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In her recent history of European Feminisms Karen Offen discovers asgnificant linkage

between dave emancipation and women's activism. As her principa evidence she notes the outburst of
demands for women's politica rightsin 1848, immediately following the French Revolutionary
government's proclamation of "universal” suffrage and dave emancipation. The connection purportedly

harked back to the debates of the first French Revolution.*

Offen's wide-ranging survey of European developments, however, seems more reticent
concerning the relationship between antidavery and women's mohilization in Britain. The most cursory
glance a her opening chronologicd "Framework for the Study of European Feminisms" is particularly
reveding. Thereisnot asngle entry denoting the history of British antidavery. The greet series of

campaigns from 1788 to 1838, and, of course, the role of British women does not warrant asingle



entry. There are but three references to overseas davery the "abalition (3¢) of the dave trade at the
Congress of Viennain 1815; the [second] French abolition of colonid davery in 1848; and US dave
emancipation at the end of the Civil War in 1865. The sole reference to British antidavery (without
reference to women) in the large book is aliterally parenthetical remark that the aforementioned

abolition of 1848 was "informed by earlier campaignsin England to end davery”...?

European Feminigms, it should be noted, is an avowedly Francocentric account. It proceeds

from the assumption that France was the leading nation in the development of feminism between 1790
and 1850. By way of contrast one might note the very different perspective emanating from the Anglo-
American higtorographic tradition. For example, Christine Bolt's comparative history of women's
movements in the United States and Greet Britain isintringcaly interwoven with their repective
antidavery movements?® This divergence represents more than just ameatter of picking one's paradigm
nation, or one's preferred modd of feminist development, or area of specidization. It reflectsa
subgtantive difference in the fortunes of antidavery and women's action in both countries for most of the
century following the 1780s - the classic age of dave emancipation. Historiography can only benefit by
a comparative gpproach that attempts to account for the differences in what turned out to be a
convergent pattern only after the century of emancipation. Although | focus on Britain and France in this
essay, these findings cast further light on what | have termed the "Anglo- American’ and "Continental”

vaiants of antidavery.*



| begin with two everts that occurred amost smultaneoudy in Britain and France. Clare
Midgley has perceptively identified the British campaign to abstain from dave-grown sugar as a mgor
event in both the history of antidavery and of womeris action. It helped to create a popular
identification of sugar consumption and the Atlantic dave system. The campaign was dso amgor
sepping stone in the development of femae activism within the abalitionist movement. Abstentionism
was launched in 1791, partidly in reaction to Parliament's decisive defeat of Wilberforce'sfirs motion
to abolish the British dave trade. It was an attempt to overcome afailure in palitics by action in the
gpheres of civil society and the market. The initiators of the movement believed that women were both
susceptible to the message and essentid to the campaign. Abstention did not overtly intrude into public
gpace. It was an organized, unobtrusive and non-violent form of collective action. 1t did not even
require the contentious gatherings that preceded other forms of antidavery agitation like national
petitioning. The movement operated private encounters, door to door, family to family, and dinner
table by dinner table.® In 1791-92, Thomas Clarkson, traveling the length and breadth of England and
Waesin pursuit of a second mass petition, estimated that 300,000 persons of "dl ranks," party
preferences and denominations were participating. The boycott recelved press coveragein every

mgjor provincid town. The efficacy of women in linking sugar to davery was widdly recognized.®

Just as British abgtentionism was pesking, in the winter of 1791-1792, women in France were
aso taking a prominent postion in the sugar market. In January and February of 1792 Parisian citizens

of the Faubourg Saint-Marceau, began ataxation populaire. They seized goods from awarehouse and

sold it to members of the gathered crowd at the traditiond “just price”. The mgor novdty in this



particular taxation populaire, which had herdded many gatherings to come, was the principa item seized

and sold - colonid sugar from the French Caribbean. This "sugar riot" triggered achain of
confrontations, arrests, trids and debate, from the loca Assembly to the nationad Legidature. For our
purposes, what distinguished the Parisian action was not its violent means, but its god, to maximize
popular consumption a product that contemporary abolitionist women were trying to get felow Britons

to renounce.’

The Parisan crowd, "above dl the women, were most enraged” againgt having to pay double
the price for an item that they had come to regard as an essentid part of their consumption. Itsusein
colonid coffee kept them going until their late afternoon main med.

