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S E Y M O U R D R E S C H E R 

ABOLITION AND T H E HISTORIANS 

The abolition of  the British slave trade has been rightly regarded 
as one of  the most dramatic alterations in British imperial policy. 
In 1783 the Prime Minister's response to the first  Quaker petition 
for  abolition was a statement combining sympathy with a cate-
goric denial of  its practicality. Since it would be next to impos-
sible to induce every nadon to give it up for  ever, Lord North 
said, it was unnecessary for  parliament to consider forcing  British 
subjects to do so. Thirty years later, the balance of  policy had 
altered beyond recognition. In 1814, when other European 
powers were preparing to return in force  to the slave trade on 
the African  coast, not a single M.P. even suggested the possibility 
of  a concomitant revival of  the British trade. Britain's policy, 
seven years after  her abolition acts, was clearly set. The elimina-
tion of  what had been deemed in 1783 'necessary to almost every 
nation in Europe'1 was now to be urged, if  not forced,  on every 
nation in Europe. This change of  attitude in government and 
parliament was paralleled by a change throughout the country. In 
1783, the Quaker petition had entered parliament alone and 
isolated. In 1814, abolidonist opinion concerning the slave trade 
reverberated in hundreds of  petitions signed by hundreds of 
thousands of  British citizens.2 The most dramatic shift  in opinion 
actually occurred within an even shorter time span. In 1787, the 
question of  abolition had never been moved in either legislative 
body; but by 1792, the House of  Commons had voted over-
whelmingly for  the gradual abolition of  the slave trade. Within 
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live short years abolitionism had moved from  political non-
existence to the threshold of  victory, even though the threshold 
was not finally  crossed until fifteen  years later. Thus an element 
of  Britain's political economy which was considered to be of  well-
nigh vital significance  in 1787 lost all ability to influence  policy 
by 1814. 

The question as to why this occurred at these dates has been 
one of  the most puzzling and fascinating  in the historiography of 
modern imperial slavery. There have been essentially two types 
of  explanations offered,  sometimes in combination. Both are as 
old as abolition itself.  They are what might be called the 'moral' 
and the 'material' approaches to the problem. According to the 
first,  the slave trade was destroyed because of  its negative moral 
value. It was essentially and inevitably an institutionalised criminal 
system of  kidnapping and murder. However, many other activi-
ties of  society, pursued for  profit,  have similarly been branded as 
violent, destructive and immoral, without the decay of  these 
activities resulting. The accusation of  dehumanisation levelled 
against slavery has also been applied to almost all forms  of  econo-
mic interaction. In practice, what is 'moral' and what is 
'material' is historically and socially determined; and the line 
between the two shifts  from  century to century. We need to 
explain why that line changed its position in the period under 
discussion, in relation to slavery. 

The historiographic tradition which stemmed from  the aboli-
tionist movement almost entirely ignored this problem. Evolving 
within a framework  which presumed providential or historical 
movement in a given progressive direction, the 'moral' school 
considered its task complete when it had identified  the agencies 
through which the flow  of  progress made itself  manifest.  In other 
words, the history of  abolition was largely a history of  the aboli-
tionists written in their own terms. From Thomas Clarkson's 
History  of  Abolition  onwards the story was essentially an essay in 
intellectual or moral chronology.8 The historian had only to 
identify  the spreading sparks of  consciousness along the road, and 
the moments at which a critical mass was reached which ignited 
the conscience of  a nation. The obstacles to progress were those 
which rose from  the misguided identification  of  self-interest  with 
slavery. The story of  abolition was thus a triumph of  changing 
consciousness over unchanging economic interests damned by 
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moral progress. British abolition was a revolution in the moral 
economy of  the British people, and incidentally a justification  of 
the empire. 

The alternative or 'material' approach has treated abolition as 
principally an outcome of  shifting  economic interest relationships 
within the Empire. In these writings, the fate  of  the slave trade 
becomes a function  of  the relation of  slavery to the evolving 
economic interests of  the metropolis. Beneath the shifting  pattern 
of  changes in moral values at the end of  the eighteenth century 
lies a sharper pattern of  dramatic economic change. In its starkest 
form,  in Eric Williams' Capitalism  and Slavery, abolitionism is 
the fagade  behind which emerged a new political economy based 
on industrial capitalism.4 Abolition is seen as the ideological 
superstructure of  a shift  in the balance of  economic power from 
those interests which favoured  slavery to those interests which 
opposed it. The end of  the slave trade is a tale of  triumphant 
economic supersession. 

Most recent accounts of  abolition attempt to harmonise these 
two allegedly linked sources of  abolitionist success. The supposi-
tion is that the influences  of  economic interest and the influences 
of  evolving moral values were mutually reinforcing.  Generally the 
writers accept the thesis that the slave economy was no longer 
integrated with the British imperial economy at the end of  the 
eighteenth century, and that this speeded the demise of  the trade. 
The planters of  Jamaica, the traders of  Liverpool, Glasgow, and 
London, the manufacturers  of  Manchester and Birmingham, that 
is, all who clung to the African  trade, had somehow or other lost 
touch with the prevailing economic trends of  the empire and the 
metropolis. Part of  an archaic and inefficient  mode of  production, 
slavery and the African  slave trade had become obstacles to the 
progress of  the British imperial economy and the political empire 
which rested on it.5 

I propose to review these general premises, which have domin-
ated almost all interpretations of  abolition. My first  task will be 
to examine the assumption that West Indian slavery in general, 
and the Atlantic slave trade in particular, were anachronisms in 
the general economic evolution of  the British Empire. My second 
task will be to examine the assumption that the interests of  the 
American planters and British slave merchants clashed with the 
prevailing norms of  political economy which guided government 
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policy during the debate over abolition between 1783 and 1807. 
Finally, I will turn to the question of  the relationship between 
the moral values implied by abolition and the body of  social and 
moral values in British society around 1800, to see whether it is 
possible to suggest more likely explanations of  the strength and 
timing of  abolition. 

