Rather than a conglom-

eration of lay historians and amateurs devoted only to contributionist and
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celebratory history, the postbellum writers produced a variety of historical
representations—the emancipation narrative, race textbook, and collective
biography. Many of these individuals such as Daniel Barclay Williams, John
Cromwell, Lelia Amos Pendleton, William Henry Crogman, and Anna Julia
Cooper were connected either to the nascent black academy, primary and sec-
ondary schools, or the fledgling Negro history movement. They were also
likely to be associated with a plethora of historical and literary societies, in-
cluding the Bethel Literary and Historical Association and the American Negro
Academy. The works produced by these individuals served as the first models
for more specialized historical production by better-trained historians in the
early twentieth century. However, the historical productions of the preprofes-
sional historians continued to coexist with the more professionalized produc-
tion until the early 1920s.

The historical production of black intellectuals in this period was less ob-
jective than subsequent studies. This was undoubtedly related to the fact that
these individuals linked the production of race literature to racial vindication.
The partisan or subjective tone of this work would automatically relegate it
to an inferior or substandard status when juxtaposed with subsequent work.
But many of these writers consciously used their historical work to address
concerns of importance to the black community such as the quest for progress
and civilization, the development of the New South, a new Negro, and a new
Woman. Historical production, then, for many of the individuals under discus-
sion was not simply a matter of producing an objective and disinterested study,
but an active affirmation of the success and failures of the race coupled with an
attempt to change its present and impact its future.

Rather than a simplistic or linear drive toward professionalization, black
historical writing throughout the nineteenth century continued to embody
the aspirations of a people that understood the importance of giving their
own faithful account of the race. Appropriating the recognizable forms of the
nineteenth-century writing, namely the emancipation narrative, collective
biography (biographical catalog), and race textbook, these writers refashioned
the complex narratives of black life. In a moment framed by tales of black de-
generacy and possible extinction, black writers used history to tell and shape
an alternative textual record of racial possibility. Rather than degenerate, blacks
in these narratives appeared as able contributors to their own and the nation’s
wellbeing, especially as citizens and soldiers. Furthermore, the story of the race
since emancipation was not one of failure and inability to cope with the mo-

mentous change wrought by freedom, but adaptation, adjustment, and careful
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and critical negotiation of the myriad obstacles faced by what black writers
termed “a rapidly rising race.” Rather than a race on the verge of extinction,
the narratives produced by black historical writers demonstrated, using the
increasingly popular social science language of the day, the acquisition of prop-
erty, the growing number of high school and college educated blacks, and the
rapid formation of educational and religious institutions that facilitated their
movement from chattel to respectable men and women “advancing in num-
bers, knowledge and power.” The struggle to build educational institutions to
serve, as literary and historical societies did in the colonial era and early repub-
lic, as sites of intellectual engagement for expanding historical knowledge in

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was their next logical step.



CHAPTER 6

To Smite the Rock of Knowledge
The Black Academy and the Professionalization of History

Bear my congratulations to the brother race that has now been led out of
Egypt and now finds the rock of knowledge smitten for them. It shall flow
in full abundance for every thirsty soul. —HENRY WARREN fo PRESIDENT

THIRKIELD ofG\AMMON THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY, December 10, 1888

BY THE TURN OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, two important efforts began
to come together to allow an important shift in the production and promotion
of African American history. First, black intellectuals of all stripes had over the
previous century produced volumes of black history. Recalling the presence of
black people in the Bible and ancient history, their contributions not only to all
the nation’s wars beginning with the American Revolution, but to the national
economy, to independence movements in America and abroad, and to the gen-
eral life of the country, the writers of history had established a published re-
cord of black participation. Second, black institutions of higher education, by
now more than a generation old, not only began employing black scholars but
producing them. The intersection of these two conditions created prime cir-
cumstances for establishing a national organization of scholars interested in the
study of the African American experience. The creation of that organization
signaled the completion of a process culminating in true professional status for
African American history. Indeed, Henry Warren’s appropriation of the biblical
metaphor of smiting (striking) the rock of knowledge had come to fruition.
Anna Julia Cooper’s A Voice from the South, published in the 1890s, symbolizes
an important part of the shift from race studies written primarily by lay people,
those who earned their living in other ways, as ministers, attorneys, laborers,
and business people, or who relied on their spouse’s income, to those written
by professional scholars (including Crogman, Williams, Cromwell, Simmons,
and others) who made their living as academics. In this gradual post-Civil War
transfer of historical authority from avocational and lay historians to profes-

