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CHAPTER ONE
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Race, Reason, and Writing

We will begin this portrait of the singular poet Phillis Wheatley with a look at some numbers. By the summer of 1761, an estimated 4,498,897 enslaved Africans had been forcibly transported to the New World from Africa. Of that number, 211,227 had been brought to North America. On July 11 of that year, the slave ship Phillis docked in Boston, having sailed from Africa’s Windward Coast, the northern border of Sierra Leone and the southern border of Liberia. Among the enslaved men, women, and children on board was a girl of about seven years old, her age estimated due to the condition of her teeth. She was but one of the 7,161 enslaved Africans who arrived in North America that year alone.1 The young girl was sold to John Wheatley, a Boston merchant who purchased her as a gift for his wife, Susanna Wheatley. They named her Phillis, her own name a perpetual reminder of her suffering during the Middle Passage.2

The Wheatleys taught Phillis to read, and she quickly mastered English. By 1765 she was writing her own poetry, and in December 1767, now thirteen or fourteen, she had her first poem published in the Newport Mercury newspaper. An avid patriot, she commemorated the Boston Massacre with a poem in 1770. That same year she rose to prominence with her elegy “On the Death of Mr. George Whitefield,” a leading British Methodist evangelical who had inspired the Great Awakening in Massachusetts. By 1772, Wheatley had written enough poems to compile a book manuscript. The Wheatleys took out advertisements in The Censor three times, boldly soliciting potential subscribers with their “Proposals for Printing by Subscription.” Wheatley’s book would consist of twenty-eight poems “put to the Press as soon as three Hundred Copies are subscribed for.”3

Many white people, on both sides of the Atlantic, at this time would have found it difficult to believe that a Black person, to say nothing of a Black female teenager, enslaved at that, could craft such reasoned and elegant poetry. Anticipating these complaints, the Wheatleys’ advertisement of February 29, 1772, emphasized that “[t]he Poems having been seen and read by the best Judges, who think them well worthy of the Public view; and upon critical examination, they find that the declared Author was capable of writing them.” Wheatley’s definitive biographer Vincent Carretta notes that “Proposals” was unique “because it was the first in what would soon become a tradition of having white commentators or editors attest to the authenticity of works by people of African descent.”4

On October 28, 1772, as Joanna Brooks has convincingly argued, some of the most august members of Boston society, including John Hancock and Thomas Hutchinson, signed an attestation, still tinged with insult, to “assure the World, that the POEMS specified in the following Page, were (as we verily believe) written by PHILLIS, a young Negro Girl, who was but a few Years since, brought as an uncultivated Barbarian from Africa, and has ever since been, and now is, under the Disadvantage of serving as a Slave in a Family in this Town.” They slightly revised the concluding language of the Censor advertisement, proclaiming, “She has been examined by some of the best Judges, and is thought qualified to write them.”5 Fourteen of these eighteen men had graduated from Harvard; seven were enslavers themselves.

But still, Wheatley could not entice three hundred subscribers. In 1773, still enslaved, accompanying the Wheatleys’ son, she traveled to England to seek the support of Selina Hastings, Countess of Huntingdon. A reformer who would go on to organize a small group of evangelical churches in 1783, the countess was active in the antislavery movement. Hastings encouraged Wheatley and later other formerly enslaved women and men to write and publish in order to prove the argument even more forcefully that Black people were just as intelligent, just as capable of writing, as were white Europeans. Through writing, Black people could show that they were endowed with the same status as Europeans, as equally created human beings; in short, that enslaved people, too, possessed reason. Wheatley’s Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral was finally published by Archibald Bell in London in September 1773.6

Why was the humanity of people of African descent up for debate? Where did these ideas come from? Why did Black men and women—with the aid of “enlightened” abolitionists—have to adopt these postures to prove they were on equal footing? And why did their pursuit of this proof hinge on writing?