CONTINUITY OF ECONOMIC D E V E L O P M E N T 

Over the past four  decades a broad consensus has prevailed 
regarding the economic background to the abolition of  the British 
slave trade. Here we need only outline the main features.  Lowell 
Ragatz and Eric Williams developed a theory of  the decline of 
British slavery after  1763, which was incorporated into almost 
every subsequent history of  abolition. They argued that abolition 
was preceded by a sharp decline in the value of  slavery, hence of 
the slave trade, to the imperial economy. The decline is asserted 
to have occurred at almost every measurable level. The British 
sugar colonies were supposedly past their period of  regular 
growth, and in various phases of  stagnation. The planters were 
beset by limited and marginal resources for  expansion, soil ex-
haustion, rising costs for  their provisions and labour, falling  prices 
for  their sugar, and chronic disequilibrium between sugar pro-
duction and the market. In the international setting, the British 
slave islands were faced  with rising competition from  non-British 
rivals. In so far  as the British slave trade helped to sustain these 
rivals, its disappearance would presumably have been a differen-
tial gain to the British slave system between 1787 and 1807.6 

I have shown elsewhere that the economic standing of  slavery 
in the British Caribbean was altogether different  from  that indi-
cated by Ragatz and Williams, and the accounts which follow 
them. Over the whole period from  1783 to 1807, the British slave 
system enlarged its frontier,  its supply of  virgin soil, its relative 
proportion of  British trade, its imports and exports, its share of 
world sugar and coffee  production, and its overall size, both 
absolutely and relative to other colonial systems. Short periods of 
severe profit  squeeze for  the planters were balanced by others of 
windfall  profits.  And the slave trade was, of  course, a major in-
gredient in the continuing expansion of  the slave system. In other 
words, the British colonial slave system after  1783 was doing 
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what it had done before,  and doing it even better. Abolitionism 
came not on the heels of  trends adverse to slavery but in the face 
of  propitious ones.7 

A second false  assumption concerning the economic back-
ground to abolition is that economic change in Britain severely 
diminished the value of  the British slave system to the metropolis. 
At the supply end, the period before  the Seven Years War is 
correctly represented as an age in which sugar was the great 
commercial crop of  slavery. But after  1763 (it is argued) cotton 
began to gain on sugar, and presumably cotton colonies gained 
in importance in relation to sugar ones. What is overlooked in 
this assessment is that down to 1800, the slave West Indies were 
not only Britain's chief  source of  sugar but also its chief  source of 
cotton. The rise of  abolitionism, and its first  major triumphs, 
occurred during the climax of  the 'West Indian' decade of  British 
cotton supply. While Britain's non-slave sources of  cotton re-
mained of  minor importance, slave labour, both imperial and 
foreign,  continued to be the main support of  the metropolitan 
cotton industry. As a customer for  British goods, the slave system 
was likewise a dynamic element between 1783 and 1807. Thus, 
in any way in which the figures  could be and were measured by 
contemporaries, the British slave system was outdoing itself  be-
tween 1783 and 1806. Wartime acquisition of  territories meant 
that an even larger proportion of  the British slave trade hence-
forth  completed its trade cycle within the boundaries of  the formal 
Empire.8 

British slavery patently declined after,  not before,  the abolition 
of  the British slave trade. Therefore  abolition itself  may be justly 
described as the economic turning point for  British slavery. The 
significance  of  abolition and the problems of  its causation are not 
reduced but intensified  by examination of  the statistics of  British 
slavery in the pre-abolition decades. 

CONTINUITY IN T H E IMPERIAL POLITICAL ECONOMY 

The alleged decline of  British slavery at the level of  performance 
represents only one aspect of  the prevailing explanation. Even 
more fundamentally,  it is argued that abolition is related to a 
change in the economic ideology of  empire. Abolition is treated 
as part of  the transition from  an old empire, dominated by 
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mercantilism, to a new one, dominated by the principles of  laissez-
faire.  As a major constituent of  both the old imperial system and 
general mercantilist policy, slavery should have lost support as 
the two concepts lost ground.9 This is another way of  identifying 
slavery as a retarding element in the development of  empire. 

The terms 'old imperial system' and 'mercantilist policy' are 
of  course retrospective labels. Contemporaries had no idea that 
they were living in what was to be regarded much later as a 
transitional period, and little idea how their acdons would accord 
with, or diverge from,  long-term trends. Close scrutiny of  the 
documents makes it impossible to describe the development of  the 
British Empire from  1775 to 1815 in a way that does not allow 
slavery a continuing and growing role. The imperial losses of 
1775-83 involved a far  larger proportion of  free  than slave 
labour. The West Indies emerged from  the American war of 
Independence as the most important constituent of  Britain's 
settler empire. There was no visible 'swing' to the East, or revul-
sion from  empire in general.10 With the outbreak of  war again in 
1793, much more British blood and treasure was spilled in the 
acquisition of  new territories in the West Indies than in corres-
ponding acquisitions in Asia or Africa.  The territories gained 
between 1793 and 1806 included a preponderance of  slave-labour 
areas. In terms of  hemispheres it would be possible to argue for  a 
swing to the West (or at least a continuation of  a swing to the 
West) between 1787 and 1807. But it would be more accurate to 
say that Britain was expanding in both hemispheres in the period 
of  abolitionist agitation. British governments saw no need to make 
a commercial choice between West and East, between slave and 
free  economies.11 

Equally significant  is the fact  that Britain was not swinging 
towards laissez-faire  after  1783. A study of  the decisions on the 
West India carrying trade in 1784, the Irish commercial pro-
positions in 1785, the Navigation Act of  1786, the Anglo-French 
treaty in 1787, and the Free Port Acts of  1787 and 1792, affords 
no evidence of  a pre-war general shift,  or even drift,  towards the 
dissolution of  the protectionist framework.  John Ehrman's richly 
documented studies of  British commercial policies in the peace-
time decade after  1783 show how thickly the departments 
formulating  commercial policy were seeded with men of  a pro-
tectionist and cautious bent.12 Charles Jenkinson (later Lord 
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Hawkesbury, and still later the first  Earl of  Liverpool) was presi-
dent of  the Committee of  Trade from  1784. He placed an 
unambiguous stamp on imperial commercial policy. It was the 
stamp of  a protecdonist, anxious to husband British resources and 
nurture British trade after  the trauma of  American independence. 
George Chalmers, chief  clerk at the same Committee of  Trade, 
and Thomas Irving, Inspector-General at the Customs, were both 
in favour  of  preserving the general framework  of  the navigation 
system. While this outlook brought them into conflict  with the 
planters over an issue like the exclusion of  American carriers from 
the British West Indian trade, they were equally forthright  in 
defending  both sellers and buyers of  slaves against the encroach-
ments of  the abolitionists. These 'protectionists' in the administra-
tion also favoured  the liberalising propensities of  the West Indians 
themselves on the Free Port question after  1787. William Pitt, 
the most influential  member of  the government for  almost the 
whole period of  the abolitionist campaign, was not prepared to 
risk the 'navigation system' for  the principle of  free  trade. He was 
convinced of  the value of  extended reciprocity in order to expand 
trade, but his assessment of  the acceptable risks was fairly  circum-
scribed. Even his first  bold, though unsuccessful,  move for  a freer 
trade with Ireland was made in order to fortify  the internal links 
of  empire, rather than as a step towards global free  trade. Pitt's 
pragmatism was rendered even more cautious by the defeat  of  his 
move. 

