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 This report explores and questions the history of human rights rhetoric through 

the 18th century anti-slave trade poem of Hannah More, Slavery, a poem. Hannah More 

used the term ‘human rights’ more than 150 years before the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights.  Nevertheless, when historians and political scientists track the history of 

human rights, it is frequently presented as “from Locke through Paine” as part of a 

narrative of the “coming of age” of democracy in a longer quest for rights stemming from 

18th century revolutions and radicalism.  This report looks instead at the episodic nature 

of human rights rhetoric through 18th century ideas of the human. As argued here, More’s 

use of the term ‘human rights’ indicates an attempt to reconcile the tension between 

Enlightenment and Christian discourses to promote the anti-slave trade cause.        
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The Enlightened Christian?  Hannah More in a Human Rights Picaresque 
 

She spreads the blessing wide as humankind; 
And, scorning narrow views of time and place, 
Bids all be free in earth’s extended space. 
 What page of human annals can record 
A deed so bright as human rights restor’d?  
 
   --Hannah More, Slavery, a poem 

 
 
 In 1947 a widow named Eleanor Roosevelt chaired a special drafting committee, 

composed of eighteen members from around the world, to write a “preliminary draft 

International Bill of Human Rights.”  The resulting document, now called the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, was adopted and disseminated by the United Nations on 

December 10, 1948—available in over 360 languages.  Nearly twenty years later, in 

1966, complementary covenants on economic, social, cultural, civil and political rights 

joined it—although not published in quite so many languages (United Nations, “The First 

Global Statement”). 

 Meanwhile, in 1788, a young woman named Hannah More, at the behest of the 

Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade, picked up her pen and wrote, “Slavery, a 

poem.” In the climax of the poem, More exhorts Britain to redeem itself through the 

restoration of “human rights” by abolishing slavery.  Better known for her essays for 

young ladies and the popular tragedy, Percival, More’s writings were translated into at 

least a dozen languages1 and her works ran through as many editions in Philadelphia and 

                                                
1 More’s one novel, Coeleb’s in Search of a Wife, was even translated into Icelandic.   

1 
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Boston as in London.  About twenty years later, in 1807, Parliament ended the British 

slave trade.  And in 1833, just before the somewhat-less-young Hannah More died, 

Parliament abolished slavery in the British empire.       

 Meanwhile?  As observed by Barbara Harlow, since World War II, the story of 

human rights rhetoric has often been told as a bildungsroman tied to the development and 

maturation of democracy, ‘free’ markets, ‘liberalism’ and the modern nation state2.  

Depending on the politics of the storyteller, human rights rhetoric takes on the role of the 

complicit villain or the liberating hero. For example, in an article for The American 

Political Science Review, Rhoda Howard and Jack Donnelly trace their definition of 

human rights back to “Locke through Paine” (925).  Stories like Howard and Donnelly’s 

almost edit themselves to reflect the lessons that must be taught in a story of progressive, 

linear development by tying human rights rhetoric to the origin myth of the United States 

through author-characters.  Paine’s revolutionary association with the founding fathers—

sometimes called the founding brothers--and Locke’s association with the intellectual 

movement known as the ‘Enlightenment’ evoke a larger narrative dependent on a shared 

assumption of progress.  Similarly, Hannah More becomes a character in a larger 

bildungsroman of modern feminism--a character sometimes read as an agency-denying 

villainess.      

 How should one analyze the bildungsroman of an argument?  Do we turn to 

narrative or to rhetoric?  Yes.  If treated as a story, a character named Human Rights had 
                                                
2 Harlow’s description for a Fall 2005 course entitled “Literature and Human Rights” 
refers to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as follows: “The Declaration, that is, 
can be read as recharting, for example, the trajectory and peripeties of the classic 
bildungsroman.” 
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an adventure in 1788 with Hannah More, another in 1794 with Tom Paine, and another in 

1947 with Eleanor Roosevelt.  In the study of narrative, is there a term for an episodic 

story featuring an easily manipulated heroic character going on seemingly unrelated 

adventures with sidekicks?  Simplicius Simplicissimus!  The story of Human Rights 

sounds suspiciously like a picaresque. The picaresque features characters in situations 

that do not belong to a linear sequence of cause and effect.  Considering that there have 

been rights-based arguments by and for various classes of people since Pre-Platonic 

times, what special human character appears in the 18th century episode with Hannah 

More?      

 The answer appears in the moments that More participates in, and in the moments 

she invents for her argument.  The Greek rhetorical term kairos refers to the way a 

rhetorician positions an argument in time.  Unlike Chronos—generally referring to linear 

progression through time--kairos focuses on the opportunity and invention of situated 

moments.  In terms of narrative genre the bildungsroman depends heavily on chronos for 

the development of plot, whereas, kairos is essential to the picaresque, in which the 

situation or circumstances of the character are more important than the sequencing of 

events.   

 Effective use of kairos lies in the ability of the rhetorician to connect to the 

audience through a shared opportune moment.  These moments can be circumstantial, 

such as a wedding toast, or invented3, such as Hobsbawm’s ‘Age of Revolution.’  The 

                                                
3 Invention is used throughout in the rhetorical sense.  According to the Sharon Crowley: 
“Eighteenth-century rhetorical theorists adopted a liberal notion of the subject and 
installed that subject as the source of rhetorical invention in place of ancient topical 
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creation of the moment synchronizes writer and reader aiding in the persuasiveness of 

rhetoric and the suspension of disbelief in narrative.  This paper views the story of two 

characters, Hannah More and Human Rights, kairologically, in hopes of better 

understanding the situated moments in which, and with which, More was writing, and in 

doing so, to reveal something about the general circumstances under which human rights 

rhetorics and Human Rights, the character, emerge.     

 In 1788, William Wilberforce asked Hannah More, one of the most popular 

writers of the late 18th century, to use her pen in support of his first attempt to pass anti-

slave trade legislation through Parliament.  In the resulting work, “Slavery, a poem,” 

many moments, some situational and some invented, converge in rhetorical time.  The 

poem represents a moment in a woman’s life set against the political turmoil of an 

emerging British empire, and a moment of ideological struggle between the 

Enlightenment and Christianity.  More locates herself and her argument in rhetorical time 

to create a human rights based argument for ending the slave trade by questioning and 

hybridizing images and vocabularies from 18th century Christian, Enlightened, Radical 

and Reformist discourses.  The process of questioning and hybridizing these discourses 

creates an opportune moment to introduce a vision of reconciled ideologies personified 

by an Enlightened Christian Britain redeemed by the act of restoring human rights to 

enslaved Africans.  This act of poetic, rhetorical invention mirrors the reconciliation of 

opposing parties and ideologies that would be necessary to pass the legislation.  More 

                                                                                                                                            
strategies” (35).  Crowley goes on to use, Hannah More’s contemporary, Hugh Blair’s 
advice to use native genius in persuasion rather than stock commonplaces, as an example.     
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brings these discordant political binaries into poetic equilibrium with rhyming heroic 

couplets long before the rhetoricians in Parliament could come to an agreement.     