This enslaved teenage girl, with her gift for versification and her slim book of poems, played an outsize role in the court of Western letters. To understand the enormity of Wheatley’s accomplishment—becoming probably at age nineteen the very first person of African descent to publish a book of poems in the English language—it is necessary to see it in light of that fraught history. As shocking as it sounds to us today, “scholars” of the Enlightenment raised questions about what sort of beings sub-Saharan Africans actually were. Were they members of the human community? Were Africans “reasonable” people, according to Cartesian thought? In the eighteenth century, poetry was the highest sign of civilization. It was the window onto the spirit of a people, their “national character.” Blackness was constructed as a transcendent essence, not bound by geography. Could Wheatley write her sisters and brothers into the human community, into that sublime realm of “the arts and sciences,” through the quality of her verse? This was the “racial mountain” whose precipice the teenage Black female poet had to climb.

Wheatley’s name crowns elementary schools and women’s clubs across the country. She graces the pages of innumerable anthologies. A prominent statue on Commonwealth Avenue in Boston monumentalizes her achievement. Generations of Black writers would follow in her footsteps. It is quite striking that two prominent Black feminists even saw fit not only to reimagine her life, but to literalize as an actual “trial” the events preceding the signing of the letter of attestation that prefaces her book of poems. Shirley Graham did so in 1949 (two years before she would marry W. E. B. Du Bois) in her CBS radio play, The Story of Phillis Wheatley, as David Waldstreicher, I believe, was the first scholar to report. More than a decade earlier, in 1932, the civil rights activist and educator Mary Church Terrell had similarly breathed life into Wheatley for a bicentennial celebration held in Washington, DC. Terrell drafted a pageant dramatizing Wheatley’s life that featured a parade of notable Bostonians also “authenticating” Wheatley’s poetry in the manner of an oral examination. The first scholar, as far as I am aware, to uncover Terrell’s play was Lurana Donnels O’Malley, in 2018—more than eight decades after it debuted.

The actual form by which Phillis Wheatley was “critically examined”—the process that led to the curious document’s signing—remains, as it has always been, a matter of speculation. Based on Terrell’s drama, O’Malley writes, “several groups of eminent white authorities call upon Phyllis Wheatley to demonstrate her knowledge and skills. These authorities range from friends of Wheatley’s owners, John and Susanna Wheatley, and the eighteen Boston men who sign a declaration of Wheatley’s competence to the assembled guests of the Countess of Huntingdon in England.”7 Joanna Brooks theorizes that the document must have been signed before, during, or after an emergency meeting at Faneuil Hall on a colonial pay matter, where the signers would have been conveniently present. Waldstreicher points to Shirley Graham’s radio play as the source of the image of an actual trial, but argues that the signers, bitter political rivals, would never have met as a group in Wheatley’s parlor or almost anywhere else, for that matter, and dismisses the idea of an actual oral examination, collectively administered, out of hand.8

That Wheatley was examined, her biographer Vincent Carretta notes, is not in doubt. This is a fact of which we can be certain because, with slightly different wording, both the Censor advertisements and the so-called attestation say that she was; but we do not know the whole truth—the truth of exactly how or when that examination or series of examinations occurred. As Carretta soberly concludes, “Wheatley’s ‘best Judges’ examined her and her writings between 1770 and 1773, more likely as individuals, or at most in small groups, rather than as participants in an assembly of all the signers of the ‘Attestation.’” Even more surprising, Carretta tells us, this pernicious form of addressing doubts about Wheatley’s own authorship continued after her book appeared in print: “Following the publication of her Poems, Wheatley continued to produce compositions upon request and in front of witnesses.”9

How any contemporary scholar could not see the demand that a Black author, in whatever form, “prove” their own authorship as part of the relentless anti-Black racism attendant upon the larger discourse of race and reason in the eighteenth century would be quite difficult to understand. I’ve often used the word “trial” to name this offensive ritual, for there was nothing innocent or neutral or generous about the necessity of white interlocutors demanding that a Black author “prove” that she or he wrote her or his own text. For me, this form of authentication was indeed a “trial,” but a figurative one. I coined the term as a trope and in various ways—perhaps not successfully—attempted to find a way to imagine the pressure and stress such incidents of “authentication” might generate within that author, especially in 1772, when the stakes over the African’s “place in nature” were so high.

