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Introduction

NORTH AMERICA, THE UNITED STATES, 
AND MULTIPLE REVOLUTIONS

Mark Boonshoft, Nora Slonimsky, and Ben Wright

The creation of the United States unleashed revolutions that shook the worlds of 

politics, gender relations, religion, warfare, commerce, moral philosophy, diplo-

macy, and more. Many entrenched power structures wobbled; some toppled. Old 

inequities vanished, while others arose. Our present moment likewise appears 

unusually unsettled, as revolutions in technology, rising social divisions, and 

emerging public health and ecological crises wrack our politics, culture, and very 

sense of ourselves.

The chapters in this volume explore several revolutions in the past and pres-

ent. They probe our understanding of the creation of the United States, the 

transformations the new nation spawned, the technological opportunities and 

challenges of our present moment, and our very ways of knowing. Then and 

now, there is more than one understanding of American independence and the 

origins of the United States and what it meant to those who lived through it and 

for generations since.

This is not a novel conclusion. The nature and scope of a singular American 

Revolution has remained unresolved and unsettled since independence. A host 

of complex events, movements, and legacies among several other events, move-

ments, and legacies swirled out of what we now call the Age of Revolutions. It was 

an age of empire and of reason, defined by violence and dispossession alongside 

widespread politicization and calls for equality that are impossible to reconcile. 

The late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century debates around revolution—

in the United States, France, Haiti, Central America, and several other countries 

1
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in Europe—are in certain ways timeless, yet they also reflect the circumstances 

in which they are studied.

As we approach these histories in our current moment, with the 250th anni-

versary of United States independence close at hand, the image of revolutions 

shifts yet again. In response to the changing communication technologies of the 

mid-twentieth century, the media theorist Marshall McLuhan coined the famous 

phrase “the medium is the message.” McLuhan recognized that the presenta-

tion of ideas, information, arguments, events, and points of view—as much as 

the substance of the content—influenced audiences. A generation of scholars 

have applied these insights to a host of historical events, including the Age of 

Revolutions.1

The rise of new forms of communication in the twenty-first century—digital 

tools, spaces, and platforms that shape and reflect our day-to-day lives—are both 

distinct from and deeply connected to those of the past. For better or worse, 

revolutions are often talked about in terms of technology as much as ideas or 

movements. In that framework, modes of communication are a medium and a 

message, circuits and networks of revolt, wellsprings and restraints of change. 

American Revolutions in the Digital Age considers how the study of revolutions 

in the United States is likewise shaped by and reflective of digital history tools 

and methods. This volume does not consider the digital humanities as a replace-

ment or corrective to classic questions and traditional approaches. It does quite 

the opposite. This collection examines what digital methods can tell us about 

American revolutions and in turn what American revolutions can tell us about 

our current digital age. It offers lessons about the past, the present, and the very 

ways of understanding both. Methodology, as much as argument, is the focus of 

this book.

In the late eighteenth century, oral, visual, and printed communication—

from newspapers and pamphlets, to maps and prints—expressed pro- and anti-

revolutionary arguments and were embodiments of those arguments themselves. 

The same can be said for classic and digital tools of historical study. For at least a 

generation, historians have recognized the transformative power of digital tech-

nologies and used them to revolutionize the study of early American history.2 

Inspired by that groundbreaking interdisciplinary work, our authors seek to 

bridge long-standing historical and historiographical debates with digital meth-

ods and the contemporary media landscape. Both timeless and of-this-moment 

interpretations of United States independence and the revolutions it enabled 

remain as complicated as any algorithm. This volume takes seriously both argu-

ment and method, so it is worth commenting on how argument and method 

have combined to shape how historians have understood the achievement of US 

independence.
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For nearly a century, three paradigms—imperial, Progressive, and Whig, and 

their “neo” iterations—vied to explain the American Revolution.3 Imperial his-

torians situated the American Revolution as an event in the history of the Brit-

ish Empire and focused their attention on institutions of governance and trade. 

Progressive historians looked more closely at the internal structure of the colo-

nies that revolted, emphasizing the importance of conflict—particularly class 

conflict—in bringing about the Revolution and shaping its course. Historians 

writing in a Progressive vein also argue that they are responsible for more recent 

attempts to incorporate non-white people and women into the literature on the 

Revolution.4 Finally, there is the Whig interpretation, which prioritizes ideas, 

arguing that the Revolution was animated by a defense of constitutional prin-

ciples. In British policies during the 1760s and 1770s, colonists saw a powerful 

conspiracy working to subvert their liberty and reacted accordingly.

All three paradigms began by trying to explain the origins of the Revolution. 

All three also, in John M. Murrin’s memorable phrase, “self-immolated” by the 

1980s.5 More recently, historians have been divided over whether to explore lived 

experiences or ideological formulations of revolutionary-era peoples.6 Still oth-

ers ask whether these can ever be fully separated. At the same time, scholars have 

continued to expand the boundaries of what counts as revolutionary America, 

and who matters to the stories we tell about the period. The centrality of slavery, 

Native dispossession, the hardening of racial lines, and the resurgence of patriar-

chal householding emerge as key themes in this new work, especially on the war 

years.7 This is coupled with a more cynical view of revolutionary politics, one 

focused on the deliberate manipulation of information and the mobilization of 

fear.8

Twenty-first-century scholarship on the Revolution also explicitly stresses 

continuity across the revolutionary divide, implicitly responding to Gordon 

Wood’s assertion that the Revolution was a radical, paradigm-altering event.9 

But this recent work often actually reveals the tragically transformative impor-

tance of the long American revolutionary epoch, which created a new, less-

restrained empire in North America.10 This empire was not a repudiation of the 

Revolution’s republican ideals but the product of the revolutionary search for 

self-determination by white Americans. These Americans believed that for the 

new nation to stake its place “among the powers of the earth,” it either had to 

pacify or expel the other peoples who lived under its new dominion. This logic 

hastened dispossession, removal, the expansion of slavery, and the emergence of 

increasingly complex legal regimes to sustain inequality.11 At the same time, this 

literature captures how Indigenous people and free and enslaved people of Afri-

can descent fought against the new “Empire of Liberty” in pursuit of a broader 

vision of freedom, autonomy, and self-determination.12 Many chapters in this 
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book contribute to the ongoing effort to expand the temporal and geographic 

boundaries of the American Revolution, and to account for what it meant to the 

diverse peoples living primarily in regions that became part of the United States. 

The plural “revolutions” in the title of this collection, then, gestures toward how 

the American Revolution had multiple rounds of effects on many peoples and 

spawned other movements for self-determination within the expanding bound-

aries of the United States.

Our authors add to this literature by exploring how the explosion of digi-

tized materials and digital methods have contributed to an overall reevaluation 

of the American Revolution. Early American history is one of the most digitized 

historical subfields, owing to the public and civic importance of the Revolution. 

One can access, for free, nearly 200,000 annotated documents pertaining to the 

Founding Fathers on founders.archives.gov. The federal government and pri-

vate philanthropists have invested vast sums to produce the papers projects that 

are the root of this database. Nearly all the imprints and huge portions of the 

newspapers published in revolutionary America are available for a large fee on 

proprietary databases owned by the for-profit private company, Readex. Those 

databases came into existence thanks to partnerships with historical institutions 

that were founded in early America, maintain an interest in early America, and 

have preserved the original materials. Access to these paywalled databases have 

allowed our authors to trace the movement of information and misinformation 

over time and space. Yet there are constraints to even the most robust archive or 

the most impressive tool. American Revolutions in the Digital Age, then, also dem-

onstrates how constraints of data and technologies, including archival silences 

and inflexible digital tools, shape the possibilities and limitations of scholarship.

The contributors to this volume have both used existing digital databases and 

created some of their own. They then deploy data to reconstruct networks of 

revolutionary-era Americans, posing questions about for whom and on what 

terms this period constituted a revolution. The subjects under consideration 

include recognizable political figures as well as understudied Americans, includ-

ing enslaved people, women, Indigenous communities, and more. Other authors 

have worked to remediate the data within widely accessible sources to uncover 

the experiences of marginalized people during the period, without erasing their 

humanity. These chapters remind us to stay attuned to the way the structures 

of information shape historical scholarship on the Revolution, which is itself a 

productive intervention in the study of the revolutionary era.

The types of digital sources our authors use have shaped the questions they 

asked and the types of projects they undertook. In that regard, recent scholarship 

reveals the lingering influence of older historiographical paradigms, which were 

themselves distinguished at times by methodology and source base as much as 

http://founders.archives.gov
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analytical perspective. Progressive and neo-Progressive historians used the tools 

of social history to uncover the lives of “ordinary” people who left behind few 

written records. Several contributors to this book have used digital versions of 

similar sources to construct databases that allow us to recapture and humanize 

the experiences of comparatively voiceless historical actors. Imperial historians 

reimagined the map of early America, incorporating other parts of the British 

Empire and the Atlantic World, to reframe the Revolution’s origins and conse-

quences. Several chapters here join recent work by S. Max Edelson and Vincent 

Brown using sophisticated digital mapping and visualization tools to reframe 

the imperial history of revolutionary North America.13 The study of print is not 

limited to cartographic publications but also includes multiple forms of texts. 

The great innovation that propelled the neo-Whig historians was the rediscovery 

of revolutionary pamphlets and print culture as repositories of revolutionary 

thought. Several of our authors have revisited similar corpora, now accessible in 

searchable and manipulable digital forms, to question long-standing paradigms 

of revolutionary intellectual history.

Just as understandings of the American Revolution have evolved, so too have 

the methods of the digital humanities. The most common origin story for the 

digital humanities involves the rise and evolution of humanities computing, 

mostly in the 1970s. In a project that stretched over three decades but culminated 

in 1979, Roberto Busa, with support from IBM, created the Index Thomisticus, a 

concordance of works by and relating to Thomas Aquinas.14 Other text-centered 

projects dominated humanities computing in the 1980s.15

In the 1990s, humanities computing transformed into the digital humani-

ties. The transition was not without tension, however, as the digital humanities 

brought a new focus that stretched beyond simply using technology to do the 

work of humanities. Indeed, digital humanists came to believe that the humani-

ties, particularly the insights of intersectional feminism, were essential to make 

meaning of the digital itself.16 Around the same time, digital history emerged 

through a separate genealogy, one more rooted in museum studies, archival prac-

tice, and public history.17 From the beginning, digital historians demonstrated a 

greater interest in public-facing scholarship, and accordingly suffused their work 

with promises to democratize the study of the past.18 Librarians, archivists, and 

public historians remain the vanguard of digital history, a reality that is reflected 

in this book.

Most digital humanities work completed in the first two decades of the twenty-

first century falls into one of four categories. First, scholars in literature have con-

tinued developing the techniques begun in the era of humanities computing to 

perform increasingly complex forms of text analysis or—to use the phrase coined 

by Franco Moretti—“distant reading.”19 Historians, meanwhile, have embraced 
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the possibilities of Geographical Information Systems (GIS) mapping as a means 

of understanding the past.20 Third, digital humanists have applied themselves 

to the work of creating new tools to both create new knowledge and represent 

that knowledge in exciting ways. Some of these tools include data visualization, 

network analysis, stylometry and machine learning, virtual reality, 3D modeling, 

deformance, and digitization.21 Finally, digital humanists have produced critical 

discourse that recognizes how the digital world has encoded and exacerbated 

inequalities.22

By 2016 Cameron Blevins had noticed that, despite the achievements of digi-

tal history, there had been relatively little work that endeavored to “advance aca-

demic claims about the past.”23 In other words, the medium had received more 

attention than the message, with the methods of digital history taking prece-

dence over the conclusions those methods had drawn. This volume is a testament 

to how quickly the field is changing. Indeed, historians have recently produced 

numerous important projects that yield insightful historical as well as method-

ological arguments, and many of the chapters here do the same.

American Revolutions in the Digital Age begins with considerations of how we 

share historical knowledge with our students and with the wider public. Indeed, 

it is important to remember the special role that public history has played in the 

rise of the digital humanities, especially in the field of history. Before historians 

saw the digital world as an opportunity to create new arguments about the past, 

they recognized the democratizing potential of the internet and its ability to share 

history with new audiences. Lindsay Chervinsky and Whitney Nell Stewart delve 

into three presidential public history sites to evaluate their uses of digital tools. 

The President’s House in Philadelphia, James Madison’s Montpelier, and James 

Monroe’s Highland all use digital tools to allow visitors to explore overlooked 

historical figures and offer visitors more agency in determining how they wish to 

relate to these historic sites. They further consider how these public history sites 

reflect changes in the scholarship on the history of the presidency.

Kyle Roberts and Benjamin Bankhurst reflect on their Maryland Loyal-

ism Project, a collaborative endeavor to engage students in producing a digital 

archive that highlights the humanity of those on the losing side of the war for 

American independence. The chapter explores the history of Maryland in the 

American Revolution, the challenges of using quantified data to express complex 

lived experiences, and the opportunities of bringing this work into the class-

room. Dorothy Berry similarly draws on her experience in creating Other[ed] 

Colonial Voices: Slavery and Indenture in New York. Berry explores the digital 

archival practice behind this project and ruminates on its applications for schol-

ars and students. Sara Collini’s work also involves database creation as a means 
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of uncovering previously underrepresented histories. Collini deploys a relational 

database of enslaved midwives to help reveal the ways they supported their com-

munities and how their work bolstered white freedom.

The next four chapters explore space, place, and our perceptions of both. Jes-

sica Parr, Molly Nebiolo, Christy Hyman, and Cameron Shriver all employ the 

tools of digital mapping to better understand the history of the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries. Parr considers the opportunities and challenges 

of mapping Black history. As Parr notes, mapping has always been about power, 

and historians must untangle the inequalities that shape our archives, our tools, 

and our methods. Parr demonstrates how doing so can both reveal and move 

beyond imperial understandings of space following the American Revolution 

and beyond. Molly Nebiolo focuses on eighteenth-century urban spaces, which 

have long been key sites in work on the Revolution’s origins. By comparing the 

lived experiences of eighteenth-century figures with georectified representations, 

Nebiolo brings historic American cities to life and reveals how space shaped iden-

tity, culture, and networks of power. This work also offers an important perspec-

tive on the very idea of the urban.

Christy Hyman continues the engagement with mapping but moves the 

focus from northeastern cities to southeastern swamps, where enslaved men and 

women relied on challenging geographies to resist their enslavement. Enslaved 

Americans built much of the United States, and this experience creating infra-

structure informed the actions of the rebels in the 1821 North Carolina insur-

rection scare. Hyman’s work unfolds the realities of slavery, the contingencies of 

creating American infrastructure, and the very idea of mapping as a means of 

knowledge. Cameron Shriver’s chapter relays how he and other scholars at the 

Myaamia Center—a research collaboration between the Miami Tribe of Okla-

homa and Miami University—created the “Aacimwahkionkonci: Stories from the 

Land” Project. This work is a process of recovery and creation, as members of 

the team work to combine and curate Myaamia land transfers as well as to con-

nect present members of the community to important places in the past. The 

revolutions wrought by American independence were largely catastrophic for 

Indigenous people, and our digital world is haunted by the resulting traumas 

and inequities.

The next four chapters turn from explorations of space to analyses of texts 

to produce insights into the past. Brad Rittenhouse, Christian Boylston, and 

Afshawn Lotfi ask what we mean by the term “revolutionary.” The team applied 

natural language processing tools to over one million works in English, French, 

German, Spanish, and Italian published between 1750 and 1875 with the goal 

of analyzing understandings of revolution. This chapter offers several insights 

about struggles for power in the age of American revolutions, the practical 
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process of applying natural language processing as a research tool, and the 

importance of balancing the methods of distant and close reading. Maeve Kane 

uses the National Archives’ “Founders Online” database to track women’s cor-

respondence networks. By analyzing over 165,000 records from 1730 to 1830, 

Kane shows that the American Revolution transformed the way women commu-

nicated with one another and with male political leaders. This network analy-

sis intervenes in a classic literature about the Revolution’s effects on women to 

reveal the importance of personal connections and the limitations of women’s 

political participation.

A collection of interdisciplinary researchers—including an expert on Thomas 

Paine (Gary Berton), a public historian (Michael Crowder), and two computer 

scientists (Lubomir Ivanov and Smiljana Petrovic)—wrote chapter 11. These 

scholars, all affiliated with the Institute for Thomas Paine Studies at Iona Uni-

versity, employ text analysis to determine the authorship of an abolitionist letter 

sent to Thomas Jefferson from an anonymous person who identified as “a slave.” 

Using both digital author attribution methodologies and careful historical analy-

sis, they suggest that the letter was potentially dictated by Thomas Paine. Next, 

Marcus Nevius draws on his experience writing the monograph City of Refuge: 

Slavery and Petit Marronage in the Great Dismal Swamp, 1763—1856 to compare 

the impressions of the past offered by digital sources and analog archives. As 

Nevius notes, our scholarly arguments flow from our sources. The limitations 

of digitalization offer another filter that colors our understanding of the past, 

especially of the revolutionary experience of Black Americans.

The final three chapters have direct messages for our modern readers. Jor-

dan Taylor, Joseph Adelman, and Kyle Courtney all foreground ways that the 

history of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries can help us make 

sense of the challenges and opportunities we face in our current digital world. 

Taylor highlights the idea of media literacy and considers how Americans, in a 

time of rapid social change, sought to identify and combat “fake news.” Adel-

man focuses on the stress and fears of dislocation and confusion brought on 

by explosions of misinformation. The chapter chronicles how Americans in the 

early republic managed a deluge of information, an essential skill for our cur-

rent media-saturated lives. As Adelman notes, managing information is critical 

for modern citizens and especially for research historians who must understand 

the information climate of the era they study if they are to do more than reflect 

the biases and inequalities of the archive. Finally, Kyle Courtney untangles the 

relationship between information and property by evaluating the opportunities 

and limitations of the new licensing climate of the digital world. This history 

and evaluation of copyright sheds light on contemporary debates surrounding 

censorship, capitalism, and authority.
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Three common themes run through the chapters in American Revolutions in the 

Digital Age. The first and second are evident from the title itself: this book con-

nects digital tools with the study of American revolutions. Woven throughout is 

a third thread that considers the omnipresence of what is not there. That is to 

say, the chapters attend to traditional archival silences and digital technical limi-

tations. The subject of archival silences—gaps, fragments, deliberate erasure—

is by no means a new one, nor is it exclusive to digital humanities. From the 

now-famous phrase of Laurel Thatcher Ulrich that “well behaved women sel-

dom make history” to the groundbreaking work of Michel-Rolph Trouillot and 

Saidiya Hartman, scholars and students across disciplinary boundaries have long 

grappled with the challenge of how to understand histories with incomplete, 

disrupted, unconventional, or unseen evidentiary records.24

For the revolutionary histories described in this book, digital tools and meth-

ods provide a powerful way of considering those silences, yet they also risk 

creating others. Over the last decade, early American studies has focused more 

closely on gaps in the archives—from the work of Carolyn Steedman in Dust: The 

Archive and Cultural History and Marissa Fuentes in Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved 

Women, Violence, and the Archive to Jennifer Morgan’s Reckoning with Slavery: 

Gender, Kinship and Capitalism in the Early Black Atlantic. Whether it is through 

GIS mapping and data visualization, computational text and linguistic analysis, 

text mining and machine learning, digitization and database building, network 

analysis and digital public history, recovery and multidisciplinary understanding 

is at the heart of digital knowledge production. Blending well-known histori-

cal figures like Thomas Paine with less-studied people like Pegg, Rachael, Nan, 

Nell, Kate, Jane, Peg, Sarah, and Lucy (all enslaved midwives), along with Cynthia 

Haycorn and Moses Judah, we gain an even wider range of who is considered a 

revolutionary actor.

Yet digital history is an imperfect solution. There are challenges with these 

methodologies, particularly involving issues of accessibility and resources. In 

learning from and referencing scholars of archival construction and source mate-

rials, we strive to be mindful that citation practices do not themselves become 

extractive by engaging with rather than appropriating methods to understudied 

voices and experiences. Much like the structures of authority that determined the 

development of archives in the Age of Revolutions, there are digital silences as 

well, and several components of the collection consider this, from the complex 

landscapes of the Great Dismal Swamp to the categorization of people in records 

designed to view them as anything but.

The contributors address these challenges in a multitude of ways. Most 

centrally, the volume examines the relationship between digital tools, archival 

silences, and what exactly is meant by a singular American Revolution by arguing 
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that the stakes are not only in historical debates and circumstances but in contem-

porary ones as well. For example, Black digital humanities, data feminism, post-

colonial digital humanities, and digital pedagogy all make explicit connections 

between approaches to the historical past (in our case, late eighteenth-century 

North America) and the current stakes of scholarship and research—not just 

to higher education but to a vast range of broader challenges in education, civic 

and political engagement, inequality, and other distributions of power. Much like 

the classic historiography of American independence and the fraught dynamics 

of the age of enlightenment and empire, American Revolutions in the Digital Age 

seeks to answer certain archival silences with digital amplification.

The chapters in this collection also lay bare how resources and organizations 

shape historical knowledge in the digital age. Institutions, particularly colleges 

and universities, set their own research priorities and respond to those of large 

grant-making agencies. For-profit database companies make decisions based on 

market considerations. Historic sites balance the interests of many constituen-

cies. Those varied institutions helped make possible the chapters in this book, 

and inevitably shaped the topics our authors considered.

This volume is, itself, an example of how institutions enable and circumscribe 

the possibilities of digital historical scholarship. The conference from which it 

derives, “Revolutionary Texts in a Digital Age,” was held at Iona University, home 

of the Institute for Thomas Paine Studies or ITPS, in the fall of 2018. Support 

from Iona, aided by a generous grant from the Robert David Lion Gardiner 

Foundation, provided the financial backing that allowed us not only to hold a 

subsequent symposium—though our in-person meeting was cancelled due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic—but also to provide contributors with honorariums 

for their work. We understand, based on conversations with many of them, that 

this funding made it possible to assemble a set of participants and authors from 

different career stages, statuses, and even professions. Moreover, that financial 

support allowed us to publish this collection with an open access Creative Com-

mons license, which broadened the volume’s ambitions and encouraged our 

authors to think about how to reach audiences beyond fellow scholars in their 

subfields. This license in turn allows interested readers—across economic, pro-

fessional, and geographic categories—to access this book free of charge.

At the same time, collections like American Revolutions in the Digital Age are 

not immune from the challenges being faced across higher education. The fortu-

nate background of its support, coupled with the enthusiasm and stewardship of 

Cornell University Press, also meant that this volume came out of a conference 

held in the Northeast, at an institute named for a Founding Father, and which has 

its greatest influence in American Revolution studies, as opposed to the broader 

Age of Revolutions. Recognizing these circumstances, with their benefits and 
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limitations, we hope that ultimately American Revolutions in the Digital Age is 

not unlike the subjects that it treats, historical and contemporary.

