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The racial question was obviously a particularly sensitive one for abolitionists, 

but on the question of the link between abolitionist and racial discourses in Britain 
from the late eighteenth Century a certain amount of confusion reigns. There are 
several interconnected aspects to this question. Firstly, an uninformed ‘common 
sense’ view supposes that racism was behind the slave trade, that Africans were 
enslaved, bought and sold because they were considered as racially inferior, and that 
the abolitionist movement was motivated by opposition to racism; this assumption 
needs to be looked at more closely. Then there is the question of the legacy of the 
abolitionist movement itself, which is more mixed than one might expect and the 
extent to which it opposed racialist discourse. On the first of these questions, for 
Philip Curtin, who distinguished racism from what he called xenophobia, slavers in 
Africa were ‘usually free of racial antagonism’ and most men connected with the 
slave trade were less inclined to emphasize racial factors than were those in 
England.1 Much more recently, Olivier Pétré-Grenouilleau, while referring to a 
‘racisme de ‘contact’’ among slavers, admits that it was not part of an organised 
system, and indicates that a certain number of stereotypes about Africans gradually 
crystallised around the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.2 It is indeed 
striking that most accounts of the West Coast of Africa by slavers or former slavers 
(who made up the majority of those who normally travelled there) do not exhibit a 
view of Africans as racially inferior. To give but one example, from a widely read 
account by a sea-captain who traded on the coast of Africa at the end of the 
seventeenth century; he describes the despair of the Africans when loaded onto his 
ship, and gives his own reaction to the suggestion of some of his officers that he 
should cut off the legs or arms of the most recalcitrant as some captains had done: 

 
I could not be persuaded to entertain the least thoughts of it, much 
less to put into practice such barbarity and cruelty to poor creatures, 
who, excepting their want of Christianity and true religion (their 
misfortune more than fault) are as much the works of God’s hands, 
and no doubt as dear to him as ourselves; nor can I imagine why they 
should be despised for their colour, being what they cannot help, and 
the effect of the climate it has pleased God to appoint them. I can’t 
think there is any intrinsic value in one colour more than another, nor 
that white is better than black, only we think it so because we are so, 
and are prone to judge in our own case, as well as the blacks, who in 

                                                
1 Philip D. CURTIN, The Image of Africa. British Ideas and Action, 1780-1850, London: 
Macmillan, 1965, p.34. 
2 Olivier PETRE-GRENOUILLEAU, Les Traites négrières, Paris: Gallimard, 2004, p.260. 
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odium of the colour, say, the devil is white and so paint him.3 
 

There are of course in such travel accounts numerous negative generalisations 
concerning the Africans, but there is also usually the recognition that they possess 
certain qualities, and most striking of all, the Africans are seen as equal partners 
with whom trade was carried out. It should of course be remembered that those who 
sold the slaves in Africa were mainly African rulers themselves and that they were 
therefore seen by the Europeans as counterparts with whom negociations, often 
protracted, were conducted. It seems difficult to sustain the view that the reason for 
the slave trade was racism, and most historians see the eighteenth century as the 
period when racial stereotypes began to be systematically organised. They were thus 
the result of the slave trade rather than its stimulus. 

 
Here we need to clarify the question of racism, about which there is also much 

misunderstanding and confusion. While there is no denying that what Curtin called 
xenophobia and what we can characterise as negative descriptions of other peoples 
were widespread, this should not necessarily be defined as racism properly speaking, 
although of course today we would condemn it as such. For historical understanding 
it is necessary to distinguish such attitudes from the organised discourse on human 
varieties, usually based on what was believed to be scientific evidence, which began 
to crystallise in Europe around the 1770s with J. Fr. Blumenbach’s classification and 
various refinements of it.4 What emerged in the late eighteenth century was a 
systematic classification of human varieties, or races (although the terminology was 
not fixed) in a hierarchical system. This system was not based simply on skin colour 
(although that of course played a part) but on a set of physical characteristics, in 
particular skull shapes. It was gradually developed and refined from the 1770s 
onwards with ever more numerous categories and sub-categories or ‘races’, and 
became widespread in the nineteenth century. It is noticeable that these systems of 
classification were developed at precisely the period when the abolitionist 
movement began to take off and that they took root despite the ideological 
domination of abolitionism; as Roxann Wheeler points out, ‘ubiquitous commitment 
to human similarity was beginning to show a few weak spots by the 1770s, a 
sentiment that had gained momentum by the 1790s’, and in the late 1780s while 
most Britons ‘believed that Africans were inferior to themselves in a number of ways 
[…] they did not necessarily believe that they deserved to be enslaved because of 
that supposed inferiority’.5 This leads to the second question raised at the beginning, 
concerning the legacy of abolitionism and its relationship to racialised discourse. 

