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“As o'er the past my memory strays,” I recall certain

reminiscences of a past generation . .. which may possess
some interest to readers . . . and, therefore, I will record

them, without delay, as my own generation is nearly past,

and the one prior to that, entirely gone, and soon there will
be no one either to tell or to listen with interest.”

From “Some Reminiscences of the Warminster Society” (1914)
by MaRY W. EARLY

“The Negro is lashed to death, alas! to sugar your tea.”

From “England and France” (1806)
by Esa1as TEGNER

“I sacrificed a tear on the altar of humanity.”

From “Resa ifrin Stockholm genom Danmark” (1811-15)
by CARL BERNHARD WADSTROM
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From the Preface to Observations on the

Slave Trade (71789)

CARL BERNHARD WADSTROM

ANIMATED WITH A desire of defending the cause of suffering human-
ity . . . having been so fortunately situated, as to be enabled fully to
inform myself of the nature of the slave trade . .. would I were endowed
with powers to represent in colours sufficiently striking, the frightful
picture I have formed to myself, of the above-mentioned traffick, and
thereby to prove, that these detestable markets for human flesh, consti-
tute the last stage of all false principles; the greatest of all abuses; the
inversion of all order; and originate solely in that corrupted system of
commerce, which pervades every civilized nation at this day. . . . This
detestable abuse may be considered as proceeding from a degenerate
love of dominion, and of possessing the property of others; which, instead
of diffusing the genial influence of benevolence and liberty, produces, in
their state of inversion, all the horrors of tyranny and slavery. . ..

I am not only ready to devote my own person in this cause, but also
to excite all those in whose breast there still remains a spark of human-
ity, to unite with prudence and activity, to accomplish this grand work,
which has for its end the extermination of every evil and false princi-
ple, preparing the way for the reception of Goodness and Truth, in every
human society. . . . pleading at the bar of human sensibility, in favour of
the most oppressed nations in the universe. . ..

In exposing to the world the atrocious acts committed in that part
of the globe to which I have been eye-witness, it is not improbable, that
both the nations and individuals who have countenanced them, may




Knowledge, Silence, and Denial: The
Late-eighteenth-century Debate on
Slavery and Colonialism in Sweden

FREDRIK THOMASSON, Uppsala University, Department
of History

THE FIRST LINE of a 1797 review of the Swedish translation of Thomas
Clarkson’s (1760-1846) abolitionist tract An Essay on the Slavery and
Commerce of the Human Species (1786) states: “Here is another impor-
tant subject, generally less related to the advantageous conditions of our
country; however it will not therefore lack the warm compassion of the
philosopher and friend of humanity.”!

The reviewer, court poet Carl Gustaf af Leopold, seems oblivious to
the fact that since 1785, Sweden itself was a slaveholding nation. Swed-
ish merchants were trading slaves, albeit on a small scale, and Swedish
officials at the Caribbean colony of Saint Barthélemy had in the decade
prior put in place a draconian justice system that governed the island’s
black population, both enslaved and free. Nonetheless, Leopold was cer-
tainly aware of the debate on slavery and the slave trade, and he joined
Clarkson in his condemnation of this sordid business.

Leopold’s remark highlights the main question of this essay: how
were slavery and colonialism discussed in Sweden during the second
half of the eighteenth century? It also reminds us of how Sweden has
been silent about its own colonial ventures and participation in the
Atlantic slavery system—a silence that to a certain extent is still with us.

While Carl Bernhard Wadstrém (1746-99) made a significant con-
tribution to the international abolitionist movement, he was also a great




promoter of colonization. My students sometimes have difficulty under-
standing how these two seemingly contradictory convictions could be
part of the same worldview. Wadstrom studied and began his career in
Sweden at a time when both slavery and colonization were being dis-
cussed. He was of course not alone in either his distaste for slavery or
his enthusiasm for colonization. Most well-known among his fellow
abolitionist Swedes was the botanist and physician Anders Sparrman
(1748-1820), who not only criticized slavery but also early in his career
advocated for Sweden to colonize parts of Australia.

My aim is to show that Swedes like Wadstrom and Sparrman were
participating in a debate that had already been highly prevalent in Swe-
den. While their joining with the abolitionists, arguably one of the earli-
est transnational political movements, attested to their position on these
issues, many of their opinions were probably already formed before they
left Sweden.?