 

Hannah More, Genre and the Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade 

 The formal devices of the poem, which Jeff Walker might classify as a didactic 

epic or George deF. Lord as “poem on affairs of state,” illuminate a complicated time in 

More’s relationship with gender, genre, authorship and activism.  The argument begins, 

as many do, on the title page.  The title of the poem contains what Gérard Gennette might 

call a paratextual clue to both its formal elements and its topic (xviii). An ECCO search 

yields hundreds of results like “Oppression, A Poem,”  “The adulterer, A Poem,” and 

“Fishery, A Poem.”  Sampling these poems reveals that urbane 18th century readers in 

Dublin, London, Edinburgh, or Philadelphia would have expected poems titled in this 

way to have the following formal elements.  First, the subject would be one of policy, 

political, moral or ecclesiastical, presented in deliberative verse. The poem would most 

likely be in heroic couplets arranged in verse paragraphs rather than stanzas.  The poem 

would have allegorical elements very thinly disguising well-known public figures or 

events, and would frequently borrow elements from the epic tradition, such as the epic 

invocation, the Muses, the Virtues and the Vices.  In contradistinction to these masking 

devices, the poems frequently include explanatory footnotes contextualizing key points 

for the reader. Handsomely bound, at the price of a crown, the slim volume containing 

Mrs. More’s “Slavery, a poem” would have been purchased by members of the wealthy, 

literate, and quite possibly, voting, elite.       
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 In keeping with these paradoxically revealing and concealing formal elements, 

authorship of these political poems was frequently anonymous, yet, quite often 

anonymous poems were addressed or dedicated to a specific person. Hannah More--who 

published essays, moral weeklies, poems, tragedies, manuals on manners and even a 

novel in her long lifetime--self-consciously put her name on the cover of “Slavery.” A 

letter to her sister, reveals her self-consciousness at taking sides.  “I am now busily 

engaged on a poem, to be called ‘Slavery.’…This I shall bring out in an open, honourable 

manner, with my name staring in the front” (281).  In that same letter, she mentions a 

book about manners, which she decided to publish anonymously.  Unlike Eleanor 

Roosevelt, already a well-known political figure from her days running the White House, 

More makes a conscious and risky decision when writing this poem to enter a world of 

male-dominated politics. More leaves the shelter of anonymity to literally lend her name, 

and her fame, as a popular writer of tragedy and essays, to enter the anti-slave trade 

struggle.   

 According to the American Antiquarian Society4, Helena Woodard (45) and Dick 

Bruce (42), More was the anonymous amanuensis for the Narrative of the Most 

remarkable Particulars in the Life of James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, an African 

Prince, as related by himself5 published around 1770.  In Gronniosaw’s memoir she 

remains unnamed, referred to as “a young lady of the town of Leominster” and the editor 

describes her in the preface as writing “for her own private satisfaction, and without any 

                                                
4 The ECCO database entry for the American Antiquarian Society copy of the work 
credits More without explanation. 
5 Gronnisaw’s work was more modestly priced at six-pence.   
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intention at first that it should be made public” (iv).  In contrast, “Slavery, a poem” 

figured in a public relations campaign of anti-slave trade writing as illustrated by More’s 

choices of epigraph, footnotes and allusions.  More’s choices, not only of whom to 

include, but also of what to exclude, reflect post-revolutionary anxiety about justice, 

reform and violence, while hinting at a division of rhetorical labor among supporters of 

the Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade.   

 Hannah More invokes a prior political discourse through her choice of epigraph.   

   O great design!   
Ye Sons of Mercy!  O complete your work; 
Wrench from Oppression’s hand the iron rod, 
And bid the cruel feel the pains they give.  
 

Although credited to “Thompson’s Liberty,” 6 the quote is from James Thomson’s 

“Winter,” part of a larger work called “The Seasons.”   Thomson, a Scotsman, caused 

controversy in 1729, when, according to biographer James Sambrook, he published 

Britannia regarding “Spain’s interference with British trade in the Spanish American 

colonies” (74).  Thomson’s poetry tended towards the political again in Liberty where 

Britain is compared to ancient Rome (140).  More invokes a long tradition of 

commenting on affairs of state in her epigraph, by selecting a passage in which Tomson’s 

“Sons of Mercy” are pitted against “Oppression.” Thomson’s “Winter” went through 

many editions; More’s version is most likely adapted from a post-1750 edition of the 

work, such as the 1764 royal quarto version.  Here is the same section of the 1730 
                                                
6 This error is more likely a symptom of the 18th century tendency to quote from memory 
or a ‘Freudian slip’ than a deliberate renaming.  Books were expensive and even well-to-
do readers frequently borrowed copies from associates, memorizing or copying passages 
before returning them.  More, for example, did not buy Gibbon’s expensive second 
volume of Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire, but rather borrowed it from a friend.       
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London edition of Thomson’s “Winter”--note the role that Justice plays in the battle 

against Oppression.  

When Justice, and when Mercy led the way, 
Dragg’d the detected monsters into light, 
Wrench’d from their hand Oppression’s iron rod 
And bade the cruel feel the pains they gave. (24)  

 

Here, the co-protagonists, Justice and Mercy, differ from the Sons of Mercy of the quote 

in More’s epigraph. Justice is not only absent from the epigraph, but also from 

“Slavery’s" lengthy list of Muses and Virtues, which includes Liberty, Freedom, Truth, 

Reason, Nature, Knowledge, Mercy and Faith.  Samuel Johnson, a close personal friend 

of More, defines ‘justice’ in his celebrated dictionary, eleven different ways.  The first 

states: “The virtue by which we give to every man what is his due.” Eight of the 

remaining eleven entries for ‘justice’ mention processes of government.  Considering that 

William Wilberforce specifically asked More to write supporting his legislation, and 

given the tight association between ideas of law and justice in the 18th century mindset, a 

reader might well wonder what elements of the remaining three definitions, and what 

circumstances between 1730 and 1788, might encourage More to exclude such an 

obvious Virtue from her cast of characters?  One clue exists in the text’s fourteen-line 

passage decrying revolutionary violence.  The language used in the passage reveals the 

tension over acceptable forms of political resistance internally debated by the Committee 

for the Abolition of the Slave Trade and its members.  Before looking at More’s passage 

and Johnson’s remaining definitions it is important to note the significance of the year 

1788. 
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 Lynn Hunt, a historian of human rights and the French Revolution, has recently 

written that the use of “rights language increased dramatically after 1789” (135).  While, 

the year 1789 corresponds with the French Revolution, what is more critical to More’s 

work is that 1788 marked a first round of attempts towards anti-slave trade legislation in 

the English House of Commons.  As Anne Stott emphasizes in her eponymous 

biography, “Slavery came out in the centenary year of the Glorious Revolution and thus 

coincided with a rethinking of the foundation principles of the eighteenth-century British 

state” (93).  The timing of the release of the poem connects it to the complicated system 

of legislative rhetoric through its position as an extra-legal literary counterpart to William 

Wilberforce’s speechmaking and legislation in Parliament.   

 Although Stott explains the choice of 1788 as the year to launch the anti-slave 

trade campaign, the centenary of the ‘Glorious Revolution’ and its association with the 

rights of British citizens fails to explain the anxiety in the poem.  In 1777, More wrote 

from Gerrard Street regarding a more recent revolution, “What dreadful news from 

America!  We are a disgraced, undone nation.”  More reflects British reaction to the 

American Revolution, and general anxiety over the prospect of colonial uprisings and 

rebellions in her fourteen-line disclaimer against mob violence. 

Not that unlicens’d monster of the crowd, 
Whose roar terrific bursts in peals so loud, 
Deaf’ning the ear of Peace:  fierce Faction’s tool; 
Of rash Sedition born, and mad Misrule; 
Whose stubborn mouth, rejecting Reason’s rein, 
No strength can govern, and no skill restrain; 
To tread on grave Authority and Pow’r, 
And shake the work of ages in an hour: 
Convuls’d her voice, and pestilent her breath, 
She raves of mercy, while she deals out death: 
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Each blast is fate; she darts from either hand  
Red conflagration o’er th’ astonish’d land; 

 Clamouring for peace, she rends the air with noise, (3-4) 

This passage, a chilling foreshadowing of the violence to come in France, positions More 

in a larger ideological battle over the best way to resolve conflict and bring political 

systems into equilibrium. Much too recently, ideological conflict had been more than a 

battle—it had been a Revolutionary War and an embarrassing defeat for the British. Her 

correspondence with Dean Tucker uses the word ‘mob-cracy’ to describe what is here 

called the ‘monster of the crowd.’  In this post-revolutionary Hobbesian moment, More 

supports Order, Law, Authority and Power even as she struggles to reform a system 

disrupted by the violence of institutional slavery. 