 
First, however, a further distinction needs to be made. There are two aspects to 

the question of race in this period. On the one hand, there is the development of a 

                                                
3 “A Journal of a voyage made in the Hannibal of London, ann. 1693, 1694, by Thomas 
Phillips, commander of said ship”, in A Collection of Voyages and Travels, London: 
Churchill, 1732, vol.6, pp.218-219. 
4  Johann Friedrich BLUMENBACH, De generis humani varietate nativa, Göttingen: 
Vandenhoek, 1775, rapidly translated into several European languages. 
5 Roxann WHEELER, The Complexion of Race. Categories of Difference in Eighteenth-
Century British Culture, Philadelphia : University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000, p.37 & pp. 
236-7. 
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systematic racial hierarchy, and on the other there is the question of monogenecism 
and polygenecism. The Biblical account which states that all humans are descended 
from Adam and Eve provided a firm basis for the belief that all humans have the 
same origin and that no fundamental distinction can be made between them; this 
principle is called monogenecism. However, since the discovery of the Americas, 
bringing the problem of how to fit the Amerindians into the Biblical scheme, several 
attempts had been made, including by some christian theologians, to provide a 
separate origin for certain peoples, or polygenecism. As opposition to slavery began 
to develop, there was obviously a temptation for the defenders of slavery to 
postulate a separate origin for the Africans and thus to deny them membership of a 
common humanity, as this would counter the abolitionists’ oposition to enslaving 
our fellow human beings. This question has been recently discussed by Colin Kidd, 
who insists on the importance of christian belief in opposing polygenecism and 
countering racism. He does however point out that despite the notorious 
polygenecist remarks of unbelievers David Hume and Voltaire, irreligious thinkers 
in the eighteenth century did not necessarily abandon monogenecism but developed 
secular justifications for it instead.6 In view of the christian basis for much of British 
abolitionism, it is not surprising that the abolitionists consistently opposed 
polygenecism, which had few defenders in Britain, but this does not solve the wider 
question of their overall treatment of the racial issue and the chronological 
coincidence of the consolidation of racial hierarchies in the very period which saw 
the ideological victory of abolitionism. 

 
In order to gain some insight into this question, we need to look more closely 

at the arguments used by abolitionists to counter the defenders of the slave trade, 
who reacted to the growing opposition to the trade, and to slavery in the second half 
of the eighteenth century by developing more coherent and reasoned justifications 
for it. Anthony Benezet, the pioneering American Quaker whose writings were 
widely distributed and rapidly translated, was intially concerned to show from the 
very accounts provided by the slavers themselves that West Africa, from where the 
slaves were brought, was not a savage place and that the Africans were not 
bloodthirsty ignorant savages. He tended to represent them as good-natured and 
harmless children of nature, although he did also reproduce passages describing the 
agricultural production and trade of some African states. He reproduced extracts 
from a pamphlet called Two Dialogues on the Man-Trade, published in 1760, which 
begin as follows: 

 
The African Blacks are as properly and truly men, as the European 
Whites; they are both of the same species, and are originally 
descended from the same parents, – they have the same rational 
powers as we have; they are free moral agents, as we are, and many 
of them have as good natural genius, as good and as brave a spirit as 
any of those to whom they are made slaves.7 
 

                                                
6 Colin KIDD, The Forging of Races. Race and Scripture in the Protestant Atlantic World, 
1600-2000, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006; see esp. ch.4. 
7 Anthony BENEZET, A Short Account of the Part of Africa inhabited by the Negroes…, 
Philadelphia: W. Dunlap, 1762, pp.37-38. 
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The question which exercised scientists in the eighteenth century was how to 
explain different skin colours in humans, which essentially came down to the 
question of why the blacks were black. There were those who attempted to account 
for it by innate anatomical differences and to demonstrate for example that not only 
the skin but the whole body was of a different colour; thus the German physiologist 
Meckel ‘demonstrated’ that Africans’ brains were also black.8 Such claims could 
clearly provide ammunition for demonstrations that they were of an innately 
different race and thus in favour of polygenecism. In order to counter these 
statements, abolitionists were therefore careful to favour explanations for human 
differences that emphasized either extraneous factors like climate or ‘accidental’ 
factors like the following, invoked by the Universal History to counter the Biblical 
explanation involving Ham: 