I do not intend, however, to make any detailed comparisons
between the international debate on slavery and the Swedish debate in
particular, as this would entail a study of much greater scope. I do hope
to be able to publish a book-length study on that subject in the future.

Since the recent literature on abolition is vast, this essay offers only a
brief account of the debate in Sweden during Wadstrém’s lifespan, situ-
ating him and other Swedish abolitionists in their Swedish context.

Colonial Propaganda
Sweden never became an important overseas colonial power, but this
was not for lack of ambition. The most prominent result of its colonial
ambitions was New Sweden (1638—55), which was its attempt to gain a
territory in the Americas. The Swedish colony, located in today’s Penn-
sylvania, Delaware, and New Jersey, was a brief interlude in the battle
between the more successful colonial powers, Britain and the Nether-
lands. The Swedish Africa Company'’s fort at Cabo Corso, located in
today’s Ghana, was an even briefer episode (1650s-608).>
Notwithstanding these experiences, a range of more or less realis-
tic plans were discussed and investigated all throughout the eighteenth
century. Among the more fantastic projects were the establishments of
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ng made his early career in the Swedish mining sector, Wadstrom was
aware of such economic thinki
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This sh
; ows ’.chat the purchase of slaves was not a foreign idea in the ci
cles promoting Swedish colonization. -
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Colonization propaganda was also printed. Ulrik Nordenskiold’s
(1750-1810) Treatise on the Benefits of Commerce and Colonization in the
Indies and Africa for Sweden, which he published anonymously in 1776,%
strongly argues on behalf of Swedish colonies, containing budgets and
plans for such enterprises. It is clear that Nordenski6ld knew the inter-
national literature on the subject. In 1778, Anders Sparrman, who trav-
eled with James Cook (1728-79) around the world in the first part of the
1770s, proposed in print that a part of New Holland’s (Australia) south-
west coast should be claimed by Sweden; as “it is still unseen by Flag
officers . . . [and] an altogether unknown part of our globe . .. which I
especially would like to see . . . named after Swedish places and Maece-
nases.”® Another example of the promoting of colonization was Johan
Henric Kellgren’s (1751~95) anonymously published Proposal: On the
Founding of Colonies in the Indies and on the African Coast (1784), which
contains an enthusiastic program for Swedish overseas ventures.!°

Wadstrom’s own account, Observations on the Slave Trade (1789),
was informed by his voyage to Africa. Published in Swedish in 1791,'!
the first half of the tract is indeed a critique against slavery and the slave
trade, while the second half is an exhortation for establishing African
agricultural colonies. How Swedish readers perceived this message is
hard to reconstruct, but it is not impossible that Wadstrém was fore-
most considered a promoter of colonization. It should also be noted that
Wadstrém and his fellow Swedes’ publications in English reached some
Swedish readers as well. Of the 284 names in the list of subscribers to
Wadstrom’s An Essay on Colonization (1794-95), more than 130 of them

are Swedish.!12

Later commentators, including historians, have had problems in
taking Swedish colonial ambitions seriously. Indeed, some of the Swed-
ish projects do appear bizarre in their disregard of both geographic and
political realities. Nonetheless, the small Antillean island Saint Barthé-
lemy was acquired from France in 1784 in exchange for French trading
rights in Sweden. It may well also be possible that pre-revolutionary
France considered advantageous the presence of a friendly Swedish
island in the highly volatile Caribbean archipelago.!3 This is not the right
context to discuss the history of the acquisition, suffice it to underline
that the preceding decades’ debate indicates that Swedish government
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The Debate in the Newspapers
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issue in th i
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unconditional, though; several authors
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and its practice of slavery:
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¢ his eyes or shudder ata country, where
claims that all humans are brothers,
seven to eight hundred humans

humanity must either clos
contrary to its religion that pro
you can at every plantation see
reduced to servitude, and indeed, counted as members of the

animal kingdom.'®

The above quotations summarize the mainstream opinion in the Swed-

ish newspaper debate concerning these issues at that time: colonialism
nd exploitative business; hypocritical

and slavery make up a sordid a
“Christians” treat slaves like animals; and these practices aré not even

conducive to the growth of commerce and population.

