
Chapter 6

Writing Against Slavery
Germantown, Quakers, and the Ethnic Origins  
of Early Antislavery Thought

Katharine Gerbner

When William Penn advertised the Pennsylvania Colony to German-  
and Dutch- speaking Protestants in the Rhineland and Palatinate, slavery 
was far from his mind. In his Account of the Province of Pennsylvania in 
America, translated by Penn’s agent Benjamin Furly into Dutch and Ger-
man, Penn offered prospective emigrants five thousand acres of land for 
£100 and guaranteed freedom of worship to all in what was touted as the 
“Holy Experiment.”1 By March of 1683, less than a year later, three men 
from Krefeld, a town near the border of present- day Germany and the 
Netherlands, had purchased a total of fifteen thousand acres of land from 
Furly. They were joined by a group of Quakers from Krisheim, who 
immigrated to Pennsylvania in 1685. These settlers, along with the Pietist 
lawyer Francis Daniel Pastorius, settled the town of Germantown, Penn-
sylvania, about a half- day’s walk from Philadelphia. While not all of the 
German immigrants converted to Quakerism, there were enough Ger-
man-  and Dutch- speaking Quakers to found a preparatory meeting in 
Germantown, Pennsylvania.2

In 1688, the Germantown Meeting authored a protest against slavery, 
the first of its kind written in the American colonies. The German and 
Dutch Quakers rejected both slave trading and slaveholding and argued 
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176 languages of race and (anti-)slavery

that freedom of conscience should be matched by freedom of body. This 
type of antislavery stance differed from the prevailing English and Welsh 
Quaker thought of the same period. While the Germantown protest 
argued for an end to slavery in Pennsylvania, English and Welsh Quakers 
tended to accept a limited form of slaveholding, but they rejected the 
presence of slaves when they threatened the Quaker family. Linguisti-
cally, the Germantown protest was also unusual. It did not follow the 
typical format of a Quaker document sent between meetings. It addressed 
itself to “Christians” rather than “Friends” and, with minor exceptions, 
did not include biblical references and never mentioned Jesus Christ—
all unusual practices for a Quaker text in the late seventeenth century. In 
its direct approach to the question of slavery, the Germantowners also 
omitted the salutary introduction to Friends that was customary for 
epistles sent between meetings.

This essay situates the Germantown Quaker protest within the com-
plex linguistic, political, and social world of late seventeenth- century 
Pennsylvania, paying close attention to the conflicts and conversations 
between German, Dutch, English, and Welsh Quakers in Penn’s “holy 
experiment.”3 It shows how ethnic and linguistic differences between 
seventeenth- century Quakers shaped early debates about slavery. Quak-
ers from the Rhineland, Wales, and England developed different ideas 
about slaveholding based on their experiences in Europe, their transat-
lantic networks, and their ideals of community. While Germantown 
Quakers emphasized the rights of the enslaved, Welsh Quakers in Penn-
sylvania tended to focus on the dangers of slave owning for Friends. But 
the majority of Quakers in the late seventeenth century were not anti-
slavery. Quaker immigrants from Barbados were influential in popular-
izing a “conversion ethic” that sought to reconcile slavery with Quaker 
practice.

Rather than looking forward to the Quaker abolitionist movement of 
the eighteenth century, this chapter seeks to demonstrate the diversity of 
early Quaker ideas about slavery. Like Jean Soderlund, I recognize that 
antislavery views came in many varieties—some emphasized the rights 
of the enslaved, while others focused on the dangers of slave owning for 
Friends. Yet I also argue that antislavery thought must be examined 
within the context of the prevailing Quaker acceptance of slavery. I 
expand on Kristen Block’s analysis of Quaker slave owning in Barbados 
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writing Against slavery 177

and Pennsylvania to demonstrate the wide range of pro-  and antislavery 
positions that existed in late seventeenth- century Quaker Pennsylvania. 
Finally, my argument builds on Brycchan Carey’s study of Quaker anti-
slavery rhetoric by emphasizing the significance of early Quaker conver-
sations about slavery. Yet my interpretation departs from Carey’s in two 
ways: first, I emphasize the importance of ethnicity in early Quaker 
antislavery thought. Second, while Carey sees Quaker evangelization in 
Barbados as part of the movement toward antislavery, I argue that the 
Quaker “conversion ethic” should not be linked to antislavery beliefs, 
because it signaled an attempt to reconcile Quaker theology with slave-
holding. Instead, I contend that the German and Dutch authors of the 
Germantown protest introduced a new perspective on slaveholding to an 
English and Welsh Quaker community that was in the midst of its own 
struggle to reconcile slavery with the Quaker peace testimony.4

Pennsylvania and the West Indian Conversion Ethic

The Quaker conversation about slavery began well before the founding 
of Pennsylvania. It was in Barbados, rather than Penn’s Quaker colony, 
that Friends were first confronted with a booming slave society that was 
increasingly dependent on enslaved Africans for economic prosperity.5 
In the 1660s and ’70s, Barbados was one of the primary destinations for 
Quakers in the Americas. Richard Dunn has estimated that hundreds of 
Friends lived on Barbados, and the vast majority of them were slave own-
ers.6 Indeed, slave owning was extremely common among seventeenth- 
century Quakers, and most did not see a conflict between slavery and 
their Quaker beliefs.