 
The first colony which settled in a very hot country, received a great 
change in their complexion, proportionable to the heat of the climate, 
and became very tawny, gradually inclining to blackness, as the sun 
was more intense upon them. Hence, in a generation or two, that high 
degree of tawniness might become natural, and at length the pride of 
the natives. The men might begin to value themselves upon this 
complexion and the women affect them the better for it; so that their 
love for their husbands and daily conversation with them, might have 
a considerable influence upon the fruit of their wombs and make each 
child grow blacker and blacker according to the fancy and 
imagination of the mother; the force of which is evident from many 
instances.9 
 

Climatic explanations were however more frequent and were of course given 
added weight by Buffon’s Histoire naturelle, (the first volume of which appeared in 
1749); in his discussion of humans and description of the different varieties of 
mankind he insists that they are all of same origin but that differences have come 
about due to ‘degeneration’ in some climates as they have moved about and settled 
in different regions. Buffon’s emphasis on the unity of the human race was 
extremely influential, including in Britain, but it did not prevent him from 
establishing a clear hierarchy between the beautiful white civilised races of the 
temperate zone and those savages who have degenerated in more extreme climates –
an important element, as we shall see.  

 
His arguments were particularly used to show that Africans were not naturally 

inferior and fit to be slaves, but that they could improve by different treatment and in 
a different climate. The abolitionists gave, for example, wide credence to the story, 

                                                
8 Johann Friedrich MECKEL, “Recherches anatomiques”, in Histoire de l’Académie royale 
des Sciences et Belles-Lettres (1753), Berlin: Haude & Spener, 1755, pp.79-113. 
9 An Universal History from the earliest account of time …, vol. I (2nd ed.), London: 1747, 
p.99. Note that the supposed Biblical justification of slavery, dismissed here, was still 
considered to be important enough to merit refutation by Clarkson in 1785: Essay on the 
Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (prize dissertation at Cambridge, 1785), 
London: J.Phillips and T. Cadell, 1786, p.178ff. 
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attested by the abbé Demanet’s Nouvelle Histoire de l’Afrique françoise (1767),10 
that there existed a Portuguese colony on the West Coast of Africa whose members 
had become black over generations, simply due to the effect of climate ; this is 
rather ironical in view of the fact that Demanet, a rather shady character, was both a 
missionary and the manager of a slaving company in the 1770s. Demanet’s example 
was quoted and given wider circulation by L’Histoire des Deux-Indes, an important 
vehicle for anti-slavery ideas in the later eighteenth century.11 The example of the 
Portuguese colony (situated in Sierra Leone, this time) is quoted by the British 
abolitionist Thomas Clarkson in his Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the 
Human Species, in which Clarkson claims that the whole human race was originally 
of a ‘dark olive’ colour (the colour of Noah and his sons) that was half-way between 
that of the Blacks and the Whites, and that humans became black or white due to the 
climate ; this is mainly the effect of the sun on the mucosum corpus which 
determines the colour of the skin. It is in this context that he quotes L’Histoire des 
Deux-Indes concerning cases of the children of Africans born in America, who are 
whiter than their parents, which he says is confirmed by the testimony of ‘many 
intelligent Africans’.12 Another example he gives concerns the Jews who, although 
keeping themselves distinct from the rest of the world, differ in colour acording to 
the climate, so that ‘there appear to be as many different species of Jews, as there 
are countries in which they reside’ (p.143). There was clearly an overwhelming 
desire on the part of the abolitionists to insist on the unity of the human race by 
emphasizing the effect of the climate and other environmental causes. Although a 
belief that colour was innate and not the result of climate or other accidental causes 
in no way necessarily implies polygenesis or a defence of slavery, the abolitionists 
seem to have considered the demonstration of the opposite point of view as vital to 
their cause.13 At the same time they did not consider it crucial to demonstrate 
irrefutably the equality of all humans, as the existence of a hierarchy is not 
systematically denied but, on the contrary, frequently tacitly accepted.  