Carretta rightly recognized the intent of my use of “an allegorical trial symbolizing the practice of requiring white authentication of Black authorship,”10 a practice with a long and ugly history in the African American literary tradition that seems to have commenced with an authenticating preface to James Gronniosaw’s slave narrative published in 1772—one year before Wheatley’s Poems were published but the same year in which the Censor advertisements appeared (in February, March, and April) and the same year in which Wheatley’s statement of authentication was signed. These events established a convention of the inclusion of authenticating prefaces to introduce the autobiographical slave narratives written from this time through the Civil War. After the Civil War, similar forms of authentication of Black authorship continued through the twentieth century.11 That two other Black scholars before me—both women, both feminists—had not only also seen this authentication ritual as the insulting, racist ritual that it was but had chosen to dramatize it as a literal event, to invent dialogue for the imagined exchanges between Phillis Wheatley and her white auditors and to stage it as an actual trial, underscores the lasting power of this repeated trope within the Black tradition. (I included Shirley Graham’s children’s book in the bibliography of my book, The Trials of Phillis Wheatley, as it was one of a number of popular treatments of Wheatley written for young people. The first time I read it was at Harvard’s Schlesinger Library, in Graham’s papers. Imagine my delight when I learned that it included a trial scene and that Graham had also broadcast a version of it as a radio play!) Why would three Black scholars—there may be others—choose to represent this vaguely defined event, one whose historical details are indeterminate, in the form of dramatized or imagined trials or oral examinations, constituting a kind of discourse within Wheatley studies? This matter certainly merits further study. As Hollis Robbins writes, “The image of gatekeeper judges dramatizes the burden on Black writers to write themselves into the human community rather than being welcomed,” and the persistence of this trope underscores that heavy burden.12

In this book I will show how Black people perceived themselves, perceived their so-called race, and put those perceptions into words. Writing and language were key in the formation of this nation within a nation. Placed on the defensive by European and American philosophers, Black people fought back in various ways, and in fighting back, they planted the seeds of a shared history, a shared culture.

WHITE PEOPLE ARE FROM EARTH, BLACK PEOPLE ARE FROM MERCURY

Let’s go back to the Renaissance, a period lousy with examples of racist dismissals of Black intellect. Bernard Le Bovier de Fontenelle, in A Discourse of a Plurality of Worlds (1686), musing about the inhabitants of Mercury, wrote, “I fancy they have no Memory at all, like most of the Negroes; that they make no reflexions; and what they do is by sudden starts, and perfect hap-hazard. In short, Mercury is the bedlam of the Universe.”13

In 1773, the same year in which Phillis Wheatley’s poems were published, the Bordeaux Royal Academy of Sciences solicited essays on the source of “Blackness.” The authors pointed to Blackness as a result of God’s plan, moral fault, climate, and even species “degeneration.”14 David Hume had written in “Of National Characters” in 1748:


I am apt to suspect the negroes and in general all other species of men (for there are four or five different kinds) to be naturally inferior to the whites. There never was a civilized nation of any other complexion than white, nor even any individual eminent either in action or speculation. No ingenious manufactures amongst them, no arts, no sciences. On the other hand, the most rude and barbarous of the whites, such as the ancient GERMANS, the present TARTARS, have still something eminent about them, in their valour, form of government, or some other particular. Such a uniform and constant difference could not happen, in so many countries and ages, if nature had not made an original distinction betwixt these breeds of men. Not to mention our colonies, there are NEGROE slaves dispersed all over EUROPE, of whom none ever discovered any symptoms of ingenuity; tho’ low people, without education, will start up amongst us, and distinguish themselves in every profession. In JAMAICA, indeed, they talk of one negroe as a man of parts and learning; but ’tis likely he is admired for very slender accomplishments, like a parrot who speaks a few words plainly.15



