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FOREWORD
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RONALD ANGELO JOHNSON

The success of Laurent Dubois’s Avengers of the New World in 2004, published during the bicentennial of Haitian independence, expanded the historical literature around the Haitian Revolution. It was exciting to see early Haitian history gain some overdue interest from scholars based in North America. But the focus became overly intense on the slave revolt in the French colony of Saint-Domingue, portrayed as the lost “Pearl of the Antilles.” Scholars in the United States by and large ignored Haiti and its people, seeming to prefer writing about enslaved Africans more than the lived experiences of free Haitian citizens.

Soon after its publication, I read the French-language edition of Wanted! A Nation! (published as L’union fait la force by Les Presses Universitaires de Rennes in 2016) with the intention of highlighting Haitians and free Black people in the United States. The book captured me with its distinctive analysis of the role of Haiti in the evolution of a nineteenth-century transnational Black Atlantic identity. I learned from the bibliography that Claire Bourhis-Mariotti, though based in Paris, had performed research in an archive just miles from my home in central Texas. Professor Bourhis-Mariotti and I had never met. I sent her an email to share my thoughts on the research and to invite her to give a book talk during her next visit to the state. Since her gracious response, we have collaborated, not in Texas, but on two workshops in Paris (one on Frederick Douglass, the other on Black Atlantic migrations) and on a colloquium in Montpellier, France, on Atlantic world slavery. I found in Bourhis-Mariotti not only a brilliant scholar but also a thoughtful, generous colleague. The research in Wanted! A Nation! has broadened my historical analyses, evident in an Atlantic Studies article on early Haitian and Black American journalism, an edited volume titled In Search of Liberty on nineteenth-century African American internationalism, an essay on the diplomacy of Frederick Douglass in the AAIHS’s Black Perspectives, a Revue Française d’Études Américaines article on Haitian immigration, and in my current book manuscript on revolutionary diplomacy between Haiti and the United States. Few scholars have influenced the development of my thinking around early Haitian-American relations in the Black Atlantic world more than Bourhis-Mariotti.

Wanted! A Nation! presents Haiti studied as a living place, not the lamented Atlantean figure of the bygone Saint-Domingue. In Haiti, Black Americans who had shared similar sufferings at the hands of U.S. oppressors came together with Haitian counterparts to forge a collective identity, to share ideas for expanding education, to establish religious institutions, and to navigate the murky geopolitical waters of Atlantic world diplomacy. The study avoids the trope that life was somehow better in Hispaniola under the French slavocracy, and that Black leaders mismanaged the nation, leading to the misfortunes of present-day Haiti. For the author, Haiti is complex, and so are its people. They interacted, negotiated, and disagreed with famous figures of early U.S. history. Bourhis-Mariotti examines Haiti as a land of free Black people that free Black people from the United States hoped to visit in order to experience freedom alongside other free Black people.

I first encountered Wanted! A Nation! during my initial research on the evolution of Blackness in early Haiti and the United States. At the time, few books analyzed the lives and cultural exchanges between Haitians and African Americans. The bulk of the secondary source literature had been published in the French language. Chris Dixon’s book African Americans and Haiti, published in 2000, was the most accessible English-language volume. Reading Bourhis-Mariotti’s analyses provided a scope and depth to transnational Black relations that, to this day, no other book offers. In 2015 Sara Fanning published a wonderful book on Black American emigration to Haiti in the 1820s, and Brandon Byrd later produced a lovely work on Black American engagement with Haiti and Haitians in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Bourhis-Mariotti’s book traverses the nineteenth century, providing readers with distinctive vantage points of Haitian government and life that break new ground in at least two important areas of historical study.

One, Wanted! A Nation! advances the understanding of Haiti’s role in the evolution of Blackness in the Atlantic world. It argues with vigor that the lives of Haitians and Black Americans were inextricably linked, not only by racist colonialist systems. The two peoples viewed themselves as sharing a Black identity exhibited in their contributions to Atlantic world literature, journalism, art, politics, and religion. This book illuminates extensive, multifaceted relationships across the nineteenth century. As Bourhis-Mariotti puts it, “References to the Black diaspora in the context of the Black Atlantic are rooted in the Atlantic slave trade, but also seek to understand and demonstrate the existence of a specific Black diasporic experience and thought—in other words, studying its nationalist dimension.” In the following pages, Haiti is not tangential to early U.S. society and politics but rather central to the way Americans addressed questions of Black freedom and slavery.

The method of studying Haiti through the lens of “Black nationality” from independence to the advent of U.S. occupation brings together the shared history of the first two republics in the western Atlantic world. Historians of the early United States based in North America generally ignore Haiti. They treat the histories of Haitians and Americans as parallel marches, intersecting at a few areas to survey topics like slavery, Black violence, and race. Wanted! A Nation! suggests that Black Americans in Haiti carried early American history and culture with them to Haiti. Those who returned to U.S. shores brought Haitian thought and beliefs with them. Newspapers in both countries were covered with stories detailing the exchanges of immigrants and ideas. Despite the refusal of twelve U.S. presidential administrations to recognize Haiti as an independent nation, the Haitian people evoked fear in southerners, instilled pride in Black Americans, and remained a constant factor in the imagination of U.S. policymakers.

Two, Haiti is often overlooked in analyses of early U.S. diplomatic history, which is generally dominated by questions surrounding European balance of power conflicts, American isolationism, and the utility of the Monroe Doctrine. The works of Gerald Horne, Brenda Gayle Plummer, and Julia Gaffield, however, center post-independence Haiti as a determinant of U.S. diplomacy in the Atlantic world. In the recently published America’s Road to Empire: Foreign Policy from Independence to World War One, Piero Gleijeses argues: “Jefferson loathed Haiti’s black rebels and wanted to see the fledgling Haitian state crushed because he feared the example Haiti’s successful revolt would set for the enslaved people in the US South.” Wanted! A Nation! offers one of the most in-depth studies of Haitian-American relations. Its detailed engagement with ongoing, sometimes tense diplomatic negotiations reveals to many U.S. history readers the names and actions of important Haitian leaders like Jean-Pierre Boyer, Fabre Geffrard, Florvil Hyppolite, and Anténor Firmin. By examining bilateral relations across the century, the book posits race, alongside economic and strategic objectives, as an important determinant of American diplomacy.