 
A particularly striking example of such an attitude is provided by the 

American abolitionist, the Reverend Samuel Stanhope Smith, whose Essay on the 
Causes of the Variety of Complexion and Figure in the Human Species, published in 
1787, argued that racial differences were not fixed and indelible; an annexe to his 
work attacked Lord Kames’s Sketches on the History of Mankind which attempted to 
reconcile the separate creation of the different human races in different climates with 
the Biblical account. As is indicated by the title of his work, Stanhope Smith 
discusses at length differences in physical appearance and the reasons for these 
differences, providing a relatively complex explanatory system to account for the 
joint effects of the sun, the temperature, ‘putrid exhalations’ from the soil, the 

                                                
10  Abbé DEMANET, Nouvelle Histoire de l’Afrique françoise, Paris: veuve Duchesne, 
Lacombe, 1767, vol. II, p.226. 
11 Abbé RAYNAL, Histoire philosophique et politique du commerce et des établissements 
des Européens dans les Deux-Indes (1st ed. 1770); anti-slavery passages were reinforced by 
Diderot’s additions in the 1780 edition (Genève: Pellet). 
12 T.CLARKSON, Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species, London: 
J.Phillips & T. Cadell, 1786, pp.202-203. 
13 For a more detailed discussion of these questions, see Ann THOMSON, “Issues at stake in 
eighteenth-century racial classification”, Studi Settecenteschi, vol.21, 2001, pp.223-244. 
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environment, way of life, state of society, and so on, based on numerous examples. 
The aim, of course, is to reject the ‘arbitrary hypothesis’ that humans are derived 
from different origins. He describes how the progress of civilisation helps to 
improve physical appearance and lighten the complexion, and he believes that 
Africans become more civilised and beautiful by living in a civilised society. Part of 
his argument is based on the differences he claims to see between field slaves and 
domestic servants in America ; he writes, for example : 

 
The former are frequently ill-shaped. They preserve, in a great 
degree, the African lips, and nose, and hair. Their genius is dull, and 
their countenance sleepy and stupid. — The latter are straight and 
well proportioned: their hair extended to three, four and sometimes 
even to six or eight inches; the size and shape of the mouth handsome, 
the features regular, their capacity good and their look animated. 
 

Like Buffon, he claims that savages have a particular physical appearance and paints 
the following picture based on his observations of native Americans : 

 
The eye of a savage is vacant and unexpressive – The whole 
composition of his countenance is fixed and stupid – and over these 
unmeaning features is thrown an air of wildness and melancholy – 
The muscles of the face are soft and low– and the face is dilated at the 
sides  –the mouth is large, the lips swelled and protruded – and the 
nose, in the same proportion, depressed.14 
 

Stanhope Smith unquestioningly accepts the hierarchy of beauty which 
depreciates African features while according moral factors as much importance as 
climate. The belief that these moral factors could change one’s appearance enabled 
abolitionists to insist that the inferior condition of the slaves in America, despite the 
fact that they had been removed from Africa, was due to the treatment they received 
and thus the very institution of slavery itself. This was particularly the argument 
developed by the American Benezet in his Historical Account of Guinea (1772) : he 
describes the Africans in Africa as sociable, virtuous people with developed 
intellectual capacities. Their inferiority in America, which he does not deny, is 
explained by their servile condition and the contempt they endure, which have made 
them degenerate and adopt the vices of the Europeans. Another argument to counter 
belief in the ‘innate inferiority’ of the Africans is to be found in an abolitionist 
pamphlet called Considerations on the Abolition of Slavery and the Slave Trade, 
which refers to famous examples of slaves with developed intellectual capacities.15 
The abolitionist Rev. James Ramsay likewise insisted at length that the capacities of 
the Africans were equal to those of the Europeans and that their present degraded 
state was the result of a variety of factors, in particular their degree of civilisation in 

                                                
14 S. STANHOPE SMITH, An Essay on the causes of the Variety of Complexion and Figure 
in the Human Species, Edinburgh: C. Elliot, 1787, pp.59 & 125. 
15 Thomas BURGESS, Considerations on the Abolition of Slavery and the Slave Trade, 
Oxford: D. Prince & J. Cooke, J.& J. Fletcher, 1789, pp.126-33. 