The “one negroe” to whom Hume referred was Francis Williams, a free Black man from Jamaica, who was educated in the law in London, who wrote poetry in Latin, and whose work was the talk of the English capital in the 1740s. Hume knew that Black people could read and write; that they were intelligent, articulate, sophisticated, and aristocratic. But he chose to ignore the evidence, not even mentioning the great Black sixteenth-century university in Timbuktu. Consciously or unconsciously, Hume created a discourse that we might call “race and reason,” which became a powerful tool in the justification of the eighteenth-century slave trade. All of the major Enlightenment thinkers who wrote about this discourse took their starting point from Hume.

In 1764, Immanuel Kant, in Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the Sublime, wrote:


The Negroes of Africa have by nature no feeling that rises above the trifling ….

So fundamental is the difference between these two races of man, and it appears to be as great in regard to mental capacities as in color. The religion of fetishes so widespread among them is perhaps a sort of idolatry that sinks as deeply into the trifling as appears to be possible to human nature. A bird feather, a cow’s horn, a conch shell, or any other common object, as soon as it becomes consecrated by a few words, is an object of veneration and of invocation in swearing oaths. The blacks are very vain but in the Negro’s way, and so talkative that they must be driven apart from each other with thrashings ….16



Even antislavery philosophes such as Montesquieu and Voltaire harbored racist attitudes toward Black people. Montesquieu famously opposed slavery in The Spirit of the Laws, published in 1748, but his opposition to the institution did not mean he believed in racial equality. He asserted that those who live near the equator have “distended or relaxed fiber endings” and “no curiosity, no noble enterprise, no generous sentiment.” Two years later, in an unpublished note, he described the free Black people living in the French Caribbean colony of Saint-Domingue as “so naturally lazy that those who are free do nothing.”17 Saint-Domingue would, of course, become the Republic of Haiti in 1804, the only nation to gain its independence as the result of a successful slave rebellion.

Voltaire, who also opposed slavery in theory, wrote in Essay on the Spirit of Nations (1769) that Africans were the Other of Europeans: “their round eyes, their flat noses, their invariably fat lips, the wool of their head, even the extent of their intelligence reflects prodigious divergences between them and other men.”18

Yet Wheatley’s book of poetry did the abolitionist work that it was intended to do for some skeptics. Voltaire, for example, reversed himself, writing to the Baron de Constant de Rebecque in 1774, a year after Wheatley’s book was published, that “genius, which is rare everywhere, is [nonetheless] found in all climates. Fontenelle was wrong to say that there would never be poets among the Negroes: there is now a Negress who writes very good English verse.”19

But not all skeptics were convinced, including, most notably, one of the founding fathers and a future president of the United States, Thomas Jefferson.

In his Notes on the State of Virginia (1785), Thomas Jefferson’s “objections” to Black people were “political, … physical and moral.” “The first difference which strikes us is that of colour,” he wrote. It was a difference, he said, “fixed in nature.” “And is this difference of no importance? Is it not the foundation of a greater or less share of beauty in the two races? Are not the fine mixtures of red and white, the expressions of every passion by greater or less suffusions of colour in the one, preferable to that eternal monotony, which reigns in the countenances, that immovable veil of black which covers all the emotions of the other race?” Like the other leading thinkers of the day, Jefferson traded heavily in the pseudoscience of race, postulating that what we think of as “racial difference” was more than a mere difference in skin tone, more than “skin-deep,” as it were; color and other physical characteristics signified immutable differences in character, intelligence, and culture.20