This brings us, then, to a fourth thread. One of many, many efforts to recon-

sider revolutionary commemoration, the semiquincentennial was a contribut-

ing factor to creating this book. As the collection developed, we were struck by 

how relevant the stakes of responsible and accurate commemoration are to the 

silences of public and collective memory, particularly when it involves a period 

of such complexity and varied meanings. By applying digital tools and methods 

to both past and present interpretations of revolution, the authors in this book 

complicate whose perspectives are elevated and whose are overlooked. Their con-

tributions are deeply relevant to how local, regional, and national communities 

approach the founding of the United States. American Revolutions in the Digital 

Age offers its readers—students, educators, researchers, public history profes-

sionals, archivists, librarians, and any interested person—historical accounts, 

digital tools, and varied methods through which they can find themselves amid 

the multiple legacies of American revolutions.
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DIGITAL PUBLIC HISTORY AT THREE 
PRESIDENTIAL HOME SITES

Lindsay M. Chervinsky and Whitney Nell Stewart

Digital history offers the potential to reconceptualize how we make and pres-

ent historical knowledge. Digital tools and networks present the opportunity to 

expand who we include in the historical narrative, the historical process, and 

consumption of public history. Digital technologies, in particular, provide the 

potential to build public history projects—including the three examined in 

depth in this chapter—that go beyond the Founders-focused Revolution that 

most Americans already know.

Recent literature on the Revolution—including works by Annette Gordon-

Reed, Erica Armstrong Dunbar, and Robert Parkinson—examines the lives of 

the Founders in their entirety, often emphasizing the pervasive and interwoven 

nature of slavery with every aspect of life.1 Though the challenges are many, digi-

tal public history offers another, complementary way to broaden the Founders 

narrative, include the vast array of voices present in the revolutionary age, and 

make the American Revolution more relevant to the diverse people who now 

populate the nation that it created. Digital public history demonstrates that both 

women and enslaved individuals were ever present, even during political events 

traditionally considered to be the realm of white men. The projects reveal the 

constant overlap between public and private spaces, and the people that occupy 

them.2 Political negotiations, diplomacy, and appointments rarely just occurred 

in the halls of Congress. Instead, the Founders hosted visiting dignitaries, con-

gressmen, and local elites at their homes to socialize—and conduct business. 

These blended spaces were essential to the Revolution and the political project 

of creating a new nation.

17
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Finally, whether the American Revolution was a radical event or a retention 

of the status quo has remained a lively debate within the scholarship for the 

last thirty years.3 These projects offer an interesting lens through which to con-

sider this question. At the President’s House in Philadelphia, James Madison’s 

Montpelier, and James Monroe’s Highland, the social hierarchy, gender norms, 

and enslaved status of many residents remained the same both before and after 

the Revolution. Indeed, often the only changes were the citizenship of the white 

owners and to whom they sold the products produced by the enslaved commu-

nity. Therefore, these projects force us to consider that if the American Revolu-

tion brought radical changes, who was creating that change and whose labor was 

required to support the new radical systems?

In this chapter, we examine three digital projects that focus on presidential 

domestic sites of the revolutionary era, and we do so in chronological order of 

the presidents who lived in them: the President’s House, where George Washing-

ton and John Adams lived in Philadelphia from 1790 to 1800; Montpelier, James 

Madison’s Virginia plantation; and Highland, James Monroe’s Virginia planta-

tion. Each of the projects builds on the scholarly debates around the Revolution 

and the Founders and contributes to discussions about the best practices in digi-

tal public history. Additionally, the three sites are in different states of preserva-

tion and are using different digital tools to interpret places, objects, and people, 

thus providing both common ground and diversity. Through these case studies, 

we consider the promises and challenges of representing and interpreting the 

built environment through digital media, and we reflect on how these projects 

can tell broader stories, engage wider communities, and expand the public’s par-

ticipation in the creation and consumption of history. All three projects encour-

age the public to understand history in new and innovative ways, whether by 

highlighting previously overlooked historical actors or by providing a user-led 

experience for each visitor to chart their own path.

Best practices of digital public history
Before exploring the digital public history projects in depth, it is necessary to first 

understand what digital public history is. Breaking it into its component parts, 

it would seem to be part digital history and part public history. But both have 

a similar problem: there is no agreed-upon definition of either, despite schol-

ars’ best efforts to define them.4 Are they fields, subjects, methods, or all of the 

above? Is the digital in digital history the subject matter or the tool? Is the public 

in public history simply an audience or an active participant? The debates over 

definition have pushed many to the same exasperated conclusion: like Justice 
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Potter Stewart said about pornography, “I know it when I see it.” Unfortunately, 

this would seem to leave us in the same definitional quandary for digital public 

history. Indeed, the basic definition of digital public history—the use of digital 

tools as a means of “doing” public history—is vague to the point of glossing over 

major debates.5

Rather than providing a single definition of what digital public history is, 

we propose instead to define what digital public history should be. Scholars and 

practitioners assert that the core tenets of digital public history are about one 

thing: involving many voices, both past and present. The digital is the tool or 

technology for engaging with various audiences who hold a stake in the project. 

The field’s best practices emphasize how crucial inclusion, shared authority, col-

laboration, and user-centered history are to “good” digital public history.

These terms overlap, as they stem from the desire to incorporate all relevant 

communities in the process. Inclusion can indicate both an inclusive historical 

narrative that centers the experiences of frequently overlooked historical actors 

and an inclusive process involving different stakeholders. Additionally, collabo-

ration often entails the same kind of inclusive process but at a higher level of 

engagement, while it can also refer to collaboration across disciplinary bound-

aries (similar to other kinds of digital humanities work). Though sometimes 

imprecise, these best practices provide a clear indication of what practitioners 

and scholars believe are the core objectives of digital public history.

Digital public history offers the chance to reveal and highlight the experiences 

of people beyond the great-man narrative of American history (an especially 

important goal at places like presidential sites) as well as embrace the voices of 

various stakeholder communities—not just in the consumption but also in the 

process of creating this history. Public history and digital public history must cen-

ter the stories of people who are too often seen as peripheral to history. Historic 

sites often replicate the injustices that took place there in the past, interpreting 

enslaved people only through the lens of labor or women only as handmaidens 

of their husband. This same exclusion is replicated in digital history; as Sharon 

Leon contends, the historiography of digital history too often overlooks the con-

tributions of women to the field.6 Digital tools, though, provide the possibility of 

building more inclusive histories. In her work with the Parkland History Project, 

Lara Kelland has blended traditional oral histories with 3D re-creations to give 

prominence to the people of color who inhabited this neighborhood of Louis-

ville, Kentucky.7 Even as the projects highlighted in this chapter are in some way 

about “great men” of American history, they also emphasize the diverse peoples 

who were an integral part of these places. Indeed, all three projects or institutions 

explored here are women-led, and all three seek to center and prioritize the non-

white, non-male actors in their stories.
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Along with inclusion of diverse historical voices, public historians have long 

touted the necessity of shared authority and collaboration, both of which encour-

age community engagement. Shared authority means that historians do not have 

exclusive right to the past but must enter into dialogue with the experiences/

interpretations of the public.8 Collaboration is about actually working with that 

public, about including them in the conversation and process.9 Historians should 

not relinquish their expertise; rather, as Wendy Hsu has argued, collaboration 

and engagement allow historians, stakeholders, and others to bring their own 

expertise to the table.10

User-centered history arises from projects that focus on the user in multiple 

ways, both within the consumption of history and its creation.11 As Roy Rosenz-

weig and David Thelen showed in the late 1990s, Americans want their museums 

and historic sites to include them in the intellectual process.12 Rather than telling 

visitors the interpretation, digital public history offers the possibility of leading 

them through the interpretive process. Offering narratives and primary sources, 

including digital re-creations of places and buildings long since gone, helps the 

user feel more a part of the process. But the term “user-centered” can also denote 

foregrounding the user in the entire digital public history process, from concep-

tion to design to implementation.13

All these best practices are touted by public historians working at traditional, 

physical sites. What is unique about digital public history is the possibilities that 

the digital brings to the table. Digital technologies provide practitioners with far 

more opportunities to center important stakeholders. By stakeholders, we mean 

those with a financial or professional stake in the project as well as groups with a 

personal, communal, and historical stake in the history being presented.14 It has 

not always been easy to interface with these groups, but the internet provides a 

clear way to do so. Websites, blog posts, and social media allow public historians 

the opportunity to communicate with and engage various stakeholders.15

Engagement, however, need not only come after a project is complete. The 

promises of digital public history will only be realized by prompting stakeholders 

to participate in all stages of the process.16 Project managers should ensure that 

the community helps inform the decision making from inception to comple-

tion. Digital history provides tools—such as crowdsourcing the acquisition of 

materials—to promote early and frequent inclusion of the public in the pro-

cess.17 This kind of participation also helps define exactly who is the “public” for 

this project. If we create projects for an amorphous “public,” who are we really 

creating them for but ourselves, with our interests and goals? But more than just 

ensuring there is an audience for this project, digital public history should seek 

to ensure that the project is created with that public.18
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Best practices are easy to write about, but they are much more difficult to 

realize. There are many obstacles to succeeding in building shared authority and 

practicing collaboration for digital public history practitioners, starting with the 

continued digital divide. While the digital divide first developed around dispari-

ties in access to computers and the internet, more recently scholars and activists 

have been focused on the disparity of abilities in actually using those technolo-

gies. If individuals feel overwhelmed by the technology, unable to navigate or 

use it, they simply will not participate. “As practitioners gain more in-the-field 

experience with electronic media,” Andrew Hurley notes, “they are discovering it 

is not the case that ‘if we build it, they will come.’”19 Other challenges are remi-

niscent of those experienced by many public historians: a lack of resources and 

staff with the right skill set, or a board or administration that does not fully 

understand or support the core tenets of shared authority and collaboration.20 

Additionally, some digital projects meant to break down barriers between the 

public and public historians might actually devalue the historical process—like 

Museum Selfie Day, which some believe fetishized objects and eliminated histori-

cal context.21

Actually practicing “best practices” is not easy, but making inclusion, shared 

authority, collaboration, and a user-centered experience key to digital public his-

tory projects will make them more relevant, engaging, and meaningful. The three 

presidential domestic site projects demonstrate this potential. Each of the follow-

ing case studies explores the project’s goals, its development, and its challenges, 

and shows how one or more of the best practices advanced by practitioners and 

scholars plays out in the real world.

president’s house
In the fall of 1790, President George Washington moved into a large brick house 

on the corner of Sixth and Market (or High) Streets in Philadelphia. He hosted 

visiting dignitaries, dined with friends and colleagues, and oversaw the work of 

the executive branch from this building. After taking the oath of office, John 

Adams, now president of the United States, moved into the same house, and lived 

and worked there until November 1800, when the seat of government moved to 

Washington, DC. But Washington and Adams did not live in these homes alone. 

Their wives, children, and their children’s families frequently joined them. The 

large house required an enormous staff to clean the building, cook meals for 

the family and guests, tend to the horses and carriages, deliver messages, and 

more. During Washington’s presidency, up to thirty-five enslaved and free people 
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occupied the space.22 Adams employed a slightly smaller staff, including a mix of 

white and Black, free and hired enslaved individuals.23

Unfortunately, this house no longer exists.24 Archaeological excavation on the 

site began in 2007 and a National Park Service site was completed in 2010 with a 

dedication to the enslaved individuals who had labored at the site.25 The existing 

NPS site depicts part of the floorplan of the first floor, but the experience is lim-

ited. Visitors have a hard time visualizing what the completed space would have 

looked like, and it is even harder for them to imagine the sights, smells, sounds, 

and material culture that would have filled the rooms. As a user-centered experi-

ence, the site often leaves the public wanting more information and context, and 

there are few options for individual exploration.

“The Virtual White House” plans to provide a virtual, 3D re-creation of the 

President’s House in Philadelphia, then expand the project to include other 

early presidential sites, including the New York presidential homes and the early 

White House in Washington, DC. Lindsay Chervinsky, one of the coauthors of 

this chapter, started this project in 2017 with the support of the Center for Presi-

dential History at Southern Methodist University. She has since partnered with 

Whitney Nell Stewart (her coauthor for this chapter) at University of Texas at 

Dallas to continue the project. Currently, work on the president’s private study 

and the exterior of the home as well as the scaffolding of the interior are finished. 

Once the rest of the house is “constructed,” the virtual President’s House will link 

archives with public history sites, classrooms, and scholars. To present a more 

inclusive history, the digital re-creation of the President’s House reveals the lived 

experiences of the white, enslaved, and servant communities living in the home, 

which tend to be less documented in the written record.

This project will serve three audiences for the user-centered experience. First, 

the President’s House will help researchers utilize an interdisciplinary approach 

in their scholarship. Chervinsky started this project by re-creating the president’s 

private study so that she could imagine the room where the first cabinet met.26 

After visualizing the space, she realized that the secretaries would have felt con-

fined and stifled by the room’s narrow dimensions and excessive furniture. The 

story of the first cabinet cannot be told without first understanding their meeting 

space. The President’s House will provide other researchers with similar oppor-

tunities to observe the physical spaces where their actors interacted and events 

transpired, and draw appropriate conclusions for their work in diplomatic, 

social, and economic history.

The second audience consists of teachers and students. Many history and social 

studies teachers are required to complete units on Washington, the presidency, 

and slavery. Accordingly, many teachers merge these conversations by assign-

ing Erica Armstrong Dunbar’s excellent biography of Ona Judge, Never Caught. 
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Teachers have shared with Chervinsky that the images and physical space of the 

President’s House would help students understand the lived experience of Ona. 

For example, Judge likely slept in one of the rooms set aside for enslaved female 

workers. To get to this room, she had to walk past the Washingtons’ bedrooms 

and George Washington’s private study.27 These details reinforce the fact that 

enslaved individuals, especially in urban dwellings, lived under nearly constant 

surveillance and privacy was at a premium. Teachers’ contributions are pivotal to 

the project’s development, leading the codirectors to reaffirm their commitment 

to highlighting the lives and labor of individuals like Ona Judge.

The final audience would be the history-inclined public, especially those who 

visit the National Park Service site. This digital project can support and enhance 

the work done at a traditional public history site by complementing the existing 

physical structures, helping the public learn more about the early presidencies, 

revealing details about all the people who lived and worked in the space, and 

providing an urban alternative to the plantation-set narrative that dominates the 

public’s understanding of slavery.

By encouraging user experimentation, this project encourages the public to 

serve as active participants. Each user will be able to explore the home on their 

own, create their own experience, and see the rooms in their own way. The Presi-

dent’s House also honors the authority of other museums, archives, and historic 

sites over this history, including Mount Vernon and the NPS site in Philadel-

phia. We have consulted with experts at these sites in recognition of their shared 

authority. The house will include “Points of Interest” on furniture, art, décor 

items, and architectural elements that survive. These POIs will link to the items 

in collections and sources in archives that provide documentation for the re-

creation. For example, before moving in, Washington added a bow window in the 

first- and second-floor parlors. The house will have a POI on the windows and 

link to the letters that discuss this architectural addition.28 Similarly, the globe 

that stood in a corner of Washington’s private study will be linked to the globe 

in the Mount Vernon collections.29 These links will invite students and other 

members of the public to engage with these institutions and recognize archive 

and museum collections’ shared authority over this history.

The President’s House will run online to make it as accessible as possible. The 

users will not be required to download additional software, as we wish to elimi-

nate all obstacles to public use. Long term, we would love to partner with the NPS 

to create a virtual reality mobile application that will allow users to walk through 

the 3D site on their phones, while walking through the physical site in person.

Collaboration has proved to be the biggest challenge with the President’s 

House project. While we have consulted with many enthusiastic community-

based partners and other stakeholders of this history, we still have work to do. 
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We plan to consult with local communities, especially Black descendants, to hear 

what they need and want to see from this project. Secondarily, as historians, we 

do not have the technological skills to build out the digital platform. Finding the 

appropriate graphic artists and computer scientists, and the required funding to 

compensate them for their work, has been challenging.

James Madison’s Montpelier
A few months after George Washington left Philadelphia in March 1797 for his 

home in Virginia, another Virginian would do the same. Accompanied by his 

wife, Dolley, James Madison traveled to Montpelier, his father’s plantation in 

Orange County, Virginia. Though he would be called to political service far from 

Montpelier again and again, he constantly talked, wrote, and thought about 

building, farming, and enslaving at the plantation.30 By the time Madison last 

retired to Montpelier after the end of his two terms as president, approximately 

112 enslaved people would also call that place home.31 They were the individuals 

who built and beautified the Madisons’ house and grounds. They polished the 

mahogany furniture and the silver, smoked meats and baked biscuits, renovated 

the mansion, harvested the crops, and labored in countless other ways to make 

possible the Madisons’ life at Montpelier.32

These are the individuals the contemporary Montpelier historic site center 

in their exhibition: “The Mere Distinction of Colour.” Opened in June 2017, the 

exhibit tells the story of all the people who lived at Montpelier through the voices 

of descendants, archaeological finds, archival materials, and material culture 

items. In the process of creating this exhibit, the Montpelier team, led by Eliza-

beth Chew, realized that their current collections databases impeded their col-

laborative efforts, both within the estate and with the broader community. Since 

then, the archaeological, curatorial, history, and education team at James Madi-

son’s Montpelier has been working to create a new digital platform, titled Lega-

cies of Montpelier Digital Collections Project, that will be available to the site’s 

employees, researchers, and the wider public. The goal of the new platform is to 

tell the full, complicated story of Montpelier from Madison and the Constitution 

to the du Pont family’s ownership in the twentieth century, enhance accessibil-

ity and public engagement, and center the shared authority of the Montpelier 

descendant community.

The new platform will eventually house the records of 3 million archaeologi-

cal objects, 4,000 decorative arts items, 1,100 architectural items, and 35,000 

historic documents (or links to documents in other collections) in one place. 

The need to search and compare all these items in one database became clear 
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while the team was completing “The Mere Distinction of Colour.” Mary Minkoff, 

Montpelier’s curator of archaeological collections, recalled that she had to search 

through seven databases to find the appropriate selections for one panel on but-

tons created and worn by enslaved individuals.33

To complete the new database, the Montpelier team received a planning grant 

from the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) to convene a working 

group consisting of digital humanists, historians, descendant community rep-

resentatives, and site volunteers, for a two-day intensive planning session. The 

participants formed a governing committee to guide the project going forward. 

By organizing this initial workshop, the staff at Montpelier embraced collabora-

tion, inclusive history, and shared authority from the very beginning. It is not 

hyperbole to say that their design process models the best practices for digital 

public history.

After the initial planning workshop, the governing committee applied for an 

NEH completion grant to fund the design of the future platform and the populat-

ing of the database with an initial sampling of items. The Montpelier team is part-

nering with the Matrix program at Michigan State University to use the KORA 

platform for this project.34 This collaboration has proved beneficial for both sides. 

A few years ago, the Michigan State team received a large NEH grant to build out 

the Enslaved database, which collects data and research on enslaved individuals 

from historians and archives across the country.35 In the coming years, the Matrix 

team at Michigan State is planning to expand the Enslaved database to include 

material culture, archaeological, and architectural items. Montpelier can provide 

these items, and in return the Michigan State team will provide the technological 

expertise required to build the Montpelier platform. This partnership solves one 

of the challenges that stymies many public historians and historic sites—most his-

torians do not have the technical skills to build a database, while most computer 

scientists do not have the historical knowledge to offer crucial historical context.

The final platform will allow users to access material anywhere they have 

connection to the internet, as the current databases can only be used on site at 

Montpelier. Certain details, like collection management data, will be accessible 

to Montpelier curators only. The rest of the platform will feature analysis and 

interpretation from curators, historians, and descendants. To design the plat-

form, the staff drew inspiration from the Mukato program utilized by Native 

communities, which permits communities to share their own oral histories and 

interpretations with equal weight. The descendant community, represented by 

the Montpelier Descendants Committee, will select their own representatives to 

input data, which offers one more level of shared authority.36

The completed platform will also facilitate the user experience by linking 

archival, material culture, and archaeological records to a 3D re-creation of the 
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mansion house, landscape, enslaved dwellings, and other outbuildings. Users will 

also be able to search by individual name to browse items and documents linked 

to that person, which was particularly important to the descendant community, 

who emphasized the necessity of centering enslaved individuals’ names as often 

as possible. These different search methods also encourage a user-based experi-

ence, recognizing that not all users will have the same research needs.

Finally, the governing committee collaborated with local teachers to deter-

mine what resources would be most helpful. The NEH grant will provide funds 

for Montpelier to hire an education specialist to create blueprints for teachers 

to incorporate into their classrooms. These blueprints will focus on an inquiry-

based model that encourages students to self-discover primary sources, which is 

both the recent focus of secondary education pedagogy and Montpelier’s educa-

tion programs. The blueprints are easier for teachers to utilize than structured 

lesson plans, which teachers explicitly stated they did not need. These teachers 

were not only providing feedback after the fact; they were integral to the blue-

prints’ development. Once again, we see how Montpelier incorporates the best 

practices of public history; teachers are engaged actors in the project, not simply 

a receptive audience.

The Montpelier team is hopeful the NEH will provide the needed funding to 

complete this valuable project. Even with the necessary funding, the team has 

encountered a few challenges, mostly posed by the enormity of the collection. To 

manage the sheer number of items, the team needed to articulate a triage strategy. 

After the opening of “The Mere Distinction of Colour” exhibit, many visitors had 

the most visceral, meaningful reaction to the final installation, which analyzes 

the Constitution and the complicated legacy of slavery up through the present 

moment.37 This discussion offers a natural focus for the initial round of items 

loaded into the system. The final product will be a remarkable example for other 

digital public history projects on how to practice collaboration, inclusive history, 

and shared authority in their own work.