At the more exdted (and affluent) Jacobin Society a speaker responded to the journée by asking his
felow patriots to take acollective patriotic oath to abstain from sugar, except in cases of illness, until
the price fel to itsnormd level. According to one account, the galleries rose and cried with one voice:
"Y es, yes we make this same commitment”, and the Society ordered that this patriotic act be given an
honorable mention in the minutes. What the crowd redistributed the patriots renounced. What neither
they, nor anyonein theloca or national assemblies, discussed, was the fact that the price rise had been
caused by an unprecedented rising for liberty, in the world's most dynamic sugar colony. So Slent are
the sources on this theme that the most eminent historian of French Revolutionary crowds did not even

mention the words davery or dave revolution in his accounts of the sugar riots of 17922

In Britain asmilar price rise occurred at the end of 1791. 1t Simulated much press criticism of



the sugar merchants and the "overprotected” planters. The latter, of course, had little need of immediate
protection in the wake of the St. Domingue uprising. The British abogtention campaign was not aided by
therisein the price of sugar. Infact, St. Domingue sounded the death knell for abstention asan
effective politica tactic, because many of the erswhile consumers of French dave sugar on the
Continent more than compensated the British sugar business any loss of abalitionist consumers.
British anti- saccharites were also more highly selective than their counterparts across the

Channd Asamovement they primarily targeted the dave trade. They selected only one tropica product
to boycott. And they never gave primacy of placeto price? At no point during the next half-century of
baitles againgt British davery did British abolitionists, let done its women's organizations, agitate for a
free trade in sugar in order to maximize benefits to consumers. Sugar abstention was a srategicaly
chosen target, designed to put maximum pressure on the British dave interest without doing irreparable
harm to the British domestic economy. During Clarksor's campaign tour of 1791, Katherine Plymly
responded to the discussion of the dave sugar boycott by asking the logica question. Why there was no
pardld mohilization againg cotton? Clarkson noted that the livelihood of avast number of wage
|aborers depended upon its continued importation, whatever the source. Targeting cotton would have
undermined the movement in dl of the towns of Lancashire, a hardcore antidavery county. Clarkson
could hardly have consdered turning on the men and women of dl classes in Manchester who had
transformed abolitionism into a national mass movement. '

In the 1820s, abalitionist women would make a symbolic gesture to extend the boycott to
cotton by stuffing antidavery pamphletsinto worksbags made of East India (“free labor") cotton, but

sugar remained the main target of the movement. Only in the post-emancipation era, after the victory of

5



free trade over free-labor produce as anationa palicy, did a now margindized women'santidavery
expand the boycott movement to include cotton aswell as sugar - to little effect.  In none of these
phases or variaions did the abstentionist movement againgt davegrown produce ever have apardld in

France.*

By 1792, then, the "problem of davery" was dready embedded in British political culture.™

And women were present at the creation. Inthefal of 1787 scattered sentiment against the dave trade
was being transformed into public action. In Manchester, the pioneer urban center of that process, a
specid gppeal to women was launched. Ladies weretargeted as, and credited with, having an inherent
sengtivity to the sufferings of davery, especidly itsfemae victims This mae-sanctioned feminization of
the abolitionist apped may well have been designed to forestall an anticipated counterattack from
Manchester's daving interests. Yet, as Claire Midgley aptly concludes, Manchester's "feminization' of
the abalitionist gpped was atheme that would remainintegra both to womernis writings on davery and

to the rhetoric of antidavery in generd.*?

In contrast, the Amis des Noirs, established in Paris 1788, were never able to replicate elther
the popularization or feminization of abolitionism within France. In Britain antidavery petitions flooded
Parliament in 1788, and accounted for more than haf of such documents. A comparison between the

firgt British petition campaign and the Cahiers de doléances of 1789 underscores thisdiguncture. In

France, cdlsfor taking any action whatsoever on the question of Atlantic davery appeared in only a

handful of generd cahiers. Even such mentions were absent from the thousands of cahiers drawn up by



the peasantry. Onewould certainly not expect the cahiers to be dominated by dave-reated itemsin
documents voicing dl the grievances in France. Nevertheless, concern with overseas davery lagged
behind dmost every other form of unfreedom: prisons, galeys, serfs, corvees, etc. The only category
whose condition seems to have aroused less specific concern in the cahiers was that of women. Gilbert
Shapiro and John Markoff's exhaudtive investigation of the cahiers ranked enfranchising women a the
bottom of the table of subject frequencies: 1088 for the parish cahiers, 1121 and 1125 respectively for
the Third Estate and the nobility.™

The comparative weakness of French antidavery is starkly reveaed by the outcome of Thomas
Clarkson'svist to Parisin 1789. He was attempting to stimulate the Amis to more vigorous public
action . Clarkson hoped to set in motion anationd petition campaign on the English model. He was
dismayed to discover that his French counterparts aso placed their hopesin a petition to the new
French National Assembly- from the people of Britain. Clarkson correctly anticipated that external
pressure would expose the French movement to the charge of submisson to foreign influence. 1t wasa
charge that enemies of abolition were to use to good effect for the next five decades.™

Despite the fact that the ideological basis for women's emancipation ssemmed from the same
revolutionary principles that drove andogous movements for the rights of Jews and blacks, the fate of
women's emancipation in France diverged sharply from that of colonid daves. For dmogt two years
after the sugar riotsin Paris, women escdated demands for equdity far more agressvely and publicly
than anything that occurred across the Channel. French women were more militant than either of their
Anglo- American counterparts. They werein the forefront of parades to the Nationd Assembly

demanding discussions of subsistence; they spectacularly marched to Versailles and brought the royd



family to Paris as virtud prisoners, they began to enter politica clubsin 1790; they did not Sit quietly in
the gdleries of politica assemblies; they petitioned, contributed to journals and joined the mobilization of
the nation in arms; and they formed fifty women's Jacobins Clubsin 1791-93. On the opposite Sde
they dso demondtrated againg revolutionary religious and civil festivals, they boycotted the nationd
clergy; they repaired churches;; they defended the traditiona Church; and they helped to swing thetide
agang revolutionary radicaism.