The first individual publicly to question the meaning of slave owning 
for Friends was the Quaker leader George Fox. While Fox addressed 
slavery as early as 1657, it was not until he visited Barbados in 1671 that 
he addressed the issue at length. After spending a month on the island, 
he advised Friends to “consider . . . if you were in the same Condition as 
the Blacks are,” and to “do you for and to them, as you would willingly 
have them or any other do unto you, were you in the like slavish Condi-
tion.” While Fox did not advocate an end to slavery, he encouraged 
Friends to preach to the enslaved men and women in their families and 
to “let them have two or three Hours of the Day once in the Week . . . to 
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178 languages of race and (anti-)slavery

wait upon the Lord.”7 While some scholars have argued that Fox demon-
strated a protoabolitionist stance, I have argued elsewhere that Fox was 
instrumental in developing and articulating a “conversion ethic” that 
sought to reconcile the Quaker conscience with slaveholding.8 Fox 
encouraged Friends to evangelize to the slaves in their families, and there 
is evidence that at least some Barbadian Quakers attempted to do so.9

When Penn founded Pennsylvania in 1682, the Quaker colony relied 
on its connection to Barbados for shipping and economic ties.10 Further-
more, many Barbados Quakers decided to immigrate to Pennsylvania, 
since Quakers were persecuted for their beliefs on Barbados. As a result, 
there was a strong contingent of slave- owning West Indian Friends in 
seventeenth- century Quaker Philadelphia. As Kristen Block has argued, 
these Barbadian immigrants brought with them a comfort with African 
slavery and a conversion ethic based on Fox’s Gospel Family- Order. 
Wealthy slave- owning Quakers like Lewis Morris, who relocated from 
Barbados to the Middle Colonies, worked to silence the doubts that non–
West Indian Quakers had about slavery. Morris, as Block writes, was 
“part of an effort in the Americas and Britain to establish ideals for ‘godly’ 
slaveholding. He and other West Indian Quaker leaders aimed . . . to ease 
the consciences of individual masters, to create a consensus among the 
Society’s members, and to help Friends in the colonies build up a stock of 
moral capital to be used against their non- Quaker peers.”11 West Indian 
Quakers introduced an ideology that reconciled slavery with the Quaker 
conscience and provided a robust economic incentive to accept African 
slavery.

Quaker Slavery in the Middle Colonies and Upper South

In addition to immigrants from Barbados, the Middle Colonies were 
already home to a number of Quaker communities in the colonies both 
to the east—in East and West Jersey—and south, in Maryland and Vir-
ginia. Unlike the Quakers on Barbados, the first Friends to settle in the 
Middle Colonies did not encounter a massive slave regime. Still, over the 
second half of the seventeenth century, black laborers slowly replaced 
white indentured servants in many families. Friends participated in this 
shift and sought to integrate enslaved Africans into their households. 
Like Barbadian Quakers, they struggled to bring slavery in line with their 
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writing Against slavery 179

religious discipline. While records are minimal, there are some sources 
that reveal how Quakers in Pennsylvania, Jersey, and the Chesapeake 
adapted to slaveholding.

In Maryland, Quakers congregated in Annapolis, Somerset, and 
what is now known as Talbot County.12 Many of the Friends who settled 
on the Eastern Shore had worked the favorite Quaker circuits of the day. 
Wenlock Christison, one of the most influential leaders of Maryland 
Friends, had spent time in Barbados and had been sentenced to hang in 
Boston before he settled in Maryland. Given his past, it is not surprising 
that Christison used his Barbados connections to send “some negroes . . . 
out of Barbadoes.”13 While there is no indication of Christison’s further 
thoughts about slavery, his comments make it clear that slaveholding was 
seen as an economically wise pursuit among at least some Maryland 
Friends.

While Maryland Quakers used their West Indian connections to 
import slaves, Friends in Virginia struggled to reconcile slaveholding 
with their peace testimony. In 1699, Nathan Newbie, a member of the 
Chuckatuck Meeting in Lower Virginia, was accused of beating his slave 
to death. In a letter addressed to the men’s and women’s meetings at 
Chuckatuck, he defended himself: “Whearas There hath been many 
Scandalous Reports that I have been the death of my negroe: this is to 
satisfie all persons that will belive the truth of the matter that I doe 
solemly declare in the presence of God that I never intended his death 
neither did I give him any Blow wch I thought might Take his life but this 
I must Confese that not many days before hee died I did Correct him 
sharply hee giveing mee great occation for the same.”14 Newbie’s letter 
speaks to an aspect of Quakers and slavery that is rarely discussed: the 
problem of violence within the slave- owning Quaker family. Since most 
scholars interested in Quakers and slavery focus on antislavery, the expe-
riences of Quaker slave owners, which include the difficulty of keeping a 
peace testimony while disciplining slaves, are rarely mentioned.15 It 
seems that Friends tolerated a certain amount of violence within house-
holds but that Newbie crossed the line: the death of his slave, just days 
after he had been “corrected,” meant that he had gone too far.

Newbie claimed to be sorry for what he had done, though he seemed 
more sorry that his name had been sullied: “[S]orrow did Arise in mee 
wch was not easly Removed. Upon this the Enemy of mens soul came in 
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180 languages of race and (anti-)slavery

like A flood and sharp Triall I and greauicus [grievous] Temptations for 
A Long Time I was Under hee indeavering by his Craft to begett mee into 
deadnes and Coldnes this and the black Clouds of infamous Reports wch 
hanged over mee.”16 It was the “infamous Reports” of his actions that 
bothered Newbie more than the death of his “negroe.” Still, it is clear that 
he had been too brutal in his treatment of his slave, and the members of 
his meeting presumably disciplined him (the minutes do not include 
systematic information on discipline). Yet despite his transgressions, 
Newbie remained a Friend. In 1707, eight years after writing his letter of 
defense, he became a traveling minister. Even then, he had problems with 
his reputation. Though the minutes do not say why, they do record that 
“some friends [were] Disattisfied as concern[s] Nathan Newby’s testi-
mony.”17 Eventually, Newbie was approved for the ministry, but other 
Friends continued to have doubts about him.