The book highlights the diplomatic missions of the first five Black American ministers to Haiti. One of America’s most famous figures, Frederick Douglass, served within this exclusive cohort of color. He looms large in Wanted! A Nation!, and rightly so. Despite numerous, lengthy, and award-winning biographies of the great abolitionist, orator, and social justice warrior extraordinaire, few of them study sufficiently Douglass’s complex diplomatic career. In this area, Bourhis-Mariotti outpaces other scholars. Her expositions of Douglass’s diplomacy in Santo Domingo (today the Dominican Republic) and later Haiti are exquisite. She is unafraid to portray the stalwart of Black freedom on unsure footing when trusted white American presidents called upon him to work against the interests of Black people in the Caribbean. The Harrison administration asked Douglass, then serving as minister in Port-au-Prince, to persuade Haitian leaders to sell the strategic Haitian port of Môle Saint-Nicolas to the United States. The book illustrates the instability across Haiti in 1891 caused by the intimidation tactics of a neocolonialist white nation that threatened Haiti’s independence with navy warships. Worse, the face of this racist ploy was that of the world’s most famous Black man. According to Bourhis-Mariotti, Douglass, “probably bothered by his own role in destabilizing the government of a republic whose stability precisely he had always been quick to praise,” tried to reopen more equitable negotiations. Douglass’s reputation suffered at home from the incident. Two years later, the Haitian government appointed him first commissioner for the Haitian pavilion at the Chicago World’s Fair. There, he delivered a tremendous speech defending Haiti and indicting U.S. diplomacy toward the country. He told the Chicago audience, “Haiti is black, and we have not yet forgiven Haiti for being black or forgiven the Almighty for making her black Haitian culture.” Douglass’s last act of powerful support for Haiti, perhaps as atonement, remains overlooked by biographers and diplomatic historians, though it vividly illustrates an extensive, racialized relationship between Douglass, Haiti, and the United States.

The ability to read the French language allowed me to engage with and fully appreciate the brilliant scholarship of Claire Bourhis-Mariotti years before an English translation became available. Doctoral programs in U.S. history based in North America do not generally require serious foreign-language studies. Therefore, many scholars of nineteenth-century American history will not possess the capacity to access the book’s pioneering research, findings, and conclusions. I am thrilled to see the English translation of L’union fait la force published with UGA Press. Wanted! A Nation! is a perfect fit for the Race in the Atlantic World, 1700–1900 series, given its strong emphasis on comparative and transnational approaches to racialized inequality in Atlantic culture. This book’s greater availability to English-speaking scholars and students will empower it to serve as a foundation for more advanced studies on the role of early Haiti in the development of a shared Black identity across the Atlantic world.


PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH EDITION
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The nineteenth century was truly a pivotal century for Black Americans. In the antebellum era, some of them had to endure slavery while others experienced freedom with little or no civil rights. With the end of the Civil War came emancipation, followed by equal civil and voting rights supposedly for all men, a short-lived lull rapidly superseded by the advent of Jim Crow and de facto segregation, the latter being eventually legally upheld by the Plessy v. Ferguson decision and its “separate but equal” doctrine in 1896. As a student of American history, and then as a young teaching assistant, I discovered and rediscovered this century of constant struggle through the writings of one of its most famous Black protagonists, Frederick Douglass, whose impassioned and powerful speeches had the power to rouse crowds in the nineteenth century and to captivate my students’ attention—an equally outstanding achievement—more than a century and a half later.

When I (re)read the second edition of his last autobiography and his 1893 “lecture on Haiti” in 2009, it became clear to me that Frederick Douglass’s extraordinary destiny was intimately linked with that of the small Black republic established on the west side of the Caribbean island of Hispaniola.1 However, I soon realized that Douglass’s special relationship with Haiti—from the beginning of his abolitionist career to the end of his life—remained relatively unknown. The existing historiography in 2009—which was already quite substantial at the time—on the life and career of Frederick Douglass paid little attention to this relationship. Even William S. McFeely, the author of Douglass’s most comprehensive biography prior to David W. Blight’s 2019 award-winning Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom, only devoted a few pages to the relationship between Haiti and Douglass.2 However, a short but striking passage of his book caught my attention: although Douglass “had fought colonization all his life,” McFeely added between brackets that he did so “save for a brief flirtation with James Redpath’s plan for settlement in Haiti in the black days after Dred Scott.”3 This mysterious phrase prompted me to investigate this so-called plan for settlement and led me to discover that this late 1850s–early 1860s project of emigration to Haiti, in which James Redpath—a white abolitionist and John Brown’s biographer—participated as an emigration agent for the Haitian government, was not the first (nor the last) project of emigration to Haiti initiated by and/or for the benefit of free Black Americans. After reading a number of historical sources (such as abolitionist newspapers, the [Black] press of the nineteenth century, Douglass’s and other Black activists’ personal archives, numerous speeches, pamphlets, and books), I then realized that from its independence in 1804 until the turn of the century, Haiti, as a Black republic, had played a major role in the intellectual life, the militant activities, the imagination, and the shaping of the identity of the Black community.4 Above all, it appeared to me that to free Black Americans, Haiti had not remained an unknown and distant place that they would have only idealized and dreamt of—though this romanticized view of Haiti did play a role in prompting some of them to emigrate there.5 On the contrary, the Black activists who would become the subjects of my research had very concretely set foot on this land and had physically and truly experienced the place that many of them considered as a “promised land,” an example of Black liberation and self-government to follow, a source of political inspiration, or the very place where the “political regeneration” of the “Black race” would happen.

For this reason, I decided to devote my dissertation to examining the peculiar relationship between Haiti and free Black Americans, rethinking the genesis of Black activism, Black diasporic thought, and Black nationalism and internationalism through the lens of Haiti—that nation being viewed as a place for, as well as a means of, expression and development of Black American identity in the nineteenth century. My dissertation naturally focused on the Haitian “experience” in the most prosaic sense of the term, referring to the fact that free Black American individuals physically visited (or settled in) Haiti, and not merely referred to it theoretically or rhetorically in their speeches or writings. It should be made clear that I was far more interested in studying the condition and experience of Black American activists and their community than in studying Black Haitians’ experience, for although Haiti had always been a willing partner of Black Americans, it had always struggled to support them, especially financially, and thus failed to organize the development of a common future on its soil. Therefore, I do not claim to have written an exhaustive history of the Haitian American relationship in the nineteenth century but hope to have modestly contributed to shedding new light on this history, through the prism of the relationship between the Black republic and free Black Americans.

Sadly, on the afternoon of January 12, 2010, only a few weeks after I had started working on my dissertation, a magnitude 7.0 earthquake struck Haiti. As we all know, and as of this day, the country and its inhabitants have not fully recovered from this massive and most dramatic disaster. It was logically impossible for me to travel to Haiti during the time of my research, but I was lucky enough to be able to correspond and even meet (in Paris) with academics from the University of Haiti who confirmed I would probably not find anything in the remaining (then available) Haitian archives. This was slightly frustrating, of course, as I would have loved to be able to find and explore Haitian sources that would have helped me better understand the life and experiences of African Americans who emigrated to Haiti in the antebellum era, and better apprehend how they managed or failed to integrate Haitian society. I checked the Haitian newspapers kept in the French National Library in Paris, but there was not much in there on this precise issue. And as the Haitian newspapers available for consultation in Paris were these official newspapers controlled by the Haitian elite and government, they did not really help writing a bottom-up version of this fascinating history.

