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The Antislavery Movement
The antislavery movement in its broadest context reflected economic,
intellectual, and moral changes that affected the Atlantic world dur-
ing the Age of Revolution. In the United States that age forged two
antislavery movements that continued to exist until the end of the
Civil War. Although different, the two movements constantly influ-
enced each other. The first of these movements existed in the South
among slaves with the help of free African Americans and a few sym-
pathetic white people. As we mentioned in earlier chapters, from the
seventeenth century onward, enslaved African Americans individually
and in groups sought their freedom through both violent and nonvio-
lent means. Before the revolutionary era, however, these slaves only
wanted to free themselves and did not seek to destroy slavery as a
social system.

The second antislavery movement consisted of black and white
abolitionists in the North, with outposts in the upper South. Far more
white people were in this movement than in the one southern slaves
conducted. In the North, white people controlled the larger antislav-
ery organizations, although African Americans led in direct action
against slavery and its influences in the North. In the upper South,
African Americans could not openly establish or participate in antislav-
ery organizations, but they cooperated covertly and informally with
white abolitionists.

The Quakers
This second and essentially northern movement took root during the
1730s when white Quakers in New Jersey and Pennsylvania became con-
vinced that slaveholding contradicted their belief in spiritual equality.
For the rest of the eighteenth century, they advocated the abolition of
slavery—at least among their fellow Quakers—in their home states and
in the Chesapeake. Quakers always remained prominent in the north-
ern antislavery movement. As members of a denomination that empha-
sized nonviolence, they generally expected slavery to be abolished
peacefully and gradually.
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Retracing the Odyssey
National Afro-American Museum and Cultural
Center, Wilberforce, Ohio. Exhibits on African-
American history include the antislavery struggle.
The Amistad Research Center, Tulane University,
New Orleans. This institution maintains the
archives of the American Missionary Association,
the largest American antislavery organization of
the 1840s and 1850s.
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Philadelphia Quakers in 1775 organized what became the first anti-
slavery society. But when it was reorganized in 1784 as the Society for the
Promotion of the Abolition of Slavery, it attracted non-Quakers. Among
the first of these were Benjamin Rush and Benjamin Franklin, both of
whom were influenced by natural rights doctrines. Revolutionary princi-
ples also influenced Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, who helped
organize New York’s first antislavery society. Prince Hall, the most
prominent black abolitionist of his time, also based his effort to abolish
slavery in Massachusetts on universal natural rights. He contended that
African Americans “have in common with all other men a natural right
to our freedom.”

Northern Abolitionists
The efforts of northern black and white abolitionists were instrumental
in abolishing slavery in the North. However, the early northern antislav-
ery movement had several limiting features. First, black and white aboli-
tionists had similar goals but worked in separate organizations. Even
white Quaker abolitionists were reluctant to mix socially with African
Americans or welcome them to their meetings. Second, except in parts
of New England, abolition in the North proceeded gradually to protect
the economic interests of slaveholders. Third, white abolitionists did not
advocate equal rights for black people. In most northern states, laws
kept black people from enjoying full freedom after their emancipation.
Fourth, early northern abolitionists did little to bring about abolition in
the South where most slaves lived.

All this indicates that neither Quaker piety nor natural rights prin-
ciples created a truly egalitarian or sectionally aggressive northern abo-
litionism. It took the moralistic emotionalism of the Second Great
Awakening combined with the activism of the Benevolent Empire to
establish the framework for a more biracial and wide-ranging antislav-
ery movement. Even more important in providing a prod were south-
ern slaves and their free black allies, who had their own plans for
emancipation.

Reading Check Why and how did abolitionism begin in America?

Gabriel’s Conspiracy
Gabriel’s abortive slave revolt of 1800 owed as much to revolutionary
ideology as did the northern antislavery movement. The arrival of
Haitian refugees in Virginia had led to slave unrest throughout the
1790s. Gabriel himself hoped to attract French revolutionary support.
Gabriel’s conspiracy, though, was betrayed, and he and twenty-six of his
followers were executed. But the revolutionary spirit and network
Gabriel established lived on (see Map 8–1). Virginia authorities had to

Reading Check
There were two early antislavery movements in
the United States. The white northern abolition
movement began among the Quakers of New
Jersey and Pennsylvania during the 1730s. Many
Quakers were convinced that slaveholding
contradicted their belief in spiritual equality. In
addition, from the seventeenth century onward,
slaves, with the help of free blacks and few
whites, worked to gain their freedom.



MAP 8–1 Slave Conspiracies and
Uprisings, 1800–1831
Major slave conspiracies and revolts were
rare between 1800 and 1860. This was in
part because those that took place
frightened masters and led them to adopt
policies aimed at preventing recurrences.

What factors account for the
distribution of black conspiracies 
and revolts?

Explore this map online 
at www.prenhall.com/aah.map8.1
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suppress another slave conspiracy in 1802, and
sporadic minor revolts erupted for years.

Gabriel’s conspiracy had two unintended
consequences. First, the Quaker-led antislavery
societies of the Chesapeake declined rapidly.
They had always been small and weak com-
pared with antislavery societies in the North.
They were more effective helping free black
people who were illegally held as slaves than
promoting emancipation. After Gabriel’s con-
spiracy, these organizations either became dor-
mant, were suppressed, or withered under
pressure from public opinion. The chance all
but vanished that Maryland, Virginia, and
North Carolina would follow the northern
example by gradually abolishing slavery.