The Newbie episode sheds light on the difficulties that Quakers had 
even when they accepted slavery. How, for example, should an enslaved 
person be treated within the Quaker household? How should slaves be 
disciplined? And how could the Quaker community maintain its peace 
testimony in a slave society? These questions followed Quakers into 
Pennsylvania. As new settlers set up households, farms, and shops in the 
Delaware Valley, enslaved men and women became a common presence 
in Pennsylvania Quaker households. Quaker meeting minutes rarely 
mentioned slaves or servants, but again, one anomaly provides insight 
into one Quaker community in newly founded Pennsylvania. In April 
1693, the Dublin Monthly Meeting noted, “The business conserning John 
Gilberts Commiting adultery with ye Widdow fforres Negro, as is 
Comonly reported, being debated & several circumstances appearing of 
his bad behaviour with other women, The judgment of ye Meeting is, that 
he is not a clear man: and therefore is requested to give forth a paper of 
Condomnation for ye clearing of truth & ffriends and till such tim[e] as 
he do it ffriends can have no Unity with him.”18 This disciplinary minute 
represents the only reference to a specific enslaved or free black in the 
entire minute book for the Dublin Monthly Meeting. It shows that John 
Gilberts was disowned by the meeting for “bad behaviour” with women. 
The first proof of his bad behavior was that he had committed “adultery 
with ye Widdow fforres Negro,” a woman who is never named in the 
record. Though the note did not mention the legal status of this woman, 
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writing Against slavery 181

it is clear that she belonged to the widow Ffores, implying that she was 
enslaved. The minute then revealed that Gilbert’s relation with the wid-
ow’s slave had been “debated” by members of the meeting. Only then was 
it mentioned that Gilberts had also behaved badly with “other women.” 
The meeting deemed him out of unity, but it is clear that his relations 
with the “ye Widdow fforres Negro” were of the greatest concern to 
Friends. This imbalance in reporting suggests that the Dublin Friends 
were uncomfortable with the place of enslaved men and women in their 
households and communities. They condemned all types of adultery, but 
adultery with an enslaved woman was more threatening to the commu-
nity because it undermined the patriarchal family and transgressed an 
unwritten, still- evolving racial boundary.

The German Origins of Rights- Based Antislavery Thought

As English, Welsh, and West Indian Quakers in the Middle Colonies 
struggled to integrate enslaved men and women into their households, a 
new wave of immigrants from the Rhineland, Palatinate, and other 
regions in current- day Germany added a new social and cultural constit-
uency to Pennsylvania Quaker society.19 The Germantown Quakers, 
most of whom had been Mennonites before their conversion, hailed from 
the borderlands between modern- day Holland and Germany.20 Their 
experience of persecution during and after the Thirty Years’ War, along 
with their firmly held nonconformist principles, made the prospect of 
immigrating to the “holy experiment” of Pennsylvania an attractive 
option. Yet despite a number of overlapping beliefs, the founders of Ger-
mantown arrived in Pennsylvania with a distinctive culture and a desire 
to create their own separate community.21 The Germantowners consis-
tently set themselves apart from the rest of the immigrant population in 
Pennsylvania. Upon his arrival in 1683, Francis Daniel Pastorius, a pietist 
lawyer, insisted—against William Penn’s preference—that the Dutch 
and German settlers be given land together, rather than in dispersed 
pockets around Philadelphia. In 1689, the Germantowners were granted 
the first charter to become a borough, the only one of its kind ever to be 
issued in Pennsylvania. This political freedom lent Germantown such an 
air of independence that in 1701, the town argued that it should be exempt 
from Pennsylvania taxes.22
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182 languages of race and (anti-)slavery

The Germantowners’ conviction to remain autonomous, together 
with their lack of acquaintance with English Quaker conventions, pre-
sented them with a unique perspective on Quaker slave ownership in 
Pennsylvania. Their normative place within the Quaker meeting hierar-
chy, meanwhile, gave them a moral and religious voice with which to 
speak to the English Quakers. In 1688, the Germantown Meeting created 
what has become, in the past two centuries, a defining symbol of Quaker 
abolitionism. The Germantown protest, written in 1688 and submitted to 
the Dublin Monthly Meeting for consideration, conceived of blacks as the 
social and spiritual equals of whites. The Germantowners argued that 
there was “no more liberty” to have blacks as slaves than there was to have 
“other white ones,” and in their phrasing of the Golden Rule, the Ger-
mantowners added the stipulation that no difference should be made 
based on “generation, descent, or colour.”23

The Germantown Quakers built on their experiences as a perse-
cuted religious minority in central Europe to develop their antislavery 
arguments. They compared the oppression of blacks in Pennsylvania to 
the oppression of Quakers and Mennonites in Europe, noting that 
“there are many oppressed for Conscience sacke” in Europe, while 
“here there are those oppressed, wch are of a black colour.” Since the 
oppression of Quakers and Mennonites was not only religious, but also 
political and social, this suggests that the Germantowners believed that 
blacks, like Quakers in Europe, deserved to be treated as political citizens, 
not slaves.