This discourse was not isolated to only the Stockholm newspa-
pers. Gothenburg journals lambasted the cruelty of Caribbean slave-
owners, and they eulogized slaves who, notwithstanding their brutal
treatment, preserved their dignity and sense of justice.!” In a story
retelling an event purportedly set on the Caribbean island Saint Chris-
topher (St. Kitts) in 1756, one such noble slave by the name of Quazy
had been wrongly accused of theft. During a fight with his owner—
s childhood friend—rather than hurting his master, Quazy com-
mitted suicide.?’ This article is also an example of how such stories

1d; it had already been published in the

circulated in the Atlantic wor
United States in 1788 and might have come from the British press origi-

nally.2! Swedish newspapers gathered a good deal of their international
news and information from foreign newspapers. Sometimes a source is
given, but most of the time it is not. Nevertheless, it would certainly be
possible to trace the origins of alarge number of the Swedish articlesin

French, British, and German press, the main sources of foreign news in

Sweden. And while there were articles in the Swedish press that pro-

ce and took a more sanguine view on slavery, even the

moted commer
he need to justify slavery by claiming that

authors of these articles felt t
it gave slaves the means of survival: “Yes, it is through commerce . . -

that we can feed the porcelain worker in China and the despondent

slave at the sugar plantation in the West Indies.”
I1do not yet have enough material to ascertain a chronological devel-

opment of what was published, but it is certainly the case that the num-

ber of articles concerning slavery increased during the 1780s—-90S. This
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Travelogues and Literature
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f Le.:avored to satisfy the readers’ curiosity. Pehr Kalm (1716-79) .
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escriptions of the conditions of slaves in Briti
ves in British America.?3
: erica.?? And
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raveled inland and experienced th the
e almost warlike conditi
edges of the Dutch colon S
y. The first volume of S 1
h. : : parrman’s account of
Wls tll'rla.lv;ellls in .A.frlca and around the world was published in 1783 I—;)e
era;s 15(;i };c}rlltlclal of how the black populations were treated, of ;lav
. and of the slave trade.?* Botanist and physici ’ _
kvt : nd physician Carl Peter Thun-
, another Linnaean, spent th i
e , spent three years in the Ca
i o i)nd)lf 1lr)1 the 1770s. He also described how the black population WI:Z
reated; but contrary to Sparrman, h
e saw colonialis
pe . Z m and slavery as
Pli;;tt) a;;ci( hle was considerably less sympathetic about the AfricZns’
s.2° Kalm’s, Sparrman’s, and Thunberg’
: erg’s books were i di
translated into several lan s
guages. In An Essay on the Sl
merce of the Human Species, Cl i Sk opi
arkson cited Sparrman’
the Dutch colonists h : g i gnes
unted Hottentots to ensl %
s ' ave them, 26 which
o shsciw how quickly knowledge circulated at that time. l -
A tawerr}lrw ﬁnd its terrors were also touched upon in songs and popul
erature. The following rh i %
ymed example is taken f;
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y a ship chaplain who visited the Cape Colony on route to Chilrlln
a:
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«“Should we, as slaves, be shipped to an unknown isle, away from home-
land, girl and friend, no please, let us rather die!”?’

Other scientists who traveled overseas saw the effects of slavery and
commented upon it in texts that were predominately directed toward a
learned audience. Botanist Olof Swartz (1760—1818) , who traveled to the
West Indies in the 1780s, made important contributions to the study of
the Caribbean flora. But Swartz also wrote about the conditions of the
slaves on the islands he visited, and he did not mince words when he
criticized slaveowners, referring to them as barbarians and executioners.
One of the examples he gave was the following account of an execution,
although it seems improbable that he actually had witnessed the scene:

A Negro that had killed his master was executed at Cavaillon at St.
Domingue. His thumbs were cut off, and he was put on the
breaking wheel without shedding a tear. You could only hear him
saying: “When I murdered my master, it was bad for him: now I
have to die for his sake, which is bad for me” 28

Similar stories were repeated by other Swedish writers, who had not
themselves traveled or witnessed atrocities in the Caribbean but instead
had picked them up in the foreign literature that reached Sweden. Joran
Fredriksson Silfverhjelm (1762-1819), for example, made the following

observation:

If a Negro kills one of the whites, for whatever reason, he is burned
alive; but if a white kills his slave, this misdeed is atoned for by an
insignificant fine, which is seldom collected.”

