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would ultimately depend on his living in a thriving
community, a state which in turn depended on the
liberty of all its members, whatever their class, creed
or colour.”® Though not all contemporaries had
access to the learned writings of men such as Mon-
tesquieu, Hutcheson and Smith, anti-slavery senti-
ment was also to be heard at the pulpit.'* It was
members of the non-conformist churches who parti-
cularly concerned themselves with abolition, that is,
Quakers, Baptists, Methodists and Unitarians.’® Nor
should the individual’s ability to be moved against the
slave trade by events quite outside the arena of
religious rhetoric be underestimated—reading
Thomas Day’s epic The Dying Negro, or through
seeing Aphra Behn’s dramatic romance Oroonoko,
for instance.'® And whilst only travellers might have
observed the horrors of the slave trade at first hand,
shackles and thumbscrews used for restraining slaves
were openly displayed for sale in Liverpool shop
windows.'” Undoubtedly, people were also troubled
by inconsistencies in the English law. In 1772, for
example, Somerset, a Virginian slave who had run
away from his master in London, was freed by the
courts on the basis that once on English soil there was
no law that entted one man to own another.
Clearly, this exposed monumental national hypoc-
risy, for the country was ‘freeing Negro slaves in
England while producing new ones on the African
coast’.'® Meanwhile, as late as 1783, large numbers of
the public followed the details of a court case brought
by an insurance company against the owners of the
Zong, a slave-ship, who had demanded recompense
for the profit lost when their captain threw 132 slaves
overboard when the vessel ran out of drinking water.
During the hearing it was argued that ‘the case of
slaves was the same as if horses had been thrown
overboard’ and to hear humans being equated with
horses must have sickened many.'"’

Josiah Wedgwood’s personal
contribution to the anti-slavery cause

As a result of these vanous currents, anti-slavery,
formally manifested in the Society for the Abolition
of the Slave Trade, was a popular cause by the late
1780s.%° As a Unitarian acquainted with other leading
abolitionists and as a businessman with contacts in
Liverpool (the foremost slave port of the day), it was
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not surprising that Josiah Wedgwood should have
been one of the thousands to join the Society at its
inauguration in 1787. Presumably because his name
carried much weight, within months he was invited
to join the Society’s Committee.

Having accepted the appointment, the time
Wedgwood committed to the affairs of the Commit-
tee was limited to the short periods he spent in the
capital each year.?! Instead, and perhaps more appro-
priately, his major contribution to promoting the
cause was a material one, in the form of the slave
medallion. The existing literature indicates that the
sculptor Henry Webber drafted the figure and that his
design was subsequently modelled at the Wedgwood
factory at Etruria, Staffordshire by the jasper specialist
William Hackwood. However, given Josiah Wedg-
wood’s very personal involvement in the project, it is
fair to suggest that he would have had some influence
over the eventual design. In any case, since he is
popularly credited as the originator of the motto ‘Am
I not a man and a brother?’, the piece is now firmly
established as a Wedgwood ‘original’.?* Although the
medallion is never referred to directly in the Com-
mittee minutes, it is clear from the way that they
illustrated the Society’s publications with the now
famous plan of the Brookes, a grossly overcrowded
slave-ship, that they appreciated the necessity of
finding suitably emotive images to further their
cause [5].2 As a consequence, for the purposes of
this paper we shall speak of the medallion as a product
both of the abolidon movement in general and of
Josiah Wedgwood in particular.

Precisely how many medallions were produced is
unknown, nor how many variants there were. But
basing our figures on the level of demand indicated
by the 15,050 copies of Clarkson’s pamphlet, A
Summary View of the Slave Trade, distributed to sup-
porters in the Society’s first fifteen months, it can be
presumed that demand for the medallion was of a
comparable scale®* Meeting this demand would
certainly have been feasible given the simple and
familiar production techniques involved and the
existing scale of operation at the Etruria factory [6].
Despite the existence of larger and coloured medal-
lions, the monochrome form illustrated in [2] is the
standard type.