The Germantowners also used the specter of Turkish and North 
African slavery to support their claims. They began their protest with a 
reminder that Christians—including Quakers—were often enslaved by 
Turks “and sold for slaves into Turkey.” Appealing to the common fear of 
piracy and captivity in the Atlantic, they reminded their readers that 
Europeans are often “fearful and faint- hearted . . . [at] sea, when they see 
a strange vessel—being afraid it should be a Turk, and they should be 
taken.” The reminder of Islamic slavery was apt, as many Quakers had 
been taken captive in North Africa, and Quaker epistles regularly 
updated Friends on the status of their enslaved brethren.24 For the Ger-
mantown Quakers, it was hypocritical for Christians to do “as Turks 
doe,” and they chided their coreligionists, concluding that slaveholding 
was “worse for them, which say they are Christians.”25
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writing Against slavery 183

Aside from building on their own persecution and the widespread 
fear of Islamic enslavement, the Germantowners emphasized the conflict 
between the Quaker peace testimony and the violent nature of slavehold-
ing. What would happen, they asked, if these “stubbern men should joint 
[sic] themselves, fight for their freedom and handel their masters & mas-
trisses, as they did handel them before”? Would Friends “tacke the sword 
at hand & warr against these poor slaves”? The inherent violence of slave-
holding was problematic for Friends, and the Germantown Friends uti-
lized this discomfort to their advantage, suggesting that enslaved men 
and women had “as much right to fight for their freedom, as you have to 
keep them as slaves.”

Finally, the Germantowners played to Friends’ desire to attract new 
immigrants to the Quaker colony. At three separate points, the authors 
noted that their friends and acquaintances were hesitant to immigrate 
to a land with slaves. The “marketable” aspects of Pennsylvania were its 
inexpensive land, its unobtrusive government, and its religious liberty. 
The institution of slavery—with its potential for slave rebellion—
worked against this image. For the Germantowners, who were desperate 
to attract more settlers from their own homelands, this was a major 
concern. But their primary concern, and the core of their argument, 
remained humanitarian. The Germantown Quakers thoroughly rejected 
the “traffik of men- body” and called for “liberty of ye body” to accom-
pany “liberty of conscience.” By doing so, they made a rights- based argu-
ment against slavery that insisted that all individuals should have liberty 
of both “body” and “conscience.”

The Germantowners presented their protest to the Monthly Meeting 
at Dublin, where it was deemed too “weighty” an issue and referred to the 
Philadelphia Quarterly Meeting. The members of the Quarterly Meeting 
again deferred judgment and sent the Germantown protest to the Yearly 
Meeting, the reigning meeting in Pennsylvania. The scribe for the Yearly 
Meeting was careful to note the ethnicity of the petitioners, commenting 
that “some German fr[ien]ds” had presented a paper “Concerning the 
Lawfullness and unlawfullness of Buying and keeping of Negroes.” After 
some discussion, the motion was rejected for having “so General a Rela-
tion to many other Prts [sic].”26

While the Germantown protest did not succeed in convincing Phila-
delphia Friends to give up their slaves, its arguments resonated with at 
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184 languages of race and (anti-)slavery

least some men and women in Pennsylvania. It is impossible to quantify 
its exact influence, but many of the ideas articulated in the Germantown 
protest can clearly be seen in the first printed protest against slavery,  
An Exhortation and Caution to Friends Concerning Buying or Keeping of 
Negroes (1693). The Exhortation was authored by the Christian Quakers, 
a group of English, Welsh, and German Friends who rallied around the 
Quaker schismatic George Keith in the early 1690s. Like the German-
town protest, the Exhortation condemned slavery and called on all Chris-
tians to recognize that “Negroes, Blacks, and Taunies are a real part of 
Mankind, for whom Christ hath shed his precious Blood, and are capable 
of Salvation, as well as White Men.”27 While other Quaker antislavery 
texts of the seventeenth century based their arguments against slavery on 
the dangers of having blacks in the Quaker household and only margin-
ally included a moral opposition to the slave trade, both the Exhortation 
and the Germantown protest argued that bodily freedom should accom-
pany spiritual freedom.28 Because the document was associated with 
Keith, orthodox Quakers never formally considered the ideas presented 
in it. Yet the antislavery ideas articulated in the Germantown protest and 
the Exhortation did not disappear.

Welsh Quakers and Family Order in Seventeenth- Century 
Pennsylvania

While German and Dutch Quakers in Germantown developed an anti-
slavery ethic that combined humanitarian and pragmatic concerns, 
another group of immigrants from Wales and Cheshire (in northwestern 
England) worked to develop their own solution to the problem of slavery 
in colonial Pennsylvania. Like the German Quakers, these migrants 
settled apart from Philadelphia to protect both their language and their 
culture from foreign influence. The Welsh and Cheshire Quakers settled 
what became known as the “Welsh Tract” in southwestern Pennsylvania, 
which included Chester, Merion, Radnor, Haverford, Darby, and Marple. 
Barry Levy has shown that these Cheshire and Welsh Quakers were 
“familial radicals” who “inverted the ideals and purposes of their old 
regions’ family system.” Their ideal of their family, Levy has written, 
demanded “the thorough spiritualization of marriage, the granting of 
spiritual authority to women comparable with that of men, painful 
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writing Against slavery 185

self- discipline in childrearing, and the creation of enormous amounts of 
wealth to give households the resources to accomplish such tasks.”29