Though less visible, the second difference, according to Jefferson, is the one between desire on one side (Black) and sentiment, sensation, and reason on the other (white). Of Black people, Jefferson wrote, “Their griefs are transient. Those numberless afflictions, which render it doubtful whether heaven has given life to us in mercy or in wrath, are less felt, and sooner forgotten with them. In general, their existence appears to participate more of sensation than reflection. To this must be ascribed their disposition to sleep when abstracted from their diversions, and unemployed in labour.” In sum, according to Jefferson, “it appears to me that in memory they are equal to the whites; in reason, much inferior, as I think one could scarcely be found capable of tracing and comprehending the investigations of Euclid; and that in imagination they are dull, tasteless, and anomalous. It would be unfair to follow them to Africa for this investigation.”

On the subject of art and music, Jefferson held an almost opposite view. At a most basic level, Jefferson ranked the musical ability of Black people above that of white people, praising them as “more generally gifted than the whites with accurate ears for tune or time, and they have been found capable of imagining a small catch.” But, consistent with his other positions, Jefferson questioned the Black capacity for complexity: “Whether they will be equal to the composition of a more extensive run of melody, or of complicated harmony, is yet to be proved.”

Judging by Jefferson’s assessment of Phillis Wheatley, I suspect his conclusion would be in the negative:


Among the blacks is misery enough, God knows, but no poetry. Love is the peculiar oestrum of the poet. Their love is ardent, but it kindles the senses only, not the imagination. Religion indeed has produced a Phyllis Whately [sic] but it could not produce a poet. The compositions published under her name are below the dignity of criticism …. Epictetus, Terence, and Phaedrus were slaves. But they were of the race of whites. It is not their condition then, but nature, which has produced the distinction.



In other words, race, or “nature,” was at the root of artistic ability and thought—of any ability and thought, for that matter. Thought was the hallmark of being human, a capacity held almost exclusively by whites. Nowhere did Jefferson express more strongly his conviction that Black people were less human than their white counterparts than in his heinous assertion regarding the sexuality of African women, in which Jefferson writes of “the preference of the Oranootan for the black woman over those of his own species.” One can think of these women as Phillis Wheatley’s metaphorical mothers, since she claimed that she had been snatched from her parents’ arms. With a vulgar swipe of his quill, Jefferson makes clear what he believes to be their true status on the great chain of being: the African rests between human and animal, in a state intermittent between those conditions. That is why Jefferson was obligated to dismiss the quality of Phillis Wheatley’s poetry, to take the opposing view of Voltaire, who argued that Wheatley’s work had disproven aspersions cast on the innate intelligence of Black people.

“I advance it therefore as a suspicion only,” Jefferson concluded, “that the blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and circumstances, are inferior to the whites in the endowments both of body and mind.” Such indisputable inferiority made emancipation problematic and integration impossible. “This unfortunate difference of colour, and perhaps of faculty,” Jefferson wrote, “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 …. 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.”

Thomas Jefferson found the presence of Black people so incompatible with the ideals of America that, if freed, they must be shipped back across the Atlantic Ocean. It was Africa that stood “beyond the reach of mixture.”

“SCIENTIFIC MOONSHINE”

Today, thanks to remarkable developments in genetics research, we know that, scientifically, what we popularly call “race” is a social construct—that all human beings, no matter how different we might seem from one another based on physical traits such as hair texture, facial structure, and skin color, are more than 99 percent identical genetically. DNA testing offers us the opportunity to create a different language—beyond race—to explain not only individual origins but also our shared heritage.21 Nevertheless, the idea that races are essences, and that people who look very different physically are members of distinct “races” that have distinct characteristics, is still a widely shared part of our common popular culture, in the United States and throughout the world. Cultural characteristics have come to be accepted as biological; as scientific, essential, and unalterable; as “natural.”

This unscientific and historically dangerous conflation of character with “characteristics” was born in the eighteenth century, precisely when Europeans were attempting to justify the slave trade even in the discourse of philosophy.