Even among the mgority of radicd made revolutionaries, however, their commitment to civil equdity did
not include equd politica rightsfor women. The most vociferous segment of the women's movement
was briefly tied to the same political group that had founded the Amis des Noirs, reconstituted as the
Circle Socid. Unfortunately that group, the Girondins, were destined to perish under the attacks of the
radicalized Jacobins. One of the charges againgt J.P. Brissot, aleader of the Amis, was convicted of
having fomented rebellion in the colonies. Mogt of the former Amis werein prison, guillotined, or in flight
by the Fal of 1793 and the Jacobins closed al women's clubs and their autonomous collective activity
(November, 1793).%°

By the time the Revolutionary Convention dramaticaly decreed colonia daveliberationin

February of 1794, it had nothing to do with the defunct Amis, or manifestations of public support by
women's groups. Emancipation was theratification of the successful revolution by the daves of Saint
Domingue!” The freedmen of Haiti would ratifiy that emancipation by bloody conflict against French
amiesin 1803. The aftermath of the French Revolution therefore placed a heavy legacy on both
French antidavery and and womenis activiam.  The position of French women following the Revolution

was in some respects worse than before that upheaval, and France's only ex-daves, after 1802, were



those who maintained their status by force of arms.*®

Il. Continuities

Thefirg haf of the nineteenth century continued the dua burden with further cycles of revolution
and reection, and with amilar effects on antidavery and women's movements in France. Between the
late 1790s and the early 1830s there was no organized antidavery movement in France. The Abbe
Gregoire, one of the few surviving supporters of blacks and women, was treated like a politica pariah.
Under considerable British pressure the twice restored Bourbon monarchy reluctantly agreed to prohibit
the davetrade. Enforcement was consequently reluctant and retarded. Domestic abolitionist pressure
on the French government was minima. The Bourbons, and their Orleanist successor in 1830, were
intent on bath minimaly accommodating the British and minimaly rousng naiondist resentment againgt

acolonid policy identified with British hegemony. ™

However, in the wake of British dave emancipation in 1833, some French politicians deemed it
imperative to prepare for an emancipation on their own colonia idands. A French Society for the
Abalition of Savery was formed afew months after the implementation of British emancipation in 1834.

It conssted of, and largely remained, the preserve of asmadl group of notables meeting in Parisin
tandem with the sessions of the French Chamber of Deputies. Until pressured by more radicd and

provincid individudsin the late 1840sit confined its activities to parliamentary debates and officid



investigating committees. It made no effort to found provincid branches or to organize large scae

propaganda campaigns.

Thefirg haf of the nineteenth century reinforced the differentia development foreshadowed by
the early divergence between British and French antidavery. On the British Sde the sory isnow a
familiar one. While Napoleon was forcing a second davery on the French tropica colonies, the British
antidavery began to revive. The abolition of the British dave trade was achieved in 1807. Under
further British pressure, the great powers at the Congress of Viennaissued ajoint declaration in favor of
dave trade abolition. at the Congress of Viennain 1815.% In 1823, the British Parliament resolved on
the gradud abalition of its overseas dave system, and fulfilled that commitment in 1833 and 1838.
Popular antidavery was integrd to each legidative advances againgt both the dave trade and davery .
Aboalitionigts selectively successfully intervened in the generd eections of 1806 and 1807 to sedl the fate
of the dave trade. Petitioning was revived as a mode of collective action, sdlectively in 1806, massvey
and nationally in 1814, 1823, 1830, 1833, and 1838. The movement developeded more permanent
local and nationd associationsin the 1820. The more formd structures of communication, fund railsing
and agitation fostered the endurance of antidavery societies for generations after the forma ending of
davery in the 1830s and even of the transatlantic dave trade in the 1860s. The British antidavery
society the became the world's oldest and most enduring norn-governmenta  organization monitoring

human rights?