L’union fait la force has been Haiti’s powerful national motto ever since the small Black republic became independent on January 1, 1804. Because it both means “we are stronger together” and “unity makes strength,” I chose to use this motto as the title of the book I published in 2016 (in French) with Les Presses universitaires de Rennes, France.6 This book was a revised version of the PhD dissertation I defended in June 2013 and for which I was awarded, in 2014, the Prix de Thèse de l’Institut des Amériques—an annual doctoral dissertation award given by the Institut des Amériques, a research consortium based in Paris that federates French research on the American continent, in the fields of the humanities and the social sciences.

The idea of publishing an English translation of L’union fait la force was first suggested by Ronald Angelo Johnson, the Ralph and Bessie Mae Lynn Chair of History at Baylor University (Texas) and co-editor of In Search of Liberty: African American Internationalism in the Nineteenth-Century Atlantic World, who contacted me in 2016 after reading my book.7 Professor Johnson, a prominent scholar of the Black Atlantic, was probably the first American scholar to read my book in French, and I felt—and still feel—honored by the constructive feedback I received from him. I am grateful that our professional collaboration has never ceased since our fruitful discussion of my book and his own pioneering work, Diplomacy in Black and White: John Adams, Toussaint Louverture, and Their Atlantic World Alliance, which he had published with the University of Georgia Press in 2014. This English translation of my own book would not have been possible without Professor Johnson’s kind support.

The present book is therefore the translation of a revised and somewhat abridged version of L’union fait la force. I have tried my best to adapt what is a monograph initially written for a French readership to a North American or at least anglophone readership, notably by cutting a number of theoretical and contextual discussions that were necessary for French audiences. This being said, as this is a translation of an already published book, I felt I should not try to change the original book and write a new one. That is why this book does not engage with the most recent scholarship published since 2016. It is true that, since I defended my dissertation in 2013 and then published L’union fait la force in France in 2016, other scholars have been working and publishing important books on some of the topics my own book covers, thus enriching the historiography. Sara Fanning’s 2015 Caribbean Crossing: African Americans and the Haitian Emigration Movement particularly focuses on the first emigration movement to Haiti in the 1820s, a subject I discuss in chapter 1 of L’union fait la force.8 Although our conclusions on this first wave of emigration are quite the same—this experience ended more or less in bitter disappointment and failure—my book goes further by examining this episode both as an alternative to the American Colonization Society’s African scheme and in relation to subsequent emigration projects to Haiti. Brandon R. Byrd’s groundbreaking The Black Republic: African Americans and the Fate of Haiti, published in 2019, explores the place of Haiti in Black thought in the second half of the nineteenth century, showing that postbellum Black leaders considered the Black republic as a model of Black self-governance, linking the fate of the small nation to their own advancement in the post-Civil War United States.9 In L’union fait la force, I also argued that Black activists, some of whom had considered Haiti as an ideal and idealized place to which free Black Americans who dreamt of becoming full citizens could emigrate before the Reconstruction amendments were enacted, later promoted the Black republic as an example of Black self-government and a kind of political laboratory for the Black diaspora. Such was the case of individuals like James Theodore Holly, John Mercer Langston, or even Frederick Douglass who, as I demonstrated, sought to draw lessons from the Haitian “model” for their community—lessons that could perhaps be used for the “progress” of Black people in the United States and the advancement of the condition of the diaspora throughout the world. Their observation and experience of Haiti was an opportunity for them to evaluate the ability of their community to rise to influential political positions in the United States. Unlike other works, the present book thus examines the history of Haiti, Haitians, African Americans, and the United States through the complex relationship between the African American community and the Black republic. Because it covers the whole of the nineteenth century, it especially shows how Haiti remained a focus of attention for white as well as Black Americans before, during, and after the Civil War, until the turn of the century.

The story of this special relationship between Black Americans and the Black republic undoubtedly started during the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804), a revolution that contemporary historiography incorporates into the greater movement of the democratic revolutions of the late eighteenth century.10 As the struggle for racial equality constituted a central element of the Haitian Revolution, some historians such as Sybille Fischer or Laurent Dubois rightly consider Haiti as one of the places where economic modernity arose and where the limits of the European Enlightenment and the French republic’s universalism were tested.11 Other historians such as Ronald A. Johnson or Matthew J. Clavin also argue that the Haitian Revolution, under the leadership of Toussaint Louverture, had long-lasting consequences on American and Atlantic world discussions of race, on American-Haitian diplomacy, and even played a central role in the conflict between the American North and South until the Civil War.12 In this context, the Haitian Revolution takes on a significant international meaning: as an episode of global history; as the principal crossroads of the Atlantic Slave trade; as the geographic core of Caribbean slavery; and as one of the theaters for the rise of modern capitalism. L’union fait la force: Les Noirs américains et Haïti, 1804–1893 situates the Haitian republic firmly within recent Atlantic and global historiography by examining the history of Haiti through the complex relationship between the Black American community and the Black Republic in the nineteenth century.

Indeed, this book argues that, before the Civil War, the Black republic was considered by free Black Americans as a place where full citizenship was at hand. Haiti was essentially viewed and concretely experienced as a refuge during moments when free people of color lost hope of obtaining rights in the United States. The thirty years preceding the Civil War saw the emergence of a radical abolitionist movement, particularly among free people of color who, for the most part, adhered to the “stay and fight” ideology. But, as paradoxical as it may seem, while some prominent Black activists then firmly opposed emigration and denounced the American Colonization Society and its African project of mass exile, others advocated relocation to closer places. Gradually, more and more Black emigrationists started promoting the virtues of emigrating to Haiti, considering the small republic as a “promised land” where their diasporic, separatist, or nationalist ideals converged, as the place where they could build and maintain a “Black nationality,” and as the nation where the Black community-in-the-making might fight for the emancipation and the equality of the Black race all over the world. Thousands of free Black Americans thus settled in Haiti before the Civil War, mostly on the occasion of two waves of emigration initiated by the Haitian government in the middle of the 1820s and the early 1860s. During the war, while fighting to save the Union, Lincoln tried to send free Black Americans and contrabands (i.e., slaves who escaped behind Union lines during the Civil War) to various colonies and considered deporting them to a Haitian island (Île-à-Vache), among other places. Sponsored by the U.S. government, the colonization of Île-à-Vache that was launched in early 1863—only a few days after the Emancipation Proclamation was issued—turned out to be a total failure.

After the war, Haiti (recognized by the United States in 1862) gradually became a diplomatic partner, to which the U.S. nominated mostly Black diplomats after 1869. However, Frederick Douglass’s mission as the American ambassador to Haiti between 1889 and 1891 reveals the ambiguities of U.S. policy toward the small Black republic at a moment when the United States was trying to impose itself as a dominant power in the Caribbean and as a leading imperialist nation, notably by attempting to establish a military base in Haiti (at the Môle Saint-Nicolas). Douglass’s own position and feelings toward Haiti were ambiguous: while (unsuccessfully) negotiating for the lease of the Môle Saint-Nicolas, Douglass was constantly torn between his fraternal love and admiration for his Haitian “brothers” and his paternalistic consideration of Haiti as an “infant” who still needed to “progress.”