James Monroe’s highland
Some thirty miles from Montpelier stands another presidential home site: James 

Monroe’s Highland. By 1799 construction on this homeplace was underway, the 

centerpiece of what would become a 3,500-acre estate in Albemarle County, Vir-

ginia, that Monroe hoped would be both a profitable plantation and a comfort-

able home.38 Highland served as the Monroe homestead for nearly three decades, 

but it also served as sites of living and laboring for dozens of enslaved people. In 

1828, with his debts swelling, Monroe sold Highland and many of the enslaved 
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laborers living there to a plantation owner in Florida.39 Over the course of the 

next century and a half, Highland went through several owners until the College 

of William and Mary acquired it in 1974.40

Much like the man himself, James Monroe’s Highland has sat in the shadows 

of other presidential home sites in Virginia and beyond. Just next door, Thomas 

Jefferson’s Monticello attracts far more scholarly attention, public interest, and 

monetary contributions. The lack of a coherent plan for Highland contributes to 

this oversight. While the site had been open to the public before its acquisition 

by William and Mary, only in the last decade has preservation, interpretation, 

research, and visitors’ experience received the attention they deserve. Under the 

guidance of the site’s second director, Sara Bon-Harper, the expanded staff has 

debunked much of the assumed history of the buildings and people who inhab-

ited them.41 Bon-Harper and the Highland staff are committed to changing the 

narrative of the “forgotten presidential house” including the innovative work of 

research, and centering the voices of those like the enslaved people sold to Florida 

in 1828, and they are using digital technology to do it.42

In 2018 Highland began using augmented reality in their site tours, which 

brings recent research discoveries and silenced voices to the forefront.43 The 

wearable AR technology—which include glasses, headphones, and a handheld 

device—adds elements onto a visitor’s field of vision, thereby augmenting the 

reality that they are experiencing. The AR tour at Highland, which staff devel-

oped with Richmond-based ARtGlass US, is meant to bring into “reality” two 

elements that are not currently a part of the landscape: the original 1799 house 

and the people who inhabited Highland in the 1810s. Rather than physically 

reconstructing the original house, the AR technology allows a 3D rendering 

of it to be superimposed onto the current landscape. The technology makes it 

easy to implement changes to the tour, allowing staff to keep interpretation up 

to date with the most recent research and archaeological finds. Indeed, Bon-

Harper believes that “the potential to alter elements when new information 

becomes available” is one of the main strengths of digital technology projects 

like this one.44

Additionally, at various points throughout the site, the visitor can hear from 

different residents of Highland. This narration provides the inclusion of many 

diverse voices that made up Highland during Monroe’s time. While the core of 

the traditional site tour continues to focus on the Monroes, the AR tour priori-

tizes the individuals who labored and lived there in bondage. The Highland team 

intentionally chose to make these figures animated rather than use live actor 

video, a decision that emphasizes the difficulty in representing people who left 

so little documentation. As Bon-Harper notes, these animated figures are “meant 

to evoke the imagination, to allude to the clear knowledge that we can’t entirely 
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represent those individuals, enslaved and free, yet we can invite visitors to learn 

about them, their experiences, and their roles in our shared history.”45

For example, in front of the guest house visitors can meet the animated figures 

of Hannah (an enslaved cook) and Nelson (an enslaved blacksmith), who rumi-

nate on the pain of being separated from loved ones. The possibilities of present-

ing history as overlapping multivocal narratives is greater with technologies like 

AR that can literally superimpose various layers over others. Patrick Gallagher 

has argued that visitors “comprehend a concept in more depth when the spaces 

they are in emulate the reality of the situation.”46 Especially when discussing dif-

ficult history, like slavery, this kind of emulation of reality is useful for visitors.

Highland is also working to engage and collaborate with relevant communi-

ties today, including those stakeholders who are descendants of individuals like 

Hannah and Nelson. Around the same time that archaeologists discovered the 

original 1799 house, Highland staff members also began communicating with a 

descendant community just four miles away, known as Monroe town.47 Projects 

are underway to collect oral histories and include these descendants and their 

stories in future projects and interpretations.48

Inviting visitors into the experience and process of history reflects the user-

centered nature of the Highland AR tour.49 Primary sources and evidence from 

archaeological digs mix with animation and ambient sounds, combining the 

historical with the imagined. The visitors are included in the historical process 

as they learn about how these sources changed the historical narrative, thereby 

prompting deeper thinking about the processual nature of history. Bringing 

visitors “behind the curtain” of history, making them feel a part of the intel-

lectual process, encourages a higher level of engagement than simply talking at 

someone.50

Visitors are required to engage with the site and the material to a higher degree 

than other tours, but they also hold the power to decide how they will move 

through the landscape, unlike the more formal guided tours typical at most his-

toric sites. A camera in the AR glasses identifies where the visitor is and starts a 

sequence of images and script, and there is a suggested route for visitors to take, 

but they hold the reins to decide where they want go and how much time they 

want to spend in different parts of the site.

Centering the user also offers challenges, as does the technology. Like other 

self-guided tours, visitors may feel overwhelmed by all their options. When you 

add new technology, visitors may not feel they have the skills to engage with the 

tour, reflecting the latest conversation over the digital divide. Indeed, the wear-

able technology is cumbersome and a tad uncomfortable, which might be an 

additional deterrent to certain visitors. Like all outdoor tours, they rely on good 

weather, yet a particularly bright and sunny day is a negative for AR tours, as it 
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impedes one’s sight of the augmented landscape. Still, like all the projects sur-

veyed here and discussed in the relevant literature, the challenges of digital public 

history do not outweigh the possibilities. A digital public history project like the 

Highland AR tour provides us with an incredible opportunity to use technol-

ogy to superimpose the past over the present, thereby providing visitors with 

a unique visual understanding of how the built environment affected the lived 

experiences of free and enslaved persons.

These three projects offer an introduction to best practices of digital public his-

tory: inclusion, collaboration, shared authority, and user-centered history. But 

they are also, just like any good public history project, solid pieces of historical 

scholarship that contribute to the historiographical debates about the American 

Revolution and the Founders. The President’s House, James Madison’s Montpe-

lier, and James Monroe’s Highland all employ digital tools to center the lives of 

enslaved and previously overlooked individuals. All three projects also demon-

strate the diverse ways digital public history can collaborate and respect the shared 

authority of multiple communities. In public history literature, collaboration 

and shared authority are typically described as historians or academics working 

with descendant and/or local communities.51 These projects demonstrate that 

collaboration and shared authority are much more complex and multifaceted 

than previously described. Shared authority can be engaging descendant com-

munities in the planning and interpretation of a project, as modeled by Montpe-

lier, but user-centered digital public history projects also offer authority to each 

viewer to choose their own experience. Similarly, collaboration can exist between 

professional historians, local communities, and enthusiasts, like at Montpelier. 

But it can also be an enriching, interdisciplinary partnership across several pro-

fessional fields, like the President’s House and Highland AR projects. If these 

projects reveal anything about digital public history, it is that the field is continu-

ously evolving and expanding on how to deploy these best practices.

When we conceived of this chapter, we expected to write about the funding 

challenges of digital public history projects, or perhaps the technological skills 

required to build online platforms. While those challenges continue to plague the 

public history field, the COVID-19 pandemic has shed new light on the benefits 

and obstacles of digital public history. In the early years of digital humanities, 

many practitioners wrote about the inequalities inherent in the field, particu-

larly as they related to the digital divide mentioned earlier. Access to the internet, 

computers, and databases exacerbated existing disparities along race and class 

lines. In recent years, many scholars have assumed that increased internet access 

and decreasing prices for technology have had a democratizing effect.52 Yet the 

COVID-19 pandemic has revealed that these inequalities are far from eradicated.
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Despite the incredible challenges, the pandemic has also presented new 

opportunities to the field of digital public history. Now more than ever, public 

history sites and scholars are embracing the opportunity to connect with audi-

ences across the globe using a digital medium. However, as Thomas Cauvin wrote 

in Public History: A Textbook of Practice, not all digital history projects are public 

history.53 As more traditional academic historians turn toward digital platforms, 

the greatest challenge going forward will be to reimagine their scholarship as 

public history projects, especially if they are new to the field and best practices 

of digital public history.
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NEW MEDIA AND OLD PROBLEMS

Restoring Humanity in the Maryland  
Loyalism Project

Kyle Roberts and Benjamin Bankhurst

Following the American Revolution, Loyalist refugees lined up in New York, Lon-

don, and Halifax, Nova Scotia, to share their experience of upheaval in the hope 

that the British state would recognize their political allegiance and compensate 

them for their losses through evacuation, land, a pension, or reimbursement. The 

state recorded the narratives of this refugee population, one of the eighteenth-

century Atlantic’s largest, in two series of documents: the Inspection Roll of 

Negroes (known also as the Book of Negroes) and the papers of the parliamen-

tary Loyalist Claims Commission (LCC). Both serve to establish the political 

allegiance and right to confiscated property of women and men who supported 

the Crown during a civil war, in the face of betrayal, persecution, and loss of fam-

ily and friends. They are filled with firsthand accounts of wartime experiences, 

biographical details, and evidence of networks and geographic movements of a 

displaced people.

Nearly 250 years later, the Maryland Loyalism Project engages undergraduate 

and graduate students to use digital platforms to make these poignant stories and 

revealing data available to scholarly and descendant communities.1 Scholars have 

long used these sources, but too often independently of each other, focused either 

on the experience of white Loyalism or Black self-emancipation.2 Rarely is the his-

tory of Loyalism multihued.3 In telling this broader history, a guiding principle is 

to document while not reproducing the inhumanity often embedded in the con-

struction and content of these historical records. Even as white Loyalists empha-

sized their suffering and the inhumanity of American rebels, they submitted 

financial claims that chronicled their own denial of humanity to enslaved women 
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and men. Most enslaved people were recorded in aggregate counts (“95 Negroes”) 

and denied the dignity of being named.4 As Black Loyalists told their narratives of 

flight from Patriot enslavers and service in the British army, British and American 

commissioners, who stood between their return to enslavement in the United 

States and their freedom elsewhere in the British Empire, reproduced in manu-

script ledger books the data categories and language of runaway slave advertise-

ments, perpetuating the commodification of the newly emancipated.

This chapter reflects on the challenges and opportunities the Maryland Loy-

alism Project offers through the use of digital platforms and an engaged peda-

gogy grounded in restoring the humanity of all those who were impacted by 

the British loss in the American Revolution. The authors take seriously calls by 

Jessica Marie Johnson and other scholars not to perpetuate the datafication of 

enslaved people in creating this new digital project.5 They seek to construct anti-

racist ontologies for their digital archive and database to represent data extracted 

from these rich archival sources while recognizing past interpretations have the 

potential to influence present construction of these ontologies. Yet the authors 

have found that engaging students to study these disparate sources can reveal 

latent assumptions that might otherwise limit possibilities for new interpreta-

tions. This chapter reflects on the affordances provided by different platforms for 

digital humanities work and reveals possible ways to surmount silences within 

the archival record when creating a digital project that embodies eighteenth-

century lives and experiences for the education and edification of twenty-first-

century scholarly and popular audiences.

origins of the project
The authors decided to create the Maryland Loyalism Project as a public-facing 

digital archive and biographical database after team-teaching a synchronous 

online course for Loyola University Chicago and Shepherd University students 

on digital approaches to the American Revolution in the spring semesters of 2017 

and 2019. The course—open to undergraduates, honors students, and public 

history graduate students—instructed students in new approaches to digital his-

tory through the lens of a pivotal historical event. Assignments throughout the 

semester introduced students to different digital skills as a means of exploring 

primary sources and learning a variety of methodological approaches, such as 

data creation, textual analysis, and spatial visualization.6

A popular assignment involved creating a timeline to highlight the experi-

ence of a Loyalist refugee based on the Loyalist Claims Commission records. The 

Loyalist Claims Commission was created by an act of Parliament in July 1783. 
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With the loss of the colonies all but inevitable, the commission sought to provide 

compensation and financial support for Loyalist refugees. The LCC produced the 

largest collection of government sources on American Loyalism. Housed princi-

pally in the Audit Office Papers (AO) at the British National Archives, the LCC 

records are divided into two series, AO12 and AO13. The first series, AO 12, is 

the official record of the LCC in 146 volumes composed between 1776 and 1831. 

These volumes consist of compiled copies of original material submitted to the 

commissioners, including Loyalist memorials, evidence given by witnesses attest-

ing to the validity of Loyalist claims and character references in support of indi-

vidual claimants, and commission notes of the hearings held in either London 

or Halifax, Nova Scotia. The number of Loyalists who submitted claims to the 

commission totaled 3,225 seeking £8,216,126 in restitution. The commissioners 

deemed 2,291 claims worthy of compensation totaling £3,033,091.7

The data-rich LCC volumes are difficult to use in their analog form but ideal 

for the digital medium. Provided with digital images of the memorials of a dozen 

or so Maryland Loyalists, students had the opportunity to view the American 

Revolution from a different perspective, which helped them see the particular 

complexities of life during the Revolution and more universal issues around war-

time displacement. Students transcribed a few pages of a digital surrogate of a 

memorial, constructed a dataset from that memorial (based on a template), and 

learned how to design a web-based story map of the historic subject’s experi-

ence. The class culminated in students performing their Loyalist’s claims for their 

classmates, themselves playing the role of the Claims Commission, and learning 

what the state ultimately awarded the person. Empathy was built through recon-

structing the lives of refugees, while also providing an opportunity for under-

standing the rhetoric of petitioning and the material worlds these individuals 

and their families lost.

The authors’ experience teaching this course made them realize the impor-

tance of this material not only for their students’ education but also for the field 

in general. They determined to pilot a project to digitize, transcribe, index, and 

make available the original LCC records. They chose to focus on Maryland for 

four reasons. First, many of the Shepherd University students hail from west-

ern Maryland. Local stories of Maryland refugees offered specific relevance to 

students familiar with the state’s geography and history. Second, the subset of 

records on the Maryland colony was of a manageable size.8 Third, Maryland’s 

different economic regions, ranging from the tobacco plantations of the Eastern 

Shore to the wheat fields of the mountainous west, coupled with the colony’s 

ethnic diversity, ensured an array of Loyalist experiences. The Maryland claims 

include testimonies from German freeholders working relatively modest farms, 

women tavern keepers, soldiers, and owners of large estates. Fourth, Maryland 
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Loyalists remain understudied in comparison to other colonies, allowing stu-

dents to make a valuable contribution to scholarly research.9 The authors were 

not initially aware, but have come to appreciate, how using Maryland as a focus 

empowered their students to tell a more complex story of Loyalism, one both 

white and Black, free and enslaved.

Between 2019 and 2021, the Maryland Loyalism Project transformed from a 

classroom assignment into a standalone digital project through the work of stu-

dent interns. A Lapidus Digital Collections grant from the Omohundro Institute 

for Early American History and Culture supported digitization of manuscript 

volumes at the National Archives, employed student interns to develop the proj-

ect, and covered initial hosting expenses. In the summer of 2019, Zachary Stella, 

a student in the Digital Humanities MA program at Loyola University, worked 

with the authors to design the site. Over the 2019–2020 academic year, the Shep-

herd University digital interns Claire Tryon and Michael Mastrianni revealed the 

research possibilities for such a site while documenting particular challenges in 

representing those who were marginalized in the LCC records—namely, white 

women and the enslaved. In fact, Mastrianni’s work was crucial in convincing the 

authors to include the Marylanders listed in another state-created document, the 

Inspection Roll, on an equal footing in the digital project.

Even before the commencement of the Loyalist Claims Commission, repre-

sentatives of the British state created the Inspection Roll to record Black Loyal-

ists who sought freedom beyond the United States in return for their service 

during the war. In 1783 Sir Guy Carleton, commander-in-chief of His Majesty’s 

Armies in North America, was tasked with the responsibility of orchestrating 

the removal of British military forces and evacuation of Loyalists who did not 

want to remain in the United States.10 As the war wound down, Loyalists fled to 

Savannah, Charleston, and New York. Among their number were tens of thou-

sands of women and men who had freed themselves from bondage by escaping 

their Patriot enslavers.11 The Inspection Roll emerged from Carleton’s refusal 

to adhere to George Washington’s expectation that escaped slaves would be 

returned to fulfill the terms of the preliminary Treaty of Paris.12 Carleton insisted 

that anyone who served the British army for a year or more was now free and 

no longer considered the “property” of Americans. He ordered his officers to 

register all self-emancipated women and men who could prove their service to 

the British forces and wished to leave the new United States. The three-volume 

set of detailed ledgers represents nothing less than, in the words of the novelist 

Lawrence Hill, “the first massive public record of blacks in North America.”13 The 

ledgers record nearly 3,000 men, women, and children who shipped out on 219 

different voyages from New York between April and November 1783.14 Transcrip-

tions of the LCC and Inspection Roll materials for Black and white Maryland 
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Loyalists was largely completed in the summer of 2020 by Jillian Curran and 

Elizabeth Lilly, C. V. Starr Center for the American Experience at Washington 

College interns at the American Philosophical Society.

When the first iteration of the Maryland Loyalism Project site went live in late 

summer 2020, it showcased the testimonials of Black and white Loyalists who 

had actively sought recognition, and often compensation, from the British Gov-

ernment. The site did not yet, however, give voice to the silenced women and men 

listed as property confiscated by the Maryland legislature in the LCC archive. It 

was clear that another source base was needed to rectify this injustice and to fill 

the absences in the parliamentary documents. To that end, the project team digi-

tized the records of the Maryland Commission to Preserve Confiscated British 

Property and asked Shepherd University undergraduate students to transcribe 

the documents as part of their coursework in the spring 2021 semester.

representing Eighteenth-Century people on 
twenty-First-Century digital platforms
The decision to create a digital archive and database of the LCC and Inspection 

Roll materials represented one more in a long line of new media remediations, 

this time in a digital format. Previous remediations—whether as transcription, 

microfilm, print, or electronic database—were designed to provide different 

modes of access for audiences who could not use the original manuscripts with 

ease. Each remediation, however, contributed new layers of meaning with which 

scholars must contend.15 The authors recognized their efforts similarly ran the 

risk of perpetuating the interpretations, interventions, and legacies of the past, 

especially the marginalization of certain voices. Extracting information from 

eighteenth-century manuscript records and representing it as tabular data in the 

database are not neutral acts, each requiring specific decisions to be made about 

what is recorded, what is not, and what is inferred. Scholars in Black digital his-

tory and critical race studies have spoken powerfully to issues of representation 

and the necessity of care that arise as analog sources are translated to digital plat-

forms.16 As the authors and students discovered, the act of designing a database 

requires a variety of decisions about the naming, definition, and representation 

of categories, properties, and relations. Building off nearly 250-year-old sources 

(and their subsequent translation and interpretation by editors and scholars) can 

bring with it many assumptions that intentionally or inadvertently are biased.

But remediation can also offer an opportunity to approach the past with a 

new sensitivity, a new humanity, to begin to remedy the failures of the past. Digi-

tization, as Michael Kramer paradoxically notes, might actually ask us to slow 
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down (to excavate previous remediations and to think through how to represent 

analog data on a new digital platform) rather than to simply speed up (through 

increasing the availability and accessibility of these documents—and, by implica-

tion, the harmful practices they maintain).17 All creators need to find new modes 

of correcting the record. The manuscript ledger is frozen in time, but the digital 

archive and database need not be.

Affordances of Platform

A variety of platforms are available today for supporting digital humanities proj-

ects. The challenge is matching design intention and platform affordances with 

the data available, the mode of representation desired, and the expected audi-

ence. Selecting the right platform is particularly important for student-centered 

projects. Such platforms should be familiar to students from their coursework as 

well as accessible for their use after graduation. In the long run, proprietary soft-

ware that is only available in higher education is not helpful for a public history 

student working at a small historical society or museum.

The idea of affordances has been deployed from a variety of disciplinary per-

spectives, but at its core, it usefully denotes the range of circumstances in an 

environment that allows for something to happen.18 A digital platform’s affor-

dances might provide for different modes of representation, capacities for stor-

age and preservation, and modes of analysis. The authors and site developer 

thought carefully about these concerns when they created a standalone digital 

project. In addition to being student friendly, the project had to make eighteenth-

century documents accessible to twenty-first-century audiences. The documents 

required an archive, but users needed a database to locate individuals. The proj-

ect team had to find a platform or platforms that would achieve those ends.

The project team went back and forth debating Scalar and Omeka as possible 

platforms and, in the end, decided to use both. Scalar (https://scalar.me/anvc/) 

is an online digital publishing platform modeled on the idea of a digital edition, 

an orientation reflected not only in its structure but also in its terminology. (For 

example, the site refers to projects as “books.”) Scalar’s structure works particu-

larly well at representing volumes digitally. A stipulation of the Lapidus grant 

was that all digitized materials would be made available for public use; Scalar 

was an obvious choice for the digital archive.19 Omeka (https://omeka.org/), on 

the other hand, is a web publishing platform modeled on a database that excels 

at representing tabular data. Omeka S expands beyond the original use of Dublin 

Core to include a range of other standard and customizable ontologies.20 This 

allows for the creation of resource templates that accommodate a wider variety 

of information. Permitting individual items, the basic building blocks within the 

https://scalar.me/anvc/
https://omeka.org/
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program, to be associated with others in item sets makes Omeka a useful rela-

tional database, correlating connections between various data.

Representations of Individuals as Data

Having acknowledged the advantages and limitations of Scalar and Omeka for 

indexing individuals named in the manuscript volumes, the project team had to 

decide who would be represented in the database, how that would be done, and 

what aspects of their lives could or should be converted into tabular data. The 

nature of the source required the team to make careful decisions about how to 

translate from an analog to a digital format. The history of remediations of these 

sources made the team aware that their work was not neutral; the line between 

objective and subjective data choices always had to be considered.

Construction of the Omeka database began with the design of a people 

resource template based on the LCC records outlining the fields to be recorded 

for individuals. Classroom exercises and internship assignments had already 

introduced students to the steps of identifying and converting specific types 

of biographical information into tabular data. For example, students had been 

asked to identify biographical, financial, and social network information for a 

Loyalist in the LCC records. A follow-on step asked them to think about the type 

of field format in which that information was represented, with an eye toward 

standardization and interoperability.21 Inspiration came from looking at other 

digital projects specifically on Loyalism, such as Loyalist Migrations and New 

Brunswick Loyalist Journeys.22

Before the project team could determine what data to record about indi-

viduals, it had to decide on whom, out of the thousands of names in the LCC 

records for Maryland, to focus. Omeka allowed the project team to group indi-

viduals into item sets based on shared characteristics. In Scalar, the presentation 

of manuscript ledgers was organized around memorialists, the individuals who 

“presented claims before the commission.” This follows the practices set by the 

clerks of the Loyalist Claims Commission. Memorialists thus provided the first 

item set in Omeka. The team could have stopped there, providing an index of 

those who pursued recognition and reward for their political allegiance. This 

would have been consistent with earlier remediations, such as those by Gregory 

Palmer and Peter Wilson Coldham.23 But this practice posed two ethical prob-

lems. First, it reproduced an often white, patriarchal, heteronormative household 

structure. White women are infrequently named as memorialists in the LCC vol-

umes. White married women almost never are named, even when the property 

they brought into the marriage was the subject of the dispute. Unmarried or 

widowed white women did make claims, but largely because of their expanded 
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property rights. Second, it missed the opportunity to explore the networks—

economic, political, religious, social—that connected Loyalists in the colonies 

and the diaspora.

Reading through the memorials quickly reveals that these accounts are heav-

ily populated with a range of people—male and female, Loyalist and Patriot, 

free and enslaved—whose lives intersected with the memorialists. Testimonies—

some written, more often oral—from other members of the Loyalist diaspora 

were utilized to verify their claims, either of political allegiance or property own-

ership. Those witnesses, as the project team labeled them, admittedly looked a 

lot like the memorialists—white, predominantly male, also living in exile. While 

memorialists and witnesses both speak directly through the records, a third, and 

much larger, group speaks through the mediation of others. The name the project 

team assigned to this third group, the mentioned, reflects as much their auxiliary 

relationship to the proceedings as their own lack of agency in the created record. 

They neither actively presented a memorial nor witnessed someone else’s alle-

giance, but were passively invoked for a range of reasons: for being family mem-

bers; Patriot persecutors; Loyalist neighbors; or past, present, or future property 

owners. Nearly eight hundred had been enslaved by memorialists and claimed as 

lost property, tallied alongside land, household furnishings, and livestock.

