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The Role of Women in the British Abolitionist Movement

In recent years, the role that women have played in making a better world has been more
recognised and celebrated. However, female involvement in the betterment of the world is not new.
In fact, Gerda Lerner, considered by many as the founder of the discipline of women'’s history,
writes, “[w]omen have always made history as much as men have, not ‘contributed’ to it.”* One
significant example is the role that women played in both the abolition of the Slave Trade in 1807
and the abolition of Slavery in 1833, collectively known as the British Abolitionist Movement. It will
be argued that women played a critical role in the abolition of Slavery in Britain, demonstrating
women’s vital role in making a better world. The following essay will explore how women achieved
this, by examining women’s creation of abolitionist societies, their organised slave-labour boycott
and their literary publications.

To fully understand the impact of female abolitionists during this period, one must first understand
the history of slavery in Britain. The British Slave Trade commenced in 1672, when the Royal African
Company first began transporting West Africans to plantations in the Caribbean.? Soon, the
‘Triangular Trade Route’ was developed, carrying goods from Britain to West Africa, where these
goods were swapped for slaves who were then transported to plantations or to North America.? In
the 1600s, approximately 75,000 slaves were transported by British ships each year,* however as the
trade continued to rapidly grow, by the 18™ Century this figure grew to 100, 000 each year.’ Due to
the huge profits made through the sale of slave-grown sugar, rum and tobacco, slave-traders and
plantation owners became incredibly wealthy.® However, this profit was at the expense of the slaves,
who worked in atrocious conditions with little access to basic human needs.” To make a better world
for these thousands of slaves, many Britons began petitioning for the end of the slave trade in 1783,
before ‘The Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade’ was established in May, 1787.8 However,
women were not permitted to play an active role in this society.’

Many women sought to establish female anti-slavery societies, and in the latter part of the
movement the role that women played in these societies was instrumental to the success of the
movement. Thus, illustrating the role that women can play in the betterment of the world. The first
women’s anti-slavery committee was established April the 8", 1825.2°'! Formed by a group of
fervent female abolitionists, the ‘Birmingham Ladies Society for the Relief of Negro Slaves’
established the template for the 73 women'’s societies established by 1831. These societies worked
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collaboratively to achieve their two main goals, highlighted by one of the original committee
members, Elizabeth Heyrick, who acutely described them to be, “abstention of slave labour and
informing others of the issue.”'? Thus, the groups actively encouraged many Britons, particularly
women, to join them in their boycott of slave-labour produce - a popular form of protest amongst
abolitionists during this period.'®* Additionally, the group aimed to educate the public on the horrors
of the trade, publishing several tracts on the topic. These tracts were predominately targeted at
women, although notably ‘Pity the Negro; or, An Address to the Children on the Subject of Slavery’,
which sold seven editions and over 2000 copies, was published for children.'* In 1830 the group’s
focus turned from promoting the issue to seeking to ignite legal action, as the original Birmingham
Society devised a new and radical bill for immediate and complete abolition, rather than a policy of
gradual abolition preferred by most abolitionists, such as Thomas Clarkson. The society stated in the
April of 1830 that they would not contribute their regular £50 per annum to the Abolitionist Society
until the society members “are willing to give up the word ‘gradual’ in their title.”* The following
month, the bill was agreed to. Following this success, female abolitionist societies began distributing
petitions. Many women participated in these petitions, and in some places, such as Doncaster, twice
as many women signed Anti-Slavery petitions as men.® In 1833, the ‘Birmingham Ladies Society for
the Relief of Negro Slaves’ devised the first ‘National Women’s Petition’. The final petition received
298,785 signatures and it is believed that it was the largest petition in the movement up to that
point.'® Clearly, the ‘Birmingham Ladies Society for the Relief of Negro Slaves’ and its many branches
played a pivotal role in the movement, and thus, in the betterment of the world.