A surprising amount of travel literature was translated into Swed-
ish, especially in the Jast two decades of the century. A great number
of the international successes were promptly published in Sweden,
often in abridged versions. The strong presence of travelogues in late-
eighteenth-century circulating libraries attests to the popularity of the
genre at that time. These types of books, as well as novels and biogra-
phies, were considered to be part of the “lighter” reading material.*

Sometimes, reviews of travelogues were scathing in their critique of
the circumstances that foreign writers described. A passage in the Swed-
ish edition of Mungo Park’s (1771—1806) Travels in the Interior Districts
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Slavery on the Stage and in Poetry

While i
i e reading through newspapers in search of the above material, m
ion was drawn to an advertisement for a play that was stage}d a)tr
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one of Stockholm’s theatres. Entitled The West Indies Traveler, or Vir-
tue’s Reward [Westindiefararen, eller Dygdens Beléning], with the author
given as Herr Bjorn (ie., the playwright Didrik Gabriel Bjorn [1757—
1810]), the play was an adaptation of Louis-Sébastien Mercier’s (1740—
1814) L'Habitant de la Guadeloupe, which was first staged in Paris in 1786
and premiered in Stockholm in 1791 1 immediately started to peruse
bibliographies and Swedish theatre history. Plays with slavery either as
a central theme or in some way touched upon turned out to be common
on Swedish stages, and several of them were SuUCCeSSes. Westindiefara-
ren was performed more than 170 times. Other plays included abolition-
ist dramas, such as August von Kotzebue’s (1761—1819) Die Negersklaven
[N eger—slafvarne], which premiered in 1796. In the foreword to his play,
Kotzebue underlined that many events had been omitted from the per-
formance in order to spare the audience. Such cruelties would be too
ruesome to portray on the stage, but in the printed version, he was
truthful in his depiction of the slaves’ terrible fate.3
Some plays were set in the Orient, and the slavery depicted was thus
Ottoman, or Oriental. But this did not stop the playwrights from refer-
ring to issues of the Atlantic world as well. Sébastien-Roch Nicolas de
Chamfort’s (1741-94) Le Marchand de Smyrne [Slafhandlaren i Smirna]
was first staged in Stockholm in 1775, exactly a year after its Parisian pre-
miere. Significantly, the Swedish translation of the title underlined that
the goods traded were slaves. In the play, when the slave trader Kaled is
criticized by a French prisoner for selling him as a slave, Kaled retorts:
«But what do you mean? Do you not sell negroes? Isell you for the same

reason. . . . Is it not all the same? The only difference consists in that

they are black, and that you are white” 20
We have little information about the theatrical performances, but
judging from some of the preserved role lists, black characters were

played by white Swedish actors, as using white actors only was the rule
¢ that time. Similarly, there is scant information

in Buropean theatre a
on how these exotic settings were represented on the stage. Fascinat-
4 and Lindor, which was set in

ingly, the 1793 “pantomime—ballet” Mirz
the newly acquired Swedish colony (“The scene is the island St. Barthe-
lemy.’36), included several slaves on its role list. Swedish slaves were thus

represented on Stockholm stages for at least some productions.
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e middle class and lower cl i :
! asse
shop assistants and craftsmen.38 i
Learn
| Lean eddpeetry could not be claimed to be a popular art form, as
- prlrz;ce in small editions that catered to an educated and hig}hl
e audience. A typical exponen i i’
t of this traditi
oo . ition was Count Johan
Gebrie Oxenstierna (1750-1818), who along with a career in gc{ver
also i v
- “Thwrlelte poetry. Among his most famous poems is his 1796 epic
oem .e. .arvests [Skérdarne], in which he in the sixth son eII)O
gl o y Acfrrhcrze: the greed of plantation owners and merchants gpity
e African slaves who can never b i J -
enefit from thei i
Lorents Sié eir own work. Nils
- joberg (1754-1822) expressed similar thoughts in his 1791
o » .
pueas o mmerce [Handeln]. While commerce is hailed as the fount
o Il)orary riches, he criticizes the excessive greed that has created
u i .
b man slavery, its worst aberrations being the slave trade and the pl
ation system in the Americas. O i -
. Oxenstierna and Sjob i
1 : joberg are prime exam-
ples of how the antislavery rhetoric was expressed in poetryp -