In the last decades of the seventeenth century, some Welsh and 
Cheshire Quakers began to purchase enslaved men and women to work 
on their land. As they did so, however, they questioned whether enslaved 
Africans could be fully integrated into their families and worried that 
these “strangers” would corrupt their households.30 Cadwallader Mor-
gan, a Welsh Quaker from Merion, articulated these fears in a paper that 
he presented to the Yearly Meeting in 1696.31 Morgan’s letter, which was 
either transcribed or translated from Welsh into English, was an intensely 
personal reflection on slavery.32 He began by addressing “ffriends” before 
revealing, “there was Something before me Concerning the buying of 
Negroes.” Due to the “Scarcity of hands here,” Morgan continued, he was 
considering purchasing slave labor. But further thought led him to doubt 
this impulse. While a “good” slave “would be Some help,” a “bad one of 
them” would disrupt his household. Morgan asked, “[What] if I should 
have a bad one of them, that must be Corrected, Or would Run away, Or 
when I went from home & leave him with a woman or Maid, and he 
Should desire or Seek to Comitt Wickedness, If Such a thing happened 
that it would be more Loss and Trouble to me, Then any outward Gain 
could Countervail.” After further reflection, Morgan wrote, “[the Lord] 
made it known unto me, That I should not be Concerned with them, And 
afterwards I had no ffreedom to buy or take any of them upon any account.” 
Morgan clarified that his decision did not have a bearing on other Friends: 
“I can Say,” he wrote, “that I have nothing in my heart against any partic-
ular that buys them.”33

Unlike the Germantown Quakers, who founded their argument 
against slavery on a declaration of the rights of men, Cadwallader Mor-
gan posed slave ownership as a problem for the Quaker household. There 
would be nothing wrong with slave ownership if all slaves were “good,” 
he implied, but the possibility of a bad slave could disrupt familial order. 
Morgan specified the sexual threat that an enslaved man posed to both 
servants and wives. Secondly, Morgan did not apply his personal revela-
tion to other Friends, but he did ask his peers to consult their own con-
sciences. In doing so, he tied slave ownership to “worldly gain.”

Morgan’s use of the word “worldly” was poignant in the context of 
1690s Pennsylvania. In the wake of the Keithian schism, Friends yearned 
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186 languages of race and (anti-)slavery

for unity, and the Yearly Meeting had begun a campaign to purge 
“worldly” things from their midst. In 1694, the Yearly Meeting specifi-
cally condemned “the worlds language” as well as “Loosnes and vanity in 
youth,” but the meeting made no explicit connection between slave 
ownership and worldliness. Cadwallader Morgan’s decision to deem 
slave ownership a “worldly” activity, combined with his reflective, non-
binding decision to abstain from slavery, had a significant effect on the 
members of the Yearly Meeting. While the meeting had rejected the 
Germantown protest outright for having “so general a relation to many 
other parts,” Morgan’s paper elicited a positive response from the meet-
ing. In a 1696 minute, the Yearly Meeting advised Pennsylvania friends 
to “be Careful not to Encourage the bringing in of any more Negroes, and 
that such that have Negroes be Careful of them, bring them to Meetings, 
or have Meetings with them in their Families, and Restrain them from 
Loose and Lewd Living as much in them lies and from Rambling abroad 
on First Days or other Times.”34 The Yearly Meeting minute lacked Mor-
gan’s careful introspection but reiterated his concern about the effect of 
slaves on the Quaker household. This minute has been used as proof of 
the developing ethic of antislavery within late seventeenth- century 
Quakerism, but it is better described as an expression of Quaker tribal-
ism.35 When Morgan defined slaveholding as “worldly,” he excluded 
slavery from the realm of the ideal Quaker household and contributed to 
a rising strain among Pennsylvania Quakers of defining the importation 
of slaves as a disorderly threat.

George Gray and the West Indian Conversion Ethic

While Cadwallader Morgan and the Yearly Meeting’s 1696 minute repre-
sent the emergence of “tribalist” antislavery in Pennsylvania, a paper by 
George Gray—which was probably presented to Friends some time 
between 1696 and 1700—demonstrates the continued influence of West 
Indian Quaker thought in the Middle Colonies. Gray had lived in Barba-
dos from the 1660s to the early 1690s, where he worked as a shopkeeper 
and planter.36 He, like the majority of Barbadian Quakers, owned slaves, 
and he maintained a strong ethic about Quaker slaveholding that he 
brought with him to Pennsylvania in 1692. When Pennsylvania Quakers 
debated the role of enslaved men and women in their society in the 
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writing Against slavery 187

mid- 1690s, Gray articulated the Quaker ideals of conversion and reform 
that had prevailed in the West Indian Quaker community.

Instead of excluding blacks from the household, Gray proclaimed 
that it was “the Duty of every Master & Mistress” to keep “Nigro[s] as 
Servants untill they are in Some Measure brought into a Christian Life.” 
Like George Fox in Gospel Family- Order, Gray was ambiguous about 
when or if Christianized slaves should be freed, but unambiguous in his 
conviction that Christianization was the duty of masters. He developed 
his argument with a lengthy biblical defense built on Leviticus 24, Ephe-
sians 6:9, Exodus 21:5–6, and Joshua 24:15. Gray believed that blacks were 
“Heathen by Nature,” and pleaded with masters to “bring [their blacks] 
unto Christianity or a Christian Life that [they] may be free m[e]n 
Indeed & in Truth.” His ideas about Christian practice emphasized 
behavior over belief. Masters needed to encourage blacks to keep “family 
Meetings” and to discourage them from “rude[ness,]” “danc[ing], 
drink[ing] & hav[ing] Merry Meetings [that] are bad examples to all 
people.” He accused blacks of disrupting First Days and “provokeing one 
another to doe Wickedly,” and he urged Quaker masters to keep their 
slaves busy during the week so they did not have “Liberty to flock & go 
abroad in Company,” which allowed for the opportunity to “do Mischeif 
& plott & Contrive.”