Kant, who authored the essay “Of the Different Human Races,” broke new ground by defining “races.” According to the evolutionary anthropologist Nina Jablonski, Kant “classified people into four fixed races, which were arrayed in a hierarchy according to color and talent.” He did so from a position of ignorance; Jablonski writes that “Kant had scant personal knowledge of human diversity but opined freely about the tastes and finer feelings of groups about which he knew nothing. For Kant and his many followers, the rank-ordering of races by skin color and character created a self-evident order of nature that implied that light-colored races were superior and destined to be served by the innately inferior, darker-colored ones.”

Kant’s ideas were perfectly timed. “A fixed natural hierarchy of human races,” Jablonski tells us, “graded in value from light to dark, gained tremendous support because they reinforced popular misconceptions about dark skin being more than a physical trait. The preference for light over dark—strictly speaking, white over Black—was derived [in part] from pre-Medieval associations of white with purity and virtue, and of Black with impurity and evil.”

The bottom line: “Negative associations of dark skin and human worth were now profitable”—enormously profitable. “As the transatlantic slave trade became more lucrative, the moral polarity of skin colors was accentuated to the extent that light and dark were respectively associated with human and animal, creating one of the most sinister and long-lived patterns of unfairness that the world has ever known.”22

In the United States specifically, it’s easy to see that for African Americans, the most damaging of the works of these Enlightenment philosophers were the arguments made by Thomas Jefferson about the nature of enslaved Black people (not forgetting his outrageous speculation about the sexual relations between orangutans and African women on the African continent). The reason should be self-evident: along with Benjamin Franklin, Jefferson was the American embodiment of the Enlightenment, and he penned the words that “all men are created equal”—which he clearly did not believe, judging by these scandalous assertions in Notes on the State of Virginia.

Before examining the ways that African Americans responded in print to Mr. Jefferson, creating a veritable subgenre in which they “fought back”—a fight that would persist up to the Civil War—it’s essential to understand not just how but why writing became so critical in the assessment of an entire continent of people, to a so-called race’s place on the great chain of being.23

“AFRICA, THE UNHISTORICAL, UNDEVELOPED SPIRIT”

In The Philosophy of History, published in 1837, G. W. F. Hegel wrote that Africa “is no historical part of the World; it has no movement or development to exhibit …. What we properly understand by Africa, is the Unhistorical, Undeveloped Spirit, still involved in the conditions of mere nature, and which had to be presented here only as on the threshold of the World’s History.”24

Hegel claimed—falsely—that Africa lacked a tradition of writing, either in European languages or indigenous African languages. Like Hume, he ignored the Black written tradition in Arabic at the University of Timbuktu. It didn’t fit his thesis. Without writing, according to Hegel, there is no memory that is iterable, capable of being reliably repeated; and without iterable memory, there can be no meaningful history of a people. Beings are “human” because they can recount their histories; they can recount their histories because they have memory; and they can repeat and share their memories collectively through writing and through writing only. Without writing and without history, Black people in Africa existed wholly outside “the range of culture,” were devoid of a sense “of a Higher Power,” of respect for themselves, for others, and for the universal principles of “Justice and Morality” that in Europe and America were associated with “humanity.” Prone to cannibalism, polygamy, and other uncivilized activities, their predilection for slavery—as both sellers and those sold—was, according to Hegel, the “Natural condition” of the Negro.

Very early in the history of the slave trade, at least one person made the argument in print that Africans were human beings, just like Europeans: the Reverend Morgan Godwyn. In 1680, forty-three years after Descartes wrote “I think, therefore I am” and well before the Enlightenment began, this forty-year-old Oxford graduate who had been an Anglican preacher in the colony of Virginia published the book The Negro’s and Indians Advocate. He argued against the bizarre notion that persons of African descent were not really human beings in an effort to support his belief that Native Americans and Black people should be baptized and converted to Christianity rather than perish in their so-called savage states. Godwyn made the case that enslaved people could be baptized and still remain enslaved, an idea gleefully adopted by slaveholding planters.