 Paul Farmer defines structural violence as a set of conditions, which “guarantee 

that violent acts will ensue” (9).  For Farmer these conditions are usually economically 

driven and generally feature a complex system of social fields in which there is an 

extreme power imbalance.  Hannah More and her colleagues, most likely would have 

agreed with Farmer as they struggled to bring the imperial system back into non-violent 

equilibrium.  For example, More refers to Oronooko as part of a larger system of ‘living 

anguish’ in which, “millions feel what Oronoko7 felt” (4).   The emphasis on system is 

important because More’s goal is legislative reform and not mere amelioration of the 

treatment of slaves.    

 As a writer, More uses the tools of both poetry and rhetoric to present slavery as a 

problem of structural violence motivated by profit, herein termed as “sordid lust for gold” 

                                                
7 More’s spelling. 
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(9).  She quickly identifies an ideology of exclusion as a driving force behind the 

systemic violence of slavery and introduces intra-systemic resistance to that violence 

through a counter-language of inclusion. Her contemporary, Granville Sharp discusses 

ways in which a man may be deprived of humanity by civil death in his argument against 

slavery.  Civil death as a legal penalty is similar to the Catholic practice of 

excommunication, and was a used as punishment for bribery or corruption of 

Parliamentary elections.  After explaining civil death, Sharp energetically uses 

exclamation points to emphasize that slaves are not analogous to criminals in the 

following manner,  

But the vilest and most ignorant negro Slaves are not so inhumanly base 
and degenerate as these Time-servers, who offend against God!  The 
King!  Their friends and fellow-subjects!  Themselves! And all their 
unhappy posterity, even the children that are unborn!  (17) 
 

Sharp’s view on civil death bears striking similarity to Orlando Patterson’s theory of 

intrusive and extrusive social death in Slavery and Social Death. Patterson calls slavery 

by capture or conquest a type of intrusive social death.  The slaves are intruders into the 

culture and lack the usual resources binding them into society (42).  Extrusive social 

death occurs when someone from within the culture falls from grace by committing a 

crime or falling into extreme poverty (43).  Sharp is basing his argument on an extrusive 

concept of social death, which counters logically any counterarguments citing intrusive 

historical precedents in the Greek and Roman empires as invalid under the English legal 

concept of civil death.     

More attacks sophistic attempts to justify the slave trade by excluding Africans 

from basic rights based on race, economics and imperial glory.  Her counter-language of 
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inclusion represents the African and the slave as human—a notion that may seem 

commonsensical today but required the integration of multiple ideologies at the end of 

the eighteenth century.  Before More can argue that slavery violates human rights, she 

must argue that slaves are ‘human’ and that ‘human’ is a legally meaningful category.   

 In More’s vision of a Christian Britain reformed through faith-based Mercy, 

Justice could be a disruptive--even violent--concept.  The three remaining Johnson 

definitions of justice contain the following five concepts:  1) “equity”; 2) “agreeableness 

to right”; 3) “vindicative8 retribution”; 4) “punishment”; and 5) “assertion of right.” For 

More’s key audience, Parliament, justice for the suffering of slaves in the form of 

punishment of the slave owners would not have been popular.  Mobs, riots or rebellions 

would have been even less popular, as witness reaction to the Gordon riots of 1780.   

 According to Christopher Leslie Brown, Granville Sharp, also known as the “first 

abolitionist” for his leadership of an abolitionist movement throughout the 1760s and 

1770s, believed in an “Age of National Retribution,” and wrote in a 1773 letter to Lord 

Dartmouth, “Have we not reason to dread the same Divine Vengeance, [war] since it is 

notorious that the English exceed all other nations in the multitude of these slaves, and in 

the iniquitous Traffic by which the same are supplied?” (171).  Sharp introduced the idea 

of rebellions as “divine Justice” for national guilt just before the American Revolution 

and reminded leaders like Lord North of his prophetic vision after the British defeat 

(169).  By the time Hannah More wrote Slavery, British readers associated the slave trade 

discourse with American revolutionary discourse in multiple, conflicting ways.  

                                                
8 Johnson’s spelling. 
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Hannah More, while leaving the language of “justice” out of the poem and 

decrying unreasoned violence, nevertheless, indirectly critiques the justice of the legal 

system by referencing two slave heroes, Oroonoko and Qua-shi, in two footnotes.  More 

included these two representations of Africans in the text as part of her argument 

supporting a fundamental human right to agency, but her politics as a writer complicate 

modern readings of the poem.  More’s position as an author-character in the 

bildungsroman of modern feminism seems to color the way her work is sometimes read.  

Case in point, Elizabeth Kowaleski Wallace presents two ways to read agency in More’s 

poem--first as an attempt to speak for those who cannot speak for themselves based on 

high moral principles and then as fixation upon the tortured, passive slave body (“White 

Slavery” 148).  Unfortunately, Wallace’s evidence for these statements is not completely 

accurate and may be symptomatic of a particular type of bildungsroman feminist reading, 

which privileges present politics by judging and editing past writers, now seen as 

sexually or religiously conservative, as examples of how far modern thinking has 

progressed.      

“Hannah More needs help,” wrote the late, great Mitzi Myers in her review of The 

World of Hannah More, “we do not know what to do, so to speak, with a Tory feminist” 

(397).  She needs ‘help’ because scholars like Kowaleski-Wallace consider Hannah More 

to have been a ‘meliorizing’ evangelist who sold patriarchal domination to lower middle 

class women through the Cheap Repository Tracts.  Titles like Their Father’s Daughters:  

Hannah More, Maria Edgeworth, and Patriarchal Complicity or Mistresses of Orthodoxy 

illustrate the feminist backlash against More’s views on Christianity, class hierarchy, and 
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sexual norms.  Hannah More may or may not have been “a Tory feminist”--biographer 

Anne Stott declares her a Whig (65)—but she certainly was a pioneer, a professional 

woman writer with considerable political influence in both popular and elite circles, in 

similar fashion to the more sexually9 active Aphra Behn and Mary Wollstonecraft.  In 

order to fit Wallace’s bildungsroman of modern feminism’s superiority over past 

ideologies, More can also be read as an anti-heroine traitor to female and black agency.       

Wallace’s reading presents an opportunity to take a closer look at ideas of agency 

in the poem and the way More invokes sympathy and family identifications in her target 

readers—eighteenth century British politically involved upper class patrons rich enough 

to pay a crown for her book--through her representation of Africans through narrative.  In 

Wallace’s first reading, the act of freeing the slaves is one of moral high mindedness, 

which shuffles the social order slightly by making the slaves morally superior to the slave 

traders, but nevertheless leaves upper middle class white abolitionists morally superior 

and in charge.  Wallace’s argument depends in part on the idea that “Africans themselves 

do not speak directly in the poem” and that the “one instance of black representation” is 

Qua-shi, a tragic example of “self-destruction” borrowed from Ramsay’s essay on slavery 

(153).  

Wallace’s attempt at a bildungsroman dependent reading of More’s poem quickly 

falls apart with the addition of accurate information regarding the stories of Oroonoko 

and Qua-shi.  Wallace, ironically, completely neglects to notice the footnote regarding 

Southerne’s Tragedy of Oroonoko—an extremely popular play in the eighteenth century, 

                                                
9 There is no record of More marrying, having a sexual partner or having a child.   
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which resulted in a revival of Aphra Behn’s book. In both stories of Oroonoko, the 

protagonist is admired for numerous acts of agency and adherence to a strict moral code.  

Southerne indicates Oroonoko’s peerage to the highest upper echelon of European 

aristocracy by writing his speeches in blank verse (107).  In the face of systemic 

oppression and violence, both Oroonokos revolt against the plantation owners, and kill 

his wife, at her request.  On the stage, Southerne has Oroonoko commit suicide,  whereas 

Behn has him exhibit tremendous will-power in his silence under torture, before being 

quartered (105).  In the novella, his body parts are distributed to various plantations as 

warnings against further slave revolts—a message that Behn, Southerne and More 

collectively subvert by reading him as a hero.  Recall the passage in which More draws a 

parallel between the situation of Oronooko and all slaves: “No individual griefs my 

bosom melt/ For millions feel what Oronoko10 felt” (4).  Here, the use of grammatical 

time creates urgency, as the verb ‘to feel’ shifts between present and past tense 

highlighting the present pain of real people.            