The women's component of this movement evolved in tandem with the growth and
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development of British antislavery. But it did morethat.. As Clare Midgley has abundantly
demongtrated, women proceeded to feminize the British antidavery movement, organizationdly,
symbalicaly and ideologicaly.? . Women participated only peripherdly in the submission of early
petitions, the hdlmark of antidavery's distinctive power as a nationa and popular movement. Thefirst
generation of abolitionists clearly had awell-founded fear that femae signatures might be used to
popular delegitimize petitions,. Y et women felt free to participate as canvassers for both signature and
votes long before they could participate more directly in other politica forms of agitation. By the time of
the passage of dave trade abalition in 1807, women's
canvassng was a Sgnature activity of the movement"** The evidence for the process of feminizationis
abundant from the earliest mobilizationsin 1787-92, through the boycott campaigns of the mid-1820s
and gill more in the later and multiform activities of the 1840s and 1850s. What hed been afamily
movement in the 1790s became amore gendered associationd division of collective [abor by the 1820s.
Women'srolein radicalizing abolitionism from "gradudism’ to "immediatiami' iswell documented. The
formation of autonomous women's locas isindicaive of agrowing feminine presence in the movement.
The rate of associationa growth on the eve of the climatic political mobilizations of 1830-1833 is
especidly impressve. In 1826 the ratio of male to femade associations was eight to one. By 1831 it
was only two to one. Thereis evidence that womeris role reached its pesk in the fina anti-
gpprenticeship campaign of 1837-38. Thereafter |adies associations remained more active than their
male counterparts during antisavery's dedining decades of the 1840s and 1850s*® The most decisve
evidence for the acceleration of women's participation lies in their takeover of British antidavery's

sggnaure indtitution, the mass nationd petition.
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From 1788 to 1838 British abolitionists set the standard for what congtituted a mass petition.
They st the records in terms of numbers of petitions, of Sgnatures and, above dl, in thar ability to
outmobilize their oppogition. That wasthe mgor reason why the news media universaly
acknowledged that public opinion had spoken definitively at each stage in the dismantling process .
During the first four national petition campaigns (1788, 1792, 1814, and 1823) the Sgners were amost
exclusvely made. Theregfter, the direct participation of women became massve and decisve. Thefind
breakthrough came in 1830, when Baptist and Methodist organs began to welcome and soon to plead
for women's petitions. Separate Sgnings obviated charges of illegitimacy raised againgt mixed gender
petitions. Women innovated brilliantly in the presentation of petitions by maximizing the visud impact
of their dgnatures. In May 1833, on the day scheduled for the introduction of the Emancipation Bill to
the House of Commons, the largest single antidavery petition in history arrived at the doors of
Parliament - "ahuge featherbed of a petition.” It was" hauled into the House by four members amidst
shouts of applause and laughter.” It bore 187,000 signatures "one vast and universa expresson of

feding from dl the females of the United Kingdom."*

Aswith the establishment of womeris local societies, the proportion of women's Sgnatures
increased with each successive campaign. Probably 30 percent (c. 400,000) of the 1.3 million signers of
the 1833 petitions for immediate emancipation were women. In 1837-1838 the 700,000 female
sggnatures "addressed" to the Queen amounted to more than two-thirds of the 1.1 million Sgnatures

reaching the House of Commons. The femae "address' from England and Waes, carrying 400,000
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signatures was once again the most broadly single signed ever sent up from the country.*’

In terms of an Anglo-French comparison, the number of British women's Sgnatures gathered in
each of those two years was probably greater than the totd number of signatures on dl reform petitions
presented to the French Chamber of Deputies between the founding and overthrow of the July
Monarchy (1830- 1848). The contrast between antidaveries was till greater. Two modest French
campaignsin 1844 and 1847 gathered about 21,000 signatures. In Britain the rate of women's
antidavery sgnatures per thousand was well over twenty times the rate of Frenchmen and
Frenchwomen combined. The large nationd antidavery women's petition of 1833 probably accrued
nearly ten names for every antidavery signature in France between the re-establishment of France's

second davery in 1802 and the second emancipation in 1848.%

If British women's antidavery petitioning was overwhelming by comparison with thet of French
antidavery aswhole, the woman to woman comparison is gill moretelling. The impact of English
women's petitioning was not unknown in France. One of the earliest womeri's politica journals took
note of the mobilization of 1838. Individual women attempted to use one of their few politica rights,
the right to petition.”® For the working-class antidavery petitions of 1844, the organizers welcomed
femde sgnatures. Ther subscription ligts included laundresses, dressmakers and milliners. One of the
petitions contained the names of, what one French colonid agent disparagingly dubbed, " one hundred
madens.” Obvioudy the evidence for women's participation was minuscule in proportion to the massve

effort undertaken during the British antidavery campaigns of the 1830s*°
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In the French campaign of 1847 another small "Petition from the women of Paris" was sent to
the Chamber of Deputies. This document conscioudy followed the English precedent, using the wedge
of shared empathy with femae davesto legitimate femae participation. Victor Schoelcher, a prominent
abolitionist and leader of the campaign, welcomed the petition, but sadly took note of the small number
of dgners. He remarked that French women hesitated to compromise themselves by "too eccentric” an
act, and did not wish to have the "pretention of putting themselves forward.” Schoelcher urged them to
rival their Ssters across the channd.®* The womerts petition was an exception but one that
emphasized the rule-the difference between the roles of women in the two nationd movements. If
French antidavery had two smal women's petitionsto its credit, its organizationd history was il
blesker in one respect. From the formation of the Amis des Noirsin 1788, to the second emancipation
axty yearslater, there was no women's antidavery organization in France, nor any women's presencein
the French Abolitionist Society. Schoelcher reprimanded French Catholic women, like the wife of a
good friend, for lack of commitment to the abalitionist cause, in sharp contrast to the example of