Haiti and its leaders are also at the heart of this book, even if it does not aim to examine the attitude of the Haitian elites toward their American brethren. Haitian leaders, in particular, supported the American emigration to Haiti, opposed the American geostrategic and diplomatic diktats in the 1870s and 1880s, and offered an international platform to Frederick Douglass at the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, thus helping Black Americans who faced discrimination to fight against slavery and the slave trade and to fight for their rights. The closing chapters of the book, which deal with the events that revolved around the Haitian pavilion at the 1893 Chicago Fair, fully illustrate the emancipatory role of the Black republic.13 By naming Douglass as the first commissioner of its pavilion—a fact still hardly discussed in historiography—Haiti allowed him to use the small building as the “headquarters” of African American activists. Douglass effectively employed the international platform provided by Haiti to denounce the Republicans’ abdication to the “values” of the southerners advocating segregation, denying Black Americans the right to vote, and debasing the latter to the position of second-class citizens. The Sage of Anacostia was indeed able to distribute thousands of copies of the famous pamphlet that he had co-authored with Ida B. Wells (The Reason Why the Colored American Is Not in the World’s Columbian Exposition) to the visitors who had come to visit the Haitian exhibition.14 Thus, the Black republic gave Black Americans the opportunity to make their voices heard by providing them with the platform their own country had refused them.

By spanning the entire nineteenth century, Wanted! A Nation! Black Americans and Haiti, 1804–1893 presents a complex panorama of the emergence of Black American identity and argues that Haiti should be considered as an essential prism to understand how Black Americans forged their identity in the nineteenth century. Drawing on a variety of anglophone and francophone sources, Wanted! A Nation! goes beyond the usual framework of national American history and contributes to an Atlantic and global history of the struggle for equal rights.


WANTED!
A NATION!


INTRODUCTION
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My subject is Haiti, the Black Republic.1

—FREDERICK DOUGLASS

The famous nineteenth-century Black American activist Frederick Douglass—one of the principal heroes of this book—was absolutely fascinated by the homeland of Toussaint Louverture.2 As he saw it, Haiti was the “modern land of Canaan,” “a city set on a hill” that “st[ood] forth among the nations of the earth richly deserving respect and admiration.”3 As a Black nation that had won its independence through bloody revolution, Haiti stirred a range of reactions across America throughout the nineteenth century, from obsessive phobia to unbridled admiration, and long remained a topic for debate and controversy among Americans of all races.

The Haitian Revolution undeniably sent ripples across American society, with major consequences for the history of the United States and every segment of the population—Black people, white people, and Native Americans alike—since this was the event that forced Napoleon to sell Louisiana to the young American republic in 1803, laying the foundations for Thomas Jefferson’s expansionist program to build an “Empire of Liberty.”4 Clearly, the existence of a free Black nation populated by former slave rebels was bound to influence the development of slavery in the United States after 1800. Although slaveowners were not dissuaded from introducing slavery to new states, they were worried by the success of the Haitian Revolution, leading them to strengthen an already strong proslavery doctrine by, in part, toughening legislation limiting the free Black population’s rights.

Focusing more narrowly on the Black community, Wanted! A Nation! sets out to demonstrate that the interactions between Haitians and Black Americans, particularly those living in the northern states who were born free or recently emancipated, were plentiful and complex. As soon as the world’s first Black republic achieved independence in 1804, and then increasingly from the 1820s on, it drew the attention of Black American thinkers and leaders eager to further their own struggle for freedom and equal rights. Exchanges between members of the Black diaspora were cultural, artistic, human, religious, diplomatic, political, and commercial, but they were also, inevitably, bound up with issues of identity. Whether Black Americans saw Haiti as an inspirational example of emancipation or a new promised land, whether they left the United States to live there—voluntarily or otherwise—or returned more or less reluctantly to their homeland, Black Americans wrote many pages of their history jointly with Haitians.

One such central actor in this history was Frederick Douglass. Born into slavery in 1817 or 1818, Douglass eventually escaped, purchased his freedom, and became one of the most influential and widely respected Black abolitionist thinkers and orators of the first part of the nineteenth century and a staunch Republican campaigning for equal rights in the second half of the century. In a still-segregated United States, his political career was truly exceptional.5 Douglass’s connection to Haiti dated back to the early years of his career. As early as the 1840s, he was defending what he saw as the first Black republic’s right to remain a sovereign, independent nation. Having nearly visited Haiti in 1861—he canceled his planned trip when the Civil War broke out—he finally paid the nation an official visit ten years later as an official representative of the American government, which was then considering potential annexation of the island. He spent two years, from 1889 to 1891, as the U.S. ambassador to Haiti. Haiti, in turn, entrusted him with his last political mission in 1893, appointing him first commissioner for the Haitian pavilion at the Chicago World’s Fair, where he gave a lecture on the small Caribbean nation. This last act of support for Haiti, often overlooked and little explored by Douglass scholars, marks the final chapter in a long, complex, ambiguous relationship between Douglass and Haiti. It also reflects his support for a new stage in the defense of Black Americans’ rights in the late nineteenth century. Douglass’s exceptional career was closely bound up with the Black republic established on the Caribbean island of Hispaniola.6

Above and beyond the role of Frederick Douglass, a study of abolitionist newspapers, the personal archives of Douglass and other Black leaders, the nineteenth-century press, and the many speeches, pamphlets, and books written by Black Americans reveals that the Black republic of Haiti was a significant presence in the lives, collective imaginary, and thought of many Black American activists throughout the nineteenth century. Above all, such a study demonstrates that the relationship between Haiti and Black Americans was no mere fantasy or naive, abstract, idealized vision of a far-flung, distant place. Rather, the Black activists studied in this book traveled to Haiti, breathed its air, and experienced life in a place that many of them considered a promised land—or at the very least an example or model to be proudly praised or copied.

By using Haiti as a lens, Wanted! A Nation! focuses on the image of Haiti as a locus for the expression and development of Black American identity. It analyzes the roots of Black American activism, Black diasporic thought, and Black nationalism and internationalism, whose origins are traced back to the 1820s. The book does not seek simply to trace Haiti’s influence on the Black American community from afar, a question thoroughly explored in outstanding recent works, but rather the literal experience of Haiti by the free Black American abolitionists and activists who traveled there, whether they merely visited, lived there for a while, or settled permanently. In other words, Haiti was for them a real place grounded in concrete personal experience, not simply a theoretical or rhetorical reference.