Wallace, who neglected to read the footnote about Southerne, does not explain 

how Imoinda’s whiteness—Southerne, after all, changes Imoinda’s race in his 

adaptation—plays into her ideas of race and agency in spite of the potential pun presented 

by the title of her chapter, “White Slavery:  Hannah More, Women and Fashion.”11 

Wallace, instead of reading the poem, seems to read More. Just as Wallace misses 

Oroonoko--who is not normally described as passive—she also misses More’s laudatory 

                                                
10 More’s spelling 
11 “White Slavery” is an essay written by More satirizing the London world of ballroom 
fashion in a style similar to that of Swift.   
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descriptions of non-Christian (perhaps pre-Christain) ideals of virtuous agency in Qua-

shi. 

More acknowledges that she is speaking for the slaves, not as victims but rather as 

heroes, and attributes this transferal of voice to the vagaries of Fortune and culture.  In 

the following lines, More refers to Qua-shi as a culturally misread hero.    

Had Fortune plac’d thee on some happier coast, 
Where polish’d souls heroic virtue boast, 
Th’uninjur’d honours of thy name to save,  
Whose generous arm thy barbarous Master spar’d, 
Altars had smok’d, and temples had been rear’d.   
 

More explains the allusion with an elaborate footnote telling Qua-shi’s story.  The choice 

of footnoting Qua-shi’s tale allows More to both visually and formally separate it from 

the poem, thus preserving the uninterrupted thread of her argument while showcasing the 

short narrative. The story of Qua-shi appears in An Essay on the Treatment and 

Conversion of African Slaves in the British Sugar Colonies (1784) published by James 

Ramsay, also known as the “Unknown Abolitionist.”12  Ramsay, according to 

Christopher Leslie Brown, “revered properly constituted authority and insisted on the 

supremacy of Parliament and the indivisibility of sovereignty” (248).  Whereas Granville 

Sharp set a precedent for the need for national redemption found in More’s argument, 

Ramsay based his arguments on the idea that citizens, or not, slaves were members of 

society and merited equal protections (249).  Ramsay, a reformed slaveholder, based his 

essay on his experience of the treatment of slaves in the British Caribbean.  Brown claims 

that Ramsay’s critically well-received essay gave 18th century readers “concrete 

                                                
12 Folarin Shyllon titled his biography:  James Ramsay, the Unknown Abolitionist (1977).   
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examples of how enslaved men and women lived” as an alternative to older stock 

characters and archetypes like Oroonoko.  

In the narrative footnote, Qua-shi’s master, a former childhood playmate, attempts 

to punish him with a whipping.  The two men wrestle and Qua-shi emerges the victor.  

Rather than kill his master, Qua-shi declares, “you have condemned me to a punishment 

of which I must ever have borne the marks:  thus only I can avoid them” and he slits his 

own throat. Hannah More leaves room for the choice of ending one’s one life to emerge 

from a non-Christian paradigm of virtue.  In other words, there is a fine line between 

what Wallace interprets as self-destruction and what More glorifies as martyrdom. More, 

a devout Christian, reads Qua-shi as a hero who commits suicide as self-sacrifice, in 

much the same way that she presents Regulus, the hero of The Inflexible Captive, who 

similarly chooses death before dishonor (3-4).  In this sense, the depiction blurs the line 

between the “non-Christian” and the “pre-Christian.”13  

Wallace’s second reading of Slavery features a critique of the visual imagery used 

in abolitionist poetry to present an image of the passive, tortured slave-body.  Wallace 

invokes Saidiya Hartman’s work questioning the dehumanizing effect of the 

representation of the dehumanized slave body as prioritizing passivity and silence (148).  

Indeed, More presents images of the damage that the systemic violence of slavery inflicts 

on the bodies and families of people, but disrupts notions of passivity and silence.       

The footnote regarding Qua-shi begins, “It is a point of honor among negroes of a 

high spirit to die rather than to suffer their glossy skin to bear the mark of the whip.”  
                                                
13 The blurring of pre-Christian and non-Christian will be discussed further in the next 
section.   
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Although it becomes clear by the end of the story that the scars left by a whipping would 

be interpreted by Qua-shi as permanent, unacceptable symbols of shame and submission, 

it is not as clear what exactly the words ‘glossy skin’ connote.  In the eighteenth century, 

malnutrition was rampant making it equally likely that either sexual fetishization of slave 

bodies or visual indications of health and economic value are reflected in the gloss of 

Qua-shi’s skin.14 Furthermore, More quotes Qua-shi, who non-silently explains his 

choice of suicide in a short speech, “Master, I have been bred up with you from a child; I 

have loved you as myself: in return, you have condemned me to a punishment of which I 

must ever have borne the marks: thus only I can avoid them” (7).  Qua-shi denies the 

master’s right to punish him and kills himself rather than submit to the twin dishonors of 

passively submitting to punishment or murdering a man he loved as a brother.   

Qua-shi’s example of brotherly self-sacrifice calls to mind the image promoted in 

1787 by the potter, Josiah Wedgwood, grandfather of Charles Darwin (Reilly).  On the 

famous medallion used by the Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade, Wedgwood 

features a chained, kneeling slave with the words “Am I not a man and a brother?” 

Women purchased the medallions to demonstrate their support for the movement and 

wore them on their bodies as hair ornaments, bracelets, etc.  Whereas, Wedgwood’s 

                                                
14 For example, Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations discusses the nutritional value of the 
humble potato by comparing the eating habits of the British races:  “the chairmen, 
porters, and coalheavers in London, and those unfortunate women who by prostitution, 
the strongest men and most beautiful women perhaps in the British dominions, are said to 
be, the greater part of them, from the lowest rank of people in Ireland, who are generally 
fed with this root” (201).  According to Smith, the oat-fed Scots and the bread-eating 
English were not as attractive in spite of their relative wealth.  Beauty, health, race and 
sex appeal were tied to nutrition and economics in complicated ways for 18th century 
readers and writers.  
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image genuflects, apparently begging for mercy from below, Qua-shi grants mercy from 

a place of physical power on top of his defeated master.   More’s reversal of the power 

dynamic of the Wedgwood image brings to mind another interesting reversal in the poem, 

one of gender. 

 As mentioned above, More chooses as her genre the didactic poem and uses the 

traditional representations of feminine muses personifying virtues to make the allegorical 

argument.  The norm for the time would have been to represent Oppression as female.  

For example, Thomson’s “Liberty” features a female Oppression,  

Oppression grieves: 
See!  How her legal Furies bite the lip, 
While Yorkes and Talbots their deep snares detect,  
And seize swift justice thro’ the clouds they raise.  (152) 
 

Hannah More reveals the masculine gender of Oppression during his defeat at the hands 

of the feminine Mercy and Liberty.  “See pale Oppression faints beneath the blaze!/ The 

giant dies!  No more his frown appals” (20).  More creates a rhetorical situation in which 

women defeat the giant male-dominant institution of Slavery armed with tear-stained 

banners and the characters of love.  Similarly, the conquerors, discovers and explorers 

disparagingly described in the poem as a “curse to man” are gendered collectively as 

male.  Mitzi Meyers might pause here to again ask what to do with this Tory feminist 

(who could be a Whig).        

Considering Wallace’s representation of More and More’s representations of 

Africans and conquerors, how does More represent herself?  Like Aphra Behn, More 

invokes Truth, “Fair Truth, a hallow’d guide inspires my song.” More represents herself 

in the poem not in the place of the slave, but rather as a substitute for the missing poet 
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from the slave’s original African culture.  Here, More may be ‘guilty’ of assuming that 

Africans would have poets and historians to record the deeds of heroes—an imposition of 

her English literary valuation of the printed text.  More suggests that cultures universally 

produce bards and that she substitutes for the missing African bard, now enslaved.     