THOMSON — ABOLITIONISM AND THE QUESTION OF RACE 
 

181 

Africa and their treatment in the West Indies.16 The problem with many of these 
arguments is that, despite the abolitionists’ eagerness to defend the unity of the 
human race and to explain observed differences by mainly climatic and social 
factors, they were, as we can see, accepting the implied hierarchy of races that was 
openly affirmed by Buffon. Stanhope Smith’s descriptions in particular rest on 
unchallenged assumptions about ‘African’ characteristics which denote inferiority. 
Such descriptions and these writers’ insistence on the possible improvement or 
perfectibility of Africans in different conditions, which unconsciously reinforced the 
idea that there was a hierarchy among different peoples, could therefore have the 
unintended consequence of encouraging belief that some human varieties were 
superior to others. It could also unwittingly support the argument put forward by the 
supporters of the slave trade that the Africans were better off in America and thus 
that slavery was helping them. 

 
There were some exceptions, like James Dunbar, professor of philosophy at 

Aberdeen University ; in his Essays on the History of Mankind in Rude and 
Cultivated Ages, he rejects a hierarchy of colours and sets out to show that whiteness 
is not universally recognised as the ideal of beauty. In his analysis of human 
difference he insists on moral rather than climatic factors, claiming that the fact that 
the slaves are deprived of liberty leads to their physical and moral degeneration, as 
‘the shocks which are felt in the transition from a free and happy state to that of 
slavery and dejection, may prove, to the last degree, injurious to the organization of 
man’.17 He emphasises, even more forcibly than many others : 

 
All the capital distinctions in individuals, families or tribes, flow from 
causes subsequent to birth ; from education, example, forms of 
government ; from the order of internal laws, from the maxims and 
genius of religion, from the lights of science and philosophy ; in some 
degree from the infallible operations of the external elements ; but 
above all, from the free determinations of the will. (p. 433)  
 

Nevertheless nearly everyone seemed to accept the existence of a hierarchy of 
peoples, and it was the permanence or otherwise of the observed differences 
between peoples which seemed important, the essential point for abolitionists being 
to defend monogenesis, sanctioned by the Bible. Thus the Rev. James Ramsay, who 
was particularly concerned to counter irreligious and sceptical tendencies which he 
claimed were extremely fashionable, was at pains to show that the Biblical account 
was in conformity with experience, reason, analogy, and so on. And he particularly 
issued a warning to unguarded writers like the noted Scottish historian William 
Robertson who seemed to admit that evidence would point to the different origin of 
the Americans, for example, if the Biblical account did not teach us the contrary. 
Ramsay writes : 

                                                
16 James RAMSAY, Essay on the Treatment and Conversion of African Slaves in the British 
Sugar Colonies, Dublin: T.Walker, C.Jenkin, R.Marchbank, L.White, R.Burton, P.Byrne, 
1784 ; insisting on the effect of climate, diet, education, he claimed : “West Indian children, 
educated in England, improve not only in complexion but in elegance of features”, p.212. 
17 J.DUNBAR, Essays on the History of Mankind in Rude and Cultivated Ages, London: 
W.Strahan & T. Cadell, 1780, p.397. 
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The doctor did not reflect that many of his readers had not the same 
opinion of the scriptures as he entertained ; and that his conjecture, 
as an historian, would weigh more with them, than his faith as a 
Christian. He, probably, threw it out as a speculative opinion, without 
attending to the inhuman consequences deduced from it, and certainly 
he grounds it on very controvertible data. When he acknowledged the 
apparent difference, he should have been aware of the scepticism of 
the age, and guarded against the conclusions that would be eagerly 
drawn from it.18 
 

The overriding importance of defending the unity of the human race taught by 
the Bible thus seems to have blinded abolitionists to the implications of accepting 
hierarchies between different peoples, even if it was claimed that inferior peoples 
could improve. James Cowles Prichard, the most influential of the British physical 
anthropologists who provided a classification of human varieties based on that of 
Blumenbach, was increasingly concerned, over the different editions of his 
Researches into the Physical History of Man first published in 1813, to provide 
evidence for the unity of humankind despite what he described as the clear 
differences between the races. His influence limited the growth of polygenecism in 
Britain,19 but provided a basis for racial hierarchies, even though Prichard insisted 
that racial boundaries were not fixed and that change was possible. The existence of 
these racial classifications was to have long-lasting effects later in the nineteenth 
century, when the arguments about climate were countered and what were believed 
to be more fundamental physiological differences between races were emphasized. 
Even for those who believed in the common origin of all humans, the hierarchical 
classification was increasingly seen to be permanent and ‘natural’ as the differences 
between humans were innate. Rather than countering the development of racism, 
certain of these writers could therefore unwittingly encourage it. 