The decision in the summer of 2020 to include Marylanders from the Inspec-

tion Roll in the digital archive and database aimed to provide a truer sense of the 

Loyalist experience but also required rethinking the assumptions that undergird 

the database structure in two ways. First, the project team had to determine—

within a structure of memorialists, witnesses, and mentioned—where to locate 

the self-emancipated who presented themselves to the commissioners for trans-

portation out of the new United States. The project team determined to put the 

56 Marylanders from the Inspection Roll in the primary category of memorialist, 

alongside the 73 Marylanders from the LCC records, because their role involved 

essentially presenting evidence of their allegiance to the state. In fact, those in the 

Inspection Roll often had to cross a higher threshold than white Loyalists, typi-

cally one year’s active duty. Witnesses for memorialists from the Inspection Roll 

tended to be either General Samuel Birch or General Thomas Musgrave, who had 

earlier issued certificates of allegiance.24 The mentioned played a range of roles in 

their lives—as former owners, family members, and so on.

Second, the people resource template had to be updated to reflect the new 

information provided by the Inspection Roll. Derived from the LCC records, 

the original resource template had thirty-nine fields assembled in Omeka S 

from Bibliographic, Dublin Core, FOAF, and military ontologies, among others. 

The historical data in the Inspection Roll suggested fifteen additional categories 

of information. Given its specificity, our developer decided to create a custom 
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ontology in Omeka S for this information.25 These fields allowed the project team 

to record information about how and when freedom was obtained, names of for-

mer owners and claimants, and even the ship, shipmaster, and their destination. 

The creation of these fields reflected the historic record but also forced the team 

to rethink some of the basic assumptions about what was necessary to record 

about memorialists in the LCC records. For example, why was it seen as necessary 

to document the race of the self-emancipated but not the LCC claimant? Does 

not forcing the team to record the legal status of LCC claimants reinforce con-

temporary assumptions about who should be free and who should not? Fields for 

military service and destination in the Loyalist diaspora are explicitly spelled out 

in the Inspection Roll, but equally apply to the LCC records, even if they are not 

always consistently recorded. Putting these two historical sources into conversa-

tion not only revealed latent assumptions but also improved the information in 

the database.

The decision to include both LCC and Inspection Roll petitioners began to 

restore the complexity of the Loyalist experience, fleshing out the humanity of 

those who remained loyal to the Crown amid a civil war. Yet there was one group 

of people who remained silenced in the records: the women and men enslaved 

by Loyalists. Thinking about how to represent this group—who appeared exclu-

sively in the catchall category of the mentioned where they were consistently 

reduced to property—raised a new set of considerations, one that straddles his-

toric reporting and contemporary responsibilities.

Naming the Unnamed

Enslaved women and men permeate the LCC records, just as they did in colonial 

Maryland. Yet only one of the seventy-three white memorialists bothered to enter 

the names of the people he enslaved. In his memorial, James Chalmers listed Ben, 

Plymouth, James, Alfred, Bob, Sam, Tom, Queen, Ipheginia, Christian, Sarah, 

Monimia, Hanah, Rene, and Juda, valued at ₤525, above his twenty-two horses 

and below his “House & Lotts in the County Town.”26 The rest merely provided 

numbers. Hugh Dean claimed he had been “possessed of four Negroe slaves val-

ued at £40 each.”27 The former royal governor Robert Eden laid bare even more 

blatantly the status of those he enslaved as property by lumping them under 

his schedule of losses as “House Servants (black) Furniture plate Books Linnens 

wine 1500” and “Slaves, Horses, Cattle on the Homing pot 1000.”28

The project team recognizes the contemporary imperative to restore the 

humanity of these enslaved women and men. In restoring a voice to the most 

inarticulate, the project looks to the work of archivists attempting to decolonize 

the archive by using metadata to address “the experiences, needs and aspirations 
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of marginalized and under-represented groups as well as addressing the wider 

social imperative to ensure recordkeeping can help to document, empower and 

enfranchise.”29 Naming—of both people and places—wherein the denial of 

authority by the colonial apparatus, especially of the enslaved, is rooted as much 

in the programmatic activities of the claimants and scribes as in the bureaucratic 

worldviews of the time. The challenge to such an approach is the paucity of par-

ticipation by or consultation of marginalized communities for their views on 

representation in the historical record.

Realizing the needs of twenty-first-century audiences, the project takes two 

basic steps to begin to address silences in the eighteenth-century record. The first 

is to grant each enslaved person her or his own record in the database. This seem-

ingly simple step has a radical implication: it refuses to perpetuate the reduction 

by eighteenth-century memorialists—as well as the state—of the enslaved to lost 

property. The challenge, which struck the project team early in the works, is how 

to identify them. To label them “Unnamed Enslaved Person #397” does the work 

of embodying an individual in the database but is an inelegant formulation at 

best and runs the risk of perpetuating dehumanization at worst. The second step 

in the process is to try to identify those who are rendered nameless in the records. 

This involves looking to other primary sources, such as those created by Ameri-

cans at the same time. To this end, the project team turned to another source 

base: the records the new state governments created as they sold confiscated Loy-

alist property to pay debts and raise revenue in support of the war. In 1781 the 

Maryland legislature established the Commission to Preserve Confiscated British 

Property to oversee the confiscation and sale of local Loyalist property. “Prop-

erty” sold at auction by the state included enslaved women and men living on 

seized estates. The journals and sales books of the commission are housed today 

in the Maryland State Archives.30

As a case study to see if it was possible to recover the names of enslaved people 

listed but unnamed in the LCC claims, Jillian Curran and Elizabeth Lilly con-

sulted the confiscation records for one of the largest Maryland LCC claimants, 

the Principio Company, in the summer of 2020. The Principio Company was a 

major commercial enterprise in colonial Maryland. Chartered in 1724 to estab-

lish an iron furnace on the outskirts of Baltimore, the venture proved a success 

and by the 1770s the operation had expanded to include several furnaces across 

Maryland and Virginia. Nonresident trustees owned a majority share, making it 

an easy target for the Maryland legislature seeking to expand revenue. The assets 

of the company—the forges, wooded lands, and enslaved laborers—were seized 

and sold at public auction.31 The trustees submitted a claim for lost property to 

the LCC in May 1786 that included “95 negroes” valued at ₤4,750 in their list 

of lost property.32 The LCC claim list offers no other identifying information. 
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Curran and Lilly, however, discovered the names of ninety-nine people living 

on Principio estates in the listing of several public auctions held by the commis-

sion between September 1781 and August 1782. In addition, the auction records 

include demographic information missing from the LCC claim, such as age data. 

Unlike the Inspection Roll, however, occupation and other defining details are 

not listed. Putting the two sets of records in dialogue with each other offers a way 

to transcend the forced anonymity of the enslaved in the LCC records.

The confiscation records offer a possible way forward for restoring names to 

the hundreds of unnamed enslaved people in the Maryland Loyalism Project 

database, although they must be used with caution. First, the numbers in the two 

sources do not always exactly match. For example, there are four people listed in 

the auction sales who are not included in the LCC claim. This is likely due to the 

fact that seven children had been born on the estates after confiscation, a situa-

tion perhaps unknown to the claimants in London and their trustees in Amer-

ica. Second, not all confiscation records list enslaved people by name. During 

the February 1782 auction of assets of the Nottingham Company, for example, 

thirty-four unnamed people were sold to ten purchasers. In this instance, gender 

and age were indicated (“1 Woman & 2 Children,” “1 Old Negro”), but no other 

information other than sale price was listed.33 Further work by undergradu-

ate researchers into these records during the spring of 2021, however, revealed 

that names of enslaved laborers missing in one confiscation document may be 

listed in another. Noah Biedrzycki found the names and ages of twenty-eight 

people, a majority of whom were children, in the auction lists for the Whitemarsh 

Plantation, a property owned by the Nottingham Company before the Revolu-

tion. These lists were more detailed than both the Nottingham Company claim 

submitted to the LCC and the auction lists included in state auction records.34 

Although the confiscation records will not provide the names of all the anony-

mous people included in LCC claims, they do provide us with many of them. 

They also provide future students with potential leads to discover what happened 

to the enslaved on confiscated estates in the years that followed the end of the 

Revolution. The auction lists include the names of those who purchased enslaved 

women and men alongside the lands confiscated by the state. Probate records of 

these buyers, then, might be helpful in generating further leads. All of this serves 

as a reminder that to restore humanity the team needs to keep creatively mining 

the archive to fill in the gaps.

Not only does the Maryland Loyalism Project offer the opportunity for students 

to restore the identities of a world of revolutionary-era Marylanders—free and 

enslaved, rich and poor, Loyalist and Patriot—it also provides a means by which 

the state can reverse a silence imposed nearly two and a half centuries ago. The 
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UK National Archives today recognizes this silence. A stipulation they put on 

providing the scans for the project was that certain types of metadata would be 

returned to them that could be used to expand accessibility. The Discovery por-

tal hosted by the National Archives advertises 32 million descriptions of records 

held by it and more than 2,500 archives across Great Britain. What it captures in 

breadth, however, it sacrifices in depth. The Loyalist Claims Commission records 

are broken down by division and subseries but cataloged only at the level of the 

volume.35 No names are associated with the record.36 The Inspection Roll is even 

more buried. The level of online cataloging in the Sir Guy Carleton Papers offers 

only a description at the container level.37 The question becomes: What level of 

description is the National Archives willing to attach to their records? Would they 

enter the level of just the memorialist? the witness? or all the mentioned? Can we 

imagine that the descendant of an enslaved person should have to go through the 

record of the person who enslaved her ancestor to find her name (and possibly 

her story)? Or might they be directed over to the Maryland Loyalism Project for 

that information?

Constructing a digital archive and biographical database provides a certain 

frame for reconnecting and recovering a fragmented archive. Doing this work 

can be a form of preservation. Future work with this digital archive and data-

base could go in different directions. Both are built on extensible platforms. The 

Inspection Roll and Loyalist Claims Commission records of Loyalist refugees 

from other colonies could be ingested, expanding readers’ understanding of the 

impact of the war on women and men who refused to waver in their allegiance to 

the Crown. It could also lay the groundwork for a comparative study of Loyalist 

treatment across the British colonies. Another avenue could involve the ingestion 

of other types of records, whether they be held by the National Archives, state or 

local archival repositories, or the oral and family histories of descendants. More 

details might be discerned for those who were rendered inarticulate by the state, 

especially people who might restore their thoughts on the revolutionary conflict 

and the experience of living in colonial Maryland, through their own voices.
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DISCOVERING REVOLUTION  
IN DIGITAL SOURCES

Other[ed] Colonial Voices

Dorothy Berry

Starting in March 2020 and through autumn 2021, access to special collec-

tions and archives was seriously curtailed by safety regulations relating to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. There has been much public discourse around the effects 

of these restrictions on scholars whose research is centered in archives, mostly 

from the perspective of researchers who have had to scramble to request digital 

reference copies of unique materials and in some cases to completely reroute 

their research journey. At the same time that researchers faced an unprecedented 

roadblock to access, archivists and special collections librarians were furiously 

planning ways to keep classes engaged with primary source research, even if those 

sources were not available in person.

While the utility of digitized access to special collections has become fairly 

accepted, there remain feelings that the best access is being able to touch and 

engage with the physical materiality of a source.1 This feeling was exacer-

bated throughout 2020 as digital access moved from a choice of convenience 

to one of necessity. University libraries mobilized quickly to figure out how 

to provide as many services as possible in the face of disruption. Harvard 

College Library put out calls for a variety of ad hoc groups approaching the 

numerous unpredicted issues, including one for Open Educational Resources 

(OER)/Primary Source Access led by Claire DeMarco, associate director of 

user experience and discovery. With little direction and no knowledge of how 

the pandemic would affect our lives, let alone our job responsibilities, the 

group’s members set off on individual pursuits exploring enhanced digital 

access to library resources.

50
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At the time I finished this chapter, I was the digital collections program man-

ager at Houghton Library, Harvard University’s largest individual repository for 

rare books and manuscripts. I was immediately drawn to figuring out how our 

already digitized material could be presented most effectively for teaching and 

learning. The bulk of the public-facing work of a special collections library is 

inviting students, faculty, and researchers into our physical spaces to conduct 

classes and discussions dealing with the physical materials we place in front of 

them.2 While serving on the OER/Primary Source Access group, I was also serv-

ing on a smaller, internal Houghton committee focusing on primary resource 

teaching and learning in our new environment. Working at home in the face of a 

terrifying pandemic, I dove into a new topic and new platform hoping to provide 

an example of what we could provide to teachers facing the same unsurety that 

we were.

Before I could build a site, I had to find compelling, digitized material with 

a broad teaching appeal. My background is in African American special collec-

tions digitization, and I have long held as a goal the increased discoverability 

of hidden Black collections.3 The largest holdings of digitized special collec-

tions material from Harvard Library can be found in Colonial North America, 

a multiyear, cross-repository digitization project that set out to digitize all of 

Harvard’s eighteenth-century manuscript material.4 I searched through the CNA 

digital collections for materials by Black creators or featuring Black voices, but 

as is common in the historical materials collected by prestigious institutions, the 

majority of what had been preserved from the past and digitized for posterity 

included Black people only as background figures to white legal and/or economic 

documentation.

Looking for materials related to slavery, indenture, and other Black labor, 

I stumbled across the Evert Jansen Wendell Collection of Contracts for the Sale of 

Slaves, 1796–1829, since renamed the Evert Jansen Wendell Collection of Slavery 

and Indenture Contracts, 1796–1829.5 By no means an early Americanist, I was 

curious about one of the contractors in the collection: Moses Judah. My interest 

was piqued by this early Jewish settler, and then even more when I learned, in a 

collection of “contracts for the sale of slaves,” that Judah was an early member 

of the New York Manumission Society who, two years after signing this contract, 

was elected to the executive committee of that same society.6 People are complex 

and often hypocritical, but this contradiction caused me to look more closely at 

the small collection of three contracts, and to further investigate my supposi-

tions around views about manumission in turn-of-the-nineteenth-century New 

York. Looking with less-than-expert eyes, I associated manumission directly with 

abolition—a view that historians might immediately look askance at, but that 

I fear might be common among a more casual digital-collection browser. Shane 
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White points out that the New York Manumission Society was more oriented 

toward a genteel model of working for better treatment for free Black people in 

New York and the enslaved, to the extent of having a good number of slaveowners 

in leadership positions. White details that “of the 120 men who had joined the 

organization by the end of 1790, a minimum of 27 were listed in the 1790 census 

as owning slaves. . . . Three out of every ten members who had joined the society 

in the first six years of its existence were listed as slaveowners in either the 1790 

or 1800 census.”7

I quickly learned that many of the assumptions I held after reading the collec-

tion title were false. The Evert Jansen Wendell Collection of Slavery and Indenture 

Contracts, 1796–1829 told a story, a story about marginalized people marginal-

izing other people, and about the complexities of abolition and emancipation. 

Researching the archival subjects represented in the manuscripts, I knew this 

document was perfect for my digital teaching exhibit. With a short turnaround 

due to the scrambled confusion following campus closures and rapidly changing 

health advising, I spent two weeks researching and building Other[ed] Colonial 

Voices: Slavery and Indenture in New York.8

the object
If I, an archivist with a background in African American historical research, 

brought false assumptions into my reading of the description of the Evert Jansen 

Wendell Collection of Slavery and Indenture Contracts, it bears spending a brief 

amount of time on why. The rules that guide archival description are shaped by 

their own history, which places a high value on collectors. The first words you 

read in the Evert Jansen Wendell Collection of Slavery and Indenture Contracts, 

1796–1829 are Evert Jansen Wendell. Wendell himself had nothing to do with 

the people or business documented in this set of contracts; in fact, he was not 

even born until forty years after the oldest was created. He was a Harvard alum-

nus and a successful man about town.9 With a deep commitment to Harvard, 

philanthropy, and collecting rare and unique items, upon his death in 1917 Wen-

dell bequeathed his vast personal collection to Harvard Library.10 Materials that 

began in general circulation, over time, can become rare. Houghton Library now 

contains 362 named Wendell collections and thousands of individual items that 

list him as a previous owner.

Familiar with the provenance-focused naming structure, what led me most 

into confusion was the title and brief description. Quickly processed, the three 

contracts were described with a single phrase “contracts for the sale of slaves and 

indentured servants.” Materials were, historically, often described rather quickly 
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based on the balance of available staff resources, perceived importance, and staff 

interest/knowledge. A more focused examination of the documents revealed that 

only one was a contract for the sale of an enslaved person, and that all three were 

uncommon—not just as eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century manuscripts 

but as manuscripts representing the intersections of men and women, and Chris-

tian, Jewish, Black, and white people.

Each of the contracts has at least three parties, the current enslaver or inden-

ture holder, the new enslaver or indenture holder, and the Black people whose 

lives and labor were being contracted. The contracts are from the state of New 

York during flashpoints in the state’s path to gradual abolition. Like any pri-

mary source, they provide a peek into entire lives, family networks, and eco-

nomic structures. The figures represented therein are all mostly mysteries, but 

the information they do provide shines a small, narrow light on the conflicted 

tiny revolutions that sparked across a populous settling a new nation and depen-

dent on Black labor.

The contracts were presented digitally with discussion prompts, with the idea 

that lessons for virtual classes could be shaped around the contracts. The prompts 

are a mixture of factual identification and archival imagination. This section of 

my chapter will be a mixture of the same. Describing the site, its structure and 

development, and content is not a particularly complex project, but exploring the 

possibilities that haunt the dearth of information around any single manuscript 

is expansive. The hope of sharing primary resources with students is, in part, to 

spark the realization that historical figures were once as human and material as 

we are today. Sandwiching the object’s possibilities between its technical spaces, 

both archival and digital, is an active attempt at centering these archival figures. 

By presenting the facts as we have them, and the possibilities that research illus-

trates, I will attempt what I desire for the reader of Other[ed] Colonial Voices: to 

imagine the full humanity of archival subjects listed only by name.

Catharine Bleecker, Daniel Paris, and Tom

Know all Men, that I, Catharine Bleecker, of the City and County of 

Albany, & State of New York; for & in consideration of the sum of Fifty 

pounds to me in hand paid by Daniel Paris of Canajoharie in the county 

of Montgomery & state aforesaid; the receipt whereof, I do hereby con-

fess & acknowledge: have bargained, sold, and let, and by these pres-

ents, do bargain, sell and let unto the said Daniel Paris, his Executors, 

Administrators, and Assigns for the Term of Eight Years, from the date 

hereof my Negro man slave Tom, aged about seventeen years. To have 

and to hold the said Negro man slave Tom, to the said Daniel Paris, his 
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Executors, Administrators & Assigns for and during the said term of 

Eight years and no longer.

And I, the said Catharine Bleecker do hereby manumit and set free, 

my said Negro man slave Tom at the expiration of eight Years from the 

date of these presents. In witness whereof, I have hereunto set my hand 

and Seal, this Twenty fifth day of February in the Year of Our Lord, One 

Thousand, seven hundred & ninety six.11

In 1796 Catharine Elmendorf Bleecker was a widowed mother of eleven. Very 

little is known about Bleecker herself apart from a brief biographical sketch 

from the New York State Museum and a portrait of a five-year-old in an ochre 

gown with a lace stomacher, red carnation in hand, held at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art.12 Most information about Bleecker and her sale and enslavement 

of seventeen-year-old Tom must be surmised from other, more documented 

women and their legal lives.

The discussion questions around this first contract ask about Bleecker’s legal 

position as a widow, about the reasons behind the manumission clause, and 

what we can learn about her society’s ideas from those two discussions. In 1790, 

six years before this contract was signed, between one-in-three and one-in-five 

households around Albany held at least one enslaved laborer.13 While many of 

those households held only a single man or woman as a household laborer, it is 

important to note that the idea of slavery in the North as more genteel or harm-

less than plantation slavery in the South is a false one. It is not known how long 

Tom lived and worked for the Bleecker family or whether he had a local family 

of his own. What is known is that Tom was legally the property of Catharine 

Bleecker, who as a widow was free to sign a contract selling Tom to Daniel Paris.

The year 1796 was three years before New York State would pass An Act for 

the Gradual Abolition of Slavery, which stated that children born to an enslaved 

woman after July 4, 1799, would be legally free when male children had turned 

twenty-eight and females twenty-five, though they were required to remain with 

their previous enslaver as an indentured servant—possibly with very little mate-

rial effect on their actual lives. Enslaved people born before July 4 were redefined 

as indentured servants. Enslavers who did not want to deal with these civilly 

liminal children could turn them over to the care of the overseer of the poor 

who would bound them out until the age of twenty-one. Completely abandoned 

formerly enslaved children would be supported by the state.14

Bleecker’s contract called for her own small gradual manumission, specify-

ing that Tom was less “sold” to Daniel Paris and more let out for a term of eight 

years after which he was to be manumitted at age twenty-five. Whether this illus-

trates simply a practical desire to make immediate cash or pay off debts through 

the transfer of forced labor, a desperate need to remove Tom from the home, a 
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widow’s struggle to get by with eleven children and limited income is entirely 

unknowable. The manumission clause plays into ideas of more empathetic 

enslavement in the North, but extrapolating emotions from a single commercial 

document is beyond the bounds of archival imagination.

Moses Judah, John Oakley, and Lewis

Know all men by these Presents that I John Oakley of Jamaica, in the 

county of Queens and state of New York for and in consideration of 

the sum of one hundred and seventy five dollars to me in hand paid 

by Moses Judah of the City of New York Merchant the receipt whereof 

I do hereby acknowledge, I have granted bargained and sold assigned 

transferred and set over and by these presents doth grant bargain and 

sell, assign, transfer, and set over unto the said Moses Judah his execu-

tors, administrators or assigns a negro boy named Lewis aged ten-years 

or thereabouts. To have and to hold the said negro boy unto the said 

Moses Judah his heirs and assigns for an during the term of twenty five 

years next ensuing from the day of the date of these presents. And I the 

said John Oakley do hereby covenant and agree to and with the said 

Moses Judah his heirs and assigns that I the said John Oakley now am 

the lawful and absolute owner of the said negro boy and have good right 

and authority to sell and dispose of the said negro boy in manner here-

inbefore mentioned. And that I the said John Oakley my heirs executors 

and administrators shall and will warrant and defend the said negro boy 

to the said Moses Judah his executors administrators and assigns against 

the lawful claims and demands of all persons whomsoever and during 

the said term of twenty five years. In witness whereof I have hereunto 

set my hand and do seal in the City of New York this twenty third day 

of June in the year of our God one thousand Eight hundred and four.15

In 1804 Moses Judah had been a free man for thirty-six years.16 He had gained 

the legal right to take part in retail trade and had become a fairly successful mer-

chant. Judah has primarily been remembered in US history for his membership 

in the New York Society for Promoting the Manumission of Slaves.17 That the few 

references to Judah in the archival record are his long-term membership in New 

York’s most prominent manumission society, and this contract for the indenture 

of ten-year-old Lewis points again to how much interiority is missing when look-

ing through archives.