British and American women.*

The Revolution of 1848 brought no closing of the gap between antidavery and the women's
movement. Victor Schoecher convinced the Revolutionary Government to decree preparations for
immediate dave emancipation on March 4, 1848. The following day the government decreed suffrage
astheuniversa right of mae citizens and the new source of condtituent authority in the new French
republic. A women's political club formed in the wake of two decrees. It seemsto have focused on the

male suffrage decree rather than dave emancipation as the primary grounds of its apped to the
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Provisona Government. There was apparently no politica interaction between the newly formed

Comité des Droits de la Femme and the Club des Amis des Noirs. Neither club is reported to have

petitioned in support of the emancipatory demands, nor even taken notice, of the other.®

The women's Comité was certainly not among those petitioning Schoel cher's emancipation
committeein March and April of 1848. Asfar as| can tell, the womerisrights claimants grounded
their demands for the suffrage on the example of the government's action in favor of proletarians not
colonid daves. For its part the Revolutionary Government aso clearly separated its degrees of
obligation, to French men and to daves, from what was due to the rights demanded by the Parisan
radicd women. The government proclaimed the immediate abolition of davery and universal mde
suffrage by revolutionary decree and on its own authority. The Provisond Government insisted,
however, that the National Congtituent Assembly, elected by mae citizens, could alone decide on the
enfranchisement of women.

The difference in its trestment of Frenchmen, and colonid daves, on the one hand, and women
on the other, is stark. Indeed, Schoelcher rushed to publish the of dave emancipation proclamation
before the opening of the National Assembly. He admitted that he did so in order to forestdl its possible

postponement by the new Congtituent Assembly.>* Once more, dave emancipation and womeris rights
were handled quite differently by a French revolutionary government. These were also two significant
differences between the political Stuations of the three affected groups. Although there was never
evidence of broad nationa support for antidavery, emancipation had been on the French legidative
agendafor at least a decade before 1848. The petition campaigns of 1844 and 1847 reinforced the

impression that there was a least some popular momentum in favor of emancipation. Moreover, in
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February 1848, supporters of colonid daves, like those of the workers of Paris, could raise the specter
of potentid collective violence before an insecure revolutionary government.

Radicad women had no presence, no record of recent public agitation and no credible threat of
violence. Nor from the existing palitical record could they make the case that they represented the
demands of French women at large. Women did risein revolt dongside men when the Parisian
National Workshops were closed in June 1848. The government's closure of al womeni's clubs during
that same month triggered no mass resstance. Once again, the confirmation of French dave
emancipation coincided dmogt perfectly with a pardld suppresson of autonomous women's politicd

activity.

Aftermath

The post-emancipation pattern of women's relaionship to antidavery in Britain and France
continued the generd pattern established over the hdf-century before their respective emancipations.
Organizationdly, French antidavery ceased to exist when the French, or rather Parisan Abalition
Society suspended its operations. Louis Napoleon Bonaparte's coup d'etat of December 1851, only
insured that many of abolitionism's former leaders were once again dispersed into physical or interna
exile. The coincidence of the American Civil War and the gradud liberdization of the Second French
Empire simulated arevivd of antidavery sentiment. The French protestant clergy launched a collective
letter of support for the North. After Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation, some Catholic Bishops

urged their flocksto pray for American daves.
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In the wake of Presdent Lincoln's assassination a French public campaign was launched in
favor of acommemorative gold medd gift to be presented to hiswidow. After the campaign had
attracted 40,000 subscribers, the government became darmed over its potentia domestic implications.
The 40,000 names represented the largest mobilization in French history for a cause remotely connected
to antidavery.® A second venture organized in the wake of the conflict was the formation of a fund-
rasing drive on behdf of the ex-daves. In forming the French Freedman's Aid movement women's
leadership findly cameto the fore. Launched in June 1865 the movement's largest redlly was held in
Paris on November 3, 1865. Women now took the podium at an antidavery rdly of 1,000 people.
Madam Coignet, cdled for anationd mobilization led by the femdesin the audience. In England, she
noted, it was estimated that one women was worth 132 men for propaganda and charitable purposes.
The French women, could not yet match the capabilities of their more organized British ssters. The
French group collected about $10,000 as opposed to $300,000 in Britain. Nevertheless, for the first
time, in this (more charitable than political) campaign, Frenchwomen briefly assumed roles of nationd
organizational |eadership on behdf of newly freed daves® The antidavey and women's rights groups
would findly converge, at least symbolicaly, when Victor Schoelcher became aleading spesker at the

fird women's rights banquet of the Third French Republic, in 1872.