The relationship between these Black Americans and Haiti throughout the nineteenth century laid the groundwork for a new kind of quest for identity. While slavery had begun to be seriously questioned in the late eighteenth century and the United States was home to ever more free Black men and women, the nineteenth century was a time for the latter to forge a Black American identity. As they wondered what it meant to be Black and free in the United States, Haiti showed them a place where it was possible to be a free, Black citizen. The mere existence of Haiti encouraged and reassured them in their quest for identity, proving that Black men and women could indeed live as free citizens in an independent republic. After 1865, Black Americans, now free citizens of the United States, gradually moved beyond Haiti to espouse a more international approach, eventually opening up the debate on identity to internationalism, Pan-Africanism, and anticolonialism. Haiti was no longer the sole point of reference for oppressed Black people, but to a certain extent, the Haitian experience had enabled the Black Americans who traveled there to develop a diasporic understanding of their community.

The concepts of a Black diaspora and the Black Atlantic are central to the book. They have been widely studied by historians, sociologists, anthropologists, philosophers, literary theorists, and political scientists. Taking a historical approach, we will not seek to take a position on either side of the debates that regularly divide specialists of other disciplines. However, drawing on the concepts of a Black diaspora and Black Atlantic in historical research requires precise definitions of terms that are sometimes used loosely and from different—if not always divergent—perspectives, particularly within French-language scholarship.

Framed in a strictly Anglo-American scientific, political, and cultural context, the Black Atlantic, as defined by Paul Gilroy in 1993, brought a new dimension to American studies and diaspora studies in the early 1990s. Gilroy argued that the history of the Black diaspora was bound up with a topography of movements, shifts, and a network of a number of geographical sites that he identified across Europe, North America, and Africa.7 His seminal work introduced two major new theoretical approaches: considering the memory of slavery-related violence as the cultural bedrock for the Black diaspora across the Americas, and interpreting expressions of Black culture, particularly music, not as the vestiges of earlier traditions but as what he termed “countercultures of modernity.” Gilroy’s concept was rooted in the tension between a past recomposed by the experience of slavery and a future shaped by the project to end it.

For several years, scholars working on the multidisciplinary, transnational field of Black studies have been exploring the chronology of the Black Atlantic, extending it to contemporary African diasporas (i.e., those not rooted in the Atlantic slave trade) and to a broader geographical range, looking toward South America and even the Pacific. This tendency to read the African diaspora in more global geographical terms is a fairly recent development, illustrated in Patrick Manning’s 2010 study The African Diaspora: A History through Culture, which sets out to place the history of the African diaspora in a global context, focusing on the dynamic nature of the interactions between the various Black communities scattered across every continent and taking a longue durée approach from the fifteenth century to the present day. Manning extends the Black Atlantic across the Pacific and Indian oceans as far as Asia, applying Gilroy’s concept on a global scale.8

By demonstrating that Haiti can be read as part of Gilroy’s Black Atlantic—though Gilroy himself only mentions it in passing—it becomes clear that physical contacts, in the case of Black American emigration to Haiti, along with commercial, and later diplomatic, exchanges, made Haiti a key locus for contact in the heart of the nineteenth-century Black Atlantic.9 Given that for Gilroy, the study of the Black (and, in terms of this book, specifically the Black American) population can only be understood in terms of Atlantic mobility—in which the Atlantic space is seen as a political and cultural system in its own right, a contact zone between histories and cultures, a place where race, culture, nationality, and ethnicity collide—it is important to locate Haiti in this Atlantic space.10 The purpose of this book is not to draw up an exhaustive list of every contact between Black Americans and Haiti, but rather to focus on the most significant instances that led to real changes in how the Black American community, and even America as a whole, thought about itself.

Recent decades have built on Gilroy’s pioneering research to apply the concept of the Black diaspora across the humanities and social sciences. The term “diaspora,” as traditionally applied to the Jewish population, originally pointed at a single community; the Black diaspora, on the other hand, refers to a multitude of peoples from Africa or of African origin, culture, and language. What unites them is, as Gilroy and Manning suggest, the common heritage of slavery and the shared quest for emancipation.11

Similarly, using the term “Black” (rather than “African”) to refer to the diaspora and the community it studies is important for a couple reasons. First, the geographically rooted term was often rejected by nineteenth-century Black Americans themselves; second, the term “African” maps the diaspora onto the classical model considered solely in terms of the heritage of ancestral Africa, the motherland. The term “Black” is anchored in a more modern, post-African reality. References to the Black diaspora in the context of the Black Atlantic are rooted in the Atlantic slave trade but also seek to understand and demonstrate the existence of a specific Black diasporic experience and thought—in other words, studying its nationalist dimension. In avoiding the terms “African” or “African American” diaspora, this book aims to foreground the nationalist dimension of the Black diaspora in the United States. Furthermore, referring to Black people and Black Americans is more in keeping with the rejection of Africa by the majority of Black Americans throughout the nineteenth century, as this book will demonstrate.

Where this study differs from Gilroy’s theoretical framework is in its treatment of Black nationalism. Gilroy’s work is shaped by his aim of refuting Black nationalist discourse. The starting point for our investigation, however, is that the experience of a multiple, mobile, fluid, intercultural, hybrid diaspora included a nationalist aspect, since Black nationalism was, for its nineteenth-century advocates, a project to build lasting unity. Like Wilson Jeremiah Moses, this book considers Black nationalism as a form of racial nationalism, taking the “race” of the Black people, rather than their skin color, as the foundational link between members of the nation, which it in turn shaped.12 It follows French anthropologist and geographer Christine Chivallon in reading Black nationalism as “at the same time an instrument of resistance to oppression, a means of restoring dignity that was denied, and the expression of a more political will of self-determination.”13 Since the book’s focus is on the diasporic consciousness of the Black American community in the nineteenth century, it uses the concepts of Black nationalism and particularly “Black nationality,” anticipating and complementing Pan-Africanism. Many free Black Americans in the first half of the nineteenth century observed the Black republic of Haiti and, aware that they were not considered as citizens on U.S. soil, considered finding territories where they could form racial communities rooted in a Black nationality. What they called “Black nationality”—not wholly equivalent to what we now call “Black nationalism”—was the idea of bringing all members of the Black community together in a specific place, where they could live freely with all the rights accruing to the citizens of a nation—and why should that place not be Haiti?