Behind such hesitation after  1783 lay not just the heavy hand 
of  the old landed and securities-owning classes, but that of  the 
rising industrial entrepreneurs as well. A class which would one 
day speak boldly for  free  trade still frequently  ran for  the cover 
of  the protectionist system. Thus not only Josiah Wedgwood, 
speaking for  the pottery industry, but even the representatives 
of  the burgeoning cotton industry appealed vociferously  (and 
successfully)  to the Committee of  Trade for  restrictions on the 
importation of  Indian cottons. It was only when economic 
interests were seriously divided, as with the Anglo-French treaty 
of  1787, or when they overwhelmingly favoured  a move, as with 
the West Indian Free Port Bills of  1787 and 1792, that the 
government had leeway to move in the direction of  freer  trade.13 

Thus, as far  as economic policy was concerned, the post-1783 
ship of  state was a vessel confined  to tacking between fairly 
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narrow options. Lower barriers with France were matched by 
new restrictions on American shipping, and a status  quo victory 
on the Irish trade. The Free Port bills of  1787 were a loosening 
up of  the West India trade. But they were not a radical departure 
in policy. The Free Port system had first  been introduced a 
decade before  the American war of  independence, without any 
dismantling of  the protectionist empire. The renewal of  the 
system in 1787 took place less than a year after  the government 
had strengthened the central fortress  of  protection by a new Navi-
gation Act. Jenkinson, in moving this bill, alluded to the popu-
larity of  protection, its antiquity, and its utility. Not a voice in 
parliament, so far  as we know, was raised in objection in 1786 
either to the bill or to the system.14 

The renewal of  the Navigation Acts in 1786 was thus a central 
element of  the post-war economic planning: 'If  proper means 
could be devised to secure the navigation trade to Great Britain, 
though we lost a dominion, we might almost be said to have 
gained an empire.'15 Britain carried conventional commercial 
policy in conventional legislative form  into the era of  abolitionism. 
The Free Port Acts were no more than a traditional attempt to 
extend Britain's trade to foreign  colonial systems without Britain 
bearing the costs and risks of  empire, or relinquishing the benefits 
of  protection in the British colonial sector. Moreover, they were 
designed not only to insure the easy passage of  British manu-
factures  to, and cotton from,  the foreign  colonies, but to enhance 
the re-export of  British-carried slaves to the foreign  colonies.16 

Thus, on the very eve of  the first  abolitionist campaign, one of 
the two significant  moves toward liberalised trade was intimately 
bound up with the extension, not diminution, of  the commerce 
in human beings. 

Certain aspects of  this policy are central to our discussion. First, 
British commercial policy after  1783 was cautious, calculating, 
and experimental. There was no dramatic or even perceptible 
swing to the East, or towards free  trade, or towards what has 
come to be called the imperialism of  free  trade. In restricting the 
American trade to the West Indies, the government was not cash-
ing West Indian chips for  Canadian, Indian, or metropolitan 
ones. It was testing the extent to which the Navigation Acts 
system could tolerate limited short-term losses to the West Indian 
producers in order to promote other economic interests within 
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the protectionist framework.  The government tested and evalu-
ated the resiliency of  the trade restrictions year by year. When 
the system responded well, legislation made adjustments per-
manent. The consensus on economic policy, when it existed, was 
to treat everything in the framework  of  conservative pragmatism, 
giving up nothing from  the past without very good cause. In 
1787, the slave trade and slavery were treated no differently  from 
other enterprises. 

The second important aspect is the continuity of  imperial com-
mercial policy beyond American Independence. Not only were 
the personnel and interests working through the Board of  Trade 
not likely to demand any dramatic shift  in policy, but the 
machinery of  administration remained such that no new philo-
sophy of  empire or imperial commerce could emerge.17 The 
'national advantage' was still viewed in the old framework. 
Adam Smith himself  called the expectation of  total free  trade 
Utopian. Furthermore, the continuity of  protectionism held good 
not only for  the peacetime abolitionist period (1788-92), but for 
the very war years in which abolition was a central issue in British 
politics. If  the Smithian assertion that the West Indies distorted 
the flow  of  British capital was disputable when the abolitionist 
movement began, it was even more dubious in 1806, when the 
British colonies were forced  to buy dearer and sell cheaper than 
they would have done under free  trade. There is some disagree-
ment as to when in the nineteenth century the interests of  non-
colonial trade began to preponderate over those of  the formal 
empire in determining Britain's general commercial policy. There 
is firm  agreement, however, that free-trade  principles did not 
begin to influence  colonial policy until after  1807.18 Accounts of 
the long-run swing to laissez-faire  after  1775 date the beginnings 
of  real movement no earlier than the 1820s. The clear reason for 
this is that from  1792 to 1815 economic survival absorbed British 
energies. Abolition therefore  triumphed after  fifteen  years of 
almost unbroken warfare,  climaxed, precisely in 1806-7, by acts 
against British trade throughout Europe and the United States. 
It would be impossible to imagine a worse moment for  imple-
menting policies based on open market assumptions, or for  linking 
abolition to the claims of  laissez-faire.19 

Any historiographical explanation which relies on a general 
tide of  anti-mercantilism to explain the rise and triumph of 
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abolition is therefore  vitiated from  the start by the demonstrable 
weakness of  that principle in the formulation  of  imperial commer-
cial policy between 1783 and 1815.20 But apart from  considera-
tions of  the relative strength of  free-trade  principles after  1783, 
recent historians of  abolition have erroneously identified  British 
slavery and the slave trade wholly with mercantilism and protec-
tionism. Much of  the system was indeed part of  the 'protected' 
sector of  British imperial trade. The sugar trade, the West Indian 
merchants and shippers, and the British exporters to the West 
Indies, were all 'protected' interests.21 However, the slave-related 
enterprise which most clearly operated in a competitive context 
was the British African  slave trade. Until restricted by a political 
decision in 1806, well over half  of  the slaves transported in British 
vessels eventually wound up in foreign  or conquered colonies. 
The outports had been identified  with laissez-faire  in Africa  for 
generations. It was the slave-merchants of  Liverpool and Bristol 
who in 1749 petitioned for  the 'free  and open' trade to Africa 
which was then accepted by parliament.22 The investment of 
Liverpool and London in the slave system was increasingly diver-
sified  beyond the British colonies. The Free Port system had been 
designed to increase that diversification.  At the outbreak of  the 
French wars, a significant  amount of  British capital was already 
sunk in the foreign  West Indies colonies and a further  £15 
million found  its way to Guiana alone by 1802. British-bought 
African  slaves moved into foreign  colonies in the same vessels as 
British manufactures.  The former  helped to expand the market 
for  the latter, with gains for  British capital at both ends. 