 
There was also another aspect of the legacy of abolitionist writings which 

likewise probably contributed to the legacy of depreciative views of Africans and 
did nothing to counter the racial hierarchies as they were elaborated. In their concern 
to demonstrate that the Africans are not inherently inferior to the Europeans, as we 
have seen, the opponents of slavery invoked not only climatic but also moral and 
social factors to account for their apparent inferiority. Here we come to the question, 
not of the hierarchy of human varieties but of the speculative history of mankind as 
it was elaborated in the course of the eighteenth century. Mankind, having sprung 
from one single origin, has in this account gone through a succession of stages of 
development through history, beginning with the original savage state when people 
had no fixed habitation and lived by hunting, through the nomadic pastoral stage and 
then fixed cultivation of land, to the civilised stage brought about by the 
development of commerce.20 The ‘savages’ in America or elsewhere were thus the 
image of our own ancestors rather than being a radically different type of human, 

                                                
18 James RAMSAY, Essay, op. cit. p.205, note. 
19 See George W. STOCKING, Victorian Anthropology, New York: Free Press, 1987, pp.47-53. 
20 The standard work on this subject is still Ronald L. MEEK, Social Science and the Ignoble 
Savage, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976. 
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and should in time progress towards a more civilised way of life. The Africans – 
who were described in many eighteenth-century accounts as living in monarchies or 
empires, prosecuting wars, with their own type of government, justice and religion, 
and who clearly conducted commerce – did not in theory correspond to this model 
of the savage. Nevertheless, they were increasingly forced into the role of the 
savage ; indeed John Millar, whom Meek sees as the outstanding exponent of stadial 
history, provides examples from Africa to illustrate some aspects of the ‘rude’ state 
of society.21 While for the defenders of slavery Africans were, as Benezet put it, 
‘stupified and malicious’, for writers like Benezet himself they tended to become 
innocent children of nature. Despite providing descriptions of crops, trade and 
public works in certain countries, he quotes the French naturalist Michel Adanson’s 
Histoire naturelle du Sénégal: ‘The simplicity of the natives, their dress and 
manners, revived in my mind the idea of our first parents; and I seemed to 
contemplate the world in its primitive state’.22 Clarkson likewise, in his concern to 
explain that the degraded state of the slaves in America is the result of their 
treatment and lack of education, claims in his Cambridge prize essay that in Africa : 

 
They are mostly in a savage state. Their powers of mind are limited to 
few objects. Their ideas are consequently few. It appears, however, 
that they follow the same mode of life, and exercise the same arts, as 
the ancestors of those very Europeans, who boast of their great 
superiority, are described to have done in the same uncultivated 
state.23 
 

Africans are thus like us but at an earlier stage of their history and 
development and can progress to our present civilised state. Such arguments, which 
were based on the essential unity of the human race and on a belief that different 
peoples were moving in the same direction but simply at a different rate, could 
however also have unintended consequences. Defenders of slavery often used the 
supposedly lower level of civilisation in Africa as proof of their inferiority, while the 
‘savage’ or primitive state of humans could be considered as linked to physical or 
intellectual characteristics. Such interpretations could be encouraged by descriptions 
like that by Stanhope Smith quoted above. William Falconer, who identifies apathy 
as the main characteristic of savages induced by their way of life, considers that: 

 
It is also not improbable, that this defect of the sensible faculties, 
although perhaps it might be originally derived from accidental and 
extraneous circumstances, might, in process of time, become 
hereditary; and that the sensations, from want of use, through a 
number of generations, might acquire a degree of insensibility 