sional historians, historical organizations began to replace literary societies as
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the sites for presentations and public debates about history, and colleges and
universities replaced churches and clubs as institutional homes for the history
of African Americans. Although it was a fairly small, loosely connected group
of avocational and amateur historians in the first portion of the period under
examination here (beginning about 1900), they had, by 1915, the year of the
founding of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, become
a much better-defined professional group. That process cannot be separated
from developments within the nascent black academy.

In order to chart the trajectory of professionalization, it is necessary to un-
derstand the respective visions of avocational and professional historians in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As John Higham has shown,
avocational and professional historians viewed the historical enterprise in dif-
ferent ways. Avocational historians stressed independence; they believed that
historical work should be judged on its individual merits; they possessed no
collective identity; they worked for personal satisfaction; and most had little
or no appreciation of technique. On the other hand, professional historians
stressed the coordination of individual efforts; they emphasized interdepen-
dence among historians; they promoted authority; and they sought to con-
solidate their professional efforts around established historical societies and the
university."

The formation of the American Historical Association (AHA) in 1884 led
to a tenuous alliance between avocational and professional historians in the
mainstream. Ambivalent about the professional role of the organization and
unresolved differences within it, Henry Baxter Adams, the AHA’s first secre-
tary and a patrician historian, began to devote much of his time to shoring
up the weak alliance between the amateurs (who at first were the majority of
the members) and the professionals. He hoped that the national organization
would decrease tensions between these groups and secure the patronage of the
federal government. By the mid-1890s, it became increasingly clear that the
avocational vision of the profession, which included government patronage,
was incompatible with the professional vision, which favored a relationship less
dependent on the public sphere than on the emergent disciplinary structures
located within the university.*

By 1895, tensions between the lay and professional historians reached such
a pitch that George Burton Adams of Yale University, William A. Dunning of
Columbia University, and Albert Bushnell Hart of Harvard University took
decisive action to set the new organization on a course towards profession-

alization. They inaugurated the American Historical Review, a scholarly journal
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devoted to publishing historical research. James Franklin Jameson, a professor
of history at Brown University and later director of the Carnegie Institute in
Washington, D.C., became managing editor. With trained historians in the
driver’s seat, the field began to move aggressively toward professionalization.
In short order, lay historians no longer dominated in the published work. With
the rise of viable graduate history programs, the number of American students
who made the annual pilgrimage to German graduate schools to study his-
tory also began to decline. And professionalization culminated in two seminal
events in 1907: the formation of the Mississippi Valley Historical Association
(precursor of the Organization of American Historians) which was, according
to John Higham, a product of history’s popularity among regional constituen-
cies, and the installation of Jameson as the first president of the AHA. Jameson
was not a German-trained scholar but rather graduated from Johns Hopkins
University in 1882.°

The twentieth century furthered the process of specialization among Amer-
ican historians. This trend took the form of a wider range of course offerings
in American rather than European history, and it clearly defined the parameters
of historical inquiry; professional programs promoted the concept of scientism,
the application of the exacting standards of the natural sciences to historical
work. Two schools of thought developed on the increasing importance of sci-
entism, or objectivity, in history. One school argued that history, like any other
science, contained certain generalizations or laws akin to those in the natural
sciences, like biology. A more extreme component of this belief was that his-
tory, if it was truly to be considered scientific, must be, first and foremost, a
search for truth.*