The stories of Oroonoko and Qua-shi share in common not only the praise of an 

honorable death in various cultural terms, but also the condemnation of slavery as an 

institution that interferes with normal family relations.  Oroonoko kills his pregnant wife 

to then sit by her side waiting to die, and Qua-shi kills himself rather than harm the man 

he was raised with as “play-fellows.”  The suicidal motive, as Kenneth Burke might say 

(5), seems to reflect More’s concern with the basic social need for and right to a family as 

the foundation of a Christian Britain.  Burke’s famous analysis of the suicide of Milton’s 

Samson attempts to explain how the death of a character in a narrative has a 

transformative rhetorical effect.  Burke writes, “For the so-called ‘desire to kill’ a certain 

person is much more properly analyzable as a desire to transform the principle which that 

person represents” (13).  Death removes the economic value of the slave’s body and 

transforms him into the “immortal principle” or soul.   In both Oroonoko and Qua-shi’s 

stories slavery disrupts reproduction of the basic family unit in favor of the economic unit 

of the plantation.  More’s selection of suicidal heroes suggests that the salvation of 

Britain lies in the self-sacrifice of the economic value of slavery and the transformation 

of the category of ‘slave’ into the category of the ‘human15’ family as represented by the 

incorporeal state of death.     

                                                
15 More’s definition of human includes a soul.   
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In addition to relying on Oroonoko’s well-known roles as husband and father, 

More creates a generic representation of the capture of a woman in an African village to 

create important feminine family identifications for the reader.  The African woman is the 

archetype of motherhood, a “dire victim torn from social life.”  The “shrieking babe” is 

torn from the mother and they are denied the right as a family to die together.  Although 

the mother and child are presented as victims, they are not passive.  They must be bodily 

‘torn’ from one another and continue to ‘shriek’ long after the separation.     

 Hannah More invokes the stories of the archetypal invention, Oroonoko, and the 

more specific and situated person, Qua-shi, as having the potential to evoke shared 

sympathy and outrage in her readers.  Both Oroonoko and Qua-shi question the justice of 

an imperial system, which allows some of its noblest and most productive members to be 

legally murdered or sacrificed. Justice as virtue functions separately from justice as law 

in the system of sanctioned revenge depicted in Oroonoko.  Similarly, More praises Qua-

shi for choosing suicide over justifiable revenge on his traitorous white brother.  The 

poem’s loose hierarchy prioritizes Mercy over Sacrifice, but also clearly promotes 

Sacrifice over the potential violence of a mob thirsty for vindictive Justice.   

 The separation of Mercy, Law and Justice implied by More becomes explicit in 

the poem of her controversial protégée Ann Yearsley.16  The introductory note to A Poem 

on the Inhumanity of the Slave-trade.  Humbly inscribed to the right honourable and 

right reverend Frederick, Earl of Bristol, Bishop of Derry, &c. &c. begins, “Being 

                                                
16 Yearsley and More parted ways after a public dispute over monies that the later held in 
trust for the former.  For Yearsley’s side of the story see the prefatory letters to Poems on 
various subjects, by Ann Yearsley. 
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convinced that your Ideas of Justice and Humanity are not confined to one race of Men, I 

have endeavoured to lead you to the Indian Coast17.”   Yearsley’s poem, published later 

in the year 1788, contains a passage separating and putting into contention Justice and the 

Law on the issue of the slave trade.  The two poems share several key themes while 

dividing labor in their discussions of virtue and location. Yearsley, like More, emphasizes 

repeatedly the negative impact of slavery on family structures.  For example, she writes, 

“Curse on him who from a bending parent steals/ his dear support of age, his darling 

child” (5).  Both writers accuse Christian slave owners of hypocrisy.  Both discuss 

slavery as a matter of importance to the Nation and empire.  Both question cultural 

assumptions about Africans.  Both re-read the meaning of the act of suicide.  Yearsley 

writes, “Many will call this act [bleeding to death as suicide] of the Negro’s 

stubbornness; under such circumstances, I dare give it a more glorious epithet, and that is 

fortitude” (25).  Yearsley re-reads the suicide of the slave as strength in much the same 

way that More reads the death of Qua-shi.  The strength of the empire bleeds out with the 

blood of the slaves. 

 The poets divide labor in their choice of geographic region: Yearsley describes 

the ‘Indian Coast’ of arrival, while More describes the African coast of departure.  And, 

as hinted in the introductory note, Yearsley’s poem prominently develops a direct 

discussion of the separation of Law and Justice.  Yearsley best states this division when 

she asks,  

 Or does Law 
Bid Justice an eternal distance keep 

                                                
17 Yearsley seems to be referring to the West Indies. 
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from England’s great tribunal, when the slave  
Calls loud on Justice only?      
 

As tempting as it is to discuss at greater length the references to justice contained in 

Yearsley’s Inhumanity, I appeal to Defoe18 and decline the relating.  Consider that this is 

More’s story, not Anne’s.  It is enough, perhaps, to conclude that in the interests of the 

broader campaign, supporters of the Committee spread their work geographically, 

temporally and thematically.  Through the use of formal devices like the epigraph and 

footnotes, More simultaneously shares her politics with readers familiar with her subject, 

while she encourages newcomers in the conversation to read related works by Thomson, 

Southerne and Ramsay.  

 

The Immortal Principle Within:  Humans, Souls and More  

 We return now to the quixotic protagonist, Human Rights, affectionately referred 

to in this section by the Christian name, Human, rather than the family name, Rights.  

Hannah More’s poem reveals the legacy of prior concepts of the ‘human’ in post-1787 

anti-slave trade discourse. ‘Humanizing slaves’ sounds redundant today, when the idea of 

the human is sometimes taken for granted as ‘universally’ agreed upon.  In the time of 

Hannah More, arguments that certain races were sub-species were still in play, and the 

idea of a single human species was still in debate.  Various Enlightenment thinkers 

debated and theorized new ideas of the human and human nature.  Scottish thinkers like 

Adam Smith and Frances Hutcheson wrote about the mysterious bonds of sympathy, 

compassion and brotherly love suggesting an abstract conception of the human 
                                                
18 Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders 
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transcending the limits of culture, politics and race.  The vision of the human argued in 

Slavery, a poem represents the popularization and hybridization of the contributions of 

Enlightenment thinkers with the biblically based arguments of Evangelical Christians like 

More. 

 More’s privileging of the humanization of slaves over the dehumanization of 

slave-traders marks a departure from the strategies used in the Zong trials less than a 

decade previously.  In 1781, the captain of the slave ship Zong had 133 persons thrown 

overboard for insurance purposes.  Ian Baucom claims that a narrative of humanity 

countered a narrative of contract and property during the resulting trials but that it was 

the humanity of the witnesses at trial and not the humanity of the slaves that was at issue.  

Baucom writes of the strategy of the attorneys,  

They sought to render any affirmation of the shipowners’ unbroken 
contractual property in the slaves one that would oblige the owners, their 
attorneys, and the court’s chief and subordinate justices to alienate 
themselves from any property they might claim to hold in humanity (197).    
 

Although More mentions the inhumane role of Oppression in the poem and proposes as a 

solution that the British nation redeem itself by restoring human rights, she spends the 

majority of the poem humanizing slaves.    

Unlike writers such as James Ramsay who came to their anti-slavery convictions 

through experiences abroad as former slave owners or as ship’s doctors, Hannah More 

lived her entire life in England.  Mary Alden Hopkins quotes More as writing to Walpole, 

“They have been worrying me to go abroad, as if it were not better a thousand times to be 

sick, and even die, in this country, than to be alive and well in almost any other” (232).  

That is not to say that she never wrote about other times and cultures—much of her early 
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work focused on the classics and amongst her early popular plays features The Inflexible 

Captive based on the Attilio Regolo of Metastasio.  The protagonist of the play, Regulus, 

is a Roman noble captured and enslaved by the Carthaginians.  The play focuses on 

Regulus’ role as agent for Carthage in attempted peace negotiations with the Romans.  