A REVOLUTION IN SOCIAL V A L U E S ? 

The crucial change in attitudes towards the slave trade occurred 
neither because the West Indian slave system became economi-
cally redundant, nor because of  the triumph of  free  market 
ideology. It occurred when certain non-commercial judgements 
on the slave trade gained ground and prevailed. This was not so 
much an intellectual revolution as a revolution in public and 
parliamentary opinion. 

Considerations which weighed against property in people had 
been evident long before  abolition became a political issue. From 
antiquity, writers had felt  the need for  rationalisations of  slavery. 
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It was an institution which paradoxically reduced human beings 
to the level of  livestock, yet required the stock to respond like 
rational creatures in order to be of  maximum value. The modern 
psychological basis for  abolition, based on sympathetic identifica-
tion of  free  Europeans with enslaved Africans,  and on the legalis-
tic reduction of  the slave trade to mere theft  and kidnapping, had 
already appeared in the Germantown Pennsylvania petition a full 
century before  mass petitioning began in Britain. Further, the 
linkage of  slavery with communities plagued by devaluation of 
work, by violence, and by fear,  had led to an abortive attempt to 
prevent its establishment in Georgia in the 1730s. The disadvan-
tages of  slave-based societies were already fully  elaborated at the 
beginning of  the eighteenth century.23 As the northern American 
colonies seemed more normal, racially and economically, they 
were seen by those who reckoned in non-economic terms as the 
more healthy element of  the empire in America.24 In contrast, the 
social and political characteristics of  the slave colonies, and 
especially the sugar islands, had developed long before  1776 in 
complete opposition to those of  the metropolitan community: rule 
by a narrow absentee oligarchy, the legal exclusion of  three-
quarters of  the population from  British due process, the total 
concentration of  economic resources on export staples, the stagna-
tion of  local institutions, exemplified  in religious, cultural and 
welfare  organisations. Slave societies made inferior  communities. 

Even the details of  the horrors of  the African  slave trade itself 
were widely available long before  the rise of  abolitionism, and as 
early as 1665 Richard Baxter made a complete and unequivocal 
condemnation of  the slave-trader. While the planter's position 
might be redeemed if  he cared for  the souls of  his slaves, those 
who went as 'pirates', to 'catch up poor Negroes, or people of 
another land, that never forfeited  life  or liberty, and to make 
them slaves, and sell them, [carried out] one of  the worst kinds 
of  thefts  in the world, and such persons are to be taken as the 
common enemies of  mankind'.25 Thus, at the very founding  of 
the British slave empire, traditional acceptance of  the slave trade 
had already been attacked by a major British theologian. Veteran 
members of  parliament were also familiar  with both the nature 
and the magnitude of  the slave trade long before  1788. The slave 
trade and slavery were defended  from  the outset principally 
because of  the wealth and power they produced, not because of 
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any argument that they embodied contemporary social or moral 
values. Plantation slavery could never draw psychological sus-
tenance from  identification  with any motives more lofty  than mere 
dreams of  avarice.26 At the end, as at the beginning of  the 
eighteenth century, the value of  the Caribbean islands, in metro-
politan eyes, was their cash value. The vital question remains, 
why was this not enough to protect the system at the end of  the 
century as at the beginning? And the question is sharpened by 
the fact  that their cash value was greater in 1800 than in 1700, 
absolutely and relatively. 

SLAVERY AND FREE LABOUR IN BRITAIN 

An answer might be sought in the evolving pattern and status of 
metropolitan labour. It has been asserted that colonial slavery 
and the African  slave trade could be more easily maintained in 
the seventeenth century than later because of  increasing social 
stratification  in Britain itself.  That is, the metropolitan sanction 
for  slavery could be expected to change in tandem with the evolv-
ing relation of  British labour to British society. This line of 
explanation poses difficulties.  Whatever the limitations placed on 
the personal freedom  of  the labourer in Stuart England, servitude, 
no matter how involuntary, was not perpetual slavery. English-
men understood and emphasised the distinction. They never 
applied the status of  slavery to members of  their own ethnic group 
anywhere in the empire. Furthermore, even before  the consolida-
tion of  the British slave system, the metropolitan trend was 
against personal bondage and against property rights in English-
men. The last recorded case involving villeinage was heard in 
1618, the plaintiff  being declared free.  By the early eighteenth 
century, 'liberty' was being increasingly used in a legal sense not 
as a special privilege but as one's right to do as one wished, unless 
restrained by law from  specific  actions.27 It seems unlikely that 
scholarship will be able to correlate the steps in the consolidation 
and dismantling of  the British slave system with secular trends in 
the legal status of  metropolitan labour. 