By 1915, although the total membership of the AnA remained below four
thousand, history was a thriving discipline. Changes in cataloging, book ac-
quisition, and lending policies at the Library of Congress, which became an
increasingly important site for research and writing, contributed to the process
of professionalization. Moreover, many leading universities in the Northeast
and Midwest significantly augmented their research libraries, allowing an in-
crease in scholarly production by historians on faculty. The augmentation of
research libraries led to the growth of university presses, beginning with the
founding of Yale University Press in 1908, and the proliferation of specialized
journals in subspecialties of American history.*

For black intellectuals, the course of professionalization was somewhat dif-
ferent. Although this process also involved postsecondary educational institu-

tions, unlike their white counterparts, in the black institutions, by and large,
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the administration and faculty were dominated by clerics (most likely, white
clerics) and missionaries and, in some instances, classically trained elites who
were slow to incorporate the social sciences into the curriculum. Only a few
of these institutions had adequate resources for the systematic study and pro-
motion of African American history. And compounding these problems was
the small number of African Americans with doctorates. Between 1875 and
1914, only fourteen African Americans received doctoral degrees in all of the
social sciences; only three—W. E. B. Du Bois, Carter G. Woodson, and Richard
Wright Jr.—held doctoral degrees in history prior to 1915. Until the turn of the
century, history teachers in the black academy still tended to be white ministers
and schoolteachers from New England or black graduates of prestigious North-
ern institutions with master’s degrees.® Around 1900, black schools began to
undergo a shift from the avocational practitioners of history of the previous
generations to more professionally trained historians. Despite awareness of the
importance of scientism and objectivity, black scholars and schools continued,
for a time, to emphasize the contributionist and missionary aspects of black his-
tory. But the visibility and scholarly production of individuals such as Du Bois,
Woodson, Wright, and Benjamin Brawley at that time was distinctly different
from the avocational work of the earlier black intellectuals.

The clearest indication of change in the production of black history oc-
curred in 1915 when Carter G. Woodson, the second African American to grad-
uate from Harvard with a doctoral degree in history, founded the Association
for the Study of Negro Life and History (ASNLH). Specialization and the forma-
tion of (black) academic presses would also begin in 1916 with the creation of
Associated Publishers and the Journal of Negro History. Bereft of and sometimes
excluded from white organizations (through lack of invitation rather than
formal prohibition), black scholars continued to operate in conjunction with
the plethora of antiquarian and contributionist literary and historical societ-
ies discussed in previous chapters. Individually, however, and within various
institutional spaces, black historians published more scholarly work, offered a
greater diversity of courses, and developed new repositories and collections, all
of which demonstrated the importance of history within the black academic
community and furthered the process of professsionalization.”

To make sense of the shift in historical production and the meanings of
professionalization among African American scholars and within the black
community, this chapter focuses on developments within the black academy,
especially the different types of schools: classically oriented schools such as

Howard and Atlanta Universities; missionary and clerical training grounds such
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as Clark and Morris Brown Colleges and Gammon Theological Seminary; and
industrial and normal (that is, teacher training) schools such as Hampton and
Tuskegee. Located in both urban and rural communities and reflecting differ-
ent educational missions, these schools epitomized the contested trajectory of
African American education during the period. Examining the role of history
within these institutions sheds light on its importance to the development of
the discipline in the diversity of the black academy.

Professionalization in classically oriented colleges and industrial schools was
similar to the patterns in mainstream majority institutions, which served as
the models for some of the black institutions and the training grounds for the
majority of their faculty. There are, however, discernible differences in the
processes that took place between the different types of schools under consid-
eration here, and, perhaps more important, the three types of schools also pro-
moted the use of history differently. Ironically, as James Anderson has shown
in regards to their missions, and as this chapter will show, both Hampton and
Tuskegee had significant avocational historical traditions, while the classical

colleges did not institute historical courses until some years later.?