Here, students are asked to think about Judah’s experiences as a Jewish immi-

grant, how that status placed him in different social and civil roles than immi-

grants classed as white or nonforeign, and perhaps most compellingly, how they 
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understand Judah’s active membership in a manumission society and his inden-

ture of a child. Judah was part of a small Jewish community in New York, migrat-

ing before the larger waves of Ashkenazi Jews starting around the 1820s. He was a 

member of New York City’s first synagogue, the Sephardi Congregation Shearith 

Israel, and was successful enough not only eventually to serve on the New York 

Manumission Society’s standing committee but also to have the equivalent of 

almost $4,000 to purchase Lewis’s labor for the next twenty-five years of his life.18 

It is unclear whether Judah enslaved any people outright. If he did, however, he 

would not necessarily have stood out among the society’s membership. Perhaps 

the most famous member, the chairman John Jay, enslaved people while in a 

leadership position.19

The year 1804 had seen multiple modifications to the Act for the Gradual 

Abolition of Slavery. In 1802 the amount of and timeline for state care of aban-

doned Black children were reduced and in 1804 eliminated altogether. That same 

1804 law stated that former enslavers holding children transferred into indenture 

were required to provide biblical literacy education before the age of twenty-

one. If it could be proven that this clause was ignored, four to seven years could 

be subtracted from the term of indenture. Judah signed this contract at a point 

when indenture was commonplace for servants of any race, and may not have felt 

any cognitive dissonance in the purchase of a boy’s childhood into young adult-

hood and the active legal fight for abolition.20

Peter Conover, Samuel Fleet, and Cynthia Haycorn

This indenture witnesseth, that Cynthia Haycorn a coloured girl—now 

aged six years by and with the consent of Peter Conover and Joseph Her-

bert overseers of the poor of the town of Brooklyn hath put herself, and 

by these Presents doth voluntarily, and of her own free will and accord 

put herself with Samuel Fleet of the Town aforesaid to learn house and 

kitchen work and after the manner of an Apprentice, to serve from the 

day of the date hereof, for and during, and until the full end and term 

of Twelve years or till she arrives at the age of Eighteen years—next 

ensuing; during all which time, the said apprentice his master faithfully 

shall serve, his secrets keep, his lawful commands every where read-

ily obey; he shall do no damage to his said master, nor see it done by 

others, without letting or giving notice thereof to his said master: he 

shall not waste his said master’s goods, nor lend them unlawfully to 

any: he shall not contract matrimony within the said term: at cards, 

dice, or any unlawful game he shall not play, whereby his said master 

may have damage: with his own goods, nor the goods of others, without 
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license from his said master, he shall neither buy nor sell; he shall not 

absent himself day nor not from his master’s service, without his leave; 

nor haunt ale-houses, taverns dance-houses, or play-houses; but in all 

things behave himself as a faithful apprentice ought to do during the 

said term. And the said master shall use the utmost of his endeavour 

to teach, or cause to be taught or instructed, the said apprentice in the 

trade of mystery of house and kitchen work and procure and provide 

for her sufficient meat, drink, washing lodging mending and clothing 

fitting for an apprentice during the said term and to instruct or cause 

the apprentice to be instructed to read and write and at the expiration 

of the said time to give her a new Bible.

And for the true performance of all and singular the covenant and 

agreements aforesaid, the said parties bind themselves, each unto the 

other, firmly by these presents.

IN WITNESS WHEREOF, the parties to these Presents have here-

unto set their hands and seals the 27th day of July in the year of Lord 

one thousand eight hundred and twenty nine.

Sealed and Delivered in the Presence of

Cynthia Haycorn

Her X mark

Samuel Fleet

Joseph Herbert

Peter Conover Overseer of the Poor21

In 1829 Cynthia Haycorn was a ward of a state. An Act Relative to Slaves and 

Servants was passed on March 31, 1817. This act was another slow trickle of legal 

freedom ending with complete emancipation in 1827.22 Haycorn was born four 

years before that total emancipation and, at some point, was placed under the 

guidance of the Overseer of the Poor. Peter Conover and Joseph Herbert, city 

officials, scratched out irrelevant or inaccurate portions of an apprentice tem-

plate to produce legal documentation that Haycorn “of his her own free will and 

accord” agreed to indentured servitude until she reached the age of eighteen. She 

signed with an X.

Haycorn’s contract is the only one in this collection that was signed after New 

York State abolition and the first that details the labor and training required 

for her indenture. Students were invited to look not only at Haycorn’s life but 

the world she lived in: What was Black community like in early Brooklyn? Why 

have a clause in the law and therefore the contract requiring scriptural literacy? 

What, if anything, makes this contract different from Tom’s and Lewis’s? Cynthia 

Haycorn was a child in the town of Brooklyn, which was decades away from 



58      ChAptEr 3

becoming a borough of New York City. Black communities were growing across 

the area, including in a Carnasie community known as the “Colored Colony.”23 

Brooklyn was farmland and, in the decades before Haycorn’s birth, Dutch farm 

owners enslaved the same proportion of Black laborers as Virginians did. Many 

of those enslaved laborers remained on as farmworkers postemancipation, lead-

ing to the potential for a local Black community. By 1830 the New York area had 

around fourteen thousand free Black Americans, who formed their own social 

clubs, salons, newspapers, and churches.24 Haycorn’s contract was signed just a 

few years before the Black community in Brooklyn would begin flourishing, with 

Black land speculators purchasing lots in the Ninth Ward as early as 1832. As 

the decade moved on, Haycorn may have been aware of the aspirational Weeks-

ville community, where formerly enslaved people and Free People of Color had 

purchased plots of land and begun to establish an independent community that 

would progress to high levels of political and economic success by the middle of 

the century.25

Despite these legal freedoms, Haycorn was also growing up in a time of white 

tension over the increasing population of free Black Americans. They began pass-

ing laws that limited social access and, most threateningly, supported the rights 

of southerners hunting formerly enslaved fugitives to kidnap as they saw fit from 

the city’s streets. The sizable free community fought back, most famously with 

the 1835 founding of David Ruggle’s New York Committee of Vigilance, which 

argued for jury trials for recaptured fugitives and hired lawyers for their defense. 

Haycorn’s contract offers just enough information to imagine the life of a six-

year-old being trained for service. If Samuel Fleet was kind, the eighteen-year-old 

Cynthia Haycorn might have been ready to seek employment with good refer-

ences and the ability to read and write. If he was less so, or even just inattentive, 

Haycorn was in a very dangerous situation.

the Site
While the Other[ed] Colonial Voices site is designed to invite this style of deeper 

imagination for those so inspired, it is purposefully as simple as possible. The 

primary focus is on the object itself. This choice was shaped by the truncated 

timeline and my admitted lack of scholarly expertise in early American slavery 

in New York State but most heavily by the need to replicate the sorts of teaching 

styles that often take place in special collections classes but were clearly going to 

be impossible for the foreseeable future.

The collection has been digitally accessible for a few years, but each form 

of access requires a level of research effort that felt like an overload for faculty 
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reconfiguring their semesters on the fly. All public digitized archival materials 

at Harvard University are discoverable through the general catalog, Hollis; the 

finding aid directory, Hollis for Archival Discovery; and the digital collections 

platform, Harvard Digital Collection. The Evert Jansen Wendell Collection of 

Slavery and Indenture Contracts, 1796–1829 is also discoverable through Colo-

nial North America’s digital platform. As discussed earlier, however, the unique 

details of this collection did not make it into the description. The site is designed 

to bridge the gap between the broad catalog description and the sorts of deep 

knowledge that only expert researchers would have.

There are many methodologies for inviting students to consider primary 

sources that I have learned mainly from experienced archivist and special collec-

tions librarians, rather than the literature from the field.26 My goal was to provide 

a site that faculty could plug into larger units around related topics using the 

provided discussion questions, or that they could use as an in-class activity along 

the lines of “See, Think, Wonder.”27

The site’s structure mimics the See, Think, Wonder exercise by first centering 

images of each contract itself, then a transcription of the contract text, followed 

by the brief historical context. By highlighting the unique representations of 

identity in each contract, the design also allows for any individual item to stand 

alone for classroom integration. Courses specifically about the long history of 

Jewish identity in the Americas could focus on Moses Judah’s contract; those on 

Black childhood could focus on Cynthia Haycorn. As part of the experimental 

process for spinning out primary resource learning tools in rapid response, the 

combination of broad appeal across subject specializations and incredibly simple 

design became key.

Other[ed] Colonial Voices is built using Scalar, an open source publishing 

platform from the Alliance for Networking Visual Culture. In its most fully real-

ized forms, Scalar can be used to create data-rich sites with built-in visualizations 

and a complex custom design.28 The librarian for collections and digital schol-

arship Carol Chiodo has provided multiple workshops for Harvard librarians 

and archivists to begin implementing Scalar in simpler classroom integrations. 

Having attended one of these workshops before the pandemic, I knew that Har-

vard staff had free access to Scalar hosting and that the linear progressions or 

“paths” Scalar is based on would work well to mirror special collections teaching 

environments.

The site opens with a basic introduction to the Colonial North America proj-

ect and the archival object. The context and provenance of a primary source 

are foundational in special collections, but fewer classes across universities focus 

on that particular area, so the section is brief and high level. The first content-

rich page—Slavery, Indenture, and Freedom in New York—provides a simple 
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framework: an introduction to the object, a glossary disambiguating the key 

terms “enslavement,” “indenture,” “emancipation,” and “manumission”; an inter-

active timeline chronicling slavery in New York from Dutch colonialism through 

gradual abolition; and summaries of contract law and the New York Manumis-

sion Society. I tried to follow the advice I personally give students who are writing 

on primary sources: “Researchers have dedicated years of their lives to creating 

entire books on each of these topics—don’t worry about covering everything.” 

My interest in this section, as throughout the site, was to intrigue readers enough 

for them to want to move forward on the site and to give just enough information 

to make sense of the sources they would encounter.

The site moves forward mirroring the experience of looking at the materials 

laid out in their acid-free folders in a special collections reading room. On the first 

page, there is a full screen image of a single contract. The second page is embed-

ded with an International Image Interoperability Framework (IIIF) viewer pre-

senting the contract in a more explorable manner, followed by full transcriptions 

and short summaries of the figures and identities represented therein: “White 

Women in Colonial New York,” “Jewish People in Colonial New York,” “Black Life 

in Colonial New York.” Readers can move through the materials chronologically, 

ending with a discussion guide for each page, but can also navigate from a front-

page table of contents or a drop-down menu from the top of every page.

Undeniably, the most difficult part of building this site was doing enough 

research to present the topic in a manner that would be useful to expert instruc-

tors and selecting sources to illustrate and support each section. Like the teaching 

faculty I was hoping to serve, I too was on lockdown without access to nonelec-

tronic resources. I work for an institution that provides access to a wealth of elec-

tronic databases and e-books, but designing a site for the general public meant 

that I purposefully excluded most material from those sites. At the time, JSTOR 

was providing free access in response to pandemic-based library shutdowns, so 

I included some articles from that database but primarily stuck to Wikidata, open 

access material from museums and historical societies, and other publicly and 

freely available content.29

Most of those resources are not linked directly in the brief articles, in hopes 

of keeping them succinct and fitting more into the imaginative possibilities of a 

See, Think, Wonder framework. Instead, I created a Further Learning page with 

blogs, digital humanities projects, teaching guides, and videos. The material on 

this page is directed less at the student reader, though it is certainly accessible, 

and more toward the transitioning instructor in need of fast access to digital 

resources to fill in the gaps in pandemic-based library service interruptions.

The overall mission to experiment in creating a close-read primary source 

opportunity for newly remote learning environments was achieved with minimal 
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time investment by accepting the reality that the best I could do was a simple 

introduction. By expanding my own imagination around the collection, I was 

able to strip the text down to the simplest form, leaving just the framing pieces 

for a modular implementation into scrambling courses in transition.

response
Before bringing the site back to the OER/Primary Source Access group, I first 

presented it to Houghton’s curator for early modern books and manuscripts, 

John Overholt. He helpfully added some corrections to my transcriptions, but 

neither of us are specialists in this area. That was the extent of his editorial com-

ments, though he was very supportive of the project. The OER/Primary Source 

Access group was receptive to the new site, not necessarily for the content itself 

but as an example of how our library staff could quickly spin out a new site using 

existing resources. Other[ed] Colonial Voices was shared out locally to Houghton 

and more broadly at Harvard Library with a hope for future iterations on other 

special collections materials.

Remote classroom integration was a primary objective of this experiment and 

was successfully achieved in Leah Whittington and Ann Blair’s Texts in Transi-

tion. Texts in Transition—a general education course with forty-four students 

from across the four years of Harvard undergraduate education—focused on 

the transmission of books and manuscripts across history and institutions. I was 

invited to give a guest lecture during the week of the course focusing on Afri-

can American history in rare books and manuscripts and assigned Other[ed] 

Colonial Voices as the class reading. I hoped that this would provide a simple 

framework for exploring how materials come to a place like Houghton Library 

and how Black lives are often documented primarily as secondary characters.

In advance of the class, Whittington and Blair collected questions from the 

students, which completely blew away my expectations—and my ability to 

answer! While the basic goal of the site was an introduction to the manuscripts 

and the repository, the student questions illustrated that the simple text on the 

site would invite deeper questions and considerations of life in late eighteenth- 

and early nineteenth-century New York. Of the eighteen questions I received, 

twelve were directly about the site’s content. A small portion asked questions 

about the material itself: “How frequently do documents like slave contracts 

survive?” “How common was the manipulation of already-written documents 

essentially disguising domestic servitude as an apprenticeship?” “Are there extant 

sources written by enslaved people during their enslavement? I know most were 

not literate, but is there any sort of primary source that directly records their 
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experiences?” Most of the questions, however, reflected a deep engagement with 

imagining the lives of the archival subjects. One student wrote

One question I had while reading the contract between Catharine 

Bleecker and Daniel Paris was: to what extent were these honored? 

Did Catharine ever check back with Paris to make sure Tom was 

freed? I have heard in some history classes that slaves who were sup-

posed to be free ended up not being manumitted, and I am wonder-

ing if you have more information on these contracts and if they were 

upheld or not?

Another asked

Was the story of the life of Cynthia Haycorn a common one? And do 

we know if she ever was taught to read and write; are there any more 

accounts from or about her?

The “wonder” stage of See, Think, Wonder was clearly sparked in the students 

without any specific instruction. There were detailed historical questions, but the 

presentation of the material directed the students toward human-centered inqui-

ries. They wanted to know what happened to Tom and Cynthia Haycorn. They 

wanted the exact details that are almost never available, the gaps in the historical 

record where Black life happened.

Giordana Mecagni, the head of archives and special collections at Northeastern 

University, once quipped that “the internet is littered with the shipwrecked hulls 

of abandoned digital humanities projects.”30 That quote stuck with me, and has 

generally made me wary of building one-off project sites. Other[ed] Colonial 

Voices served an experimental goal in providing a new form of access to pri-

mary source materials, but it also served a larger, less-expected role. The internal 

response to the site made it clear that Harvard Library had, up to that point, done 

a poor job of providing access to our rich holdings related to African American 

history in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Those student questions, spe-

cifically about Tom or Cynthia Haycorn, might not have been answerable but 

our stacks did have examples of early American Black print culture from figures 

like Absalom Jones, Prince Hall, and Jupiter Hammon. I felt the urgent need to 

expand on that access, beyond a single Scalar site.

Realizing the gap in our digital access, I worked remotely with my colleague, 

the metadata librarian Vernica Downey, to pull a series of records from our cata-

log. As we discovered more and more rare and relevant African American history 

materials hidden in the stacks, the idea for a much more ambitious digital access 

point emerged. A new project began to follow the smaller-scale realization from 
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Other[ed] Colonial Voices. Weeks after the completion of the site, I proposed 

Slavery, Abolition, Emancipation, and Freedom: Primary Sources from Hough-

ton Library.31 The new project exponentially multiplies the scale by adding a 

curated group of over fifteen hundred manuscripts, rare books, and ephemera 

to our digital collections, this time with interpretative text written not by me but 

by a group of student scholars. Other[ed] Colonial Voices showed us that simple, 

focused inquiry was as useful as heady and complex research from subject area 

experts. Slavery, Abolition, Emancipation, and Freedom: Primary Sources from 

Houghton Library will take that further by centering the student See, Think, 

Wonder experience as the core interpretative device.
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BUILDING A RELATIONAL DATABASE 
TO EXPLORE ENSLAVED MIDWIVES’ 
WORK IN EARLY AMERICA

Sara Collini

Few are the names of enslaved women recognized and remembered during the 

era of the American Revolution. More familiar are the names of their enslav-

ers, men like George Washington, George Mason, and Thomas Jefferson, who 

founded a new republic and set the stage for revolutionary movements around 

the Atlantic. While those men fought battles against British tyranny, extended 

diplomacy abroad, and debated new constitutions, the women they enslaved at 

home enacted their own important changes. They became midwives on southern 

plantations.

The work of enslaved midwives formed part of the rhythms of motherhood 

and the traumas of plantation life. Kate at George Washington’s Mount Vernon 

provided essential health care services for women and children in her com-

munity. Nell and Nan at George Mason’s Gunston Hall sustained networks of 

care between plantation landscapes. Rachael at Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello 

connected families across generations, assisting mothers and their daughters. 

Enslaved women also advocated for themselves as midwives with valuable skills 

in medicine and family support, engaging in complicated economic relationships 

with those who enslaved them. Enslaved midwives often earned compensation 

for each child they safely delivered into a mother’s arms and into the brutal sys-

tem of racial slavery that their enslavers had built and maintained.

The relationships enslaved midwives developed with mothers, families, and 

enslavers reverberated beyond the perimeters of the plantation and formed part 

of the discords of revolutionary change in the eighteenth century. Slavery was 

pervasive throughout the British North American colonies and was used to fuel 

65
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and expand colonial economic horizons. Those in power during the colonial 

era, through the legal doctrine of partus sequitur ventrem, had ensured that their 

legacies of white stability and prosperity depended on the forced labor of Afro-

descended people and heritable enslavement of their children.1 While important 

outcomes of the revolutionary moment for enslaved people included differing 

forms of freedom in some northern and mid-Atlantic states, slavery expanded in 

the South and eventually in the West.2 The birth of enslaved children on Ameri-

can soil and the midwives who aided in those births became increasingly impor-

tant to buttressing the political economy of the young United States.

Reconstructing the history of enslaved midwives provides an important new 

lens through which to view the revolutionary era, yet studies of their lives and 

work are missing from the canon of American revolutionary history. This histor-

ical silencing descends in part from the violence of slavery’s archive, comprising 

disconnected fragments written by enslavers and those in positions of social and 

political power. For decades innovative historians and genealogists have worked 

with incomplete evidence, deconstructing slavery’s archive from the perspective 

of its authors to bring forward groundbreaking histories of enslaved women and 

families around the Atlantic.3

Along with the decolonizing methodologies of slavery studies, there is the 

newer field of digital humanities and, more specifically, Black digital humani-

ties. Black digital humanities calls for critical investigations into digital tools and 

frameworks themselves, as they are often born from racialized systems that have 

marginalized and oppressed. As Kim Gallon explains, this methodology often 

involves the “technology of recovery,” in which scholars seek to bring histories of 

subjugated peoples forward, as well as the critical evaluation of those very tools 

which may still reinforce that subjugation.4 The violence of slavery’s archive and 

its historiographies are inescapable, and as scholars like Jessica Marie Johnson 

point out, “there is no bloodless data in slavery’s archive,” in the print or digital 

form. The tenets of “black digital practice” call for practitioners, especially those 

engaging in slavery studies, to “feel this pain and infuse their work with a meth-

odology and praxis that centers the descendants of the enslaved, grapples with 

the uncomfortable, messy, and unquantifiable, and in doing so, refuses dispos-

ability.”5 It is imperative for people engaging in this work, such as a white female 

historian like myself, to understand the responsibility and ethics involved and to 

continuously reflect on biases, choices, and ramifications of that digital practice.

This project thus attempts to bring the lives and work of enslaved midwives 

during the revolutionary period forward from slavery’s archive and from histori-

cal erasure, intermixing methodologies from slavery studies and digital humani-

ties. It aggregates fragmentary sources from the archives of powerful men like 

George Washington and Thomas Jefferson and reframes and highlights the 
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histories of enslaved women and families through a relational database model. 

Studying women like Kate, Nan, Nell, Rachael, and other women enslaved on 

plantations in the Upper South, reveals the intricacies of their agency as mid-

wives working within the world of revolutionary America as that world increas-

ingly intertwined freedom with racial slavery and childbirth. This project, which 

is still a work in progress, begins to show how enslaved women’s work in women’s 

and children’s health during the revolutionary period supported generations of 

enslaved families, paradoxically underpinned white stability and freedom, and 

contributed to the expansion of a new nation.

the Sources
The sources that scholars have long studied to understand and interpret histo-

ries of enslaved peoples largely include plantation documents such as enslavers’ 

diaries, correspondence, account books, farm productivity reports, tax lists, and 

property inventories. These collections are often contained in well-funded pri-

vate and public libraries across the nation, scattered themselves over time and 

place. Jefferson, Washington, and other slaveowners whose names title and orga-

nize these collections recorded parts of enslaved people’s lives with the incisional 

pen marks of capital gain and the confidence of social power that ensured the 

archives’ posterity.

Within this archive enslaved people were mutated into data. Those engaged 

in the business of slavery transformed African people and their descendants 

into economic data for private profit and white generational wealth.6 Required 

to pay taxes on enslaved people of certain ages, enslavers generated annual lists 

of enslaved people’s names, farm locations, and ages. Wanting to keep track of 

capital gains, enslavers kept generational lists of the birth of enslaved children, 

documenting children’s names and genders, mothers’ names, birth dates, birth 

locations, death dates, and sell dates. Slave traders advertised enslaved people 

for sale in newspapers. Slaveowners kept daily cash accounts and financial led-

gers to track local and global business dealings, which included tracking enslaved 

people’s productivity in the field, in the market, and in the womb.

It is within these sources where the lives, work, and agency of enslaved mid-

wives is recorded. Midwifery was a valuable service in a society built on racial 

slavery, and it was a service that often resulted in financial exchange. In cash 

accounts, enslavers often documented the cash and goods they paid to enslaved 

midwives for their services. Some slaveowners documented this health work 

in more formalized individual accounts within plantation ledgers created for 

enslaved midwives with women’s names recorded as the account holder. For 
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FIgurE 4.1. “Account with Old Pegg the Granny,” 1784–1787, William 
Augustine Washington Account Book, 1776–1792, Library of Congress.

example, George Washington’s nephew, William Augustine Washington, main-

tained an account with a midwife named Pegg, who was most likely enslaved, in 

Westmoreland County, Virginia, following the Revolutionary War.7

The right side of the account made up the credit side, in which William Wash-

ington recorded the names of mothers Pegg had aided in childbirth, including 

Jenny, Penny, Kate, Charity, Molly, Silvia, and Cloe. The debit side of the account, 

recorded on the left side of the page, is where he documented the valuations 

of midwifery services and recorded when compensation—in the form of cash, 

goods, or the extension of store credit—was provided to Pegg. The pages of plan-

tation cash books, ledgers, birth lists, newspapers, and property inventories reveal 

the complex relationships enslaved midwives engaged in with both families and 

enslavers during the revolutionary period, and these are the records of slavery’s 

archive that must be reframed.

the digital Methodology
The power of digital tools makes possible this refocusing and aggregation of 

fragmentary evidence. Information from primary sources can be collected and 

interpreted with a data model. Information is filled into columns and rows, cre-

ating records that are contained in tables. These tables can then be linked to one 

another, undergirding the digital form known as the database.8 As defined by 

the media studies scholar Lev Manovich, a database is a “structured collection 
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of data,” usually organized into tables that are connected and can be searched to 

recover information.9

The data model for this project includes the creation of four interrelated 

tables: people, events (including births and payments to midwives), locations, and 

sources. This organization makes up the basic structure of a relational database 

model, which links separate tables of information together through key identi-

fiers. It follows the model set forth by the Database of Mount Vernon’s Enslaved 

Community and the Jesuit Plantation Project.10 The person table includes bio-

graphical and relationship information on midwives, children, family members, 

and enslavers. The events table includes a record of enslaved midwives’ work and 

birth records of children. The location table documents the places where people 

lived, labored, and moved between and records enslaved midwives’ movements 

and parameters of practice. Finally, the source table records basic information 

about each primary source in slavery’s archive. Databases are arguments, and this 

structure strives to best answer the historical questions I pose.