Organized British antidavery continued to exist and to play arolein the generation following
colonid dave emancipation. The British and Foreign Antidavery Society, the mgor heir of the earlier
nationa movement, relied heavily on the local ladies associations. They proved to be more durable and

active than most of their mae counterparts. The men's associations underwent a serious declinein the
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1840s and 1850s. The areasin which femaes had predominated, such as fund-raisng, boycotts and
mobilizationsfor internationd activities, such as support for American antidavery, became the main
focus of British abolitionists™’

Women were dso respongble for the most massive antidavery action in Britain during the
1850s. In response to Harriet Beecher Stowe's triumphd vigt to Britain, British women launched two
Addressesto "...Their Sgters, the Women of the United States of America' in November 1852.
Although one of the addresses was criticized by the established antidavery movement for itsfalure to
ingst on immediatism, and both were criticized by most of the British pressfor thar interference in the
explogive politics of another nation, these addresses condtituted the mgor abalitionist popular
mobilization of the post-emancipation generation. No mae or mixed gender address or petition in
Britain remotely gpproached their combined numbers of more than 750,000 women. It wasthe last
great mass harvest of namesin the history of British antidavery and authoritatively 100 per cent
femae® The address and the multiple lesser actions of women in support of antisavery policiesin
America, Africa, and Asahad no pardle in France. Indeed, in their geographic scope they had no

pardld in any other national movement during the half century after 1820.

IV Antidavery and women's movements

A comparison of women's nationd mobilizations within the framework of antidavery can help us
to explore a number of important historica issues. Women's entry into public space in modern Europe

was inevitably conditioned by gendered asymmetries of power and culture. If women wereto find a
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new place within acivil and politica society of equd citizens they had to come to terms with both the
opportunities and congraints opened up to them in specific Stuations. In the case of Britain abalitionism
initialy imposed many of the traditiond congraints involved in dl other paliticd activities. Men held and
would continue to hold on to the commanding heights of nationd prominence within nationa
legidatures and within the non-governmental associationsthat conducted the extra- parliamentary

campagns.

Nevertheless, antidavery offered peculiar opportunities for the insertion of women into the
processes of popular mobilization.. Everywhere the perceived attributions of women could be used to
rationdize both womeri's participation and a particular ideologica drategy. Overseas davery differed
from dl forms of Iabor in Europe in two major respects. Its formation resulted from the forced and
massve destruction of the family, the sphere of socid life most easily identified as women's space.
Secondly, davery subjected women's bodies to a degree of sexud control and disciplinary control
unmatched in Western Europe. Masters could routingly escape punishments in the treatment of
oversess daves for acts that would have cost them their liberty or ther livesin the metropoalis.

Some higtorians have seen thisideologica opening as alow equilibrium trep, rather than as an
opportunity. It reinforced the conservative mae-dominated separate- spheres hierarchy. It separated
middle-class antidavery activigs from their sstersin the working classes both at home and oversess,
retarding the development of more fundamenta challenges to the patriarcha hierarchy of European
society. If one confines the higtory of women in dave emancipations to Anglo- Americait may be

difficult to decide where the balance of costs and benefitsto lay in relaion to the emancipation of
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European women. (I set to one Side the issue of the contribution of "separate spheres’ to colonid
women, dthough | think that it was probably most helpful to dave women immediately before and after

their emandcipation).*

Expanding the comparative perspective beyond Anglo- America casts the results of massive
women's involvement antidavery in adifferent light. The tangible activities of women in British
antidavery condtitutes crucid evidence for Linda Colley'sthess of the role of British women in
amultaneoudy forging the British nation, while forging a public role for themsalves, between the
American Revolution and the accesson of Queen Victoria It would not be impossibleto imagine a
historian of France (or Spain, the Netherlands, or Portuga) ¢. 1750- 1850, caling one section of a
chapter on nation-building, "Womanpower", or another, "A Woman's Placeisin the Nation."® Bt it is
difficult to imagine the history of antidavery as one of the magor building blocks in the schema of any
historian of a Continental nation.

Even in Britain the road was uphill. Aslate as 1829, a British Peer, introducing a petition
sgned by "agreat many ladies,” could have the petition ingartly ridiculed by another noble Lord
inquiring "whether the petition expressed the sentiments of young or old ladies™ Just four years later
Danid O'Conndl, with the grest mass of antidavery women's names on the table of the House of
Commons, could mohilize both the old habits of mockery and the new ideology of >separate spheres
to shame opponents into respectful slence:

He [O'Conndl] would say - and he cared not who the person was of whom he

sad it - hewould that that person had had the audacity to taunt the
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maids and matrons of England with the offence of demanding that
ther fdlow-subjects in another clime should be emancipated. He
would say nothing of the bad taste and the bad feding which such
ataunt betrayed - he would merdly confine himsdf to the expression
of an opinion, in which he was sure that every Member of that House
would concur with him, namely, that if ever femdeshad aright to
interfere, it was upon that occason. Assuredly, the crying grievance
of davery must have sunk deep into the hearts, and strongly excited
the fedings of the British nation, before the femaes of this country
could have laid aside the retiredness of their character to come
forward and interfere in politica matters...and, he hesitated not to
say, tha the man, whoever he might be, who had taunted the females
of Great Britain with having petitioned Parliament - the man who could

do that, was dmost as grest a ruffian as the wielder of the cart-whip. **

Not asingle Member of Parliament was prepared to risk responding with either humor or disapprova.