Gray was perfectly aware that his ethic of Christian slavery was nearly 
identical to the stance of George Fox, and he invoked the Quaker founder 
directly: “[I]t Could be Well to take the advice of that ancient and faith-
full Servant of the Lord G F [George Fox] to have & keep Meetings with 
them [i.e., the blacks], and it is not only his advice but the advice of many 
faithfull Servants of the Lord More, as William Edmundson and William 
Dewsbury.” Gray also knew that he had the strength of precedence on his 
side. For decades, Quakers in the West Indies had integrated slavery into 
their religious practice by advocating for conversion and family meet-
ings. The Quaker conversion ethic placed pressure on the “Rulers of 
familyes” to take responsibility for their entire household and to teach 
blacks, who were “heathen by Nature,” truth about “the Kingdome of 
God & their everlasting happiness.”37

George Gray’s Barbadian past made him part of a sizable contingent 
of new Pennsylvania residents, and these slave- owning Quakers contin-
ued to voice their support for evangelization and slavery.38 J. William 
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188 languages of race and (anti-)slavery

Frost has argued that the influence of Gray and other Quaker slave own-
ers resulted in the Yearly Meeting’s decision to reprint George Fox’s 
Gospel Family- Order in 1701.39 By pointing to Fox’s proevangelization 
statements, these Friends aimed to make benevolent slave owning the 
orthodox Quaker position in colonial Pennsylvania.

“Black Negroes and Potts”: Robert Piles’s  
1698 Antislavery Statement

While George Gray advocated for a “conversion ethic” that would inte-
grate slaves into the Quaker household, a Welsh Quaker named Robert 
Piles (also Pile or Pyle) combined elements of the Germantown Quakers’ 
humanitarian concerns with the more “tribalist” arguments of Cadwal-
lader Morgan. Piles’s letter suggests that some of the ideas articulated by 
the Germantowners had percolated throughout the Quaker community 
in Pennsylvania, but that fears about protecting the Quaker family 
remained the most poignant and influential argument against slavehold-
ing in Quaker Philadelphia.

Piles’s letter, like Morgan’s, was a personal reflection about slavehold-
ing. While Piles initially had “sum inclination upon my mind to buy a 
negro, or negroes,” he later questioned “ye lawfulness theyr of under ye 
Gospel ministration.” Piles’s original reasons for purchasing a slave pro-
vide insight into the mindset of a seventeenth- century Quaker land-
owner: slaves could be held for life, and they could replace English 
servants who had completed their indenture. Despite these beneficial 
aspects of slavery, Piles balked, asking himself whether slaveholding 
truly lived up to that “command of Christ Jesus, Do unto all men as ye 
would have all man doe unto you.” After reflecting on this question, Piles 
came to the conclusion that “wee would not willingly . . . be slaves [for a] 
tearm of life.”40 Piles’s interpretation of the Golden Rule is significant 
because it resembled the reasoning of the Germantown Quakers more 
than that of Barbadian Quakers like Gray. Piles and the Germantown 
Quakers interpreted the Golden Rule in a radical way that implied not 
merely good treatment for slaves, but also social equality.

Apart from his radical interpretation of the Golden Rule, Piles’s argu-
ment resembled the Germantown protest in a number of other interest-
ing ways. Just as the Germantown Quakers claimed that “the negers are 
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writing Against slavery 189

brought hither against their will and consent, and . . . many of them are 
stolen,” Piles wrote that he had “heard” that “sum [were] stoln from their 
country.” He asked whether purchasing slaves did not “incurredg rather 
than discurredg [slave traders] in that wicked work.” Also like the Ger-
mantown Quakers, Piles worried that slaves “might rise in rebellion and 
doe us much mischief,” and he reminded Friends that they did not “keep 
a malisha” because it was “against our principles.” He, like the German-
town Quakers, even suggested that if the slaves did “doe us harm,” it 
would be justified.

Unlike the Germantown Quakers, however, Piles focused on the 
reflections that had caused him to come to his antislavery position, and 
he pointed to a dream as the most significant factor in his own decision 
to abstain from slavery. In his dream, which has attracted a significant 
amount of attention from scholars, Piles saw himself and a friend walking 
down a road when he noticed a black pot.41 Piles picked up the pot and, in 
a selfish gesture, refused to share it with his friend. He then went a “little 
farther” down the road and saw “a great ladder standing exact upright, 
reaching up to heaven.” Desiring to go up the ladder, Piles feared that if 
he continued to hold the pot, he would not be able to ascend. So in order 
to climb the ladder, he chose to “la[y] ye pot at ye foot of ye ladder.” There 
he saw a “man that gave those that goeth up this ladder sumthing to 
refresh them.” He asked this man what the ladder was, and the man 
replied that it was “ye light of Christ Jesus, and whoever it bee that his 
faith bee strong in ye lord, God will uphold that it shall not fall.” When 
Piles awoke, he concluded to “lett black negroes or pots alone.”

In his dream, Piles used the adjective “black” only twice. At the 
beginning of the dream, he saw a “black pott” that he selfishly kept for 
himself, refusing to share it with his friend. At the end, he transferred the 
adjective from “pot” to “negroes,” thereby linking the two nouns. The 
implication was that “negroes,” like the black pot in the dream, caused 
selfish behavior and made it impossible for Friends to follow “ye light of 
Christ Jesus,” represented by the ladder. So while Piles’s initial attack on 
slavery resembled the arguments of the Germantown Quakers, his use of 
dreams set him apart from the arguments of the German and Dutch 
Friends in two important ways. First, his dream did not concern the 
spiritual status of the slave, but rather the spiritual status of Piles him-
self. By connecting “negroes” to the “black pott,” he defined a slave as a 
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190 languages of race and (anti-)slavery

spiritual barrier, not an individual. In fact, the linkage of pots and 
Negroes reinforced the idea that Negroes were commodities that could 
be owned or discarded. Just as Piles left the black pot at the “foot of the 
ladder,” he chose to “leave black negroes . . . alone.” Secondly, the use of 
the dream as a vehicle for argument connected Piles with a well- 
established tradition of Quaker dreaming.42 By articulating his antislav-
ery statement as a dream rather than a straightforward set of arguments, 
Piles made his perspective less menacing to Friends who owned slaves. 
While the Germantown Quakers were direct in their attack on slavery, 
Piles—while acknowledging and supporting the arguments of the Ger-
man Quakers—proceeded in a more ambiguous manner that empha-
sized both his belonging to the tradition of Quaker dreamers and his 
self- reflective criticism.