The next step, and the most important, is metadata creation. Metadata is 

the information or set of terms that catalog and describe documents, artifacts, 

and other entities of study in a standardized format. Specifically, descriptive 

metadata involves the creation of labels or descriptors for each column in the 

tables that make up the database so that each record can be organized and 

explored. In the context of digital archives, metadata can “[bring] to the fore-

front opportunities for critical reflection,” which this project aims to continu-

ously do.11 As Michael Kramer explains, historians often add interpretation to 

existing metadata created by archivists and librarians, or “add meta-metadata to 

the archival database.” In the digital realm, the work of archivists and historians 

comes together through digital archives and can provide a “new kind of useful 

fluidity . . . among linked open source archives and scholarship using the materi-

als in those archives.”12

Metadata creation does not come without problems. There are serious poten-

tial issues of imposing digital violence on historically marginalized groups 

through this process. Creating metadata runs the risk of turning exploited peo-

ples into objective numbers, just as their exploiters did in the past, to repeatedly 

splinter their lives. A dataset of enslaved people’s lives uncomfortably resembles 

the organization of ledgers and property inventories that enslavers used to trans-

figure them centuries ago. As Jessica Marie Johnson warns, “the legacy of com-

modifying black bodies and truncating black life infuses and informs digital 

design and execution.”13 This project uses the model of a relational database to 

center the lives and relationships of enslaved midwives and the families they sup-

ported, reinterpreting the sources in slavery’s archive written by enslavers and 

providing as much context as possible.
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Approaching metadata creation with this critical lens, the next step is to trans-

late and reframe information in slavery’s archive into these tables with the appro-

priate metadata. The first table I started to fill out was the person table, which 

includes biographical and family relationship information on midwives, parents, 

children, and enslavers. Cash accounts and property lists, such as those recorded 

by William Washington, are a useful set of sources for doing this work. Thomas 

Jefferson also recorded the work of midwives at Monticello and surrounding 

farms in his Memorandum Books. Jefferson tracked daily payments made to 

merchants, farmers, tavern keepers, blacksmiths, instructors, enslaved men, and 

enslaved women for their services and goods. Every time he or an intermediary—

such as a daughter or overseer—paid someone, that financial exchange was 

recorded in the cash account. For example, in March 1813, a few years after he 

retired from the presidency, Jefferson recorded this line in his cash ledger: “Pd. 

[paid] the midwife (Rachael) 6.D. [dollars] for attending Edy, Moses’s Mary and 

Esther.”14 The midwife Rachael, mothers Edy, Mary, and Esther, Mary’s husband 

Moses, the newborn children, and Thomas Jefferson are all included in the per-

son table.

Each person is documented with as much biographical information as can be 

found from cross-referencing other plantation records, such as Jefferson’s Farm 

Book, and other digital records, such as the Monticello Plantation Database. 

From filling out the person table, details of enslaved people’s lives can be high-

lighted, and families can be connected together, information that is otherwise 

obscured and fragmented in slavery’s archive.

tABlE 4.1 Transcription of Thomas Jefferson’s memorandum book, March 1813, 
Founders Online

Mar. 9. Pd. for butter 1.50.
10. Hhd. exp. 3.D.
12. Do. 1D.
14. Do. 562.
17. Promised Barnaby to give him one barrel out of every 31. he sends to the mill.
20. Pd. Salmons for his work at the corner of the toll mill 1.D.
21. Hhd. exp. 50.22. Do. hhd. exp. 2.D.
23. Do. 5.D.
24. Recd. of Saml. J. Harrison an order on Gibson & Jefferson for 1000.D. at 10. 

days sight, on acct. of my tobo. which I inclosed to Mr. Gibson.
27. Pd. Wm. Johnson for oysters on acct. 5.D.
28. Pd. Ned &c. for sewers 1.D. hhd. exp. 1.5.
29. Pd. the midwife (Rachael) 6.D. for attending Edy, Moses’s Mary and Esther.
31. Pd. Mclure for Mary C. Oglesby for weaving 3.50.

Pd. Cooley on acct. blowing 5.D. for 6. days in the Canal.
Gave order on Gibson & Jefferson for 40.D. in favr. Dunlap McKinney, substitute 

for E. Bacon, which I make no charge for, being a gratuity to E. Bacon.
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The events table is the major digital record that builds off the person table. It 

enables the births recorded in enslavers’ account books and property lists to be 

refocused on families and the midwives who supported them. Jefferson’s record 

that reads “Pd. [paid] the midwife (Rachael) 6.D. [dollars] for attending Edy, 

Moses’s Mary and Esther” can be reframed into a payment record to Rachael 

for midwifery work and three individual records of children’s births: one each 

for Edy’s daughter Betsy-Ann, Mary’s child, and Esther’s child Lindsay. Rachael 

earned two dollars for aiding in each of these births, and the digital records reflect 

this complicated financial agency. The information in the events table includes 

source text, title and type of event, description, midwife, mother, child, location, 

date, payment value, payment method, payment mediator, source references, and 

event key identifier.

Through this digital reframing of slavery’s archive, it is clear that Rachael 

worked as the primary midwife at Monticello from at least 1810 to the year Jef-

ferson died in 1826, taking on the role after several white women had been deliv-

ering enslaved children on the estate since 1774. Rachael likely started working 

as a midwife as early as 1808. She maintained relationships with several fami-

lies enslaved at Monticello, including the Hemings, the Fossetts, the Herns, and 

the Grangers. Rachael also worked as a midwife across generations for mothers 

and daughters within the same families. She earned two dollars for each of these 

births.15

Other enslavers in the Upper South recorded enslaved women’s midwifery 

work and the birth of children in account books. After the Revolutionary War, 

Richard Tilghman, a wealthy slaveowner on the Maryland Eastern Shore, main-

tained economic relationships with two midwives, Peg and Lucy, who were 

tABlE 4.2 Abbreviated snapshot of payments to Rachael for midwifery work at 
Monticello

SourCE tEXt EvENt typE
rECIpIENt  

oF pAyMENt dAtE
pAyMENt 

vAluE
pAyMENt 
MEthod

“Pd. [paid] the midwife (Rachael) 
8.D. [dollars] for Rachael Bedf. 
[Bedford], Scilla, Cretia and Ursula”

Payment Rachael 1814-01-10 $8 Cash

“Pd. [paid] Rachael midwife for 
Lazaria, Virginia, Lucy & Fanny 8 D. 
[dollars]”

Payment Rachael 1814-11-23 $8 Cash

“Pd. [paid] Rachael the midwife 10 
D. [dollars] to wit for Edy, Virginia, 
Ursula & Mrs. Marks’s Sally, the 2 
D. [dollars] overpd. on account”

Payment Rachael 1816-01-22 $10 Cash

“Midwife Rachael for Rachael & Scilla 
(Lego) & Fanny 6 D. [dollars]

Payment Rachael 1816-09-03 $6 Cash
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enslaved by different female slaveowners in the community. These accounts were 

similar to the one William Washington maintained with Pegg in Westmoreland 

County, Virginia. In Tilghman’s ledger, Peg and Lucy each held their own inde-

pendent accounts, and they worked concurrently between 1791 and 1803. Lucy, 

who was enslaved by Margaret Gardiner, delivered children for several enslaved 

women on Tilghman’s plantation. Peg, a woman enslaved by the widowed Mary 

Gordon, delivered children for Priss, Phillis, Poll, Kate, Memory, and Chloe, and 

earned approximately 12 pounds.16

A specific example from this source speaks to the power of digital records 

to reframe the datafication of people of African descent in history and in the 

archive. In 1797 Richard Tilghman recorded in the account that Peg assisted an 

enslaved woman named Kate in childbirth: “Mar. 9th By attending Kate I believe 

nothing £0.0.0.” Within the same ledger, Tilghman kept a list of enslaved chil-

dren’s births to track his family’s capital assets for tax purposes, and for the year 

1797, he wrote “Kate a son - - [born] March 1797 - - [named] Richmond - died 

Mar 29th.”17 By making this connection, it is evident that Peg helped Kate deliver 

her son Richmond who lived a short time before passing away. In addition to 

aiding Kate through childbirth, Peg likely supported Kate during the loss of her 

child, a grievous moment that a mother carries for a lifetime. To Richard Tilgh-

man, Richmond’s death signified a loss in potential profit, as he wrote “I believe 

nothing” for the child’s death in his account book, a contraction of human life. 

Connections made through digital records reframe Tilghman’s dehumanization 

of Kate and her son into an emotional narrative of the loss of a child while endur-

ing the traumas of enslavement.18

Not all enslavers paid the women they enslaved for midwifery services, of 

course. Some women in Virginia and Maryland were not paid for this work. 

There is also a case where an enslaver used the labor of an enslaved midwife as 

payment for other services. In Accomack County, Virginia, Edward Taylor used 

the midwifery work of Sarah to pay for other services in the local community 

in the 1780s. Taylor used Sarah’s labors as payment for a physician’s services, 

schooling for his children, and accounts with innkeepers, recording payments 

as “To Negro Sarah Delivering your whench.”19 Taylor maintained business rela-

tionships within the community that were on occasion tied together with Sarah’s 

labor as a midwife. Studying these accounts is another example of how the cre-

ation of data from slavery studies—even as that process strives to dismantle slav-

ery’s archive—reimposes digital forms of dehumanization. Within this database, 

Sarah is documented in both the “midwife” column and the “payment method” 

column. While enslaved women exercised social and medical agency with mid-

wifery work, enslavers realized the value of that work and began to turn midwives 

themselves into financial tools for increased profit.
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Initial patterns
The records in this database reveal individuals, families, and relationships that 

have been previously overlooked in slavery’s archive. The project also reveals 

important insights and patterns of enslaved women’s midwifery work in the 

context of the revolutionary period in which they lived. The first important pat-

tern that begins to emerge is that enslaved women began regularly surfacing as 

midwives in slavery’s archive during the late 1760s through the 1780s. In my 

research, one of the first mentions of an enslaved midwife in colonial newspa-

pers appeared in a slave sale advertisement in 1768.20 These records point to the 

historical moments in which enslavers paid more attention to enslaved midwives 

and acknowledged their skills in written and printed sources.

The late 1760s was the exact moment when many colonies banned the impor-

tation of “foreign slaves” from Africa and the West Indies as part of the nonim-

portation resolutions. Responding to the passage of the Townshend Acts in 1767 

by the British Parliament, colonial merchants in Virginia and South Carolina 

especially prohibited the importing, buying, or selling of any enslaved people 

from Africa and the West Indies. Colonists boycotted the importation of wine, 

tea, and other British goods, including human beings; engaged in nonconsump-

tion agreements; and promoted North American manufacturing like home-

spun.21 The British Parliament eventually repealed the Townshend Acts in 1770, 

except for the import tax on tea. However, after the imposition of the Coercive 

Acts, colonists formed the First Continental Congress and reimposed the nonim-

portation resolutions with the Continental Association. The ban on the importa-

tion of foreign slaves was reinstated across the colonies in 1774, and it continued 

through the end of the Revolutionary War.22 The passage of the nonimportation 

resolutions—an important economic moment of the Revolution that encour-

aged the patriotic American production of goods—catalyzed a reliance on the 

domestic reproduction of slaves and pushed enslaved midwives into the nexus 

of economic tension, revolutionary change, and the expansion of racial slavery 

in the South.

Relatedly, another pattern emerges from these digital records. Along with the 

natalist shift in American slavery, enslaved women started moving the role of 

midwife on plantations away from white midwives, advocating for families across 

plantation landscapes and across generations. This pattern is especially apparent 

in spaces where men like Thomas Jefferson and George Washington enslaved 

hundreds of people over decades. At Monticello, records from the person and 

event tables show that at least nine white women acted as midwives for enslaved 

women from 1773 to 1808, the year Rachael most likely started to appear as the 

primary midwife.23
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A similar pattern occurred on plantations in Fairfax County, Virginia. At 

Mount Vernon, George Washington employed several white midwives to deliver 

children for the women he and the Custis family enslaved from the 1750s through 

the Revolutionary War. However, enslaved women began to appear as midwives 

in the archive of Mount Vernon in the telling year of 1776. On February 20, 1776, 

Washington’s ledgers document a payment of 10 shillings made to Jane, recorded 

as “Mrs. Frenches Jane,” for delivering a child for another woman named Jane at 

Dogue Run Farm. This was most likely the first record of payment made to an 

enslaved woman for midwifery work at Mount Vernon. During the 1790s (and 

likely starting from 1785), enslaved women regularly delivered babies for other 

women enslaved on Washington’s Mount Vernon plantation, including Kate, 

who petitioned Washington to become a midwife and to be paid for that work in 

1794, and Nell, who was a midwife enslaved by the Mason family at Gunston Hall 

three miles south on the Potomac River.24 During this period, enslaved women 

became the primary midwives on plantations, where members of their own com-

munities and families provided maternal, nutritional, and emotional support. 

Enslaved midwives also helped deliver their own grandchildren and passed their 

knowledge down to their female family members, friends, and members of their 

communities.

The third major finding revealed by these relationship tables is how common 

it was for enslaved women in the Upper South to earn compensation for their 

midwifery skills, especially after the Revolutionary War. Enslaved midwives like 

Pegg, Rachael, Peg, Lucy, and Nan earned regular payments in cash, goods, and 

even store credit during a time of expanding political freedom for white men and 

the development of early American capitalism.25 For the most part, enslavers who 

compensated enslaved midwives did so at the same rates as white female mid-

wives. These financial exchanges reveal the complexity of enslaved women’s roles 

in commercial networks of the revolutionary period. Although they found finan-

cial and social agency within the confines of the plantation environment, the 

mechanics of racial slavery ensured that enslaved women working as midwives 

expanded the very system that oppressed them and the families they supported.

While outcomes of the American Revolution included an increase in antislav-

ery sentiments and gradual emancipation for some enslaved peoples, women and 

families in the South endured an expansion of the system that enslaved them. 

The bans on foreign slave importation from the 1760s precipitated a reliance on 

domestic reproductive slavery. Coupled with the ratification of the Constitution—

a document that espoused republican ideals yet gave southern slaveowners tre-

mendous political leverage through the Three-Fifths Compromise—slavery 

and childbirth became further enmeshed in the infrastructure of the republic.26 

The natalist shift in slavery culminated in 1808, when Congress banned the 
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importation of slaves on a federal level, after a twenty-year delay written into 

the Constitution. Yet again, the country did not ban slavery as an institution. 

What resulted was the expansion of slavery into the South and West, especially 

following the cotton boom.27 Enslavers and other capitalists forced enslaved peo-

ple into these new areas through interstate human trafficking and increased the 

importance of childbirth, which included the work of midwives, to the success 

of the new American nation. Enslaved women, the children they bore, and the 

midwives who aided them became important financial and political capital in 

securing the prosperity of the American political economy.

Next Steps
This project on enslaved women’s midwifery work will eventually be integrated 

into the content management system Omeka S with linked open data. Linked 

data enables records to be connected to other databases and datasets on the web 

that use the same ontologies, or classification systems. It employs the principle of 

a semantic web of data, in which data is undergirded with custom vocabularies 

that enable it to be accumulated and queried systematically across the internet.28 

Omeka S was built with linked open data in mind, enabling the integration of 

shared ontologies and the use of URIs, or Uniform Resource Identifiers, like a 

URL, to connect information across the web.29

This project will incorporate the vocabularies created specifically to help 

document enslaved people’s lives through Enslaved.org, which revolves around 

“inclusive and reparative scholarship about historical slavery and responsible 

stewardship of historical data about enslaved people in digital spaces.”30 Pre-

viously, there was no linked data model specific to slavery studies, as Sharon 

Leon notes.31 For example, within the available ontologies, there was a term for 

“employer” but not “enslaver,” which is the exact problem of metadata creation 

that Black digital humanities brings forward. The Enslaved.org project pluralized 

the “Archival Multiverse,” which “challenges archivists and recordkeepers to use 

metadata to address the experiences, needs and aspirations of marginalized and 

under-represented groups as well as addressing the wider social imperative to 

ensure that recordkeeping can help to document, empower and enfranchise.”32 

By connecting this project to Enslaved.org—which aggregates projects that 

center the lives of enslaved and freed peoples in an ethically conscious digital 

realm—the names, lives, and work of midwives and families brought forward 

from slavery’s archive will be responsibly recovered and made fully accessible.

The intermixing of methodologies in slavery studies and digital humani-

ties opens up the possibilities for context-rich records that forward histories 

http://Enslaved.org
http://Enslaved.org
http://Enslaved.org
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of enslaved women, men, and children, providing new bridges across the frag-

mented sources of slavery’s archive. As the digital records of this project show, 

these methods also provide new perspectives through which to understand the 

history of the American Revolution and how white freedom was intertwined with 

racial slavery and childbirth. Ultimately, enslaved midwives advocated for and 

secured change in maternal and infant health on southern plantations, becoming 

caretakers for generations of enslaved families. Increasingly after the Revolution, 

those engaged in the business of slavery used enslaved midwives as financial tools 

to help secure white generational wealth and the vitality of the American political 

economy. The lives and work of enslaved midwives were thus paradoxically and 

inextricably linked to the freedoms won by their enslavers.
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Part II

SPATIAL REVOLUTIONS





In his preface to the 1818 translation of The Haytian Papers, the Black attorney and 

abolitionist Prince Saunders sought to set before the British “more correct infor-

mation with respect to the enlightened systems of policy, the pacific spirits, the 

altogether domestic views; and the liberal principals of the Government,” of the 

young Black republic.1 Saunders, a formerly enslaved and Dartmouth-educated 

man, sought to reframe how white observers conceived of a Black-governed 

political space, which Saunders called a “new and truly interesting empire.”2 His 

writing exemplified one of the ways Black abolitionists sought to center Black lib-

eration on Black political spaces. In addressing white audiences, Saunders dem-

onstrates the ways discussions of Black spaces and slavery were entangled with 

white, European cartographies of power during the Age of Revolutions.

It is impossible to eliminate problems of power and erasure that create dif-

ficulties for scholars working to map Black experiences within the geographies 

they traveled. However, writings by Saunders and other Black intellectuals focus 

on Black understandings of place and space. Techniques from data visualization, 

text mining, and spatial analysis offer opportunities to recover these experiences. 

Centering these techniques on Black thought and Black concepts of space and 

place necessitates thinking outside of the frequently white-centric methodologies 

that frequently dominate the digital humanities.3 Black DH methodologies—

described by Kim Gallon as “technologies of recovery” that connected the cartog-

raphies to the humanity—provide particular promise for scholarship on Black 

lives on Blackness.4

5

GEOGRAPHIES OF EMANCIPATION
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in the Age of Revolutions
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Much of Western cartography has its roots in the Enlightenment and in impe-

rial policies. As Martin Brückner observed, maps were less a practice of repre-

senting terrain than an expression of possession and power over colonized lands. 

Where maps were functions of empire and imperial policy, they have created 

exclusionary spaces that tend to override, if not erase, Indigenous African con-

cepts of African geographies. But, as Brückner argues, maps have a social and 

political life as well that, when combined with digital techniques, can go beyond 

carto-coded or georectified representations of place, space, and human experi-

ence.5 Within the paradigm of Black DH, techniques from data visualization and 

radical cartography, viewed through the lens of “entanglements,” can be utilized 

to better account for the power dynamics of the Age of Revolutions.6 Entangle-

ments acknowledge that there is a power imbalance yet allows for Black experi-

ences and understandings of place and space as a valid coauthor of these human 

geographies.

Reassessing the ways scholars can use digital techniques to allow for com-

plex geographies entails an exploration of some of the limitations of main-

stream approaches to mapping. Consider this 1789 map of Africa from the 

David Rumsey digital collection by the English cartographers Robert Sayer and 

Thomas Jefferys and the French cartographer Jean Baptiste Bourguinon. The 

map’s authors acknowledge the land’s settlement by Maghrenbine Berbers but 

use the term “Moors,” which is not a term that any African ethnicity used for 

self-identification. And the map’s focus is on European political and economic 

ambitions on a continent that, by 1789, had been stripped of significant numbers 

of its people for over two centuries.

The cartouches in these maps are reflective of Enlightenment-era fascinations 

with ancient Egypt. Playing on European tropes about Africa, with Eurocentric 

terminology like “Moors,” they are a form of intellectual colonizing and carto-

graphical appropriation of Africa.7 These cartographical colonialisms worked 

in tandem with popular travel narratives like Leo Africanus, to erase the socio-

cultural and political complexities of a vast and diverse continent.8 This map’s 

centeredness on spaces where the dominant population consisted of Afro-Arab 

Muslims—who tended to have higher literacy rates than people in other parts 

of Africa and were among the economic elites—reinforced European biases 

around textual systems of knowledge over the oral traditions in other parts of 

Indigenous Africa. Despite some acknowledgment of historical land claims that 

predate European colonization, the map is nonetheless an expression of empire 

rather than one that offers an African insight into the land. Strict adherence to 

political borders shaped by colonization can therefore be limiting. But thinking 

more specifically about what those boundaries—which were often metaphysi-

cal boundaries—meant to the enslaved and free people of African descent, in 



FIgurE 5.1. The Western Coast of Africa . . . By T. Jefferys, Geographer to 
his Majesty. London, Printed by Robert Sayer, No. 53 Fleet Street, 1789. David 
Rumsey Map Collection.
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combination with digital humanities techniques, offers new opportunities for 

layering Black political and social experiences on these spaces, albeit potentially 

with some limitations that privilege text sources over oral histories unless the 

practitioner deliberately seeks out oral sources and treats them as text.9 As will 

be described later in this chapter, there are ways of using archival fragments and 

writing against the archive that can mitigate but not eliminate this problem 

entirely. Aside from questions of literacy, conditions like fugitivity are powerful 

motives for enslaved individuals to try to make themselves geographically absent 

or inconspicuous, evading both the archive and mapping.