It may be assumed that the medallions were
distributed through the Society network, as it is
recorded that Wedgwood sent parcels to both Clark-
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shows that white Europeans had already begun to
mythologize the supposed virlity of the black male,
something that would explain why our slave is such a
graceful figure.*’

In attempting to understand why the abolitionists
used images of blacks derived from these two stereo-
typical extremes, it is important to remember that
political propaganda has never been known for
employing moderate images.*® Furthermore, as the
European country most deeply embroiled in the
transatlantic slave trade, British guilt was such that
as the abolition movement gained ground, witnesses
for the cause were claiming that Africans were ‘really
all born Heroes . . . there never was a rascal or coward
of that nation.”® In fact, so great was the tendency to
apologize that even such rational thinkers as Adam
Smith were drawn into describing slaves in unreserv-
edly favourable terms:

There is not a Negro from the coast of Africa who does
not . . . possess a degree of magnanimity which the soul
of his sordid master 1s too often scarce capable of receiv-
ing. Fortune never exerted more cruelly her empire over
mankind than when she subjected those nations of heroes
to the refuse of the gaols of Europe.™®

In summary, the slave’s confused depiction was a
reflection of the conflicting demands the medallion
had to meet, namely, the need to communicate its
subject speedily and positively, whilst simultaneously
gaining the viewer’s sympathy and arousing his or her
admuration. In doing so the designers could use only
the conceptual framework they had before them, a
framework so informed by established racial stereo-
types that it was perfectly permissible to present the
slave as a man like themselves one moment, and as a
hero or a vicim the next. And if the above discussion
suggests the underlying reasons why the slave medal-
lion takes the form it does, it ought also to be
apparent that the aboliton movement was less
straightforward than might previously have been
imagined. In the light of these findings, it is necessary
to reassess Wedgwood’s role in the project from a
similarly critical perspective.

Philanthropist or opportunist?

Through Neil McKendrick’s analysis of Wedgwood’s
marketing strategies, the latter has come to be known
as a notoriously subtle and expert self-publicist,

reputedly using all available means to advertise his
firm and increase its profits.>’ Even the slave medal-
lion is identified as just another manifestation of the
ongoing campaign against the ‘helpless’ consumer:

No public event . . . lacked its commercial opportunities
for Wedgwood . . . the dse of Methodism, the Slave
Trade controversy, and the Peace with France were all
given ceramic expression: Wesley, printed in black by
Sadler and Green, on a Wedgwood teapot; slavery on the
famous jasper medallion of the kneeling slave, asking ‘Am
I not a man and a brother?’*?

Although the detail of the above extract is vitiated by
McKendrick’s misconception that the medallion was
sold for profit, the argument contained therein—that
Wedgwood would sink to any depths in the pursuit
of commercial gain—is not necessarily weakened.
For it could be argued that by producing the
medallion for free, Wedgwood both gained publicity
and enhanced his reputation as a philanthropist. In
view of the great range of marketing tools used by his
company, it might be fair to say that he was perfectly
capable of such a subtle publicity device. In fact, the
entire abolition movement has been seen as a con-
venient ‘emblem of national virtue’,>® appropriated
by middle-class businessmen like Wedgwood as a
means of securing moral authority as a substitute for
the titles they were bom without:

Antislavery was an extension of the noble philanthropic
tradidon . . . the new ideal of individual responsibility
appealed partcularly to the merchant elite who, though
lacking inherited status, could at Ieast prove their moral
worth by increasing the security of the less fortunate.

Such an appraisal of Wedgwood’s motivation is,
however, questionable; not only is it inconceivable
that anyone would immerse themselves in a cause to
such depths simply in order to enhance their status,
but because abolition was still a minority cause even
in the 1790s, the medallion may have actually lost
him customers, especially those at the upper end of
the market who relied on slavery to maintain their
overseas interests.