If  the legal position of  the metropolitan working classes affords 
no clear linkage with evolving attitudes towards slavery, it is also 
difficult  to construct an argument on the basis of  the position of 
Africans  in the metropolis. The attack on the intrusion of  slave 
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law into England involved no systematic attack on slavery. Before 
and after  the Somerset case the question of  property rights in 
African  slaves was clouded with ambiguity.28 In 1693 a judicial 
decision acknowledged that a man could have property in 
Negroes in England. But a few  years later another decision re-
asserted the proposition that English soil frees—an  assertion 
which was then virtually ignored for  over half  a century. No 
doubt the loss of  the Somerset case in 1772 was a clear setback 
for  the slaveholders. It strengthened the ideological principle that 
labour in England was part of  the contractual, not the propri-
etary, zone of  the capitalist market. Yet the victory was neither 
total nor clear-cut. The Lord Chief  Justice's decision did not, as 
some abolitionists asserted, abolish slavery in England. Runaway 
slaves continued to be advertised for  and purchased, long after 
the Somerset decision.29 The decision was sought in order to pre-
vent forcible  repatriation of  a slave, and it was not the result of 
any urgent need of  non-slaveholding capitalists for  African  labour 
in England. Granville Sharp astutely proved that since the price 
offered  for  a literate Negro in London was half  what he could 
be sold for  in the West Indies, even excluding the charge for 
'freight',  there was obviously no market rationale for  bringing 
such persons to Britain. Moreover, since 'the English labourer 
is not able, with hard work, to earn more than what will barely 
provide him his necessary food  and coarse or ragged cloathing', 
slaves were a conspicuous luxury article within the metropolis.30 

The free  black population in England represented neither a large 
body of  workers nor any set of  specialised skills in great demand. 
Far from  being an indispensable sector of  the labour force,  it was 
considered, by friend  and foe  alike, as a demoralised and largely 
unemployed sector of  the London poor.31 The decision of  1772 
probably had a deterrent effect  on the importation of  slaves into 
Britain. There was thus no struggle within British society between 
the need for  fluid  labour and the need for  proprietary security. 

This line of  argument, however, implicitly strengthened the 
market argument for  overseas slavery and the slave trade. While 
it might have deterred slaveholders from  bringing slaves to Britain 
without taking additional precautions beyond their Common Law 
rights as 'proprietors', their right to own human beings overseas 
remained entirely unchallenged. Indeed it was affirmed  by Somer-
set's counsel during the proceedings, and again in the Knight 
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case in Scotland. Slaves continued to be reckoned as capital in all 
entrepreneurial and governmental estimates. David Davis points 
out that Justice Mansfield's  decision had to balance the needs of 
a domestic ideology, wedded to the idea of  free  labour, against 
commercial and imperial interests. In terms of  our search for  the 
weight carried by commercial and non-commercial values, this 
is significant  in itself.  The cutting edge against slavery within 
Britain came from  domestic Common Law, which often  ran 
counter to mercantile practices, and not from  international trade 
law, which was more attuned to those practices. In other words, 
restriction came from  a legal tradition largely insulated from  the 
new inter-continental capitalism.32 Further, the Somerset deci-
sion was more than a balancing out of  a domestic ideology of 
voluntarism and free  labour against a commercial overseas inter-
est. Foreshadowing the controversy over the slave trade, it was a 
clash between specific  capitalist interests on the one hand, and 
diffused  domestic public opinion on the other. 

Public opinion weighed against the proprietary principle. Even 
before  1772 the London courtroom crowd was more hostile than 
the Chief  Justice to extending the principle of  property to human 
beings. Mansfield  at first  expressed his fear  of  coming to a decision 
in the Somerset case on the ground that if  he declared for  Somer-
set, 15,000 blacks in England might be declared free.  A large 
sum of  capital would simply vanish. 'Good God!' commented 
one outraged newspaper, 'is this the language of  an English 
Judge? . . . Fiat  Justicia,  ruat Coelum—Dastardly  Braggard!'35 

But the same day the same newspaper announced, without com-
ment, the arrival of  the slaver Polly Duncomb at Virginia, with 
434 slaves. Whether public hostility could be directed so as to 
operate in the direction of  abolition of  the Atlantic slave trade 
was still an open question. In 1787, as in 1677, Negroes were 
recorded as 'goods and commodities' in commercial legislation. 
Not until 1788 did they even acquire the status of  cargo requiring 
special regulation in transit. 

Finally, it is uncertain whether the decision in 1772 speeded or 
retarded the further  extension of  the abolitionist movement. By 
deterring planters from  importing 'insecure' capital into England, 
and by portending a reduction of  the black presence in England, 
it may have helped to defer  consideration of  the larger question, 
at least until a new wave of  black refugees  arrived from  America 
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after  1783." The Somerset case was necessarily argued within the 
circumscribed boundaries of  the Common Law, and the decision 
underlined a division between Britain and the colonial world 
which lay at the very heart of  the controversy over property 
rights in humans. For some, the crucial question emerged: to 
what extent were the norms of  metropolitan behaviour to be 
followed  in the colonies? But the slave-merchants apparently 
slept just as easily after  the Mansfield  decision as they had before 
it. As late as 1786 they freely  provided Wilberforce  with informa-
tion on the details of  their activity. 

PERCEPTUAL CHANGE OF 'BEYOND T H E L I N E ' 

Two decisive changes had to occur before  British society turned 
against the slave trade. The first  was a gradual shift  in the per-
ception of  the relation of  Britain to the overseas world. The 
second was a dramatic extension of  public power to individuals 
whose opinions on slavery had never before  been counted. Euro-
pean-controlled overseas slavery was related to the fact  that for 
almost two centuries after  the discoveries beyond the Atlantic, 
the world to south and west remained another planet for  all but 
a handful  of  Europeans. Immanuel Wallerstein convincingly 
argues that the capitalist economy which began in Europe in the 
sixteenth century, encouraged different  modes of  labour control 
in different  zones of  development. Slavery was adopted overseas 
because it was a 'pre-eminently capitalist institution', which could 
be geared to capitalist expansion. And Africa  was an eminently 
suitable source of  labour because it lay outside the mainstream 
of  the international economy, so that Europe could feel  uncon-
cerned about the economic consequences of  wide-scale removal of 
manpower from  this supply region.35 

The overseas territories at first  lay beyond the line, not only in 
international treaties, but socially and even biologically. The 
tropical world was especially associated with violence, death, and 
dramatic changes of  fortune.  Lawbreakers beyond the line might 
return as respected heroes or gentlemen at home. Exoticism there-
fore  created a moral penumbra permitting sharp differences  in 
behaviour on the part of  men in England and the same men in 
the outside world. The descriptive term 'trade' was likewise 
expanded to include piracy, pillage, and smuggling. As long as 
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the activity was exercised on remote outsiders, aliens, or enemies, 
a wide range of  behaviour was acceptable. Thus, the dissonance 
of  slavery with domestic practice was mediated by racial and 
geographical distance. Having neither the power nor the leisure 
to transform  the world, British overseas adventurers and settlers 
took the rules as they found  them. In Africa  people were regu-
larly sold, and in the Americas they were eagerly bought. The 
norms of  Africa  and America, being profitable,  were very accept-
able. The British who remained at home had little choice or con-
cern about the rules of  overseas behaviour. As late as the middle 
of  the eighteenth century even philosophers hostile to slavery in 
principle paid homage to the requirements of  economic survival 
in exotic and frontier  lands. Montesquieu's influential  chapter 
on slavery in his Spirit  of  the Laws was very significantly  located 
in the section of  the book on climate, not in those dealing with 
trade, war, or liberty, where they would have seemed just as rele-
vant. He clearly wanted to keep slavery out of  Europe, and to 
justify  it, in so far  as he did, only to the degree that the public 
good or production in the tropics required coerced labour. Mon-
tesquieu's later influence  on anti-slavery developed in direct pro-
portion to the extent that his climatological emphasis was 
ignored.36 