Second, white southerners and many white
northerners became convinced that, as long as
black people lived among them, a race war like
the one in Haiti could erupt in the United
States. Slaveholders and their defenders argued
that this threat did not result from the oppres-
siveness of slavery. On the contrary, they main-
tained, the slaves were naturally suited for and
content in bondage. It was the growing class of
free black people, they asserted, who instigated
otherwise passive bondpeople to revolt.

Free African Americans were, slavery’s defenders contended, a danger-
ous, criminal, and potentially revolutionary class that had to be regulated,
subdued, and ultimately expelled from the country. No system of emanci-
pation that would increase the number of free black people in the United
States could be tolerated. Slaveholders who had never shown a willingness
to free their slaves began to claim they would favor emancipation if it were
not for fear of enlarging such a dangerous group. As an elderly Thomas
Jefferson put it, white southerners had a wolf by the ears: once they had
enslaved black people, it was impossible to free them safely. Unless
African Americans were restrained by slavery, southern politicians and
journalists argued, they would become an economic threat to white work-
ers, a perpetual criminal class, and a revolutionary enemy of white rule.

Denmark Vesey’s Revolt
In 1822 black informants revealed a conspiracy for a massive slave
revolt. A free black man named Denmark Vesey had carefully orga-
nized it. Like Gabriel before him, Vesey could read and was well aware
of the revolutions that had shaken the Atlantic world. Vesey was born

New Orleans Rebellion, 1811

Denmark Vesey’s Conspiracy, 1822

Nat Turner’s Rebellion, 1831

Gabriel’s Conspiracy, 1800

M
issouri R

.

Mississippi R.

A
rkansas R.

Red R.

St. L
aw

re
nc

e
R

.

C A N A D A

CUBA

BAHAMAS

MAINE

NEW HAMPSHIRE

MASSACHUSETTS

PENNSYLVANIA

NEW JERSEY

DELAWARE

MARYLAND
VIRGINIA

W
EST

VIR
GIN

IA

NORTH
CAROLINA

SOUTH
CAROLINA

OHIO

KENTUCKY

TENNESSEE

GEORGIA

M
IS

S
IS

S
IP

P
I

ARKANSAS
TERR.

MISSOURI

WISCONSIN

TERRITORY

VERMONT

NEW
YORK

RHODE
ISLAND

CONNECTICUT

LOUISIANA

ALABAMA

ILLINOIS

IN
D

IAN
A

FLORIDA 0 150 300 mi

0 150 300 km

Gulf of Mexico

ATLANTIC
OCEAN

Map 8-1
Slave conspiracies and revolts were rare and
scattered across the U.S. in part because after
one took place, policies were adopted aimed at
preventing recurrence.
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most likely on the Caribbean island of St. Thomas. A carpenter
by trade and a former sailor who had been to Haiti, Vesey hoped
for Haitian aid for an antislavery revolution in the South
Carolina low country. He understood the significance of the
storming of the Bastille on July 14, 1789, that marked the start of
the French Revolution and planned to start his revolution on
July 14, 1822. Vesey was also familiar with the antislavery
speeches of northern members of Congress during the 1820
debates over the admission of Missouri to the Union and may
have hoped for northern aid.

Religious influence was more prominent in Vesey’s plot than
in Gabriel’s. Vesey was a Bible-quoting Methodist who conducted
religious classes. Like other free black people and slaves in
Charleston, he deeply resented attempts by the white authorities
to suppress the city’s AME church in 1818. Vesey also used
aspects of African religion that had survived among low-country
slaves to promote his revolutionary efforts. To reach slaves whose
Christian convictions were blended with West African spiritual-
ism, he relied on his closest collaborator, Jack Pritchard. Known
as Gullah Jack, a “conjure-man” who had been born in East

Africa, Pritchard distributed charms and cast spells that he claimed
would make revolutionaries invincible.

Vesey and his associates planned to capture arms and ammunition
and seize control of Charleston. About a month before the revolt was to
begin, the arrest of one of Vesey’s lieutenants put local authorities on
guard. Vesey moved the date of the uprising to June 16. But on June 14
a house servant revealed the conspiracy to his master. The local govern-
ment called in the state militia and arrests were made. Over several
weeks, the authorities rounded up 131 suspects. The accused received
public trials, and juries convicted seventy-one. Thirty-five, including
Vesey and Gullah Jack, were hanged. Thirty-seven were banished. Four
white men—three of them foreigners—were convicted of inciting slaves
to revolt. They were imprisoned and fined.

After the executions, Charleston’s city government destroyed what
remained of the local AME church, and white churches assumed
responsibility for supervising other black congregations. The state legis-
lature outlawed assemblages of slaves and banned teaching slaves to
read. Local authorities jailed black seamen whose ships docked in
Charleston until the ships were ready to leave port. Assuming that free
black and white abolitionists inspired slave unrest, white South
Carolinians became increasingly suspicious of local free African
Americans, as well as of white Yankees who visited their state.

Reading Check How did the revolts of Gabriel and Denmark
Vesey affect African Americans?

Julianne Jane Tillman was one of the few women of her
time to be employed as an AME preacher.

Reading Check
First, Quaker-led antislavery societies in the
Chesapeake declined rapidly. Second, many
whites became convinced that the existence of
free blacks would lead eventually to a race war.
Thus, they became the objects of intensified fear
and efforts at control.
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