Commerce and consistency

Although there is litle doubt that Wedgwood
engaged in the anti-slavery movement for genuine
moral reasons, the man’s biographical notes remain
interesting in that they reveal the early abolitionists’
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inability to campaign on a scale necessary to ensure
permanent political support or to affect the indi-
vidual’s actions.*® In the 1760s, for instance, Wedg-
wood sold out-of-date stock to suppliers in the West
Indies, whilst in 1775 he accepted a commission to
make a ‘nest of baths’ for an African king, a man who
was in all likelihood a slave-trader.* This commission
was communicated to him in a letter from his agent,
Thomas Bendey, who was then responsible for the
export wares leaving Liverpool:

The above are to please the fancy of a black king of
Africa to wash himself out of. They scoop the water
upon them and like to have room and plenty of water—
pray do this if you can and as soon as you can—and be
moderate in the charge for if the above should please his
majesty perhaps his subjects may fancy the same kind—
which will be no bad thing for the pot trade.”’

At first it may seem highly fanciful, not to say unjust,
to imagine that this king was a slave-trader. But the
circumstantial evidence in favour of such a reading is
mescapable. First, statistical research into shipping
records reveals that around this peniod over ninety-
five per cent of ships travelling from Liverpool to
Africa were slave-trading vessels.® This makes it ex-
temely likely that the order, as well as the basins
themselves, were carried between the two continents
aboard a slave-ship. Second, when European slave-
ships moored along the coast of West Africa there was
a ‘stock’ of slaves ready and waiting for them, captured
and held in specially built forts by fellow Africans. Of
these African slave-traders most were tribal leaders or
their intermediaries, precisely because power was
needed to sustain such a constant supply of human
captives. Nor were their requirements modest:

Iron, copper and brass were used as currency, silks from
India, refined metalware and texules from England . . . all
these and more besides were disgorged from the slave
ships into the maw of the African slave-trading systems,
quickly spreading throughout the interior . . . Europeans
had to provide African traders with what they required
for their slaves.>®

From this extract, it is clear that African slave-traders
had expensive taste, and, what is more, specific
requirements. One anonymous contemporary
source bemoaned: ‘if your warehouses are not kept
constantly supplied with all sorts of goods, your
presents and power are to no consequence.’® And
if we find it difficult to picture a set of Wedgwood

basins siting comfortably in an African intenor, it
may be learnt that ‘African slave dealers, whether
traditional chiefs or private traders, were often highly
Europeanised . . . Isert [a contemporary comment-
ator] was much impressed by the three storey man-
sions of some of the rich slave dealers of Little
Popo.” Given what has been said of the social
status of Africans involved in the slave trade, their
taste for European luxuries and Liverpool’s economic
dependency on slave tading, it seems perfectly
tenable that Wedgwood’s customer was a slave-
trader who would ultimately pay for the goods with
human capital.

And whilst these inconsistencies partly reflected the
lack of public awareness before the Society for the
Abolition of the Slave Trade was established in 1787,
they may also be seen as symptoms of a wider disregard
for the now much-debated ‘conflict’ between philan-
thropy and commerce. For instance, in the same way
that the freed slave Ignatius Sancho marketed his
London grocery with a trade-card portraying black
slaves gathering in tobacco, during the mass boycott of
West Indian sugar in the early 1790s, Wedgwood as an
individual helped to promote the campaign, whilst
Wedgwood ‘the businessman’ continued to produce
copious numbers of sugar bowls.®

Conclusion

Though the aboliton of the slave trade was not
carried through Parliament undl 1807 (with slavery
itself remaining lawful in the Brtish colonies until
1833), the medallion formed an integral part of the
Society’s publicity matenal throughout this twenty-
year campaign, and in these modest terms it was an
extremely successful object. As we recall, Clarkson
claimed the medallions were so widely distributed
that ‘the taste for wearing them became general’, so
much so in fact that he credited them with having
been instrumental in ‘turning the attention of our
countrymen to the case of the injured Africans, and
of procuring a warm interest in their favour.®
Whilst it might usually be sensible to treat such
memoirs with caution, in this case the material
evidence is sufficient to trust Clarkson’s words.
The medallions were still being wom in 1791
when Erasmus Darwin used the image of the slave
to illustrate his Botanic Garden,** whilst T. J. Hollins
& Sons plagiarized the design for commercial ends
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notably the plan of the Liverpool slave ship . . . and
Wedgwood’s medallion of the kneeling slave—‘Am I not
a Man and a Brother?’®

Mary Guyatt
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