The hero refuses to forward the agenda of Carthage, which transforms him from an 

enslaved prisoner of war to a tragic hero exercising his agency to choose death over 

indignity and dishonor.  More’s fascination with pre-Christian notions of virtue in the 

face of overwhelming systemic pressure extended beyond the borders of “Slavery, a 

poem” into her other writings. 

In spite of her preference for her own island, More’s letters reveal that she was a 

scholar of the consequences of empire.  She met historian Edward Gibbon through her 

relationship with Samuel Johnson, and at one point spent “every day between dinner and 

tea” reading aloud his history of the Lower Empire (Vol. I, 138).  In addition to the work 

of Gibbon,19 More was reading and critically responding to the works of Locke, 

Rousseau, Voltaire, Johnson, Pepys, Fielding, Swift, Rochester and scores of others.  

More engaged in and created her own space in the enlightenment discourse on empire 

and human nature—a space which incorporated her views about sympathy, charity and 

Christianity. Fluent in French, Hannah More associated with French intellectuals visiting 

London through her friendship with Dr. Samuel Johnson.  More, who in 1781 declared 

her favorite book to be De l’Histoire de Messieurs de Port Royal, was elected to the 

                                                
19 More’s correspondence mentions reading many of Gibbon’s major histories, usually in 
quarto or octavo form, in the first or second editions.  The copies she read were usually 
gifts or loans from wealthy friends. 
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French Academy of Arts, Sciences, and Belles Lettres at Rouen in 1782 (Roberts, Vol. 1, 

152).  Time and again, More indicates her disagreement with Locke, Rousseau, Voltaire 

and Gibbon, in particular, over their representations of the Christian religion.  

More’s circle of companions and correspondents included political, literary and 

church luminaries.  According to a letter written by More’s sister in 1774, “Since I wrote 

last, Hannah has been introduced by Miss Reynolds to Baretti, to Edmund Burke—the 

sublime and beautiful Edmund Burke!” (37).  More was an admirer and friend of Burke 

although, given their opposing political views on the American Revolution, one can 

imagine that they did not always agree.  In 1775, More wrote to a family member, “I have 

told the Reynoldses how angry I am with Burke for an unhandsome paragraph on the 

Dean of Gloucester (Dean Tucker)” (42).  

More’s conceptualization of the human sythesizes concepts of free will, reason, 

the soul, sympathy, family, and sensibility. More synthesizes Martin Luther’s individual 

soul, John Locke’s state of war and Adam Smith’s sympathy in the allegorical battle 

featuring feminine muses and a feminized Britain pitted against the masculine 

Oppression and masculine slave traders.  She utilizes the flexibility of the heroic couplet 

to create units of argument in verse paragraphs, which together with the use of rhetorical 

questions and imperative declarations control the pace of the poem, building to the 

climatic stanza in which the term ‘human rights’ emerges with powerful impact. 

More introduces the light of Liberty in the first couplet of the poem and then 

immediately follows in the second couplet with the rhetorical question, “why does thy 
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ray/ to earth distribute only partial day?”  The author presents the unequal distribution of 

liberty due to the condition of slavery as resulting in mass violence,  

For no fictitious ills these numbers flow, 
But living anguish, and substantial woe; 
No individual griefs my bosom melt, 
For millions feel what Oronoko felt: 

 

The depiction of Liberty, who is represented as an “intellectual Sun,” allows More to 

borrow the scientific language of the Enlightenment related to the bending of light to 

question why Liberty does not “shine on all” (1).  More invades the male-dominated 

territories of science, philosophy and politics and deputizes her feminine muses to do the 

same using recurring images of light.   

In More’s critique of the ideologies underpinning the structure of slavery, she 

questions the arbitrary geographical divisions between North and South, and between 

Britain and Afric20.  She wonders if Freedom should “irraditate all the earth?” (3).  Her 

italicized emphasis on the concept of a natural “all” in opposition to constructed divisions 

is a first step towards a notion of the human as a universal.  By breaking down the 

imposed divisions between geographic and national groups she creates a space for the 

abstract human.  The seeming paradox of a universal individual is reconciled by those 

things which, according to More, all human individuals have in common. 

More synthesizes the arguments of Martin Luther on the soul and Adam Smith on 

sympathy to rebut claims of white racial superiority as justification for slavery.  She asks, 

“Does then th’immortal principle within/Change with the casual colour of a skin?”  The 

                                                
20 More’s spelling. 
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immortal principle is equivalent to Luther’s concept of the soul.  John Danford quotes 

Luther as saying,  

worldly government has laws which extend no farther than to life and 
property and what is external upon earth.  For over the soul God can will 
let no one rule but Himself.  Therefore, where temporal power presumes to 
prescribe laws for the soul, it encroaches upon God’s government…” (42).  
  

More’s argument implies that the worldly institution of slavery does exactly what Luther 

warned against several hundred years earlier—slavery encroaches on God’s government.   

In the next few lines, More responds to her own question by listing a number of 

emotions and sympathies very similar to those Smith presents in The Theory of Moral 

Sentiments. She writes, “No:  they have heads to think, and hearts to feel,/ and souls to 

act…”  Later in the poem she will do this again in her argument that slaves feel the 

natural pain of hunger and burning as acutely as Europeans.  Moreover, she disputes 

arguments for slavery based on the prejudiced assumption of the inability of Africans to 

reason by saying, “Tho’ few can reason, all mankind can feel” (11). On this point, More 

privileges Smith’s idea of human sympathy over Locke’s idea of abstraction or the ability 

to use symbols as what separates humans from animals (An Essay 65).  The intertwining 

of sensibility and sympathy not only asserts the humanity of Africans, but also demands a 

corresponding display of humanity on the part of the reader. 

Furthermore, Hannah More attempts to invoke empathy in the reader for the 

feeling of pride.  More highlights the double-standard that pride or “a sense of worth” is 

considered a virtue for a conqueror but is to be whipped out of a slave (6).  The unequal 

treatment of pride systemically introduces unacceptable violence into personal 

relationships and interferes with the free expression of virtue.  Virtue is culturally 
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dependent on codes of honor, codes which More contends Africans have by translating 

them for the reader, for example, “not weak their sense of honour’s proud control,/For 

pride is virtue in a Pagan soul” (5). More assumes that the reader can sympathize with 

taking pride in a code of honor and feeling shame at being denied honorable decision-

making. In this way, sympathy becomes a catalyst enabling humans to react with one 

another on various emotional levels.  Pride21 becomes sympathetically linked to the 

exercise of free will or to what modern scholars call ‘agency.’ Slavery strips men of the 

ability to make honorable choices by taking away their virtuous pride.         

Recall that in the narrative footnote, Qua-shi enters into a state of war when his 

master attempts to punish him.  More makes an interesting intervention into Locke’s 

argument: “whenever he finds the hardship of his slavery outweigh the value of his life, it 

is in his power, by resisting the will of his master, to draw on himself the death he 

desires” (17).  Locke, in order to argue for a legitimate state of slavery as a state of war in 

which one party has power of life and death over the other, denies the right to suicide.  

Hannah More disrupts his argument by applauding a case in which the master is 

incapable of killing the slave and, rather than kill his “barbarous Master” and former 

childhood playmate, the virtuous slave kills himself (7).  She leaves room for the choice 

of ending one’s one life to emerge from a non-Christian or pre-Christian paradigm of 

virtue other than self-destruction.  The idea of pre-Christian virtue corresponds to the 

feelings of many Evangelicals that Africans were potential converts and that the 

institution of slavery denied God potential followers.  For evangelicals, imperial 
                                                
21 The equivalent of virtuous pride in the UDHR appears to be imbedded in the concept 
of “dignity.” 



 30 

encounters presented opportune moments to persuade and recruit new souls to 

Christianity.  Therefore, a ‘pagan’ corresponds to an assumed notion of pre-Christianity.   