However, the dividing line became less clearly demarcated 
during the eighteenth century. European norms of  international 
law, of  personal security, and of  economic activity, were gradually 
extended to the settled colonies. American colonies ceased to be 
considered exclusively as a frontier,  and began to be thought of 
as normal societies, to be judged accordingly. Africa  likewise 
became gradually identified,  not only with the barbarities of 
human sale and sacrifice,  of  unlimited sexuality, and idolatry, but 
with ordered and highly developed agricultural communities. By 
the 1780s some British even began to seriously consider Middle 
Africa  as a possible location of  European settlements.37 

This change must not be exaggerated. In the first  place the 
images of  a normal society infiltrated,  but did not displace, the 
more exotic images of  frontier  and barbarous lands. Right up to 
and beyond the triumph of  abolition, travellers to Africa  con-
tinued to disseminate pictures of  a barbaric, unchanging, and 
indolent continent; pictures which contributed to the empirical 
argument for  the slave trade as a form  of  necessary adaptation by 
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Europeans to African  society. Moreover, the emerging contrary 
picture of  'normal' societies in Africa  in one respect tended to 
strengthen the argument for  the legitimacy of  the slave trade. 
According to the prevailing interpretations of  international law, 
the internal sanctioning of  enslavement by African  laws legiti-
mised purchases by Europeans.38 The merchants of  Liverpool did 
not insist that all Africans  were born to be slaves, or that they 
lacked the essential qualities of  humans (or even the developed 
capacities of  capitalists). By the 1780s these merchants were 
actually attempting to educate selected Africans  in Liverpool, so 
as to strengthen their trade contacts and stabilise their sources of 
supply. 

Nevertheless, as the concept that one was beyond the pale of 
civilised humanity in Asia, Africa,  or America came to be eroded, 
and as Britain came to see herself  as mistress of  the world's seas 
and the centre of  a single global empire, the exportation of  British 
metropolitan norms of  human relations began to seem more 
feasible.  In this sense, Britain's naval hegemony after  1760 
marked a clear erosion of  earlier perceptions. With their over-
whelming victory in the Seven Years War, the British no longer 
viewed non-European populations almost exclusively in relation 
to scattered and insecure overseas settlers, who had to define  their 
own relations to the native populations on three unpoliced con-
tinents. As metropolitan control tightened, one result was the 
revolt of  the thirteen American colonies. Another was the begin-
nings of  an imperial rather than a local policy towards native 
populations. By 1788 the policy of  defensive  non-intervention in 
native and colonial relations was over, even if  the initial mani-
festations  of  the change were still haphazard and uncertain.39 

The difference  between the pre- and post-Seven Years War 
periods lay not in the decline of  the commercial ethos but in the 
assertion of  non-commercial standards alongside it. It was especi-
ally evident after  1775 that attempts to maximise trade and 
revenue at all costs could endanger dominion and lose it. How-
ever, this did not mean that abolition of  the slave trade flowed 
logically from  a new conception of  empire. On the contrary, the 
slave trade might conceivably have been the last sector to feel 
the impact of  the redefinition  of  imperial welfare.  In 1788, Africa 
was a continent without British colonies. Senegambia had been 
abandoned to its African  merchants and to the French. War, 
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brutality and social violence in Africa  still had least impact on the 
peace and security of  the empire. Yet, paradoxically, the begin-
nings of  what one historian has called the concept of  'trusteeship' 
developed first  towards that continent where the internal fate  of 
non-Europeans was not in British hands. It was not imperial 
security that recommended African  slaves to legislative action. 
Since the beings who were first  defended  by the abolitionists were 
black Africans,  enslaved beyond the limits of  the empire, the 
abolitionists were creating a new category of  essential human 
rights, enforceable  within a concrete legal system. The abolition-
ist standard was here that of  humanity in the purest and broadest 
sense of  the word. 

We can only skirt the difficult  problem of  the relation between 
change in the perception of  the overseas world and the general 
evolution of  European philosophy and religion. The impact of 
that evolution on effective  attitudes towards the slave trade is 
difficult  to measure. Until recently, most studies, following  the 
Clarkson tradition, confined  themselves to simply enumerating 
the opinions against slavery: opinions in favour  of  the status  quo 
have not yet been adequately studied and may prove even more 
difficult  to weigh. For our purposes it is necessary to distinguish 
between academic philosophical and theological treatises on the 
one hand, and more popular and more urgent writings, often 
calling for  action, on the other. The studies of  David Davis and 
Roger Anstey have amply demonstrated a shift  towards anti-
slavery among the leading western European writers during the 
eighteenth century. Davis sensitively traces the major trend and 
its accompanying ambivalences within the Anglo-French intel-
lectual community, moving from  a posture which provided little 
basis for  criticising the burgeoning colonial slave economies, to a 
point, around 1770, when evangelicals and philosophers were 
coming from  their new perspective to 'sense that American 
slavery might symbolise all the forces  that threatened the true 
destiny of  man'. Anstey has meticulously sought to uncover the 
dynamic element in evangelical psychology which, when not 
otherwise inhibited by powerful  countervailing pressures within 
slave societies themselves, placed anti-slavery high on the agenda 
of  social action. Duncan Rice's study of  Scottish anti-slavery moti-
vation in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries also suggests 
that the effective  shift  in attitudes coincided with the evangelical, 
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rather than with the earlier philosophical phase of  the move-
ment.40 