Wanted! A Nation! is not a history of ideas but of men. Writing a history of the nineteenth-century Black American relationship with Haiti inevitably means writing a history of the Black American elite. In the nineteenth century, only literate Black American activists, abolitionists, and churchmen, and in the first part of the century those who were free, were in a position to leave written records of their experiences and the history of their community and its relationship with Haiti. It should be borne in mind that these men were in the minority in the Black community. Yet, like Frederick Douglass, we believe that their role and experience were crucial, as their successes and failures inevitably influenced the community as a whole. As Douglass put it, “Such men increase the faith of all in the possibilities of their race, and make it easier for those who are to come after them.”14

A study of the Black American community and the Black diaspora is not the study of a homogeneous whole. These issues will be analyzed on a range of levels, both spatially and temporally, from the local (focusing on case studies of certain Black American groups or even individuals in specific regions of the United States or Haitian towns) to the national (the United States and Haiti as a Black republic) and even the global (the Black Atlantic). The shifts between micro-and macroanalysis are important, because taking a wholly collective approach to the nineteenth-century Black American community would inevitably lead to conclusions based on the appearance of homogeneity. This book, rather, seeks to break down this appearance of homogeneity and offer a new reading of the community’s journey by studying the place of individuals within the collective experience. Such individual journeys bring a fresh perspective, allowing us to achieve a more nuanced history of the community, with all its diversity of opinions and points of view. The community rarely spoke with one voice on the thorny issues that determined its experience in the nineteenth century. One concrete example is the Black American community’s relationship with African colonization and emigration to Haiti, explored in the first three chapters, and one of the leading figures in the community, Frederick Douglass. The latter regularly changed his mind on the issue of emigration to Haiti. Why should the rest of the community not have followed suit? While historiography tends to focus almost exclusively on the Black American community’s outspoken opposition to various colonization projects in the first part of the nineteenth century, we will investigate the individual cases of men like Frederick Douglass, Martin Robison Delany, James Theodore Holly, and lesser-known figures to foreground the multiplicity of points of view espoused by the Black American community. According to French scholars Andrée-Anne Kekeh-Dika and Hélène Le Dantec-Lowry, “Black migration to the United States and the Caribbean was long overlooked by scholars. The passivity of peoples with regard to migration has often been pointed out.”15 We will demonstrate that Black emigrationists in fact often actively promoted voluntary migration as a “choice, an act of protest,” seeing expatriation as a positive move to a place where they thought they would be able to enjoy the civil and political rights that the United States denied them.16 Analyzing the experience of James Theodore Holly, for instance, reveals that the Black Americans who campaigned for emigration were not all solely interested in improving the lives of their peers: some also felt themselves to be carrying out a mission to bring religion and/or civilization to Black Haitians and the Black diaspora more broadly speaking. The history of the community’s relationship with Haiti will accordingly be studied not in terms of a logical, linear progression but as a disparate range of events that came together to form a single, coherent, yet multifaceted experience of Haiti.

Wanted! A Nation! originally came about in reaction to the feeling that this aspect of the Black community’s history had been marginalized in the historiography. The research involved uncovering the traces of Black American experiences of Haiti in the nineteenth century. It quickly became clear that U.S./Haitian relations in the period had, broadly speaking, largely been explored from the point of view of white Americans, particularly in terms of antislavery, abolitionism, colonization, imperialism, and diplomacy. The role of Black Americans in these issues had been overlooked or sidelined; at best, it was assumed that the entire Black American community was of a single mind on the question.

While subjects like slavery and the slave experience, antislavery, abolitionism, emancipation, Abraham Lincoln’s relationship with Black Americans and slavery, Reconstruction and its impact on the Black American community, segregation and the struggle for civil rights, Black nationalism and Pan-Africanism, colonization, and the importance of the Christian Church and the press for the Black community have been widely studied in the nineteenth-century context, other issues have been largely overlooked. These include the voluntary emigration of thousands of Black Americans in the first half of the nineteenth century, particularly to Haiti, and the Black American relationship with the Black republic of Haiti throughout the nineteenth century.17 Why has so little been written on these questions? Part of the answer may lie in the “Atlantic” aspect of this dimension of Black American history, given American history writing’s almost exclusively national focus, and on the fact that some of the (primary) sources necessary to answer these questions were not written in English.

The historiography of voluntary emigration is almost nonexistent. Most historians have turned their attention to the Black Americans who rejected emigration and decided to stay in the United States to fight for equal rights and citizenship at home. The few historians who have researched voluntary migration among the Black community have focused almost exclusively on Black Americans moving from the U.S. South (particularly to the northern states) after the Reconstruction era as part of the Great Migration.18 The more specific issue of Black migration between the United States and the Caribbean has been mainly studied in terms of movement from the Caribbean to the United States in the twentieth century. Little work has engaged with migration from the United States to the Caribbean.19 One exception is Sara J. Fanning’s 2015 book Caribbean Crossing: African Americans and the Haitian Emigration Movement,20 which has a narrow chronological focus on the first wave of migration in the 1820s. The aim of the present book is to fill a historiographical gap in our knowledge of voluntary Black American migration to Haiti in the first part of the nineteenth century.

In terms of the U.S./Haiti relationship, the fear of Haiti—palpable among the white population, especially in the South—has been studied and analyzed. Conversely, however, the Black American interest in and admiration for the Black republic has attracted relatively little attention from scholars. Yet across the nineteenth century, the Black and white elites alike delivered and attended speeches, wrote and read articles, pamphlets, and books praising or criticizing Haiti or even glorifying its heroic leaders such as Toussaint Louverture. This abundant source material sheds light on the real nature of the relationship between nineteenth-century Black Americans and the Black republic. Did they see it as an example to be followed? If so, to what extent? Did they consider traveling there? Why? To what end?

Aside from Sara Fanning’s book, only a few works of scholarship, some now a few decades old, have researched the relationship between Black Americans and Haiti. As its title suggests, Floyd J. Miller’s 1975 study The Search for a Black Nationality: Black Emigration and Colonization, 1787–1863 focuses on one aspect of the relationship: Black American emigration to and colonization of Haiti and their role in the emergence of Black nationalism.21 The few chapters devoted to Haiti grant surprisingly little space to a discussion of Haiti’s place in the conceptualization and rise of Black nationalism in the Black American community, though they do offer some leads for analyzing emigration to Haiti in the first half of the nineteenth century. Chris Dixon’s African America and Haiti: Emigration and Black Nationalism in the Nineteenth Century (2000) aimed to be a more complete study of emigration to Haiti and its relationship with Black nationalism, building on the foundations laid by Miller twenty-five years before.22 Dixon’s subtitle indicates an exploration of the contacts between Black Americans and Haiti across the nineteenth century; however, his chronology, like Miller’s, ends with the American Civil War. When the present book was published in France in 2016, no other substantial study of the question was available. In recent years, Brandon Byrd’s major work The Black Republic: African Americans and the Fate of Haiti (2019) has partially filled the gap in the historiography, analyzing the African American interest in Haiti from the end of the Civil War in 1865 to the American occupation of the Black republic in 1915.23 Alongside these few books, a handful of articles take a passing interest in the relationship between Black Americans and Haiti in terms of two specific issues: Black American emigration to Haiti and Haiti’s “arm’s-length” influence on abolitionist movements and the emergence of Black nationalism in the first part of the nineteenth century.