Piles further distanced himself from the Germantown Friends by 
carefully considering how to discourage slaveholding among Friends. He 
suggested that enslaved men and women should be taught to “read 
English” and encouraged to “goe to meetings,” suggestions that aligned 
with George Fox, George Gray, and Cadwallader Morgan. He also failed 
to specify if or when slavery should be ended. Instead, he included a 
series of obstacles that would have to be overcome before manumission 
was possible. It would have to “please ye lord,” he wrote, “to open theyr 
understanding, and bring them measurably to bee obedient” before “ye 
quarterly meetings [could] bee proper Judges in setting them free.” He 
also added the caveat that manumission should not be too much of a loss 
to masters. The long list of hurdles preceding manumission shows that 
Piles was a member of a community that had at least partially accepted 
slaveholding into its midst. It also suggests that Piles had considered and 
internalized the arguments of slave- owning Quakers like George Gray. 
Unlike the Germantown Quakers, Piles was sympathetic to the concerns 
of slave owners and was cautious, careful, and pragmatic in offering a 
vision for gradual manumission within the Quaker community. In the 
decades after Piles’s antislavery statement, Welsh Quakers in Chester 
would put increasing pressure on the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting to halt 
the importation of more slaves, suggesting that Welsh Quaker leaders 
like Piles were successful in convincing members of their own communi-
ties to reject slavery.
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writing Against slavery 191

Antislavery and the Philadelphia Quaker Campaign  
Against Worldliness

Piles’s antislavery text was, like Morgan’s, well received in Quaker Phila-
delphia. In 1698, the Philadelphia Monthly Meeting continued its debates 
about family order and the slave trade. At the Philadelphia Monthly 
Meeting on the 30th day of the 7th month, 1698, Penticott Teage criti-
cized the slave auctions taking place “at the publick market” and con-
vinced Friends that they “ought not to sell them after this manner.” Piles’s 
antislavery text may have been read and discussed at the same meeting, 
though it is not mentioned in the minutes.43 What is known is that a 
month later, the meeting noted, “It is the sense of this Meeting that all 
masters of families among friends do endeavour to bring their Negros to 
the publick Meetings of worship on first days, and those that do not come 
to Meetings, may be restrained or prevented from Meeting together in 
Companies.”44 Both of these minutes showed a strong sense of concern 
for the behavior of enslaved men and women, the disorder of the slave 
trade, and the lack of discipline in slave- owning families.

It was the fear of disorder that led the members of the Philadelphia 
Monthly Meeting to oppose the slave trade—not the humanitarian rea-
sons developed by the Germantown Quakers and the Keithians. On the 
30th day of the 8th month, 1698, two days after the Philadelphia Monthly 
Meeting composed their minute concerning the lack of meetings among 
slaves, a group of nine Friends composed a letter “To the General Meet-
ing off ffriends In Barbadoes” in which they begged their coreligionists to 
“put a stop to the importing of them.” As they informed the Barbadian 
Quakers, “many negroes in these parts may prove prejudissial several 
wayes to us and our posterity,” and contrary to their desire, “many 
negroes [were] brought in this last summer.”45 There is no evidence that 
the Barbadian Quakers received or responded to the request from the 
Philadelphia Monthly Meeting, but the correspondence illustrates the 
growing significance of Pennsylvania Friends within transatlantic 
Quaker discourses about slavery.

The debates about slaveholding in the Philadelphia Monthly, Quar-
terly, and Yearly Meetings must be understood within the context of the 
rising concern for discipline within the Pennsylvania Quaker community 
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192 languages of race and (anti-)slavery

as a whole. The 1696 minute, which had critiqued slaves as being “loose” 
and “lewd,” for example, fit into the more general criticisms about youth 
and servants in the middle colonies. In 1698/99, the Philadelphia Quarterly 
Meeting noted that newly arrived English children “prove loose and Dis-
orderly to ye Reproach of Truth and Trouble to Friends.”46 “Loose[ness]” 
was not just a sin of slaves, but of disorderly children and servants.

The overlap between familial reform and antislavery activism was not 
confined to linguistic similarities. Around 1700, a number of Friends in 
Philadelphia became concerned not only about slaveholding and mis-
behaving children, but also about the new English fashions that were 
starting to appear in colonial Pennsylvania.47 The Friends who led the 
campaign against the slave trade were the same Friends who denounced 
superfluity of apparel and fashionable furniture. Penticott Teage, the 
Philadelphia Friend who criticized the disorder of slave auctions, and 
William Southeby, one of the first English Friends to testify against slave-
holding, were among a group of six Friends who drew up a paper to “Pre-
vent Superfluous furniture in houses & supporfluous apparel” at the 
Philadelphia Quarterly Meeting in 1701/2.48