History and the Classical Colleges

In the late nineteenth century, few institutions, white or African American,
had departments of history. Virginia Union, a leading school, founded in 1865
as Wayland Seminary, offered only four history courses between 1906 and
1915: Constitutional History of the United States, Modern Europe, Modern
Era (1453-1900), and Biblical History. The structure of the history curriculum
at Virginia Union differed little from other colleges and universities of its type.
In the late nineteenth century, history had not completely emerged from the
thicket of other classical disciplines. Most telling at Virginia Union, faculty
who taught history could also be found teaching Latin or science. At Howard
University, for example, Reverend Charles H. A. Bulkey, a white Presbyte-
rian minister (pastor of the Fifteenth Street Presbyterian Church) and an early
member of the AHA, also taught a variety of subjects, beginning in 1882, and
served as the university’s librarian. In 1889, his title became “Professor of En-
glish Literature, History, Rhetoric and Logic, and Elocution.” Bulkey’s succes-
sor, William Victor Tunnell, held the title “Professor of History and Literature,
Logic, Rhetoric, and Elocution.”

The influence of higher education strongly grounded in classical forms

began to wane in the 1890s. As classicism gave way to the scientism and ob-



TO SMITE THE ROCK OF KNOWLEDGE {193}

jectivity of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, discipline-based
departments began to gain an identity of their own." By 1905, a new crop of
historians trained in the social sciences emerged and redirected the focus of
the department at Howard. During Tunnell’s absence from the college depart-
ment, Charles Chaveau Cook, who held undergraduate and graduate degrees
in literature from Cornell University, filled the position of chair of English
Literature, History, Rhetoric, Logic, and Elocution and began to move the
department in a progressive direction. Between 1892 and his untimely death
in 1910, Cook introduced the first courses devoted exclusively to history: The
History of Continental Europe from the Eighth to the Middle of the Eigh-
teenth Century, and English History. During his tenure at Howard, Cook trav-
eled abroad, studying at the universities of Heidelberg in Germany, Edinburgh
in Scotland, and Oxford in England. He was an active member of the American
Negro Academy and is best known for his occasional paper, “A Comparative
Study of the Negro Problem” (1899), an assessment of English, Japanese, and
American civilization designed to determine how these nations evolved from
primarily agricultural societies to industrial powers. Several years later, in 1905,
Cook participated in a symposium titled “The Negro and the Elective Fran-
chise” in which he delivered a paper titled, “The Penning of the Negro,” which
discussed the systematic disenfranchisement of blacks in the South. Although
Cook’s death left a void in the maturation of historical studies at Howard, his
work signaled the end of the classical era there."”

William Tunnell, who reassumed his duties as professor of history in 1906,
became the leading light in Howard’s history department after Cook’s death
in 1910. In addition to establishing a seminar titled “History of the Recon-
struction Period,” he also established a lecture series in 1911. The first speaker,
John W. Cromwell, gave an address titled “Some Rich but Unworked Veins of
Negro History,” which emphasized the achievements of African Americans in
the military, in secret societies, and in the black church. He also urged students
to engage in collecting primary information on the Civil War and Reconstruc-
tion."” There were other important changes underway in the composition of
Howard’s faculty that also helped to effect the move away from a strictly classi-
cal/liberal curriculum focused on math, science, and the history and literature
of classical antiquity.”

Scientifically trained historians had begun to take a more active role on
Howard’s faculty. This was one of the many changes that were directly related
to the rise of graduate programs at leading institutions in the late nineteenth

and early twentieth centuries. Whereas Tunnell and Cook trained under the
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classical curriculum, younger faculty members like Walter Dyson and Charles
Wesley received advanced degrees in history. Dyson, who became an instructor
at Howard in 1905, graduated from Fisk and Yale. In 1911, he studied history
under Dana C. Munro at the University of Pennsylvania, and in 1913 completed
an MLA. in history at the University of Chicago. The following academic year,
he pursued additional studies in economics and history at Columbia University.
In 1916, he became one of three associate editors of the Journal of Negro History.
Charles Wesley was also a graduate of Fisk University. He pursued advanced
study in economics and history at Yale and received an M. A. in 1913. Recruited
to Howard’s faculty by Dean Lewis Moore of the Teachers College, Wesley
took an appointment as an instructor of history and modern languages, teach-
ing courses in pedagogy and history. Wesley completed an important doctoral
dissertation at Harvard University in 1927 titled “Negro Labor in the United
States.” And he also became an active force in the Association for the Study of
Negro Life and History."*