Women played a vital role in another popular abolitionist strategy; the boycott of slave-labour
produce. Although women were not formally recognised as leaders in the political or academic world
during the Regency period, they were recognised, as stated by a contemporary newspaper article, as
“the chief controllers (who) provide for the articles for family consumption.”?” Practically then,
leaders of the movement began encouraging British women to boycott slave-labour produce as a
form of protest. Boycott pamphletts targetted at women, such as William Fox’s ‘Address to the
people of Great Britain on the Utility of Refraining from West India Sugar and Rum,” became the
most widely distributed pamphletts of the 18" Century.!® Similarly, many poets, such as Samuel
Taylor Coleridge, urged all British women to join the boycotters, writing, “The fine lady’s nerves are
not shattered by the shrieks! She sips a beverage sweetened with human blood.“*° Although many
of these early poems and pamphletts were written by men, it was predominantly women who
answered this call and worked to spread the boycott throughout Britain. In 1792, the official
‘AntiSaccharite’ society was finally established.?’ To support this society and to celebrate devoted
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‘AntiSaccharites’, the ‘Birmingham Ladies Society for the Relief of Negro Slaves’ began publishing
lists of boycotters in newspapers.?! These lists show women of all classes - from the very poor, to the
Royals themselves.? In James Gillray’s 1792 cartoon, ‘Anti-Saccharites — or John Bull and his family
leaving off the use of sugar’, Princess Charlotte can be seen encouraging her daughters to join her in
her abstention from sugar.?® Clearly, many Britons particiated in the movement, however reports on
the numbers of abstainers vary between 300,000%* and 500,000 individuals.?> Although it remains
unclear what financial impact these hundreds of thousands of ‘Anti-Saccharites’ had on the
slavelabour industry and the financially prosperous West India Lobby, the work of these female
abolitionists represented a united front against slavery and a will to participate in the movement.
Therefore, women have again played a major role in the British Anti-Slavery Movement, a
movement that made a better world for the enslaved throughout Britain and the British colonies.

Another way in which women influenced the movement was through the application of their literary
abilities. From writing the first female slave narrative, to drafting legal documents, women were a
driving force behind the movement, and by extension, the betterment of the world. The first of
these women was the former slave Mary Prince. Prince was born a slave and had experienced all the
cruelties of slavery. Her third owner, Captain John Ingham, believed that flogging slaves was “an
ordinary punishment for even a slight crime.”?® She was taken to England by her fifth owner, and
when she arrived, believed herself to be free, however her owner disagreed. The case went to court
in 1824, and to safeguard her freedom, Prince presented a petition to Parliament. This petition was
the first ever presented to Parliament by a woman,?” and paved the way for the later ‘National
Women'’s Petition’ of 1833. Prince was declared free, and decided to pen her story. With the help of
abolitionist Susannah Strickland, in 1831 Prince wrote and published the first narrative to be written
by a formerly enslaved woman.?® ‘The History or Mary Prince, A West Indian Slave, Related by
Herself’ was so controversial at its time of publication that it ignited two major court cases; a
testimony to the effect it would have made in educating British people who may have been ignorant
of the brutality of slavery.?
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While Prince’s narrative helped educate others, it was Elizabeth Heyrick’s work that sparked
immediate change through its illustration of radical views. Heyrick’s paper ‘Immediate, not Gradual
Abolition’ was published in 1824, and illustrated the advantages of the radical policy of immediate
abolition in contrast to the preferred policy of gradual abolition supported by many leading male
abolitionists at the time.?® In 1830, this document formed the basis of the ‘Birmingham Ladies
Society for the Relief of the Negro Slaves’ Bill, eventually adopted by the National Abolitionist Society
that same year. Heyrick illustrated her radical views in other ways too, including in the Antislavery
journal, ‘The Hummingbird’. The journal was produced anonymously by Heyrick, her sister, and
another fellow abolitionist, Susannah Watts.3°

Another popular form of literature utilised by female abolitionists was poetry. One such poet was
Hannah More. In 1787, More met abolitionist William Wilberforce, and the following year her poem
‘Slavery, A Poem’ accompanied one of Wilberforce’s abolitionist campaigns.3! This poem calls on
citizens to question the morality of the trade, and was very popular during this period.?? Similarly, in
1792, Mary Birkett published ‘A Poem on the African Slave Trade. Addressed to her own sex. In two
parts’.?® The poem reads: “How little think the giddy and gay, While sipping o’er the sweets of
charming tea.”* Throughout the poem, Birkett calls for British women to join the movement and to
boycott slave-labour produce, and historian Josephine Teakle claims that Birkett’s poem is the only
abolitionist poem written by a woman and written for women.?’ It is clear, therefore, that many
women utilised their literary talents to educate the populace, call societies to action and win the
support of the British people. They have played a major role in the British Anti-Slavery Movement,
and their actions have contributed to a better world achieved through the abolition of slavery in
Britain.

To conclude, women played a critical role in the British Anti-Slavery Movement. Through their
organisation of women’s societies, the ‘Anti-Saccharite’ movement and their literary publications,
these women had a major impact to on the movement. Finally, the Bill for the Abolition of Slavery
throughout the British Empire was passed on the 19™, August, 1833,%¢ signifying a victory for the
abolitionists and the arrival of a better world for thousands of slaves. The leading male abolitionists
were celebrated as heroes at the time, however few stopped to consider the determination and
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ingenuity of the female abolitionists who did what they could, within their limited spheres of
influence, to make a better world.

Appendix
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Appendix 1 — ‘Anti-Saccharites — or John Bull and his family leaving off the use of sugar’
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