                                                
21 John MILLAR, Origin of the Distinction of Ranks, ed. Aaron Garrett, Indianapolis: Liberty 
Fund, 2006, pp. 108-9. 
22 Anthony BENEZET, A Short Account of the Part of Africa inhabited by the Negroes, 
op. cit. p.13. 
23 Thomas CLARKSON, An Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the human Species, 
op. cit. p.168. 
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sufficient to mark the character of the people.24 
 

 John Millar makes similar remarks about the long-lasting effects of their way 
of life on those peoples who remained in the savage state for a long time. Even those 
writers who did not quite so clearly categorise the Africans as being in this early 
stage of society tended to describe them as naturally good-natured and peaceful, 
stirred up to fight wars by the European traders who wanted to have as large a 
supply of slaves as possible. This was one of the arguments used by Benezet to 
counter the claims by the slavers that as Africans were so savage that the different 
nations were always at war, the conquered would have been killed if they had not 
been sold as slaves ; to be bought and sent to the West Indies was therefore a better 
fate than would have befallen them in Africa.25 William Wilberforce also insisted on 
this aspect. Although he described Africa as being divided up into states ruled by 
despotic kings – which does not correspond to the definition of a ‘savage’ society in 
the stadial view of history – he emphasised the role of the European traders in 
encouraging them to fight each other, so that: 

 
By their conduct they had placed the inhabitants of Africa in a worse 
state than that of the most barbarous and savage nation; they had 
destroyed what ought to be the bond of union and safety; they had 
rendered the whole country one general scene of discord and 
anarchy; they had set kings against their subjects; had set subjects 
against each other; had rendered every private family miserable, and 
created one general scene of disunion and dispair.26 
 

What is interesting about such descriptions is that the the view of Africa 
presented here is precisely the one Benezet had been trying to counter twenty years 
earlier. In addition, the Africans are not seen as actors in their own fate but as the 
passive and innocent victims of unscrupulous Europeans who manipulate them and 
make their already ‘barbarous manners’ more barbarous. Other Europeans must 
intervene to save them, as they cannot save themselves. Wilberforce’s rhetoric, here 
as elsewhere, relies on an emotional appeal to his hearers by arousing pity for these 
suffering victims. I would argue that such representations could do nothing to 
counter the increasingly dominant discourse which was placing them in an inferior 
racial and societal category to the Europeans.27 This could only be reinforced by 
Wilberforce’s belief in the slow progress of arts and sciences and the need for them 

                                                
24  W.FALCONER, Remarks on the influence of climate, situation, nature of country, 
population, nature of food and way of life, on the disposition and temper, manners and 
behaviour, intellect, laws and customs, form of government, religion, of mankind, London: 
C.Dilly, 1781, pp.262-3. 
25  Such arguments were also repeated by those who are not necessarily pro-slavery 
propagandists; see for example Rev. Griffith HUGHES, The Natural History of Barbados, 
London: printed for the author, 1750, p.17. 
26 The Speeches of Mr Wilberforce, Mr Pitt, Lord Penryn … on a Motion for the Abolition of the 
Slave Trade in the House of Commons, May the 12th 1789…, London: J. Stockdale, 1789, p.7. 
27 On the link between stadial theories of history and racialisation, see also R.WHEELER, 
The Complexities of Race, op. cit., ch. 4. 
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to be communicated ‘from one nation to another, from the more to the less 
civilized’.28 

 
The purpose of this article has not been to accuse abolitionists of racism, as 

they were clearly concerned to fight the racist arguments increasingly being used by 
their opponents ; as Seymour Drescher has argued, humanitarian concerns could 
lead to outspoken opposition to ‘the extreme formulations of racial hierarchy’.29 I 
would simply suggest that their obsession with the question of the unity of human 
race taught by religion and based on biblical teaching seems to have blinded them to 
other aspects of the question of human diversity. They did not generally question 
(and seem often to have unconsciously adopted) the very existence of hierarchies –
based on physical beauty, intelligence and culture or state of social organisation– 
believed to exist between the different peoples of the contemporary world and 
enshrined in anthropological writings. Such value judgements, unlike polygenecism, 
did not seem to be contrary to religious teaching. The increasingly emotional appeal 
made by abolitionist writers and the often patronising attitude shown towards the 
‘poor Africans’ could only reinforce such tendencies. These factors perhaps go some 
way towards explaining why racial hierarchies developed and became dominant at 
precisely the same period which saw the ideological victory of abolitionism. 
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