Enlightenment themes of  progress and individual happiness, 
and the religious revivals emphasising individual responsibility 
and collective providential progress, may have helped to break 
down the moral line between Europe and the external world. 
They may have made it increasingly difficult  to rationalise the 
idea of  human beings as mere instruments of  other human beings. 
But the Enlightenment also circulated ideas which could serve 
the defenders  of  slavery.41 The extent to which the balance of 
attitudes shifted  in favour  of  an active abolitionist policy remains 
unclear. Perhaps the most one can say is that, at the level of 
social theory, almost all major writers after  1770 emphasised the 
anomalous situation of  colonial slavery under free  Europe, rather 
than the anomalous situation of  the world beyond Europe. Free-
dom and progress were increasingly accepted by leading thinkers, 
in Britain at least, as the normal trend of  European evolution. 
Without having any immediate practical purpose, the philo-
sophers probably reflected  the views of  the broader audience for 
whom they acted. On the other hand, until the late 1780s all 
practical questions related to the slave trade were deferentially 
left  to the 'interests'. Slave-trading, like coal-mining, might be 
judged a harsh and dangerous activity, but as long as it was 
linked to the wealth and power of  the nation on the one hand, 
and to competitive necessity on the other, the gap between moral 
judgement and practical action remained as wide as ever.42 And 
as long as the principal interlocutors remained the Council for 
Trade, the colonial bureaucracy, and the slave interests, the slave-
traders were effectively  insulated from  the slowly changing moral 
milieu around them. 

PUBLIC OPINION: ECONOAILCS AND T H E MISTS OF FANATICISM 

Before  the 1770s the slave trade, like any other trade, was the 
province of  those groups who were most directly interested in it. 
A few  hundred well-placed individuals in British society were in 
a unique position to influence  policy. It was considered to be 
their right to be in continuous dialogue with the political 
machinery of  colonial governance, via petitions, memorials, and 
private correspondence. However, slavery's special place in the 
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British Empire could be observed as clearly as the Somerset case. 
It was symptomatic that one of  the traditional cliches of  British 
justice, public silence on a matter still before  the bar, was com-
pletely disregarded. Either because of  its extraordinary status, or 
because of  its obvious ideological implications, slavery called 
forth  an extensive newspaper correspondence. Before  1788, how-
ever, there was no way of  measuring broad public sentiment on 
the slave trade, or estimating how many felt  that they had the 
right to an opinion on the slave trade. For example, on the con-
temporary question of  serfdom  in the Scottish coal mines, the 
opinions of  those not directly interested were neither sought nor 
offered.43  The disinterested were apparently also the uninterested. 
In 1787, the slave trade likewise stood officially  where it had stood 
a century before,  a necessarily unpleasant, but a necessary and 
profitable  economic venture. The decisive moment of  advance 
occurred in the winter of  1787-8. A moral debate carried on by 
occasional pamphlets, or in corners of  major philosophical works, 
suddenly became a mass concern and a political question. Peti-
tions flowed  into parliament from  all parts of  the country.44 The 
country's leading minister placed it on the legislative agenda. For 
the first  time in history the British African  trade was subjected 
to regulations not designed to maximise the profits  of  investors but 
to protect, if  only minimally, the health and comfort  of  the 
'goods'. By 1792 an even larger wave of  mass petitions and 
respectable parliamentary support had elicited a resolution by 
the House of  Commons calling for  the total abolition of  the slave 
trade. Within these few  years abolition had moved from  a poli-
tical impossibility to a political imperative. And the traditional 
ground rules for  legislating on economic matters, by leaving it to 
the interplay of  direct interests, were ignored. 

It was only when the shocking figures  on the mortality and 
brutality of  the trade were taken up by the major figures  in par-
liament, and backed by very large numbers of  local meetings 
called to petition for  abolition, that the slave-merchants of  Liver-
pool belatedly took alarm. They were eventually able to under-
mine the effectiveness,  or at least question the implications of 
many abolitionist statistics. They were able to match the aboli-
tionist political leadership with support of  their own from  the 
very peak of  the British political and social pyramid. But they 
were not able to reverse the public decision against them which 
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had occurred at the outset. There is strong evidence, which 
cannot be detailed here, that despite their sustained role in the 
economic life  of  Liverpool between 1788 and 1806 the slave-
merchants became morally isolated in, and even within, the con-
fines  of  their own city. Their propaganda counter-attack was 
initially dispersed over several fronts,  moral, patriotic, and tradi-
tionalist, in an attempt to recapture public opinion.45 During the 
next two decades the whole panoply of  non-economic rational-
isations was slowly abandoned. But the principal weapon in their 
armoury, the principal defence  of  their trade, was an appeal to 
the ethos of  capitalism. 

At the end, in 1806-7, this was virtually their sole defence. 
While the planters could plead the injury to an imperial com-
munity caused by abolition, the petitions of  Liverpool and Man-
chester in 1806-7 were pure capitalist documents. In the eyes of 
the Liverpool petitioners, the abolition bill of  1806 meant only 
the diminution of  the value of  their capital in the West Indies, 
and the destruction of  a legitimate enterprise in Africa.  The bill 
violated an established principle of  the British constitution, the 
defence  of  property. It ran counter to the unchallenged commer-
cial policy of  government, by diminishing the established trade 
of  the kingdom, especially in wartime, 'since it is evidently for 
the public good, during a war which demands all our resources, 
to augment our mercantile and colonial industry (in every quar-
ter), our productive Capital, our Returns, our Exports and 
Imports, by every means . . .' Abolition would instead benefit  the 
foreign  capital remaining in the trade.46 The Manchester petition 
followed  the same lines. Britain's prosperity and wealth, 'the 
subject of  astonishment and admiration to all surrounding 
Nations', and her independence, confronting  French-ruled 
Europe, were based on the encouragement of  private property 
and individual industry, the extension of  manufactures  and the 
freedom  to export them anywhere. Uninhibited export to all 
places that 'offered  an advantageous market' was a principle 
accepted by all governments and all political economists, what-
ever their orientation. British policy was to set no limits on the 
'enterprising genius of  the people', especially in the face  of  an 
increasing threat of  continental blockade. Every one of  these 
capitalist precepts was being violated by the abolition bills.47 

In all the arguments from  Liverpool, Manchester, Glasgow 
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and London, capitalists were not mobilised against countervailing 
capitalists with countervailing interests. There were no rival capi-
talists in the petition lists of  1788, or of  1792, 1794, 1806 and 
1807. The sharp rapier of  capitalist ideology was mobilised 
against enemies who refused  to fight  on the battlefields  of  capi-
talist interest, political economy, or commercial policy. Ironically, 
in the light of  subsequent interpretations, which laid stress solely 
on the power of  the market ethic, the slave interest found  itself 
increasingly isolated from  the rest of  the country. In a kind of 
paradigmatic leap, the political nation decided that the area 
covered by capitalist ground-rules no longer extended to the buy-
ing and selling of  human beings. The form  of  labour that fitted 
the market model most perfectly  was legislated out of  the mar-
ket.48 Henceforth,  British capital could buy and use (under 
increasing restrictions) only slaves already in British ownership. 