To address the problems in Eurocentric representation of places on maps we 

can start by thinking about the geography they are intended to describe in differ-

ent ways. Specifically, radical countermappings allow us to address the histories 

of dispossession and colonization.10 For example, as part of a sociological study 

of the status of Black Americans, W. E. B. Du Bois and a team of sociologists pro-

duced a series of data visualizations for the 1900 World’s Fair that was intended 

to show the progress African Americans had made in the decades since the end 

of slavery. Du Bois’s aim was to enhance a collection of photographs that was 

intended to undercut racist stereotypes of their African American subjects. Yet 

the photographs themselves did not tell the whole story that Du Bois wanted 

to tell. So he set about creating sixty data visualizations that drew on empirical 

sociological data to demonstrate the economic and other ongoing barriers to 

African American progress.11

Among the many striking visualizations produced by Du Bois was a series of 

maps that represented a cartography of population demographics in the decades 

leading up to the end of slavery, during reconstruction, and into the early years of 

Jim Crow. This visualization, titled “Proportion of Negroes in the total popula-

tion of the United States,” shows a set of four simple maps of the United States 

between 1800 and 1890. The total population of the United States is outlined in 

red. Smaller black maps of the United States show the relative percentage of the 

Black population relative to the white population, with the size of both maps 

growing to illustrate population growth in the nation as a whole. The maps are 

simply labeled with titles indicating the proportions “one-fifth,” “one-sixth,” 

“one-seventh,” and “one-eighth.”12 His aim was to show that the Black popula-

tion of the United States had shrunk during the nineteenth century.

The political boundaries are limited to a simple disproportionately drawn set 

of maps, because Du Bois’s intentions did not require precision mapmaking or 

careful attention to cartographic practice. Rather, his emphasis was on represent-

ing the relative shrinking of the Black population to make the larger point that 

African Americans were becoming a smaller and smaller minority group, and 

that this was an obstacle to progress. The maps also demonstrate that the end of 
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FIgurE 5.2. W. E. B. Du Bois Data Portraits of “Proportion of Negroes in the 
total population of the United States.” Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

slavery and the start of the Second Industrial Revolution did little in the United 

States to curtail a steady shrinking of the African American population. A simple 

graphic conveyed a critical bit of information about the Black experience.

Contemporary approaches to radical mapping that recenter the human expe-

riences include Vincent Brown’s cartographic narrative of slave revolts during 

Jamaica’s First Maroon War. The First Maroon War (1728–1740) was, in many 

respects, a revolutionary conflict between the Windward and Leeward Maroons 

(self-liberated societies of Africans) and the British Empire. The war, which was 

waged intermittently over twelve years, was part of an effort by the Maroons to 

dislodge British control over land in Jamaica. Brown’s digital project draws from 

data that aligns the movements of the Maroon rebels with those of the British 
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forces and planters they opposed.13 It particularly illuminates the care taken in 

their military strategies and careful positioning of themselves within Jamaica’s 

mountainous terrain, showing that it was anything but happenstance, although 

many of his carefully curated sources were from colonial archives. Similarly, 

Gergely Baics and Leah Meisterlin’s work on urban planning and radical mapping 

reassesses some of the problems in traditional geospatial analysis, particularly its 

tendency to omit the human topographies of freedom and inequity.14 Jeffrey Kok 

Hui Chan and Ye Zhang write of the need to account for what they call the “miss-

ing dimension” of “sharing spaces,” which is a methodology for looking at differ-

ent types of spaces and places that might be created by the human experience.15 

Not all histories of the enslaved and unfree were urban stories, but the notion of 

entangled shared spaces can be used to describe the ways that Black intellectuals 

shaped both intimate and metaphysical geographies that existed both alongside 

and outside of white notions of place and space.

In the Age of Revolutions and beyond, one of the major obstacles to Black 

freedom was an uneven network of state, national, and imperial laws govern-

ing slavery. As Katherine McKittrick, Elizabeth Stodeur Pryor, and Martha Jones 

demonstrate, this uneven legal terrain meant that Black mobility became part of 

how African Americans understood their relationships to place.16 McKittrick, in 

particular, observes that diasporan geography does not inherently follow Western 

cartographical traditions. It may be forced to consider settler colonialist political 

boundaries as well as the wages of whiteness, but it creates imagined geogra-

phies that differ from African and, more broadly, diasporan concepts of space. 

Also important are explorations of freedom and unfreedom in what she calls 

the “cartography of struggle.”17 This cartography of struggle involves evaluating 

landscapes for the degrees of freedom and mobility they afforded enslaved and 

free Africans. Not only did the denizens of the Black Atlantic negotiate their own 

diasporic cartographies, they also had to navigate an uneven political and legal 

geography that determined their status and constricted their movements.

Uneven and changing legal geographies made a tremendous difference in the 

Black experience, to the point where abolitionist newspapers reported on legal 

cases involving emancipation or writs of habeas corpus.18 In his attempts to peti-

tion the Massachusetts legislature for relief from the kidnapping of Black Bosto-

nians, Prince Hall ran into a problem caused by a weak and ineffectual national 

government that lacked the legislative authority to address a problem tied to laws 

around slavery, there being no meaningful mechanism for interstate commerce, 

and a federal government that was in large part deeply unmotivated to intervene 

in any way that might undermine the business of slavery. There was no political, 

legal, or diplomatic remedy to address the concerns laid out by Hall and the eight 

other African American Masons.19
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African American attorneys like Robert Morris, who specialized in antislavery 

cases, collected cases involving Black freedom.20 Others collected and distrib-

uted pamphlets that codified and advocated for the validity of Black political 

spaces—physical Black-controlled political spaces, such as postrevolutionary 

Haiti, as Prince Saunders described in his preface to The Haytian Papers.21 Part 

of their emancipatory geography meant mounting what were initially local legal 

challenges to slavery and other unfreedoms. Drawing from Du Bois’s approach to 

geographies to convey population shrinkage, it is also possible to convey uneven-

ness in the legal landscape of early America to help illustrate obstacles to emanci-

pation that African Americans confronted. Because structures like the law could 

produce vastly different experiences, even in localities that were adjacent to one 

another, it is also less important to accurately portray state boundaries to convey 

the broader points about geography and law.

This rendering of the legal geography of slavery shows the states of most of 

the major Eastern Seaboard that was once part of the British Empire, a confed-

eracy of slave societies from the American Revolution onward.22 The states are 

rendered in polygons and are not georectified to a conventional map because the 

FIgurE 5.3. A Confederacy of Slave Societies. Visualization by the author.
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focus of this representation is on comparing the legal status of the enslaved from 

state to state. Each state is illustrated with a grayscale gradient to offer a visual-

ization of simplified data on when and how emancipation occurred—whether 

it was immediate or gradual.23 It illustrates what Van Gosse describes as “Racial 

Orders [and Disorder],” which meant that the sometimes rapidly changing law 

created shifts in racial orders within these geographies.24 In the case of some 

states, there was a mixture of emancipatory moments; those states are repre-

sented with a gradation in their grayscale rather than a solid color. And each state 

had its own racial order. What this approach offers is not so much a nuanced 

analysis of the law but a snapshot of how the African American experience was 

entangled with white legal structures and how that experience differed from 

place to place. A more nuanced detail that expands on change across time might 

entail creating an interactive or animated graphic in R-Studio or Python, akin 

to Lincoln Mullen’s Spread of Slavery visualization but without the necessity of 

shapefiles.25

This approach can also be used to consider the forces—voluntary and 

involuntary—that continued to shape Black cartographies of struggle within 

an Anglo-American paradigm from the Age of Revolutions and beyond. In this 

graphic, the gradients represent spaces that were colonized by Britain and the 

United States. Africa and other European spaces are rendered in white, but the 

visualization could be altered with further gradients to bring the Black expe-

riences of migration, slavery, and freedoms in other colonized spaces into the 

analysis. Migrations that involved a subset of people who chose to move are 

depicted as solid lines, though the historical events that shaped these migrations 

also produced involuntary movements. One of the limitations of visualizations 

is that, particularly when they are static rather than interactive, they do not sat-

isfactorily capture all nuances—for example, the colonization of Sierra Leone 

and Liberia, which included a mixture of formerly enslaved Africans who chose 

to resettle in West Africa; and forced migrations of populations like the Jamai-

can Maroons, who were moved from Nova Scotia to Sierra Leone. Involuntary 

migrations—such as the Maroons who were transported out of Jamaica or the 

enslaved Africans who were brought by their enslavers to the mainland United 

States during the Haitian Revolution—are depicted as dashes. Labels note major 

organizations and individuals involved in Black freedom struggles.

In total, this visualization shows the rather complex web of Black movements 

that resulted from the second Jamaican Maroon War, the Haitian Revolution, 

the start of colonization movements in the United States and Britain, and “anti-

slavery without abolition.”26 There is acknowledgment of Black agency, though 

the power dynamics behind all the migrations are uneven. As with the Du Bois 

models, the visualizations represent both progress and obstacles to progress. 
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FIgurE 5.4. British Atlantic geographies and the Black experience. 
Visualization by the Author.

And the models illustrate spaces where race was not only performed, but the 

experiences ascribed to racial identity were defined by these shifts in law and 

geography.27

Finally, these visualization techniques can also be used to explore the ways 

that Black abolitionists in the United States and Britain came to project their 

emancipatory geographical imaginations on Africa, and the ways these meta-

physical cartographies were entangled with those of white British and American 

geographical imaginations.28 For example, in the 1840s, the African American 

missionary Alexander Crummell ruminated on the meaning of the Liberian 

Republic for freed slaves. He saw it as proof that people of African descent could 

self-govern, although his vision was colored by colonization and respectabil-

ity politics. Among his numerous pamphlets was one that touted English, “the 

speech of Chaucer and Shakespeare” as a “gift of the almighty.” It portrayed a 

Black-controlled space that was centered on Africa yet dismissive of Indigenous 

African languages and customs.29
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Crummell was part of a network of Black abolitionists that included H. H. 

Garnett, J. W. C. Pennington, Samuel Crowther, and abolitionist and missionary 

organizations that saw themselves as the saviors of Africa from the degradations 

of slavery. Crummell’s Africa is just one of a number of metaphorical spaces that 

appear in diasporan literature, but it demonstrates that, to be truly effective, these 

geospatial approaches need to be more than quantitative. More than numbers, 

the datasets need to be designed to recognize multiple themes in Black thought, 

to draw on multiple corpora, and to allow for new datasets as more data becomes 

available and the questions change and evolve. The potential corpus is vast and, 

like the Transatlantic Slave Voyage database, ripe for data collection from a com-

munity of scholars.

This visualization in figure 5.5 accounts for entanglements between white 

Americans and Britons, Black Americans and Britons, organizations (treated 

as transnational), and Indigenous Africans. Lines are used to represent projec-

tions of geographic imagination (dotted line), known relationships between 

people and organizations (solid line), and arrows to represent power dynamics. 

Political geographies are represented more vaguely since geographic imaginaries 

have little to do with defined kingdoms or nation-states; rather, they are about 

aspiration—in this case, both spiritual and economic. They represent a way that 

competing forces projected their aspirations onto Africa, which, in the coming 

decades, resulted in further dispossession and dislocation of Indigenous Africans 

as Africa became more and more colonized by the United States and European 

powers through missionary work and economic ventures. Even Crummell, who 

saw himself as a liberator of Africa, contributed to a Liberia that was ruled by 

African American elites and squeezed out those who descended from people 

whose physical ties to Africa had remained unbroken by slavery.30

But these approaches do not require quantitative data the way that other 

approaches to considering Black emancipatory geographies do. In spatial studies 

of Black human geographies, the problems of erasure and exclusion are com-

pounded by archival silences in the records that form the corpora.31 The survi-

vors of the Middle Passage and their descendants came from societies steeped 

in oral tradition and/or were specifically prohibited from learning to read. As a 

result, mentions of Blackness in the early modern Atlantic are all too frequently 

filtered through a white lens. Moreover, there are structural issues in the col-

lection and practices of archives; as Marisa Fuentes’s recent landmark study of 

Black women and the archives demonstrates, scholars of early Black thought face 

several challenges.

The first challenge is within the archive itself. Aside from high-profile writers 

like Phillis Wheatley and Olaudah Equiano, the sources tend to be what Fuentes 

calls “fragmentary bodies,” which are scattered around the archives.32 References 



gEogrAphIES oF EMANCIpAtIoN      93

FIgurE 5.5. Africa: Competing geographical imaginations. Visualization by the 
author.

to lower-profile individuals frequently appear as brief mentions in other sources, 

and often as what Nicole Aljoe and John Blassingame have described as “testimo-

nials.” Their use has invoked some criticism because of the difficulties of working 

with multiauthored sources that are filtered through white lenses and white print 

networks.33 Yet dismissing them erases any agency that Black writers and speakers 
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might well have had in creating them. Even so, historians as well as literary studies, 

religious studies, and African American studies scholars, and others who work on 

these topics, may struggle with problems of representativeness.34 Fuentes’s work 

brilliantly demonstrates how some of these source limitations can be overcome 

by using interdisciplinary methods from history, linguistics, literary analysis, and 

gender studies. The challenge then becomes a matter of making the geography 

align with cartographic practices that not only did not consider but often actively 

erased populations of people who were either Indigenous to the colonized lands 

or had been forcibly migrated to those lands via slavery or other colonizing mech-

anisms. Drawing together research methodologies that take into account different 

types of texts along with Fuentes’s “fragments,” offers a decolonized approach to 

the archive and to the treatment of sources that can be deployed by digital human-

ists in the construction of their corpora and their datasets.

Textual mining and geospatial techniques can also be used to better illustrate 

the Black experience, disparity, and archival silences. As scholars of Black stud-

ies are aware, the cartographies of dispossessed people are necessarily different 

from conventional academic cartographies in that they must explicitly account 

for the relationship between space and power. Accounting for dispossessed pasts 

is particularly challenging. Critical cartography, deep mapping, and geospatial 

studies involving displaced peoples are among the spatial methodologies devel-

oped over the past fifty years to address geographic disparities. For example, the 

geographer Anne Knowles noted the use of mapping as way of “ascribing mean-

ing according to hierarchies that structure social relationships by regulating who 

is allowed or denied access to particular places.”35 Knowles does not explicitly 

define her work as critical cartography, but her work is applicable to exploring 

the spatialities of other dispossessed pasts: in particular, the cartographies of the 

Holocaust. For example, Knowles, Tim Cole, and Alberto Giordano have con-

vincingly argued that the Holocaust had multiple geographies, created by camps, 

by Nazi policies and propaganda, by trains, and by other circumstances of the 

Holocaust. In this historical context, they are also the geographies of the “places 

and spaces that people created, occupied, passed through, and endured.”36 “The 

material landscapes,” they continue, “were essential to the implementation of the 

Holocaust and people’s experience of it.”37 Knowles and her colleagues’ “material 

landscapes” share similarities with the “mental maps” described by the geogra-

phers Eric Boschmann and Emily Cubbon.38

The geographies in the cases Knowles describes were not only physical but also 

metaphysical: geographies of human experience. Geographies can be about how 

a given location affected the human experience but can also include geographical 

imagination—both the physical and the human geographies. Boschmann and 

Cubbon describe it as a cartography “distort[ed] to represent human perceptions, 
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beliefs, and imaginations.”39 These “distortions” were tied to mental images car-

ried by the individuals who traveled these spaces.40 In the case of the diaspora, 

these mental images are contained in slave narratives, pamphlets, interviews, and 

other sources.

In histories of dispossession (and eradication), the researcher is tasked with 

considering the dynamics of space and power.41 “The emphasis on the histori-

cal conditions” became part of the cartographical analysis.42 It is analysis in 

which maps are acknowledged as having the capacity to produce knowledge and 

inscribe power.43 While the historical contexts of the Holocaust and the slave 

trade are very different, the transatlantic slave trade produced multiple geogra-

phies that are also rooted in the dynamics of human geography, space, and power. 

Some of the digital projects on the Atlantic slave trade have focused on exploring 

the movement of people. The Transatlantic Slave Voyages Database project draws 

on a corpus of ships’ manifests; the data has subsequently been turned into an 

animated geospatial rendering of the forced migration of the Middle Passage 

across time and place.44

Deep mapping techniques that use this data offer promise for building a tool 

that can be used to incorporate experience. Ethnographers have wrestled with 

this problem of making maps representational of the narrative. Deep maps are 

open-ended explorations of space.45 They allow for “interwoven paths” and “tra-

jectories” that Mia Ridge, Don Lafreniere, and Scott Nesbit argue offer scholars 

the means to account for the exploration of “innumerate questions,” dependent 

only on the availability of “historical data.”46 They contend that “humanistic 

interpretation” requires “situation in archives” that offer “myriad traces of evi-

dence about a site.”47 Evidence can include mentions of towns, cities, city squares, 

and buildings. In some cases, there may not be a precise street address, but the 

spaces can be represented either by bounding boxes or by geospatial points 

approximated through historical research. The techniques recently used by the 

PLACE Project to determine the geospatial coordinates of locations described in 

the New England Intercollegiate Geospatial Conference field guides might prove 

a fruitful methodology for approximating geospatial data when more specific 

locations are not available.48

As noted earlier, there are many digital projects that piece together frag-

mented, dispossessed pasts; however, with the exception of McKittrick’s and Nel-

son’s work, many studies focus primarily on a single corpus. Black thought was 

disseminated through correspondence, poetry, slave narratives, sermons, anti-

slavery tracts, pamphlets, and by the 1820s, Black-owned newspapers.49 While 

each corpus may not be equal in prominence across all time periods, gathering 

data from multiple corpora provides a richer picture of Black thought and allows 

researchers to ask better questions.
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As Ridge, Lafreniere, and Nesbit note, in drawing from multiple corpora, 

researchers must assess the “richness and paucity” of particular sources “within 

their timeframe.”50 For a corpus where the research questions might change 

across time and space, the inclusion of chronological data as part of the dataset 

is essential. The American Panorama’s Forced Migration of Enslaved People proj-

ect provides a useful model.51 It combines state-level census data with excerpts 

from slave narratives and the interface allows users to select by location and time. 

Additional datasets that consider questions like where and when these slave nar-

ratives were sold might help enhance the user’s ability to explore broader pat-

terns in the dissemination of Black writing. Other datasets might consider the 

locations within the travels described by early Black writers. The location and 

temporal data might need to be approximated in at least some of these cases 

but would allow users to find Black writers who were in close proximity to each 

other. And the addition of datasets from more fragmented sources, like corre-

spondence, could help scholars “see” less visible members of the Black Atlantic 

who interacted with the broader Black print network.

A survey of the literature shows that, while there were some Black writings 

that predate 1760, the texts of only a few of those writings appear to have sur-

vived to the present day. The year 1860 was selected as the current stop date for 

two reasons. The first is that the Civil War led to the abolition of slavery, which 

marks a shift in Black thought that still contends with slavery and the effects of 

slavery but should be distinguished from the colonial and antebellum periods. 

Second, though the design of the tool will allow the addition of data from the 

postbellum period, there are far more written sources from the late nineteenth 

century onward as well as digital sources like the Library of Congress’s Works 

Progress Administration (WPA) slave narratives.

Many North American slave narratives have been digitized and encoded by 

the Documenting the American South project at the University of North Caro-

lina.52 The University of Detroit at Mercy has a large, digitized corpus of Black-

authored abolitionist literature.53 The Internet Archives, Digital Public Library of 

America, and American Antiquarian Society collectively offer large, digitized col-

lections. And some church archives, like the Congregational Library, have been 

expanding their digitized collections to include church records that document 

Black conversion narratives. Most newspapers remain in proprietary databases 

or are poorly indexed by Google’s now-defunct Google newspapers, but there 

are growing open source corpora available through projects like the Black Press 

Research Collective, the Library of Congress’s Chronicling America project, Col-

ored Conventions, and the Caribbean Newspaper Digital Library.54

Imprint data from these digital collections offers a means to take quantitative 

data from across archives and types of sources to create a spatial analysis of the 
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movement of Black thought across geography. Figure 5.6 shows a sample from 

a dataset of approximately four hundred Black publications that were published 

between 1760 and 1860. Facets include the name and gender of the author, the 

date(s) of printing, and the location(s) of printing—all cleaned in OpenRefine 

to standardize capitalization, spelling, and other facets of data as well as checking 

for holes within the dataset and reassessing the criteria for data collection where 

needed.

FIgurE 5.6. Map of Black correspondence, 1734–1825. Map by the author.



98      ChAptEr 5

Geospatial data has been appended to each string. Since, in most cases, it is not 

possible to trace the addresses of specific print shops, location has been approxi-

mated with the coordinates for the center of each city. In the case of archival 

sources where there is no precise location, but specific geographical features are 

described, a center is calculated from the center of a radius that encompasses 

that location.

Using Palladio, it is possible to produce, first, a quantitative measure of Black 

writings from the period 1760–1860, where we can (not surprisingly) see spikes in 

Black writing that are contemporary with David Walker, Nat Turner, Maria Stew-

art, and other major figures of Black abolition and then another large increase in 

the decade leading up to the Civil War. A geospatial rendering of this same data 

produces an analysis of the intellectual hotspots produced by correspondence 

within the Black liberation movement between 1734 and 1825 (see figure 5.6).

While the data on women is sparse due to the limitations of the archive, we 

can show that the Black women who did produce writing appear in the same 

geographies as their male counterparts. Using Vanessa Holden’s exploration of 

the role of women in the aftermath of the Nat Turner Rebellion, and Julius Scott’s 

rumor networks during the Age of Revolutions, it is possible to read against 

the archive and argue for a greater presence of Black women activists than the 

archives might suggest.55

Within the interactive map, specific data is preserved for each person within 

the dataset, but to avoid the cliometrics historiography that once defined the 

scholarship of slavery, maps appear alongside narration of the people within the 

primary sources that produced the corpus for the mapping. This type of approach 

helps us overcome problems of representation, fragmentation, and their reliance 

on white sponsorship and white printing networks. Some of these writings are 

also reported secondhand and transcribed by white writers, though Nicole Aljoe 

has argued for treating these sources as testimonials.56 Aljoe’s approach allows 

for the fact that these writings are the product of entanglements between Black 

and white worlds, particularly where they are being used as data points rather 

than being dismissed as products of white abolitionists entirely. After all, in the 

Age of Revolutions, abolitionism was generally not segregated by race. As such, 

it makes sense to treat these sources as an entangled intellectual contribution 

and acknowledge it as part of the intellectual geography of Black emancipatory 

thought. This approach also offers promise for connecting these texts more pre-

cisely to slave uprisings and revolts, beyond established cases—like David Walk-

er’s An Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World and Nat Turner’s Rebellion. 