No work to date has explored the concrete contacts between Black Americans and Haiti across the nineteenth century—yet these contacts were richer than is often suspected, from the Reconstruction era to the end of the century. In this postwar period, the leading figure in Haitian/Black American exchanges is undeniably Frederick Douglass, yet this aspect of his political life after emancipation is likewise all too often overlooked. The aim of this work is to fill in this gap in the historiographical knowledge where historians have failed to engage with the “Atlantic” history of Black Americans: it sets out to examine the shifting, nonhomogeneous, rarely harmonious, but always fascinating relationship between Black Americans and the Black republic across the nineteenth century, when Haiti was seen by turns as an example to follow, an ideal to achieve, a model to be defended against white criticism and prejudice, and even an object of critique. For Black activists, it was one of the guiding threads in building not only a Black community per se but also a nationalist and diasporic understanding of the Black American community. Because Haiti was a republic, hence a model of civilized government, and because its citizens were necessarily Black, as stipulated in its many successive constitutions, it represented an attractive prospect for nineteenth-century Black American activists. Furthermore, it was ideally located in the heart of the Americas, unlike the other two Black republics, Liberia and Ethiopia. These were far away in Africa, a continent that, in the white American imaginary (and hence the Black imaginary, which was unavoidably influenced by the codes and values of the white society Black Americans lived in), remained a barbaric, savage place devoid of civilization. In these circumstances, it was hardly surprising that Haiti enjoyed a certain degree of prestige among nineteenth-century Black Americans.

In the first part of the nineteenth century, from Haitian independence to the Civil War, what the Black republic represented above all for free, educated Black Americans was a place where genuine, full citizenship was a reality. Haiti was essentially considered and concretely lived as a refuge at a time when Black Americans thought they would never be granted equal rights on American soil (chapter 1). As the antislavery movement shifted toward radicalization and began to demand immediate abolition, Haiti came to be seen as the ideal (and idealized) site embodying the diasporic, separatist, nationalist ideals of some Black activists, the site where they could root a “Black nationality” to continue their struggle for the emancipation and equality of Black people worldwide, making it a sort of promised land for the Black diaspora (chapter 2). Proponents of voluntary emigration to Haiti firmly opposed the colonizationist program led by the American Colonization Society—a philanthropic society that aimed to send free Black Americans from the northern states “back” to Africa—and considered Haiti as an acceptable alternative that would allow free people of color to enjoy rights that the United States denied them without having to travel halfway around the world. Though two waves of emigration saw thousands of Black emigrants move to Haiti, both waves ended in relative failure. Yet on an individual level the experiment was more or less successful, and the debates surrounding the issue were fertile soil for a theory of Black American identity (chapter 3).

The Civil War turned a new page in the history of Black Americans and Haiti. Abraham Lincoln’s recognition of the small Black republic in 1862 and the emancipation of Black Americans the following year opened a new dimension in the relationship. While the period 1862–63 saw Lincoln’s project to send Black Americans to colonize the Île-à-Vache in Haiti come to fruition (chapter 4), the fresh hopes raised by emancipation turned the attention of Black American activists away from the island for a while.

Once slavery had been abolished, these activists sought new meaning for their struggle by setting their sights on obtaining full citizenship in the United States and political representation at every level of government. The Reconstruction era from 1865 to 1877 saw a handful of Black Americans achieve success in posts of national, and even international, significance. Unfortunately, the illusion of equality created by these few highly visible and successful Black Americans did not outlast the Reconstruction era. During that same period, Haiti remained dear to the hearts of Black Americans, particularly as from 1869 to the end of the century, every American ambassador to the country was Black (chapter 5). In the meantime, Haiti came to be seen as a site of strategic importance for the United States’ imperialist ambitions in the Caribbean. From President Grant’s mission to Santo Domingo in 1871 to the Môle Saint-Nicolas affair in 1891—a major event in Frederick Douglass’s brief diplomatic career (chapter 6)—Haiti remained central to the interests of both Black and white America in the decades after the Civil War. Two years later, in 1893, Haiti asked Douglass to be its official representative at the Chicago World Fair. Douglass seized the opportunity to return to his pre-emancipation activism (chapter 7). The Haitian pavilion was used as a focal point for Black American discontent: the famous pamphlet The Reason Why was published to mark the exhibition,24 and its co-authors, Ida B. Wells and Douglass himself, handed it out to visitors to the Haitian pavilion.

This final interaction between Haiti and Black American activists marks the end of an era of cooperation—and of this study. The United States, from the great cities of the North to the Deep South, was sinking wholesale into a system of segregation soon to be institutionalized; state-sanctioned racism was creeping into politics at every level, while Black Americans saw their living conditions declining further and faster than at any time since the abolition of slavery, and the Constitution was disregarded every time a Black man was prevented from voting by pseudolegal means. Yet, against all expectations, 1893 was to prove a major turning point for Frederick Douglass and other late nineteenth-century activists. By appointing Frederick Douglass first commissioner for the Haitian pavilion at the 1893 World Fair, the small nation gave Douglass and his peers an unprecedented opportunity to speak on the world stage (chapter 8).

The nineteenth century opened with enslavement for the vast majority of Black Americans and freedom without equality for a tiny minority. And while it ended with freedom without civil rights for all, the vagaries of this century form an overarching dynamic in which Haiti played a major part, underpinning the construction of the Black American community’s identity despite that community’s almost constant ambivalence toward the Black republic—an attitude that extended to Frederick Douglass himself. The following pages explore the history of the irresistible allure of revolutionary, resistant Haiti, and the power of attraction, in all senses of the term, it held for nineteenth-century Black Americans.


CHAPTER 1

[image: ]

Haiti, the Promised Land?

I have often asked myself, why Hayti, whose climate is so mild, and whose government is analogous to that of the United States, was not preferred as their place of refuge.1

—JEAN-PIERRE BOYER

The first references to the expatriation of Black people date from the colonial era. The historian Walter L. Fleming writes that the idea was as old as racial prejudice and the antislavery movement.2 But it was during the Revolutionary period, and increasingly during the early years of the young republic, that the idea of colonizing, deporting, displacing, moving, and expatriating free or recently freed Black men and women really developed in the United States.3 At the same time as a constitution that could federate the largest number of people was being drafted and numerous abolitionist societies were springing up—thus generating heated discussions about the future of the Atlantic slave trade—the colonization of Black people outside the American territory was also being seriously considered.

Although the creation of a North American colony in Africa, specifically in Liberia, is well documented and has been the focus of numerous studies, historians have paid much less attention to the emigration of Black Americans to Haiti, and they tend to describe that emigration as something imposed on Black people and therefore accepted under duress.4 It is likely that the historiography focused principally on the return to Africa because that project was energetically supported or rejected by eminent Black figures such as Martin R. Delany and Frederick Douglass. Except for Abraham Lincoln’s backing of the venture to colonize Île-à-Vache, emigration projects from the U.S. to Haiti were undertaken by lesser-known Black activists such as James Theodore Holly and were the object of less controversy and debate in the Black community, sometimes even going totally unnoticed by both Black and white antislavery advocates and abolitionists.