The slippage between categories of non-European and pagan make it difficult to 

pin down More’s views on human intellect.  The poet emphasizes that the system of 

slavery denies the “native genius of the sable race” and the “pow’rs of equal thought” in 

order to justify itself.  In other words, slaves are not slaves because they are incapable of 

reason, but rather the system of slavery denies education and attempts to control slaves 

through ignorance.  More claims that “they have heads to think, and hearts to feel,/ And 

souls to act.”  That is not to say that More does not have any prejudices herself—slaves 

have “souls to act, with firm, tho’ erring zeal.”  It is difficult to determine if the ‘errors’ 

she perceives are due to race or religion.  Nevertheless, slaves have humanity in the 

ability to make decisions and to live and die by codes of honor.   

More attacks justifications for slavery based on racial hierarchies by using 

Scripture to universalize a non-corporeal human form or “immortal principle within.”  

The poet declares that no matter what the skin color men are created in “his sacred 

image” (10), implying once again that the dignity of the individual human soul trumps 

any claims made for trade in human merchandise.  She calls for a minimum standard of 

humane treatment with the words, “They still are men, and men shou’d still be free” (10).  

She goes on to combine and complicate the ideas of Luther, Locke and Smith by linking 

the torture of the human body directly to the torture of the human soul with the words, 

“when the sharp iron wounds his inmost soul…” (13).   
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More’s view of agency and freewill is not based solely on reason.  She introduces 

a critique of reason without sympathy by reminding the reader that slaves are not only 

capable of reason, but also of pain.  More pokes fun at the philosophy of Zeno of 

Citium—founder of Stoicism who declared pain a vice to be rooted out and replaced by 

right reason—as insufficient to defining humanity. She writes, “Did ever slave less feel 

the galling chain,/When Zeno prov’d there was no ill in pain?” (12).  A footnote reveals 

the extent of More’s disgust with racially based arguments about pain, “Nothing is more 

frequent than this cruel and stupid argument, that they do not feel the miseries inflicted on 

them as Europeans would do” (11). 

As the poem nears its apex, More attacks slavery as un-Christian behavior.  She 

specifically addresses the teaching of doctrines of hell to control slaves without teaching 

ideas of Heaven or Mercy.  She introduces Luther’s idea of individual judgment for 

violations of God’s will and assures the slave that ignorance is much more likely to be 

forgiven than abused knowledge (15).  Here, the relational nature between More’s 

concepts of Christianity and humanity become apparent.  As she broadens the definition 

of the human to include slaves and African people, she implies that slave-traders exhibit 

inhumane and unchristian behavior. 

Shortly thereafter, More questions the goals of empire and exploration.  Are fame, 

gold and conquest Christian ideals?  She holds up instead the model of William Penn and 

praises the Quakers for successfully living with native Americans and for emancipating 

slaves.  She praises, “Consistent still, their doctrines rule their lives” (17).  This stanza 

marks the turning point of the poem with a call to action.  More introduces Britain as the 
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proud motherland capable of spreading liberty as a human right “restored” (18).  Mores 

declares that Liberty and not enslavement is the best method for acquiring fame and glory 

for Britain.   

 In the fourteen-line passage decrying violence, More reacted to a revolutionary 

moment; in this climactic passage she invents the moment.  More rhetorically reconciles 

the Enlighteners with Christians by placing them squarely in the same historical box, 

creating the possibility of the Enlightened Christian who, having a broad, reasoned 

scientific knowledge of humans and the world they live in, would be guided by a faith-

based morality represented by words like “blessing,” “consecrate” and “god-like deed.”     

 Here, More manipulates kairos not only through the choice of words like “time,” 

“annals,” and ‘age’ but also at the level of grammar.  Human rights are ‘restor’d,’ making 

them a priori to Slavery and Oppression.  The restoration of human rights, therefore, is 

not new or revolutionary but rather gives reformers and politicians the opportunity to 

play the roles of hero in a larger history of humankind.  This taps into the attempts of 

Enlightenment thinkers like Diderot to write expansive histories and encyclopedias for 

the preservation of knowledge.  

 The poem’s denouement consists of an extended metaphor in which Mercy, 

symbolic of Britain, “breathes her spirit o’er th’ enlighten’d few” while she gently 

spreads her love from “soul to soul.”  Together with Liberty, Mercy defeats Oppression, 

who faints and dies.  Portrayed as a giant, “no more his frown appals” (20).  Thus, the 

Christian feminine figure defeats the aggressive heretical male giant slavery by 

transmitting universal sympathy from soul to soul, consequently ending the state of war 
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that Locke uses to justify slavery.  Hence, More has followed Locke’s theory to its 

logical end while making crucial improvements upon it in her conception of human 

rights. 

 More ends the poem after this passage with images of Mercy, brilliantly aided by 

shining Liberty, defeating the giant Oppression and Slavery.  In this vision, Mercy 

reforms the oppressor while releasing the oppressed.   Chains and fetters fall—freeing 

more than just the slaves. More’s concluding couplet reconciles the Christian, symbolized 

by Faith, and the Enlightener, symbolized by Freedom through Mercy.  “Victorious 

Pow’r!  she bursts their two-fold bands,/And FAITH and FREEDOM spring from 

Mercy’s hands.”              

 In addition to the use of allegory and gendered symbols for dramatic effect, 

More’s use of poetic paragraphs and rhetorical questions emphasizes key points in her 

argument while controlling speed and delivery if read aloud.  As mentioned previously, 

More was in the habit of reading aloud for several hours at a time.  The paragraph 

containing the term “human rights” is the shortest of the entire poem consisting of only 

two couplets.  This provides a dramatic pause before and after the introduction of this 

new concept.  The use of the rhetorical question “What page of human annals can 

record/A deed so bright as human rights restor’d?” is not answered so much as demanded 

with the responding couplet in the form of a prayer or invocation, “O may that god-like 

deed, that shining page,/Redeem OUR fame, and consecrate OUR age!” (18).  This 

strong, declarative paragraph is followed by a paragraph in which a cherub softly floats 
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down from the sphere of love.  Here, a lector would have the opportunity to reach a 

crescendo and then gently float back down from it towards the final lines of the poem. 

 In contrast, the next shortest paragraph of the poem consists of three couplets 

containing More’s harshest condemnation of the slave trade.  Regarding the impetus for 

slavery she writes, “No:  sordid lust of gold their fate controls/ The basest appetite of 

basest souls;” (9).  Greed as a rationale for human bondage is inexcusable to More.  She 

offers as an alternative a couplet suggesting that the British could simply trade with the 

Africans to make a profit.  An orator would need this respite because the next paragraph 

fires a series of increasingly intense questions and declarations building to the idea of 

Africans having been created in God’s image.   According to Christopher Leslie 

Brown, Hannah More, Willliam Wilberforce, and James Ramsay shared a concern that 

the educated world was becoming too secular.  Abolition was one of several causes on 

the reformist agenda that included legislation against vices like gambling and drinking.  

In the world of Hannah More, politics, religion and morality were inseparable, a belief 

reflected in her argument that Africans “have heads to think, and hearts to feel,/And souls 

to act.” This combination of qualities, reason, sympathy and soul (or will) form More’s 

definition of a human.  Enlightenment philosophers struggled in their attempts to locate 

the soul, while More confidently described it as “the immortal principle within.” 

In sum, over the course of the poem More defines the “human.”  In Slavery, 

humans feel pain, employ reason, sympathize, use agency (will), have families, and live 

by codes of honor or morality.  Although any particular human might exhibit these 

qualities to greater or lesser extent, the defining characteristic that makes each human 
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worthy of mutual and individualized respect is the assumption of universality of the soul.  

According to More, even people who do not believe in the soul have a soul and must be 

treated as created in “his image.”  In this respect, the inclusive category, ‘human,’ trumps 

exclusive categories of rights bearers based on class, race, religion and gender.  Thus, 

during Hannah More’s episode, Human Rights takes on the aspect of the abolitionist 

crusader.        

Human Rights, Picaresque Rhetoric and Resistance Literature 

Hannah More’s episode with Human Rights reveals the anxiety of English 

Evangelicals over appropriate forms of resistance at the end of the eighteenth century.  