Even those, like William Cobbett, who resented the interference of 187,000 ladies' dmost as much as

he detested aboalitionists and blacks dike, had to await a more convenient and less solemn moment to

soold the ladies for their foolish abuse of political power.*

In France the same traditions and sneers could not be breached by antidavery. Women
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hestated to use same culturd artifacts at hand to further either their own interests or those of their
oversess brothers and ssters. French antidavery never became sufficiently embedded as part of the
nationd culture and organization to make it either a pathway to the exercise of power or to dlow
women to gain organizationa experience. In Britain antidavery was part of what it never wasin France,
the vanguard of a new mode of collective action. In the half century before British dave emancipation,
British popular contention switched from older forms, sill exemplified by the Paris sugar riots of 1792,
to anew repertoire of public meetings, demondtrations, and specid interest associations, while usng
newspapers to project their demands onto a national and internationa stage®  Antidavery wasa
primary example of thet transformation. Indeed, British antidavery made a successful "new
mobilizationt' ook al too easy.**  In France, the crucid changesin forms of popular contention became
standard instruments of popular policy only in the 1840s and 1850s. Harbingers of popular French

antidavery were nipped in the bud by both the Revolution and the Emancipation of 1848.

More wasinvolved in the intertwining of a British women's movement and antidavery than a
new mode of contention. The development of the modern socid movement was embedded in alarger
transformation - anew form of civil society. In the 1830s Alexis de Tocqueville observed with
agtonishment the enormous use that Americans made of politica associations. But American politica
associations seemed to be only one variety amidst an immense proliferation of civil associations.
People of "dl ages, dl conditions, dl minds" he wrote, were congtantly uniting , not only for commercia
and indugtrid undertakings, but for matters religious and mord, solemn, and frivolous - to create

fedtivals and seminaries, to distribute books to the unread and missonaries to the antipodes. Along with
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the free circulation of ideas in newspapers, the right of acting in common struck Tocqueville as "dmost
asindienable in its nature as individua freedom."*

The development of voluntary associations was not confined to the United States, nor was it
entirdly new. Rapid economic development, combined with a reduction of governmenta authority and
the decline of governmenta censorship in Britain produced the conditions for arapid expansion of
newspapers and voluntary associaionsin the last quarter of the eighteenth century. The number of
clubsin Britain tripled between the 1760s and the 1790s. In the
Anglo- American world asawhole, their number stood a around 6,500 at the time of the the
abolitionist explosion.*

By contrast, the expangon of voluntary associations was hampered both by government and
avil inditutions in eighteenth- century Continental Europe. French governmenta control over the
formation of associations remained far sronger than in England. New forms of association in rigion
and wdfare areas were aso hampered by the ingtitutional dominance of the Catholic Church.

Compsetition from il vita networks of confraternities and journeymen campagnonages added to the

difficulties entailed in cresting of new forms of association.*” The pattern changed during the three
generations after the French Revolution, but not always such away as to encourage the development of
enduring associations. The revolutions of 1789, 1830, and 1848 exponentidly expanded the number of
clubs, especidly in the politica arena. The longer lasting periods of repression that followed them,
however, dramaticdly curtailed that potentid. The turbulence of the Aassociationd revolution' in
France only reinforced the linkage of voluntary associations with ingtability and violence.

Even where the French pattern of dramatic expansion and repression was absent, Continenta
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antidaveries exhibited a pattern of inhibited femde participation. In the Netherlands, asin France,
women's participation was restricted to charitable organizations for aid to daves and ex-daves. South
of the Pyrenees, in 1865, the newly formed Spanish Aboalition Society published a series of |etters from
British womenis antidavery societiesto the "Ladies of Madrid." Spanish women were advised to
exercise influence over their mae relaionsin favor of emancipation. Harriet Brewster de Vizcarrondo,
the North American wife of a Puerto Rican abolitionist in Madrid, organized an ephemerd woman's

chapter of the Spanish Society.*®

Alreaedy by 1800, an increasing variety of clubsin Britain, including debating and mutua benefit
societies, had been opened to or created by women. However, women's organizations remained a
amadl fraction of dl-mae counterparts throughout the age of Anglo- American abalitionism. Thusthe
path to feminine participation was open but narrow. The main advance came with the nineteenth
century upsurge of public subscription associations, of which the Manchester abalition society of 1787
was a harbinger. These more structured societies could and did accommodate numbers of women as