Even if the majority of Black American activists of the first half of the nineteenth century were fiercely opposed to the African colonization project promoted by the American Colonization Society,5 a sizable number of Black American thinkers and activists spoke out publicly in favor of voluntary emigration to freely chosen territories, notably Haiti.

Colonization as an Answer to the Tricky Question of How to Live Together

In the eighteenth century, few people in the English-speaking world doubted that humanity was one. In the Declaration of Independence of 1776, Thomas Jefferson wrote that “all men are created equal.” Following that declaration, laws providing for the immediate or gradual emancipation of Black slaves were debated and sometimes passed in northern parts of the country. Starting in the 1780s, however, many observers believed that coexistence between whites and free people of color was inconceivable and that former slaves ought to be isolated, separated, or perhaps deported. This belief would strengthen with the emergence of racist theories in the early nineteenth century. Monogenism gradually yielded to the pseudoscientific belief in a hierarchy of races that conveniently dovetailed with an expansion of slavery in the United States. Indeed, Thomas Jefferson, co-author of both the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution, already raised the idea of freed Black people “removed beyond the reach of mixture” in his Notes on the State of Virginia:

This unfortunate difference of colour, and perhaps of faculty, is a powerful obstacle to the emancipation of these people. Many of their advocates, while they wish to vindicate the liberty of human nature, are anxious also to preserve its dignity and beauty. Some of these, embarrassed by the question “What further is to be done with them?” join themselves in opposition with those who are actuated by sordid avarice only. Among the Romans emancipation required but one effort. The slave, when made free, might mix with, without staining the blood of his master. But with us a second is necessary, unknown to history. When freed, he is to be removed beyond the reach of mixture.6

During the American War of Independence, as former northern British colonies, now becoming states, developed frameworks for the gradual abolition of slavery, no attention was given to the future of freed Black people. The question of cohabitation only came up when poor unemployed Black people, including some falling into prostitution and crime, started filling up cities. People said their ignorance was their own fault instead of taking the necessary measures to help them. Critics saw their poverty as proof of their less than fully human and therefore incompatible status, thus strengthening the idea of their relocation toward other regions and continents. Even though abolitionists considered dark-skinned beings human enough to not be classed as slaves, these same emancipators generally judged freed Blacks to be “inferior” and incapable of assimilating into the general population, becoming true citizens, or governing themselves since they lacked the requisite education.7 In addition, it was clear that many whites did not wish to live in too close proximity to freed Blacks. Separation in the form of a more or less imposed distancing seemed to be a necessary concomitant of the emancipation of Black slaves. This “solution” to the “Black problem” was hardly a passing fanciful idea. It became the established thinking across the country in both the southern political class and among abolitionists who were mostly in the North but present at the time in the South as well. For everyone there was a burning question that required a quick and efficient answer: What was to be done with all those free people of color?8 Even if slavery was manifestly barbarous, cruel, and immoral, people were generally not keen on integrating the recently freed populations. It seemed inconceivable to live together, as they saw it, because even though free, Blacks were far from being the equal of whites.

In truth, the idea of a geographical separation between Blacks and whites was not exactly revolutionary at the time. Already at the end of the seventeenth century, a Virginia law required that freed Blacks leave the state.9 In the North in 1714, a resident of New Jersey had proposed that Blacks “be set free . . . [and] sent to their own Country.”10 They were not yet developing a precise program for the emancipation and resettlement of slaves, but clearly a certain mistrust of freed Blacks was already well established in the minds of many. Somewhat later, in the 1770s, the noted Quaker abolitionist Anthony Benezet and even Thomas Paine proposed moving Blacks to the far side of the Allegheny Mountains. None of these expatriation projects was carried out. One reason for these failures was the influence of powerful associations, such as the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, which declared the relocation plans to be morally repugnant and contrary to the humanist principles of the antislavery movement. Others pointed out that there were too few free Blacks to pose a real threat to whites.11 In addition, Black Americans spoke out massively against such colonization ideas. This did not prevent them from contemplating eventual plans of voluntary emigration,12 but the vast majority wished to remain on American territory, as abolitionist writings would later attest:

[T]he coloured people of Philadelphia . . . denounced the [ACS] scheme as injurious and prejudicial to the best interests of their people, and calculated to increase the tension of the chains of slavery, rather than to promote its final extinction.13

After receiving limited discussion during the first years of the republic, the idea of resettlement attracted more attention in the northern states at the end of the 1790s and the early 1800s. The principal causes were the imminent termination of the transatlantic slave trade (which was to take effect on January 1, 1808), the proximity of Haiti, and the fear of a revolutionary contagion among the slaves (a concern fueled by the growing number of conspiracies, revolts, rebellions, and other more or less localized and secretive attacks mounted with increasing violence by slaves in the South). Consequently, the colonization talk resurfaced among abolitionists and politicians who were certain they had the solution to all the problems caused by indiscriminate mingling with a free and constantly growing Black population.14

A large number of ideas for Black resettlement were hatched at the end of the eighteenth century. For example, in the mid-1780s William Thornton, an eminent Quaker recently arrived from England, and the Reverend Dr. Samuel Hopkins proposed relocating Black people to Puerto Rico or the West Indies, and then to Guinea with the idea of establishing a “Black commonwealth” uniting all the Black population of France, Great Britain, and the United States.15 Their idea took shape, partially, when friends of Thornton back in London created the colony of Sierra Leone in 1787.16

In 1790 the Virginian Ferdinando Fairfax developed his own federal program for the emancipation and displacement of Black people.17 Fairfax proposed that Congress support the creation in Africa of a colony of emancipated Blacks. Congress would then supervise the defense, financial matters, and political organization of the young colony until it was able to govern itself and become an independent nation-state. In order to assure the success of this colony, Fairfax believed it was necessary to educate the children of the deported and the children of the future émigrés prior to their departure toward the new land that would welcome them. Africa was considered the ideal place to send them on account of its climate and its distance from white populations, which would prevent interracial marriages. Fairfax was convinced that, after a certain time, the United States would see a handsome return on its investment and that the scheme also offered a favorable opportunity to evangelize in barbarous lands.18

In 1796 St. George Tucker19 unveiled his plan for gradual emancipation whereby freed Black people would be denied all civil rights and encouraged to depart in search of such privileges “in some other climate.”20

The idea of resettlement came into clearer focus in the minds of Virginians after the events of the summer of 1800, in particular the rebellion of the slave Gabriel that was only averted thanks to a tip from two participants.21 Of course, the argument that resettlement would prevent insurrections was widely invoked as soon as the first news came of the revolution in the French colony of Santo Domingo, but that conviction strengthened in the early 1800s.22 In 1800, after Gabriel’s failed insurrection attempt had traumatized Virginians, Thomas Jefferson, then vice president of the United States, wrote to the governor of Virginia and future president James Monroe about the possibility of systematically “displacing” the rebels and other troublemakers out of the state.
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