The presence of these scholars undoubtedly strengthened the reputation
of the Howard University Department of History, but the growing reputa-
tion also resulted from the administrative foresight of the university’s officers,
particularly Jesse Moorland, an alumnus and trustee, and Kelly Miller, dean of
the College of Arts and Sciences. Through their influence, by 1915, Howard
became a key repository for materials related to the study of African American
history. The university had not only acquired the papers of the famous anti-
slavery advocate Lewis Tappan, the “Catchart Clippings” of materials related to
black participation in the Civil War and Reconstruction, but a sizable cache of
manuscripts and other rare materials from Jesse Moorland (international secre-
tary of the Young Men’s Christian Association) helped to form the foundation
of a major archive in black history on the campus, not far from the nation’s
most important archive, the Library of Congress. The university also pledged
to establish a chair of sociology who would be responsible for “research in the
field of Negro development, as well as to practical remedial endeavor.”*

This pattern of developing a comprehensive set of courses in history and
a research center for African American history was duplicated at other in-
stitutions, each in its own way. Atlanta University, from its 1869 inception,
was a proponent of classical liberal education, and the university’s first three
presidents, Edmund Asa Ware (1869-85), Horace Bumstead (1888-1907), and
Edmund Trichell Ware (1907-19), laid the groundwork for Atlanta’s prominent
classical curriculum. But Bumstead’s interest in social problems and history, an

extension of his belief in liberal education, resulted in his appointing John D.
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Hincks as professor of history and social science. Hincks’s administrative duties
left him little time to promote historical studies, but in 1897, Bumstead, who
also inaugurated the Atlanta University conferences, hired W. E. B. Du Bois
as professor of economics and history. With his scholarly credentials already
established by the publication of his doctoral dissertation, Suppression of the Afri-
can Slave Trade, which became the first volume of the Harvard Historical Series,
and his social study of African Americans in Philadelphia’s Seventh Ward, The
Philadelphia Negro (1898), Du Bois became the director of the Atlanta University
Conferences, which focused on the African American experience in America.
The Atlanta conferences, like most academic institutions at the time, blended
history, economics, and sociology. In fact, history and sociology were housed
together during much of Du Bois’s tenure at the university. "’

Atlanta University, however, offered the first scientific discussions of the
African American culture in various phases and walks of life. The Atlanta con-
ferences covered a wide range of issues from African American mortality to
economic cooperation. As a result of the empirical work conducted for the
conferences, courses in sociology, economics, and history became part of the
curriculum, and courses in methodological training in teaching history were
added in the pedagogy department. One of the strongest indicators that his-
tory, especially black history, had gained an important place in the black acad-
emy is that as early as 1910 the university began to include among its entrance
requirements courses in or equivalent to United States history and the history
of the Negro."”

The Atlanta University conferences and the intellectual enterprises of classi-
cally oriented colleges and universities benefited greatly from the reconstruc-
tion of the meanings of race in the early twentieth century. Prior to 1910,
sociologists and anthropologists were the arbiters of racial science —people
like Franklin H. Giddings, professor of sociology at Columbia University;
Lester F. Ward, chief paleontologist of the U.S. Geological Survey; William
Sumner, professor of political and social science at Yale University; Edward
Ross, professor of sociology at the University of Wisconsin; Albion W. Small,
president of Colby University; and Charlotte Perkins Gilman, one of the first
female sociologists—who believed that race undergirded generalizations about
human capacity. Even anthropologist Daniel Garrison Brinton, president of
the American Association of Science, promoted ethnocentric constructions
of race capacity. But cultural anthropologist Franz Boas, a native of Minden,
Westphalia, attacked the comparative method in anthropology that established