What so baffled  the defenders  of  the trade between 1787 and 
1807 was that the old capitalist arguments were not refuted, 
except in a vague and unempirical way. They were side-stepped 
by a premise of  radical novelty. Those connected with the slave 
system felt  they, and not their opponents, had been faithful  to 
the economic heritage of  the nation. Yet Britain had decided to 
alter the boundaries of  economic endeavour in a way which left 
them outside the bounds of  respectable trade, and 'beyond the 
line' of  acceptability. They were criticised and even ostracised for 
clinging to a criminal system, for  associating respectable commer-
cial towns with criminality, and for  damaging the good name of 
trade by lowering their standards to those of  uncivilised Africa. 
The accusation hurt precisely because the slave-traders considered 
themselves especially well-deserving members of  the merchant 
class. 

The new metaphysical correlation of  property with non-
human objects, and of  contract with men, achieved a major vic-
tory against an entrenched economic interest in 1792. Until 1807 
the slave-traders fought  a desperate rear-guard action, clinging 
doggedly to their definition  of  capital. They knew their enemies 
were not 'interests' but 'fanatics',  people who denied that the 
term 'trade' could be applied to dealings involving slaves and 
slavery, and who confusingly  refused  to consider economic and 
utilitarian arguments as final.  They felt  the anguish of  members 
of  a society which had formerly  encouraged them to specialise in 
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a respectable and profitable  activity, and which had now reversed 
the rules, radically devaluing their skills and experience. They 
shared the frustration  of  the Jamaica planters who, on the eve of 
abolition, were prepared to argue for  the trade on the rational 
premises of  political economy—only to find  none would listen.49 

The astonishment of  the slave interests about the 'mists of  fana-
ticism' that engulfed  them has been subtly re-echoed by later 
generations of  historians quite unsympathetic to either the slavers' 
cause or their plight. But attempts to ignore or proscribe these 
mists, or to rationalise them as 'capitalism in disguise', have only 
increased the problem of  explaining the victory of  fanaticism. 
The reason is that the fanatics  were not mists but myriads, not 
spectres but masses. It was not a specific  political economy or 
commercial polity which prevailed in the matter of  abolition, but 
a more stringent definition  of  human relations both in and out of 
the market place. What stood in support of  the slave trade was 
over a hundred years of  colonial development, an almost limitless 
conception of  the primacy of  property, and a relatively narrow-
based capitalist investment. What stood against it was a cen-
tury of  domestic social and political development, an expand-
ing conception of  human identity, and an ideological appeal 
which was far  broader and more durable than that of  the slave-
traders. 

Because it hung on the single thread of  capital alone, the 
allegiance to the slave trade virtually died with abolition. It never 
called forth  that bitter strain of  nostalgia which lingers for  insti-
tutions prized for  their own sakes or their ideals. No better 
illustration exists of  capitalism's great capacity for  total conver-
sion. Liverpool suffered  from  the loss of  one of  its main channels 
of  trade for  a few  years after  1807. But even before  the end of  the 
war with Napoleon the readjustment had been made, the ships 
and sailors redeployed. Overlooking the irony that the redeploy-
ment had been largely from  the African  to the American slave 
zone, Liverpool had complied with the new law of  the empire 
In 1814 Liverpool was offered  a supreme opportunity to demon-
strate its allegiance to the new definition  of  the limits of  the 
market. The Anglo-French Treaty of  Paris, allowing France to 
reopen its slave trade for  five  years, called forth  an unprecedented 
storm of  petitioning throughout Britain. Special joy was exhibited 
everywhere else when Liverpool, weaned from  the trade for  a 
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mere seven years, joined in with a monster petition of  tens of 
thousands of  signatures. Yet the Liverpool petition meeting 
showed the residual clash of  the capitalist and abolitionist value 
systems. The opening speaker, John Gladstone, advocated a new 
theme of  commercial interest to lend support to the appeals to 
humanity and justice. Not only would France benefit  by the lack 
of  competition in Africa,  he noted, but it would thereby win the 
European market for  tropical staples, restoring the pre-war British 
inferiority  on the Continent. Roscoe, the Liverpool humanitarian, 
strongly objected to introducing economic interests into the dis-
cussion. He insisted that this would not only dilute the pure 
strain of  humanitarian agitation, but it would reintroduce the 
calculus of  means and ends into the question. If  Britain began to 
think again in terms of  economic policy, it might be equally 
expedient to revive the trade for  Britain too. Roscoe therefore 
successfully  moved that the Liverpool resolution restrict its 
rationale to humanity, as the rest of  the country had done.50 

Roscoe chose to overlook the point that the British slave interest 
might have cogently argued that Britain should either demand 
immediate French abolition, which it was not open to Britain to 
enforce,  or else consider British restoration, which was within 
British capacity. The slave interest instead spoke as if  only French 
abolition was possible. Nothing could better demonstrate how 
total and inevitable British abolition seemed in 1814, even to 
Liverpool merchants. Henceforth  one could argue the logic of 
capitalist interest only inasmuch as it respected the policy of 
abolition. By 1814 the norms of  British capitalism had been 
redefined. 

Nineteenth-century capitalism would, of  course, ingeniously 
invent or re-discover forms  of  semi-slavery for  areas of  scarce 
labour 'beyond the line'.51 But the battle over the treatment of 
labour as a pure commodity was over in Britain before  the indus-
trial revolution finally  took hold. The slave trade was rapidly 
assimilated to piracy as a form  of  economic behaviour. The ideal 
of  the globe as an open area for  unrestrained British acquisitive-
ness had met its first  internal check. If  the political nation was not 
yet prepared to declare that citizens of  the empire could no longer 
possess proprietary interests in men, it had nevertheless declared 
a total ban on the re-enforcement  of  those interests from  sources 
outside the empire. Precisely because slavery at the beginning 
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of  the nineteenth century was still fully  viable and still profitably 
integrated with the British commercial system, abolition marked 
a clear-cut shift  in the institutionalised values of  British society. 
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