Reporting about Saint Barthélemy

Court i
. poeft and litterateur Carl Gustaf af Leopold (1756-1829), th
) sge . B e
. lrlstrer of Clarkson’s abolitionist tract, was a central figure in the )ca i
. 39 X
~ i elrlarir scenle. When he stated that slavery and slave trade weP;e
erally less related to the advan
tageous conditions of 4
paenen : . s of our country,’
g e at tfl;tsame time saying that Sweden had no connection to Atla}rf;
ery? It is impossible that he wa -
t aware of the Swedi i
g s s no e Swedish Carib-
- olc();ny. The ac(qulsmon of this colony in the 1780s was celebrated
ng Gustav III (1746-92), wh i
' o had been instr i
tiations with France it w e i
, and it was hailed as a triumph fi
- . : ph for Sweden. This
ge was repeated in Swedish newspapers. In 1785, the island was
)
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declared a free port, granting merchants the freedom to come to trade at

the island. Both this and other royal ordinances were read in churches;
and as a result, especially poor peasants from the Finnish part of Sweden
started to inquire about the possibility of moving there. A rumor about

a possible future in the Swedish colony started to circulate. So to stymie

these rumors, another royal proclamation was issued, this time prohibit-

ing moving to Saint Barthélemy without royal permission.

This episode made it clear that the dissemination of information
about the new colony could have unforeseen consequences. Censorship
had become progressively stricter during Gustav’s reign; and though
there is no tangible proof that news either from or about Saint Barthé-
lemy had been censored, there are many examples of self-censorship by
writers, journalists, and editors during these years.*® It appears highly
likely that any Swedish litterateur would have known that writing about
the colony might displease the king or a member of his entourage. The

public opinion was, as shown above, critical of slavery; and the many

nobles and important merchants who were shareholders in the Swed-

ish West India Company were aware of this fact. The company was insti-
tuted in 1786, and one of its professed goals was to trade slaves using
Saint Barthélemy as a transit harbor. The king encouraged merchants
to join this lucrative commerce. In An Essay on Colonization, Wadstrom

nly his own interests but also those of both

succinctly summarizes not 0
his colleagues and royalty: «But the truth is, that the King loved gold, my
worthy companions Joved natural science, and T Joved colonization” *!

Silence is difficult to interpret; however, the fact remains that after
the flurry of publications celebrating the acquisition, there was very lit-
tle news arriving from Saint Barthélemy. A brief period of freedom of
the press followed the assassination of the king in 1792, but censorship
was again introduced in 1794-. The 1790s was a tumultuous decade in
Swedish politics; and while the international campaign against the slave
trade grew in intensity, it seems that the implicit prohibition on writing
about Swedish involvement was observed. In 1793, news from France
was restricted; and in 1794, it was prohibited to report on anything con-
cerning the United States or French constitutions. The political report-
ing only restarted in earnest in 1809, when the Swedish constitution
went through radical change and a modicum of freedom of the press
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Xzs remtr:)duced.42 During these two decades—sometimes called “the
n —
o }}flars the onb’ news reported in Swedish newspapers about Saint
r Oe emy were shipping and commercial news.
- tien (ci)f the very few publications about the colony was naturalist
> la%e erFf Euphre,lsens (1756-96) description of the island published
i lae 1}2‘5 ;phrasen visited the island in 1788, on behalf of the Royal
is i
ouedish, fca emy of S.c1ences, and he was instructed to investigate its
ore aun}’?. ]'3ut as in other scientific travelogues, he included many
fhe isi; c(;n 1t e 11slands population. Euphrasén wrote several pages on
s legal system, which, as in all i
; slave colonies, differed
stantially from the publi } -
public law of the mother i
e countries. As soon as the
785, they began adaptin
; - g to the surrounding archi
| : chipel-
frgez S ;‘fdlft.lons of controlling the black population, both enflaved End
. The first major Swedish slave law w i
: as proclaimed in 1787. Euph
sén was a perspicacious observer, who i s e
0 in 1788 alread d
e : B y understood per-
h'c ll)y hlc:w t}?I.S sy‘stem functioned. He described it over several pa ez in
is book, writing in plain terms about how slaves were punished: :