the European type as normative and compared other races to it. Rejecting
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the evolutionist framework, Boas believed that cultural determinants played
a paramount role in racial development and that the evolutionists’ method of
comparing Europeans with other races without examining the differences in
development was biased. In 1899, Boas became a professor of anthropology at
Columbia University. From this position he attacked the central claims of racial
determinist theories that blacks were congenitally, intellectually, and psycho-
logically inferior. By 1911, the Boasian critique had infused a new approach into
the University of Chicago’s Department of Sociology and Anthropology. The
adoption of naturalism and an empirical worldview also aided the move away
from determinist and essentialist constructions of race. Robert Park, ghost-
writer for Booker T. Washington and later a prominent member of Chicago’s
sociology department, would play an important role in training a number of
leading black sociologists, including E. Franklin Frazier, Charles S. Johnson,
Oliver C. Cox, and Bertram Doyle. Park also explicitly linked segregationist
policies to sociological and not biological antecedents, and he moved away
from essentialist constructions of race by pointing out that blacks displayed
cultural heterogeneity. Some of these ideas found their way into the Atlanta
University conferences and into the institution’s sociological and historical
courses instituted between the 1898 and the 1902 school years."

Between 1897 and 1915, Atlanta’s sociology and history department offered
a number of courses on various aspects of the black experience, updating and
augmenting its course offerings along the way. In the late 1890s, the department
offered a course titled “Citizenship, Wealth, Work, and Wages and Social Re-
form.” In conjunction with the Atlanta University conferences, the department
also offered graduate-level study on the problems faced by African Americans
in the South. During the 1902-3 school year, a sociological laboratory class
was added specifically for seniors in the department. The course laboratory
“consisted of a special library of books on statistics, economics, sociology and
history, with duplicate copies of standard works; and of maps, charts, and col-
lections illustrating social and historic conditions.” And the senior class spent
a full year on “the study of social conditions and methods of reform with
especial reference to the American Negro.””

Additional changes came in a flurry, at least by Atlanta’s standards. In 1903
4, the department added a course encompassing economic theory and history.
In 1904-5, a new course offered in the pedagogy department stressed “analytical
methods and discussions of methods of teaching” In 1905-6, there was a new
course on the history of Africa. By 190910, the department instituted a clearly

defined set of courses geared specifically to augmenting knowledge of African
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American contributions to history. At the high school or college preparatory
level, there was a half-year course on the history of the Negro in America. At
the college level, courses included a junior-level one on the history of Africa,
another on the economic history of African Americans, and a sociology course
on the social conditions of African Americans. These courses represented an
important effort by one black school to serve as the site for the intensive study
of the African American condition.>®

Critical to advancing the study of African Americans in the university
was the creation of adequate libraries. During the administration of Edward
Twichell Ware (1907-19), Atlanta University significantly augmented its library
collections and began a transformation from one designed primarily to support
a classical education to one also able to offer quality instruction to its students
in the social sciences, particularly in history, sociology, and economics. The
library’s initial support came through the generous donations of R. R. Graves,
a New York lawyer who provided a permanent endowment of $5,000. In
1906, a gift of more than $25,000 from Andrew Carnegie funded a new library
building. The Carnegie Library contained all of the amenities of the modern
library —a fireproof stack room, large reading and reference rooms, and a large
storage area in the basement that was ideal for unpacking and processing new
acquisitions. In 1908, the university partnered with the Marblehead Libraries,
a system of traveling libraries (of fifty books at a time) inaugurated by James
J. H. Gregory of Marblehead, Massachusetts. Atlanta’s location at the point of
major railroad connections and its reputation as a gateway to the South made it
an ideal location. And, as pointed out by G. S. Dickerman of the John T. Slater
Board, one of several agencies that supported black education in the South,
Atlanta University also had a competent staff and a cooperative president in
Ware.*!