participants or in auxiliary branch units*

One must carefully digtinguish between the right to participate and dter the policiesin
voluntary associations and the ability to hold forma power within them. Some associations, and
women's antidavery organizations foremost among them, offered women opportunities to creete
inditutions, to magter the arts of debating, formulating resolutions, holding office, negotiating with other

branches, and forming contacts and dliances a the locd, nationd and internetiond level. In short, it was
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amgor pathway in the formation of what might be called feminine socid capitd, the art of building
effective networks, coditions and leaders® The full quantitative and quditative evaluation of antidavery
as amechaniam for the production of socid capitd gill awaitsits higtorian or socid scientist. We
dready have sufficient evidence however, to savour oneirony. Tocqueville carefully segregated his
commentaries on women's palitica role in democracies from his encomiums on associations. Yet he
ended his fervent hymn to voluntary organizations by feminizing it: "the science of association isthe

mother science; the progress of al the others depends on the progress of that one." >*

The advances of antidavery women toward, if not into possession of nationa power involved
clear condraints as well as opportunities. 1t has been widely noted that English women activists were
lessindined to form more radica feminist associations from the 1830s to the early 1850s than were
those in France and the United States.® Radical English feminigts had to "go international” linking up
with counterparts in France or America. Neither the rebuff to American abolitionists a the Internationa
Antidavery Conference in London in 1840, nor the Revolutions of 1848 on the Continent immediately
caused Britons to form awoman's group with a specificdly womenisrights agenda. Wasit , as some
have speculated, because, absent the "heat” generated by revolution, British women were too
consarvative, or too bloated with pride in their politica and industrid systems, and "a unique sense of
nationd superiority"? Or, lacking the simulus of revolution, were they Smply unable to get over the

personal animosities that women transcended in the United States, France and Germany 2>

There might be more plausble ways to explain the failure of British women to imitate some
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of ther American Sstersimmediately after they were refused officid seats at the World Convention in
London in 1840. The hestancy of British antidavery women did not sem from nationdit pride in their
political or economic system. It was rooted in their deep investment in a spectacular demongtration of
their own efficacy within the most successful antidavery movement in the world. Some were more
impressed by the disruptiveness of the "woman question’ to antidavery in the United Statesimmediately
after the 1840 convention. Their power and commitment acted as a pragmatic check on their
feminism.>*  British women il found ample room to extend their range of assodiationd killsin the
ever-broadening range of socid problems being addressed by voluntary associations in a gtate officialy
committed to laissez-fare in both economy and society. As Sir James Stephen, British antidavery's
long-term ingder at the Colonid Office wrote in 1849, there was now "an association for every

sorrow."®

Therewas aso a cultural and class bias among most British antidavery advocates of both
gendersthat limited the gpped of sometypesof radicd ffiliations and French-yle agitationd forms.
The confrontationd language adopted by some feminist agitatorsin France and the confrontationa street
tacticsof black women in the Caribbean were both diien to them. The rhetorics of the victimized
colonid dave and of feminine domesticity, well served the gods of both West Indian daves and
abolitionists before 1838. Post- emancipation reports of female-led confrontationsin the churches and
dtreets of Jamaica and on the barricades of Paris were at odds with both of these ideal types.*® So,
while British women rdlied againgt the excesses of Governor Eyre after the suppression of the Morant

Bay uprisng in 1865, other women rallied to support the other sde. Thisdid not occur in the 1820s
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and 1830s. The Freedman's Aid Movement split over the decison to send help to Jamaica aswell as
the USA. Women's meetings condemning military behavior dso routinely condemned murders by the

rioters."’

In assessing the congraints on radica action fostered by antidavery, one must dso note its
relative inggnificance in comparative perspective. In the three generdtions after the rise of abolitionism
in Britain feminism failed to achieve mass support in France. In the wake of four mgor revolutionary
surges in France between the 1780s and the 1870s the women's movement remained the concern of a
smdll, divided minority. Far more women were organized under the banner of traditiond religious
ingtitutions than of secular feminigts of dl varieties combined. Lack of an antidavery movement, and of a
tangible female presence within it, availed the often resurrected women's movements very little. Well into
the fourth quarter of the nineteenth century French men and women who wished to rdly around a
feminist banner found inspiration across the Channdl, in the same region that had once formed the
heartland of British antidavery. After dl, between the end of the American Civil War and the
consolidation of the French Third Republic a the end of the 1870s, British suffragists sent close to

1,000 petitions and over three million signatures up to Parliament.”®

The great crusade against davery had probably helped to foster the emancipation of womenin
many ways we have yet to discover. Comparatively spesking, it hindered that process very little.

Taking alonger and broader view of Atlantic davery in the age of dave emancipation, one concluson
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seems warranted. Where popular antidavery flourished womeri's participation generdly flourished.
Where antidavery associations encountered a hostile or repressve environment receptivity to women's

movements was usudly nasty, boorish, and short-tempered.

Seymour Drescher

Univergty of Rittsburgh
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