As the seventeenth century came to a close, Friends continued their 
campaign against disorderly behavior, culminating in the creation of the 
first Book of Discipline in 1704. The Book of Discipline, written by the 
Yearly Meeting and distributed to all Quarterly and Monthly Meetings 
in Pennsylvania and East and West Jersey, urged Friends to recall the 
order of the primitive Church—the true “Gospel Order.” Gospel Order 
was a key term for English and Welsh Friends, and their Books of Dis-
cipline, which were updated every decade or so, demonstrate evolving 
ideas about proper living. The 1704 Discipline, which was the first book- 
length Discipline written by the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, reaffirmed 
the predominance of the Yearly- Quarterly- Monthly Meeting system, 
defined the punishments for misbehavior, and advised Friends on how to 
manage their families, singling out children and servants for special 
attention: “Training up and preserving friends, children and servants in 
the way of ye lord, We cannot but Earnestly press all parents Guardiens 
Masters & Mistrises to take early Care of them . . . to keep them out of all 
Hurtfull erronious & unchristian principles & by counsel or correction 
whilst they have command over them to restrain them from all loosness 
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writing Against slavery 193

& wantonness.”49 Like the Yearly Meeting minutes and the papers by 
George Gray and Cadwallader Morgan, the Book of Discipline avoided 
the word “slave” by referring to all subordinates within a family as either 
“children” or “servants.” Yet the language of the Discipline was strikingly 
similar to the minutes regarding slaveholding. In 1696, for example, the 
meeting urged masters to “Restrain” their slaves from “loose and lewd 
living as much in them lies,” while the 1704 Discipline told masters to 
“Restrain [servants and children] from all loosness and wantonness.” In 
both cases, masters were expected to be constantly vigilant of their infe-
riors, whether white servants, black slaves, or their own children. Fur-
thermore, sexual transgression was highlighted as an overriding fear that 
challenged the power of masters, regardless of which subordinate com-
mitted it.

The Anglo- Welsh Quaker concern for properly ordered families 
wove its way through all of the major “issues” confronting Friends at 
the turn of the eighteenth century. Luxury and slavery were both 
defined as threats to the family. Yet family order did not just have to do 
with behavior—it had to do with institutional control. By setting 
boundaries on what a Quaker family could be, the Philadelphia Yearly 
Meeting aimed to regulate its members by purifying and protecting the 
Quaker family.

————
When slave- owning Friends first settled on Barbados, George Fox had 
responded by envisioning a “Gospel family order” that included slaves 
within the household. With the founding of Pennsylvania and the grad-
ual decline of the Quaker community on Barbados, the Quaker discourse 
on slavery began to change. While German and Dutch Friends intro-
duced a rights- based antislavery argument, it was the tribalist antislavery 
of English and Welsh Quakers like Cadwallader Morgan and Penticott 
Teage that moved the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting to oppose the slave 
trade. Their opposition did not have an immediate effect, but it was sig-
nificant. In 1715, after persistent lobbying by the Welsh Quakers in Ches-
ter, the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting finally wrote to the London Yearly 
Meeting about the practice of slave trading. They requested that “all 
merchants & Traders Professing Truth . . . write to their Correspondents 
that they send no more negroes” and complained that “traders . . . have 
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194 languages of race and (anti-)slavery

Increased and Multiplyed Negroes amongst us to ye grief of divers 
ffriends.” The Philadelphia Yearly Meeting asked whether London 
Friends could take the issue into their “weighty Consideration.”50 The 
London meeting responded cautiously. In their first statement about the 
slave trade, London Friends agreed that “importing them from their 
Native Country . . . by ffriends is not a commendable nor allowed practice 
and we hope ffriends have been carefull to avoid ye same.” They also 
acknowledged that “ye Multiplying of negroe slaves among you may be 
of dangerous consequence considering ye Peaceable Principle,” but they 
deferred any final judgment on slavery until they had “advised with other 
Plantations.”51 In other words, London Friends were sympathetic with 
the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, but they were aware that Friends in 
other colonies—such as Barbados—would not concur.

The correspondence between the Yearly Meetings in Pennsylvania 
and London marked the beginning of a new international Quaker dis-
course on slavery and Christianity. While this discourse emerged from a 
desire to protect the Quaker household, the rights- based antislavery 
arguments articulated by the Germantown Quakers were not forgotten. 
German and Dutch Quakers remained a crucial influence on the devel-
oping Quaker conversation about slavery in the eighteenth century. In 
1715, the early Quaker abolitionist John Hepburn praised “the German- 
Quakers who live in German Town” for keeping “their Hands clean 
from that vile Oppression and inriching Sin of making Slaves of their 
fellow Creatures, the Negroes.”52 Later abolitionists such as Anthony 
Benezet, who—as Maurice Jackson discusses in greater detail in this 
volume—spent several years living in Germantown and working at the 
Saur press, also built on the rights- based arguments of the Germantown 
Quakers as he cultivated support for his transatlantic crusade against 
slavery.

Today, Quakers are most often associated with the humanitarian 
arguments of Quaker abolitionists such as Benezet and John Woolman. 
Yet the emergence of Quaker abolitionism was far from inevitable. From 
a late seventeenth- century perspective, the West Indian “conversion 
ethic” would have seemed more likely to prevail within the international 
Quaker community than the humanitarian approach of the German-
towners. The development of rights- based antislavery must be seen 
within the broader context of Quaker thought about slavery, much of 
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writing Against slavery 195

which sought to reconcile slaveholding with the peace testimony. It was 
in the ethnically and linguistically diverse world of early Pennsylvania—
where Welsh, English, German, and Dutch Quakers came into conversa-
tion—that a new dialogue about the role of enslaved men and women in 
Quaker families was forged.
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