How can it be, Godwyn asked, that Black Africans are not considered human when “the consideration of the shape and figure of our Negro’s Bodies, their Limbs and Members; their Voice and Countenance, [are] in all things according with other Mens; and [second] together with their Risibility and Discourse [the capacity to laugh and the capacity to communicate in speech or writing, which he calls] (Man’s peculiar Faculties) should be sufficient Conviction. How should they otherwise be capable of Trades, and other no less Manly imployments; as also of Reading and Writing, or show so much Discretion in management of Business … were they not truly Men?”25

Godwyn made the case for the common humanity of Black people and Europeans in terms of reason, reading, and writing—the “Three Rs,” as it were. This refutation of the idea that Black people weren’t fully human because they couldn’t read or write, however, remained a minority view. After all, Hume and Kant were writing more than sixty years after Godwyn made his case.

WRITING BACK, FIGHTING BACK

Black people fought back—wrote back—against these racist ideas in part to express themselves, but also to refute racist allegations about the nature of the Negro.

In 1573, exactly two hundred years before Phillis Wheatley published her book of poetry, “El Negro” Juan Latino published his book of poetry, in Latin. The formerly enslaved polymath and professor is considered the first Black European poet.

Born in what is now Ghana, Anton Wilhelm Amo (1703–1769) was taken to Amsterdam as a child and later to Germany, where he became a servant in the home of Anton Ulrich, Duke of Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel. The duke sent him to fine European schools,26 and it is believed that Amo was the first African to attend a European university. He went on to earn his PhD at Wittenberg in 1734 and two years later returned as a professor to the university at Halle, where he had studied. Following a vicious lampooning, apparently because he was in love with a white woman, he returned to Ghana in 1747, where he died a few years later.

Jacobus Capitein (1717–1747) was a contemporary of Amo’s. Like Amo, he was born in the area that now corresponds to Ghana, then called the Gold Coast. Enslaved by the Dutch West India Company and taken to Holland as a boy, he was raised in The Hague in the home of a man named Jacobus Van Goch, who allowed him to pursue an education. He went to the University of Leiden in 1737 and in 1742 earned an advanced degree thanks to a dissertation that was, of all things, a defense of slavery. He returned to the land of his birth, where he became “the Black minister” at Elmina Castle, the headquarters of the Dutch slave trade on the west coast of Africa.27

There were countless others. Francis Williams, so reviled by David Hume, attended the University of Cambridge before returning to Jamaica to start a boys’ school. Job ben Solomon wrote his way out of slavery in Maryland. Ignatius Sancho’s two-volume Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, an African was published posthumously in 1782. Olaudah Equiano, the author of a slave narrative published in 1789, found fame as a writer unmatched in reputation until Frederick Douglass published his bestselling slave narrative in 1845. These people were treated as metaphorical specimens of the African rather than as actual human beings. This eighteenth-century discourse of race and reason persisted well into the next century.

The fight against that discourse persisted also. For example, the brilliant author Alexander Crummell, the hero of W. E. B. Du Bois who would become a pioneering Black abolitionist, Pan-Africanist, Episcopal priest, and educator in Liberia, wrote that the inspiration for his success was the notoriously racist senator from South Carolina John C. Calhoun. When Crummell was an errand boy in the Anti-Slavery Office in New York City in 1833 or 1834, he overheard a conversation among “the Secretary and two eminent lawyers from Boston” in which they reported that, over dinner in Washington, Calhoun had declared “[t]hat if he could find a Negro who knew the Greek syntax, he would then believe that the Negro was a human being and should be treated as a man.”28

Crummell sought to become “that Negro.” In 1853, after four years in the classical curriculum at Queens’ College at the University of Cambridge, Crummell became the first African American to earn a bachelor’s degree from that august institution, emerging fully fluent in Greek—all to refute John C. Calhoun’s racist notion that Black people were innately inferior unless at least
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