Much of the literature in the Marblehead collection reinforced the accul-
turating ideas of Progressive-era America and the celebratory themes of nar-
rative history. Several books chronicled the lives of great men and women:
P. C. Headley’s The Life of Mary Queen of Scots, J. T. Headley’s Washington and
His Generals, Thomas Hughes’s The Life of David Livingstone, Sarah K. Bolton’s
Girls Who Became Famous, Francis Lynee’s Empire Builders, Thomas Arnold’s The
Life of Hannibal, and Louise Putnam’s The Children’s Life of Abraham Lincoln. The
books in the collection ranged from great literature, such as Charles Dickens’s
A Christmas Carol, Aesop’s Fables, John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, Ralph Waldo
Emerson’s Representative Men, Jack London’s Call of the Wild, and Rudyard Ki-
pling’s The Jungle Book, to historical and race uplift texts such as Charles Ches-
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nutt’s Frederick Douglass and Booker T. Washington’s The Negro in Business.*
With a new library, support of the Marblehead program, and a committed
faculty and staff, by 1915, the university could boast one of the best librar-
ies of modern and African American history among classically oriented black
schools.”

The changes taking place at Howard and Atlanta were not isolated. Around
this time, one of Atlanta University’s much smaller neighbor schools, More-
house College, had also hired a professionally trained historian. Benjamin
Brawley, who had graduated from Atlanta Baptist (renamed Morehouse Col-
lege in 1913) with a B.A. degree in 1901, received his first M. A. from the Uni-
versity of Chicago in 1907 and a second M. A. from Harvard University in 1908
and was a faculty member from 1902 to 1911. In 1911, Brawley joined a faculty
committee at Howard University to oversee the work of master’s candidates.
In 1912, he returned to Morehouse College as a professor of English and dean
of the college. Assisted by his teacher and mentor at the University of Chicago,
William E. Dodd, Brawley published A Short History of the American Negro (1910),
which consisted of fifteen chapters surveying the history of African Ameri-
cans from the inception of slavery. Suggesting the more progressive nature
of his study, Brawley’s text was half the length of earlier race histories, and
although the content of the book leaned toward moral suasion, the text, never-
theless, presented a logically organized and factual history with footnotes and
a bibliography.**

These changes in facilities, faculty credentials, libraries, courses, and re-
search agenda prepared the formerly classically oriented schools to produce
a new generation of discipline-based scholars, and in doing so they made an
emphatic statement about the importance of history, especially black history,
in the educational process. They also contributed immensely to the produc-
tion of historical texts that privileged scientism and objectivity over the older
classically and clerically based forms. The process was a gradual one that moved
at a different pace and took different forms at various schools. But once the
changes were under way, they would transform even those schools with other

missions.

Theological Schools and the Practice of History

The most important of the theological schools was Gammon Theological
Seminary, also located in Atlanta. Associated with Clark University until 1889,
Gammon was established in 1883 through a gift of $500,000 by Reverend Elijah
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Gammon. Conceived as a training ground for ministers and missionaries, Gam-
mon was a leading proponent of the missionary approach to the proselytization
of Africa and the promotion of African and African American history in the
United States.” But from the outset, Gammon was beset by problems similar
to those of other institutions of its type. Inadequate housing, especially for
married students, lack of proper library facilities, and a lack of publicity were
some of the most pressing issues. The seminary’s first dean and later president,
Wilbur Thirkield, later president of Howard University, integrated the col-
lege’s curriculum with the collegiate courses at Clark University, built housing
for married students, and worked for the passage and implementation of the
“New England Conference Alcove,” which facilitated the collection of books
from active ministers, the donation of libraries from deceased and retired min-
isters, and a donation of at least two books from each member of the Methodist
Conference. Thirkield also embarked on an aggressive campaign to publicize
and promote the school.** His most important accomplishments, however,
especially as they relate to the historical programs promoted by the school,
include establishing a division of historical theology, organizing a historical
society, and, most important, founding the Stewart Missionary Foundation
for Africa.