T}.1e Punishment is usually executed in the following manner. Th
cr'1m1nal is laid with face down tied to the wheels of a cannon. de
his legs stretched out and tied to two poles in the ground, hi "
clo?hes .are removed until he is nude, the one that hits hir; }izs a
}v;hxp with a short ha.ndle, but the whip is 6 to 7 ells [c. 3 meters], he
‘1ts the nude slave violently from some distance, each lash sounii
like a pistol-shot and big pieces of skin and flesh often come off t}?e

back. The slave h
! as to endure 30, 50, or 1
, or 100 such lashes i
the nature of his crime.*3 reeordgte

- o :

iSh }:ie liegmmr;g :f the Swedish period on the island, slaves were pun
ed at one of the island’s forts, whi i -

E , which explains the detai
slaves were “tied to the wheels of a cannon ”p sl hout how

Kn i .

Barthélzzledge in Swedlen of the black population’s conditions on Saint

y was certainly not widespread during thi i

. this period. N
pers did not write about it ; :  eobebly
, and Euphrasén’s travel acc
never gained a broader audience. Th s
. The only way for those i
to assess the situation would b , it
: e to apply what they kn i

- : . y knew about condi-
ions in other colonies to the situation at Saint Barthélemy. This is wh;t
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Odmann, the translator of Stedman’s work, did when he commented

upon the terrible fate of the slaves in Surinam.

Conclusion
During the late eighteenth century, due to the relatively high Swedish lit-
eracy rate, readers of newspapers—and sometimes books—were more
common in Stockholm than they were in many other European towns
and cities. The reading public there at that time could easily inform itself
about both the cruelty and the economic significance of slavery and col-
onization. In addition to this group, we may add the theatre audiences,
who albeit in a different and often less direct way, were introduced to
some of the facets of slavery, both Atlantic and Oriental.

This demographic consists only of those who had access to
sources in Swedish. The Swedish upper classes, where knowledge of
German and French was common, could also become informed by
reading the international literature on the subject. An example of this
is French writer Abbé Raynal’s (1713-96) famous colonial history,
which although eventually banned in Sweden was nevertheless widely
read.* While knowledge of English was less common, it was increas-
ing during the period.

People like Wadstrém and Sparrman, for example, would have
had ample opportunity before leaving Sweden to inform themselves
about slavery and the situation facing black populations in Africa and
the Americas. I have provided examples only from 1750 onward; but
of course previous literature, such as geographic manuals, earlier trav-
elogues, and so forth, was also available to the capital’s educated
inhabitants.

While the opinions voiced in the majority of newspaper articles and
other writings were predominately against slavery, this critique never
seems to have been addressed in conjunction with the fact that Sweden
had its own slave colony. Censorship and the protection of political and
commercial interests are certainly part of the explanation for this silence.
Even more intriguing is how this silence remained the state of affairs at
least until the debate on the Swedish abolition of slavery started in the

1840s, but that goes beyond the scope of this essay.
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- Th;:r: were, of course, people who did know what was happening
and foremost, the Swedish colonial officials i -
40 als in the Caribb
the administrators of colonial affairs in Stockholm. The ;Jrilgeza:f igd
’ e

Swedish Supreme C
ourt were also aware of the g; i
to confirm the island’s legislati oo iy

that involved slaves,

It is probably unrealistic to pretend that the general reading popu-

lation i
N hll(lllll 131 Swiden could have connected their Caribbean colony, about
e Presey \ ?em(ri verzif little, to the antislavery propaganda th)at had
ent for decades. But Anders Spar
. .
made the same analogous conclusj Fdid O i ) hae
to St f d
base;i:;rels boolk. In Sparrman’s case, though, it would have been
rsonal experience. In 1784, wh
. » When he was offered th i-
tion of government doctor at Saint Barthélemy and declined jt fsP}))OSI
. 0s-

sible that he did not want t i
et 0 partake in the foundation of the Swedish
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