The anxiety became reality, as More personally felt the backlash for her beliefs, when 

pamphleteers publicly accused her of ‘Methodist’ tendencies for her attempts to educate 

the children of farmers.  A. C. Grayling sheds some light on the historical context of 

religious dissidence in the British portion of the history of human rights. He discusses the 

suppression of Methodists, leaders in the abolitionist movement, in the Treason Trials of 

1794.  Although the accused were acquitted in these trials the fallout was the 1795 

passage of the Treasonable Practices, also known as the “gagging Acts,” and laws 

requiring itinerant preachers to be licensed.  In 1799 and 1800 the Combination Acts 

were passed which prevented seditious assemblies (154). Several years later in England, 

The Six Acts of 1819 gave the government power to seize “blasphemous” literature and 

raise the taxes on newspapers beyond the income of working class readers (155).  

 Before we leave Hannah More and return to the present, let us pause to abstract 

the characteristics of the moment in which she was writing.  More responds to the 
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memory of a recent war.  She recognizes an unacceptable system of structural violence in 

the institution of slavery.  She writes during sensitive times of government censorship.  

She attempts to reconcile seemingly incompatible ideologies through the creation of 

meta-figures like the Enlightened Christian.  In terms of authorship, she chooses a battle 

and throws her hat into the ring.  As Barbara Harlow writes two hundred years after the 

publication of Slavery, in her book Resistance Literature, “literature, in other words, is 

presented by the critic as an arena for struggle” (2). Classifying Slavery, a poem as 

resistance poetry may at first seem ahistorical as this designation is usually associated 

with post-colonial criticism.  Nevertheless, this poem shares in common with post-

colonial or Third World resistance literatures the key features of serving as an arena of 

struggle and as “part of a historical process, one which requires ‘taking sides’” (Harlow 

40).  Much like the episodes in a picaresque, resistance literatures arise circumstantially 

and episodically.  The goal of More and Wilberforce’s resistance was to change the 

existing legal language, which defined the structure of the empirical system and, thus, 

end the violence of slavery by instituting system-wide change.  More develops her human 

rights argument as a sophisticated rhetorical tool for change and non-violent resistance. 

  When Eleanor Roosevelt led the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights, she was too was responding to a war.  At the end of WWII, when “the crime 

without name22” was revealed to the world, the response was “never again.”  The UDHR 

website declares, “The Nazi Holocaust alters forever popular awareness of human rights 

abuses and underscores the need for international human rights guarantees.” The 
                                                
22 Winston Churchill is credited with using “the crime without a name” in reference to the 
Holocaust. 
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Holocaust altered popular awareness by highlighting the fact that the German people 

were somehow convinced to permit or participate in the wholesale slaughter of Jews, 

gypsies, homosexuals, the handicapped, Russian POWs and various ‘others’.  Between 

the World Wars, the Nazi propaganda machine targeted minorities as enemies and 

‘others’ turning neighbors and family against one another in a devastating strategy of 

domestic ‘divide and conquer’ to create a united German nation.   

 Horror at the capacity of a nation-state for structural violence of this magnitude 

rippled throughout the diplomatic community.  Like More and Wilberforce, Roosevelt 

had a goal: the creation of legal language for system-wide change, though not at the level 

of an empire, but rather at the international level represented by the newly formed United 

Nations.  The Universal Declaration of Human Rights emerges as a belated, but future-

focused, permanent counter-argument to structural violence and inclusive counter-

practice to the Nazi method of consolidating political power through social exclusion.   

Although the Universal Declaration of Human Rights can be read as a reaction to 

the Nazi Holocaust, the concept and vocabulary of human rights already existed, as 

demonstrated by Hannah More’s poem.  Nevertheless, the existing human rights 

language could not be wholesale adapted by Roosevelt but had to be adapted to new 

circumstances.  Just as More attempts to reconcile Reformist, Radical, Enlightenment and 

Christian ideologies, so Roosevelt must create human rights language acceptable to 

multiple world powers.       

In Human Rights at the UN:  The Political History of Universal Justice printed as 

part of the United Nations Intellectual History Project, Roger Normand and Sarah Zaidi 
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argue “human rights should not be conflated with any and every ethical system of justice, 

ideas which have indeed been around since the dawn of recorded history” (11). The core 

of the concept lies in the use of the word “human” to simultaneously indicate a being that 

is a universal and an individual as opposed to a member of historically defined groups 

such as property holders, males over the age of twenty-one or persons with at least an 

eighth-grade reading level.  For example, in the 1789 “Petition of Women of the Third 

Estate to the King,” Frenchwomen asked, “to prevent so many ills, Sire, we ask that men 

not be allowed, under any pretext, to exercise trades that are the prerogative of women—

whether as seamstress, embroiderer, millinery shopkeeper, etc., etc.; if we are left at least 

with the needle and the spindle, we promise never to handle the compass or the square” 

(Hunt 62).  This example contains a gendered argument for limited and segregated 

economic rights, not for universal human rights.  The women of the third estate are 

asking to have certain professions set aside for them because of their personal conditions 

of being born into poverty.  These women wished to work to eat, and not to be forced into 

prostitution. 

According to Normand and Zaidi, “basic to human rights is the equal dignity of 

every individual, abstracted from his or her personal conditions” (2).  They further 

differentiate human rights from other ethical systems by the “specific assertion of the 

theoretical primacy of the individual in the face of organized powers such as state and 

church” (16).  ‘Human rights’, in this context, is linked to, but different from, ideas like 

‘liberty’, ‘freedom’ and ‘justice’.   
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In the UN definition, human rights, as an ideology, depends on both an 

abstraction of the human transcending traditional hierarchies such as gender, religion, 

class, education and wealth, and a rights based system in which the abstracted human can 

be an individual beneficiary.  More, like Normand and Zaidi, does not equate human 

rights with justice.  In both cases, human rights are a priori to justice.  Justice is needed 

when human rights are violated.   

 Article one of the Universal Declaration states, “All human beings are born free 

and equal in dignity and rights.  They are endowed with reason and conscience and 

should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.”  The core concepts of pride,23 

reason and sympathy remain from the eighteenth century.  The major ideological 

difference between Roosevelt and More’s definitions is the reliance of the latter on a sub-

argument or foundational definition of the immortal principle.   More builds on the idea 

of a human with an individual soul and a right to a universal level of dignity.  The UN’s 

Human Rights Day 60th anniversary webpage quotes Roosevelt as reminiscing,  

 
Dr. Chang was a pluralist and held forth in charming fashion on the 
proposition that there is more than one kind of ultimate reality.  The 
Declaration, he said, should reflect more than simply Western ideas and 
Dr. Humphrey would have to be eclectic in his approach.  His remark, 
though addressed to Dr. Humphrey, was really directed at Dr. Malik, from 
whom it drew a prompt retort as he expounded at some length the 
philosophy of Thomas Aquinas.  Dr. Humphrey joined enthusiastically in 
the discussion, and I remember that at one point Dr. Chang suggested that 
the Secretariat might well spend a few months studying the fundamentals 
of Confucianism!  

 

                                                
23 Pride is reconfigured as dignity but seems to contain the same concept of a certain type 
of intrinsic self-valuing worthy of respect, as in the story of Qua-shi. 
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Thus, Human Rights lost its soul in the 1947 debate24. 

 Or did it?  The UN website describes the UDHR as a “living document” with the 

following qualities: “universality”; “enduring relevance” and “ongoing struggle.”  In this 

description, the grammatical use of the gerund implies a permanent present tense.  The 

document claims to be not merely alive but permanently alive, “it is a living document 

that will continue to inspire generations to come.”  In the language of the “enduring 

relevance” section, claims are made for transcendence of “cultural and tradition” through 

an unspecified “common inheritance.” It seems that the immortal principle lurks within 

the document even if “the soul” is absent from the language.            

                                                
24 If read as a bildungsroman, the loss of the soul might be considered a tragedy. 
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