Establishing the department of historical theology was an important compo-
nent in promoting the school’s history program. The institution’s rapid growth
necessitated the expansion of the school’s offerings. W. H. Crawford, a member
of the Rock River Conference of the Methodist Episcopalian Church and a
graduate of Garrett Biblical Institute and Northwestern University, became a
full-time professor, and courses he instituted fostered the systematic study of
the books of the Bible.*” In 1890, Crawford became the seminary’s librarian. In
1891, like many of his colleagues in liberal arts colleges, he traveled to Europe
to deepen his knowledge of modern church history. Upon returning from
his trip, Crawford embarked on his most important historical enterprise: he
established a historical society, which aimed “to build up, in connection with
the Seminary library, a complete and trustworthy historical department upon

the various movements that relate to the Negro and the South.”

The historical society proposes to extend its conference and local
branches and by individual effort throughout the Nation. It is collecting
books, pamphlets, addresses, articles, biographical and descriptive, upon
the origin, ethnology, and history of the Negro; upon the rise, develop-
ment, and destruction of Negro slavery; upon the origin and work of the
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abolition movement; and is also preserving the literary productions of
Negroes. In addition to this, it proposes to collect the history of the eccle-
siastical and educational movements of the churches among the colored
people, and to compile a statistical record of the progress of the Negroes
in wealth, learning, industry, inventions, mechanical art, and ecclesiology,
and to preserve on file for future study whatever shall illustrate the history

and promote the interest of the colored people.*®

While records related to the specific operations of the historical society are
scant, it is clear that the school’s faculty and administration, though very much
absorbed in the school’s mission of training ministers and missionaries, had
similar interests to those in the universities in the process of creating history
departments.

At Gammon, the Stewart Missionary Society, founded in 1895 by W. H.
Stewart of the Rock River Conference to prepare missionaries to “teach the
gospel to every creature,” launched some of the same processes that were tak-
ing place in other universities in and around history departments. The mis-
sionary society sponsored lecture series and literary and oratorical prizes for
students in all levels of the school. Stewart donated more than $400 for the
purchase of books, curios, stereopticon slides, and other materials focusing
on the products, industries, and life of Africa and also for the use of the stu-
dents. The missionary society provided funds that enabled President Thirkield
to travel in Europe, where he conducted research at the British Museum in
London and the Bodleian Library in Oxford, England. He compiled a list of
900 volumes that provided accounts of early African history through the era
of free trade and purchased 350 books from this list. By 1895, the seminary had
made considerable progress in establishing an African museum and supplying
it with specimens of African artwork and handicrafts in wood, brass, and cloth.
In addition, they procured more than 200 stereopticon slides for schools and
churches to illustrate the products and industries of Africa. The promoters of
the Stewart Missionary Foundation felt their efforts were “only the beginning
of the collection of illustrated material on Africa and its peoples, which it is
hoped will be made one of the greatest of its kind in this country.

The foundation’s most ambitious project involved sponsoring a national
conference, Africa and the American Negro, in 1895. Designed to further the
work of the foundation at home and abroad and to assemble the brightest
minds in the country for work on and in Africa, the conference was an unparal-

leled success. The timing, however, could not have been more ironic. By 1900,
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European countries had colonized most of the African continent (excepting
Ethiopia and Liberia), and an important component of the missionary fervor
was the belief that European culture, especially the culture of Western Europe
and America, offered redemption for the “Dark Continent.” Even black lead-
ers and missionaries wholeheartedly participated in the civilization project.
E. L. Parks, a professor at Gammon, spoke for many blacks and whites when he
noted, “The industrial, intellectual, moral and spiritual progress of the colored
people in America is a prophecy, both of what they will become and will do
for the redemption of their fatherland and also of what the native African is
capable of becoming.” Still, the Stewart Missionary Foundation was genuine in
its offer of aid and assistance to various African countries and territories. Many
of these missionaries thought the colonial project of land acquisition and the
theft of Africa’s resources were as morally reprehensible and as problematic as
the slave trade. Thirkield, who presided over the 1895 conference, proclaimed
in his opening remarks at the meeting, “In other centuries the curse was the
“stealing of Africans from Africa’ Now, it is the game among European nations of
shut your eyes and grab’ in their efforts to "steal Africa from the Africans. But God
is yet in the world. Not in vain has its two hu