Using visualizations together with quantitatively driven spatial analysis of Black 

emancipatory geographies can also allow the researcher to consider more local-

ized examinations or analysis across larger swaths of time and space.
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FIgurE 5.7. Women writers in early America, 1734–1825. Map by the author.
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VISUALIZING CITY-SPACES DURING 
THE AGE OF REVOLUTIONS

Molly Nebiolo

In 1744 Dr. Alexander Hamilton, a Scottish immigrant who shared his name 

with a Founding Father, was sick of his cough. This ailment, a remnant of a 

near-death illness of “fevers and spitting blood,” stemmed from “seasoning” after 

his transatlantic voyage from Scotland to Maryland.1 He and his circle of doctor-

friends had concluded that the way to improve from such a long bout of sick-

ness was to travel up the coast of the Atlantic to a cooler, drier climate. Besides 

regaining his health, the trip was also prescribed to Hamilton as “an antidote to 

personal indisposition and the torrid strife of Maryland politics as well as relief 

from ennui and the opportunity to see the colonies.”2 A trip through the colo-

nies would also be an opportunity to escape the travails of Annapolis to leisurely 

explore the colonies for the first time. The travel-narrative format of the next 

four months of Hamilton’s life became one of the most detailed accounts of early 

colonial cities for historians of eighteenth-century America. Through Hamilton’s 

diary, we can see colonial America from the eyes of a “truthful traveler” and Euro-

pean immigrant.3

Journals like Hamilton’s offer a rare and colorful glimpse at living in a past 

century. Through diaries, we piece together what life was like visiting or living 

in cities that continue to exist but are completely transformed into something 

unfathomable to an eighteenth-century inhabitant. For historians of early Amer-

ican cities, these sources are rich in detail but have their limitations in scope or 

perspective to get a comprehensive look at an early Anglo-American city. Par-

ticularly throughout the eighteenth century, cities were complex places; histo-

rians still do not have a good handle on visualizing them. Maps of colonies and 
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fragments of city plans offer a close rendering of historical space but in very one-

sided, two-dimensional ways that often perpetuate colonial narratives of space.4 

Computational tools and digital history methods are a way to lessen the limita-

tions of these sources by examining their contents in a new, spatially accountable 

way. This chapter uncovers some of the ways historical records, like diaries, can 

be used to conceptualize space and demonstrates how 3D and VR tools further 

our examination of how historical spaces were occupied and used in the eigh-

teenth century.

During the Age of Revolutions, cities were the backdrop to the events and 

actions between British and American soldiers and politicians.5 Cities, however, 

were more than just landscapes for activities. If we look at the way space was 

described and written about by people living in the eighteenth century, we can 

imagine their subjective experiences. 3D representations of colonial and revo-

lutionary spaces can collate these subjective experiences and merge them with 

contemporary representations of cities on maps and blueprints of the period in 

order to give a larger picture of what spaces of the past might have looked like, 

a process historians and digital humanities have not been able to do up until 

the advent of 3D and VR programs. These renderings of historical spaces, in the 

way that they are immersive, lend themselves as sources to interpret the diverse 

experiences of the urban past.

Early Americanists have begun to harness the resources of 3D and VR pro-

grams using video games to visualize early American spaces with historical nar-

ratives found in archives.6 One of the larger projects that uses virtual reality to 

step closer into the history of revolutionary America is Witness to the American 

Revolution.7 In this video game, the user pieces together the events of the Boston 

Massacre as the news spreads by word of mouth immediately after March 5, 1770. 

The sources for this game come from historical narratives of the event, and the 

makeup of Boston was re-created from maps and images depicting the city days 

and weeks after the bloody event.8 On another scale, historical re-creation of rev-

olutionary spaces is done with more creative license, like with the Assassin’s Creed 

video games.9 The franchise has been lauded for its pseudohistorical accuracy of 

bygone places, from ancient cities to revolutionary Paris.10 In 2019 the company 

that makes the Assassin’s Creed video games, Ubisoft, donated their virtual plans 

of Notre Dame to the Parisian government; it was one of the most detailed and 

accurate renderings of the building that existed before a fire destroyed much of 

the antiquated church.11 When this donation occurred, it reinforced the idea that 

3D models and virtual reality are additional ways to become informed about his-

torical spaces, not just synonymous interpretations of 2D plans. Paris had blue-

prints of Notre Dame they could use to rebuild the city, but the 3D visualization 

of the church gave spatial assistance to its accurate reconstruction. While video 
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games are a truly engaging way to be immersed in a historical space, the gam-

ing platform is not the only way 3D modeling and virtual reality can be used to 

make and study city-spaces of the past. The simple act of mapping and modeling, 

without any user-interfaced gaming aspect, provides as much of an impact on 

historical inquiry as these games.

Philadelphia is a central location to the events of early America and the history 

of this country, but a 3D rendering of the city during the revolutionary period 

had not been attempted before the beginning of my project, Visualizing Colonial 

Philadelphia.12 A robust collection of primary sources must be available to make 

a visually and historically accurate rendering of eighteenth-century space. 3D 

modeling and then the re-creation of virtual cities is time consuming and com-

plex, and the process of unearthing the representational space of Philadelphia, 

or the subjective perspective of the city, is equally important to the first stages 

of modeling as the architectural details for virtually constructing Philadelphia’s 

colonial buildings. The Itinerarium of Alexander Hamilton helps in this regard, 

as do other diverse perspectives, like the diary of Elizabeth Drinker.13 Drinker was 

a native Philadelphian who experienced its importance during the Age of Revo-

lutions, its centrality as a national capital in the 1780s, and its role as the epicenter 

to the yellow fever pandemic of 1793. Her perspective on the city, detailed in her 

diaries, offers a unique glimpse into the past through the eyes of a Philadelphian, 

a Quaker, and a woman. Both journals aided in the conceptualization and ren-

dering of early Philadelphia’s city-space.

Through the spatial analysis of two rich journals on these locations—that 

of Dr. Alexander Hamilton and the popularly analyzed diaries of Elizabeth 

Drinker—we can see how cities have been depicted in primary sources, and how 

this information can be transformed into a closer 3D depiction of early colonial 

space. Hamilton holds a unique authority in his descriptions of early Ameri-

can cities as he grew up and moved through Edinburgh, London, and the other 

metropoles of Europe before moving to America. His thoughts and descriptions 

of what were the most urbanized locales in the American colonies helps us grasp 

what might have defined a city in a larger global context of the period. Elizabeth 

Drinker—as a literate female and inhabitant of Philadelphia during its peak as 

both a colonial hub and a national capital—provides a rare look at the aspects and 

boundaries of city-spaces from the viewpoint of a different gender. The breadth 

and digital accessibility to these two journals also makes them ideal sources for 

highlighting what “urban” might have meant in the eighteenth century.

Journals like those by Hamilton and Drinker help us reconstruct the lived 

experiences of an urbanizing early Philadelphia. Computational tools help us 

reconstruct the absolute space for early American cities, and maps sit between 

these ideas of city-spaces and absolute spaces of a city. As Richard White has 
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discussed when talking about the benefits of using digital tools to understand 

historical spaces, there is a “giveness” to the boundaries depicted on maps that 

can be better studied and represented through digital tools and, I believe, through 

centering the personal writings of these spaces in digital projects.14 Virtual real-

ity moves us closer to a fuller visualization of historic spaces which allows us to 

examine the importance of space during the War for Independence and the for-

mation of the United States, something that other platforms cannot do.

By examining Philadelphia, we see how a city during the revolutionary period 

was both a rural place and a cityscape to its inhabitants.15 By better visualiz-

ing early revolutionary space, we can see the early makings of suburbs forming 

around cities and how certain infrastructures appeared and remained during 

and after a period of chaos. Philadelphia is also a unique example because of 

its prominence as one of the oldest planned cities in America and its centrality 

to the British Empire and later the United States. As is seen with the history of 

Philadelphia, the concept of the city was more ambiguous in the eighteenth cen-

tury; people would often call the same place a city in one document and a town 

in another. In this period, they were interchangeable and meant the same thing 

to those who lived in these spaces. The concept of “urban,” however, did not exist 

in its current definition and should be questioned when it is used to discuss and 

re-create early colonial and revolutionary city-spaces.16

The word “urban,” as it was meant in the early modern period, defined society 

rather than a city. In seventeenth-century dictionaries, urban meant gentlemanly 

or well behaved.17 It did not mean a densely populated area or define a city-space. 

While early modern cities were often the locations of people with the best man-

ners (over time “urban” evolved into “citylike”), the term still described people 

not spaces. When studying urban space in the eighteenth century, then, we first 

need to ask ourselves if “urban space” is the best term to use to study that type of 

space in that period. I argue that, broadly speaking, “city-spaces” is a better term 

to describe the areas that constitute early American urban history in order to 

account for the discrepancy between our interpretation of urban and the histori-

cal use of the term.

Confronting the term “urban cities” in the eighteenth-century aids in the pro-

cess of recentering the field of urban history to better incorporate the early mod-

ern period. Urbanizing—as it has been studied in the early American context—is 

a better way to conceptualize city-spaces as they grew and expanded, which is a 

label for the process rather than the space of the city. Digital tools help with the 

endeavor to highlight the significance of early American spaces in the history 

of urban space because 3D modeling and VR move us toward properly doing 

the interdisciplinary work that is needed to accurately provide a comprehensive 

notion of early American cities and the lives that were lived there.
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hamilton’s and drinker’s philadelphia
In his journal, Alexander Hamilton depicted spaces in the eighteenth century 

through the relationships he describes at length. The hundreds of pages of his 

Itinerarium are composed of recollections of the conversations he had while trav-

eling on horseback and the types of people he saw at different stops and cities 

along his route. He used these connections to posit depictions of the regions, 

even if these folks were travelers themselves. For example, while in Philadelphia, 

Hamilton indirectly noted an uptick in the number of Barbadians when he was 

in Philadelphia. “After dinner, Mr. V[ena]bles, a Barbadian gentleman, came in 

who, when we casually had mentioned the free masons, began to rail bitterly 

against that society as impudent, assuming, and vain cabal pretending to be wiser 

than all mankind besides, an imperium in imperio, and therefore justly to be 

discouraged and suppressed as they had lately been in some foreign countries.”18 

Not only do the topics found in this quotation open a window into eighteenth-

century news and politics; they also elaborate on an undescribed point that 

Hamilton made in his sections on cities. Particularly in Philadelphia, the city was 

a locale for people to convene from across the European empires to interact and 

exchange news. This point also shows the education level or worldliness of the 

people who frequented the city, and the types of discussions that were commonly 

overheard in town.

In the countryside, on the road between cities, many of the conversations 

Hamilton noted were simply about roads, the weather, or his religious practices. 

He also had lively conversations with travelers going from one town to the next. 

“I put up this night at one Miller’s att the Sign of Admiral Vernon [in Brunswick, 

New Jersey] and supped with some Dutchmen and a mixed company of oth-

ers. . . . Our conversation at supper was such a confused medley that I could make 

nothing of it.”19 Brunswick, to Hamilton, was a “neat small city” in which he came 

across a variety of people, including a Dutchman, who may have been traveling.20 

To Hamilton, this resulted in a cacophony of social interactions that ranged so 

much he was too confused to recall them; a reflection of the way he felt about 

Brunswick as a more rural space but also a small city. To Hamilton, the types of 

conversations he had with people during his travels reveal the “giveness” of the 

boundaries of what he defined to be cities. For New York, Newport, Boston, and 

in a way Brunswick, these places were also considered cities to Hamilton because 

one could easily hold educated discussions with people who traveled from all 

over the British Empire. It was not just affluent men who unconsciously defined 

city-space as a location to find educated discussion. The interactions Elizabeth 

Drinker had with people she found in Philadelphia also stand out as experiences 

unique to the city.
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Social interactions were central to Elizabeth Drinker’s experience of city-space 

in Philadelphia. Her diary entries are painstaking lists of the people she spoke 

with throughout the day. “[June 1764] 19. Sister. self, John, and Sally, went this 

Morning, after breakfast, to see our little dear, call’d at Abels, came home a little 

after 11; I went this Afternoon to see Neighr. Levy -Sister went down Town with 

Sally -Betsy, and Richd. Waln here this Evening.”21 Here, we see how Drinker’s 

diary differs from Hamilton’s. She does not include many anecdotes, opinions, 

or colorful asides throughout her diary, but instead, we can interpret her under-

standing of city-space in the presence of activities she listed in her diary; social 

interactions being one of them. “[January 1772] 2. I went this Morning to see 

my F[rien]d. peggy who still continues in the same Malancholy situation: -Sister 

went there after dinner, Aunt Jervis and the Girles spent this Afternoon with me 

-Sister came home in the Evening Peggy still the same -Judah Foulk came after 10 

o’clock, to desire sister to go to Wm. Parrs, as the Doctor Expected a change e’er 

long in Peggy; she went accordingly with him stayd all Night.”22 During Drinker’s 

life, her family owned a home outside of what is considered to be within Phila-

delphia’s boundaries, in Frankford, but her depiction of her days did not differ 

much from her times in the city. “July 8, 1772 HD. on Horse back MS. ED. and 

Sally D in the Chaise, Harry, with us -went to Frankford after Dinner to our place: 

Sammy and Hannah Sansom and their daughter Sally, Richd. and Betsy Waln, 

and John Glover, drank tea with us there, return’d in the Evening.”23 Not only were 

her social connections unbroken by her movement from Philadelphia to Frank-

ford but she was also able to travel back and forth within a day from her house 

in the country to her home in Philadelphia. The continuation of movement and 

sociality between these two locations reveals how far-reaching her city network 

was, and how blurred the boundaries were between what was considered within 

Philadelphia and the way inhabitants moved about and treated the spaces in and 

around the city. The city-space of the city was ever-changing based on the types of 

interactions and conversations Drinker and Hamilton had while visiting the area.

Hamilton’s and Drinker’s recordings of their acquaintances are not unique to 

the personal writings of the period. Many of the diaries from the seventeenth, 

eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries are often recollections of the people the 

writer encountered each day rather than the introspective style of diary writing 

that is depicted in the twentieth- and twenty-first centuries. Alexander Hamilton 

and Elizabeth Drinker fit the stereotype of the removed observer whose entries 

are often lists of names or account-book style recording of day-to-day banali-

ties. However, reading these diaries through a spatial lens helps us decipher what 

constituted eighteenth-century city-space. Digital humanities provides a context 

for many of the details, such as social interactions, that could be overlooked in 

sources like Hamilton’s and Drinker’s diaries
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If we look at a map of Philadelphia from when it was first settled, the presence 

of people through the labeling of land parcels illustrates how important popula-

tion was to the actuality of city-space. The location of the people and their land 

on these maps also shows where the representational boundaries of Philadelphia 

lay as compared with the actual boundaries of its constructed city. Using ArcGIS, 

I was able to georectify a seventeenth-century map of Philadelphia onto contem-

porary coordinates to study and highlight where people’s lands were found and 

where they lay with respect to the city in its historic and contemporary boundar-

ies. The images in figures 6.1 and 6.2 are a simplified representation of this work.

As you can see, their lands lay outside of the boundaries of what we may 

assume to be the city—the grid of streets and blocks—but in representational 

space, might not be the boundaries or makeup of the city as exemplified by the 

movement and social interactions that Drinker had nearly a century later in the 

same region. Indeed, Hamilton seems to have illustrated Philadelphia’s city-space 

before he set foot on the grid of streets shown on this map. “The country round 

the city of Philadelphia is level and pleasant, having a prospect of the large river 

FIgurE 6.1. A georectified map of Thomas Holme’s 1681 map of the province 
of Pennsylvania to contemporary coordinates of the Philadelphia region. 
Courtesy of Molly Nebiolo.
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FIgurE 6.2. A close-up of 1681 mapped city-space of Philadelphia over a 
contemporary map of the city. The parcels of land that surround the city (the 
grid of blocks at the bottom of the page) emulate a sense of population density. 
Maps like this one reveal some of the “giveness” of what might have constituted 
Philadelphia’s city-space. Courtesy of Molly Nebiolo.

of Delaware and the province of East Jersey upon the other side. You have an 

agreeable view of this river for most of the way betwixt Philadelphia and New-

castle.”24 Interactions between people were highly regarded in early American 

city-space. Rural diaries, like the well-known diary of the midwife Martha Bal-

lard, show that those living in country locales were also social but not at the level 

that Hamilton or Drinker noted in their journals, unless they had a profession 

like Ballard’s.25 While social interactions existed outside of cities, the sheer den-

sity of interactions and, to Hamilton, the level of educated discussion defined a 

city in the eighteenth century.

Access to comforts, particularly social drinks like tea, coffee, and beer were 

experiences Hamilton and Drinker denoted to show they were in a populated 

city or town in revolutionary America. Tea was central in the lives of colonists. 

People sat down to drink tea throughout the day for breaks and as hospitable 

acts when visitors came to call. In his Itinerarium, Hamilton mentions drink-

ing coffee twenty-seven times, all of which took place in major towns or cities. 
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However, the presence of drinking, particularly tea and coffee, reveals how cities, 

to Hamilton, represented places where these comforts were easily accessible and 

central to the culture of city living. Coffee as a commodity illustrates some of the 

spatial makeup of revolutionary Philadelphia, as we can trace where coffee might 

have come from and the spaces it occupied once it came into the city. VR and 3D 

modeling provide a creative outlet that can help historians reimagine how coffee 

was present in the cities. Its proximity to major roads might have led inhabitants 

to smell it as they walked to and from the market, or the movement of coffee 

might have been an exciting site to see for someone walking by as containers were 

carried through winding streets from the wharves. The experience of these com-

modities comes alive through VR in a way that is hard to replicate in other media.

Indeed, when Hamilton writes about his experiences drinking coffee, the 

experiences are all in early American cities: Philadelphia, New York, Albany, New-

port, and Boston. The twenty-four instances where Hamilton visits or notes the 

presence of a coffee shop are all in towns and cities. To a European immigrant, 

coffeehouses had been in existence since the 1650s.26 In America, the presence of 

a coffee shop reinforced the transatlantic significance of a place—like Philadel-

phia or Boston—since it had easier access to the coffee trade and there was a need 

for such a metropolitan space for conversation and the sharing of news.

Alexander Hamilton used coffeehouses as places to examine the inhabitants of 

the town and to find comfort in the cities he visited. “In the afternoon, I went to 

the coffee house where I was introduced by Dr. Thomas Bond to serval gentlemen 

of the place, where the ceremony of shaking of hands, an old custom peculiar to 

the English, was performed with great gravity and the usuall compliments.”27 

Hamilton gravitated toward coffeehouses when he found himself in city-space 

because he knew that any eighteenth-century city would have this amenity. In the 

coffeehouses of New York, Hamilton found comfort in games and afternoon pas-

times that fit with his status as an educated and wealthy man from Europe. “After 

dinner the doctor [Dr. Colchoun] and I went to the coffee-house and took a hit 

att backgammon. He beat me two games. At 5 in the afternoon I drank tea with 

Mrs. Boswall and went to the house again, where I looked on while they played at 

chess.”28 The presence of games at coffeehouses was an important point for Ham-

ilton, who noted in his Itinerarium the presence or lack of leisure in the cities he 

visited. When describing Philadelphia, he noted, “They apply themselves strenu-

ously to business, having little or no turn towards gaity (and I know not indeed 

how they should since there are few people here of independent fortunes or of 

high luxurious taste).”29 Here, Hamilton ruminated on an aspect of Philadelphia 

that might have been one reason why the city was often thought of as both rural 

and a bustling city: the simplicity and austerity that often came with Quaker 

culture was found in the city. While he might have been particularly sensitive to 
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the opportunity to luxuriate because part of his trip was for relaxation, Hamilton 

also seemed to be noting this fact as it was a necessity in his expectation of a city-

space to have access to fun and luxury items.

The presence of taverns played a similar role for Hamilton in the way he mea-

sured up the opportunity for socializing and discussing politics. City-spaces held 

bustling taverns and beer has always been a great convener of conversation. In 

early modern Europe and in European colonies, the tavern held a central role 

for both travelers and inhabitants of the towns.30 It was the place to go to find 

housing if you were on the road, but it also was the place to visit away from 

work to socialize, get food, and hear the news. Taverns were present in nearly all 

populated areas of the Anglo-American colonies, but their density and diver-

sity were particularly unique in city-spaces.31 Hamilton found this to be the case 

in most of the cities he visited, particularly Philadelphia. “I dined att a tavern 

with a very mixed company of different nations and religions. There were Scots, 

English, Dutch, Germans, and Irish; there were Roman Catholicks, Church men, 

Presbyterians, Quakers, Newlightmen, Methodists, Seventh day men, Moravians, 

Anabaptists, and one Jew.”32 The centrality of the tavern is also important to our 

more objective understanding of city-space, as Hamilton took the time to detail 

the physical description of some taverns. He noted in Philadelphia, “The whole 

company consisted of 25 planted round an oblong table in a great hall well stoked 

with Flys. The company divided into committees in conversation; the prevailing 

topick was politicks and the conjectures of a French war.”33 Through Hamilton’s 

pen, we can imagine what a revolutionary tavern must have looked like in colo-

nial Philadelphia. To Hamilton, the social spaces and comforts offered by cof-

feehouses and taverns were necessities in what defined a city-space. Indeed, for 

Elizabeth Drinker, similar spaces were necessary to her spatial understanding of 

Philadelphia and her access to tea.

Elizabeth Drinker, as a Quaker woman, did not frequent taverns and coffee-

houses at the rate Hamilton did during his travels, but tea played a major role in 

her access to comforts while living in Philadelphia. The Quaker religion frowned 

on the overconsumption of drink and the showiness of luxury goods like coffee 

and beer, yet men and women drank them through the eighteenth century. In the 

latter half of the century, however, taverns were under tighter restrictions and a 

segmentation of taverns happened. Once a place for all walks of life, now there 

were specific taverns for specific classes of inhabitants. Women were less likely to 

visit taverns for pleasure by the time Elizabeth Drinker was an adult in the 1760s 

and 1770s.

Tea, then, was an accessible commodity for Quaker women living in Phil-

adelphia. Many of the entries in Drinker’s diaries note the taking of tea with 
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friends or family, whether at her house or when she was out visiting others in 

town. Of the 569 pages that made up her lifetime of diary keeping, there are over 

one thousand instances where Drinker notes she had tea. “[July 1764] 4. took a 

ride this Afternoon to see our little Dear, -drank Tea at A James’.”34 “[May 1779] 

23 First Day: S Swett din’d -A Parish came from meeting with me and drank 

tea -Wm. Miller and Jemmy Emlen, Owen Jones Senr., Hannah Catheral D. 

Drinker, call’d -my little Molly took a dose of Phisick to day: -Docr. call’d -warm 

to day -Abel James junr. din’d with us -heard cannon fire.”35 “[May 23 1795] 23. 

Cloudy with rain, wind Westerly. Jacob Downing call’d -Benjn. Swett din’d with 

us HD. &c. went this Afternoon to the President on Indian Affairs -Betsy Jervis 

took tea with us, she went with Sister to Jacob Downings -Dr. Rush here this 

evening.”36 All three quotes pulled from various parts of Drinker’s life show that 

the social comfort of taking tea was central to her experience of life in Philadel-

phia. While tea drinking was ubiquitous across much of colonial America, tea’s 

availability, and the frequency with which folks could consume it based on their 

interactions with one another, was much higher in city-spaces.37 For Drinker, this 

was definitely true.

The presence of luxury comforts—often tea, coffee, and beer—were a through 

line in defining a city-space in eighteenth-century America, and their locations 

and densities assist in the re-creation of colonial city-space. A simple map of an 

American city in the eighteenth century may denote the presence of the major 

taverns or coffeehouses in town, but it is the description of them and their prox-

imity to other locations—affluent homes, the wharves, merchants’ businesses—

that almost come alive with 3D modeling and virtual reality. Some revolutionary 

bars still exist in some capacity, like the recently shuttered City Tavern in Phila-

delphia or the Green Dragon in Boston, but through architectural blueprints 

and descriptive diaries like that of Alexander Hamilton, we can envisage these 

spaces in more detail than is offered from the bird’s-eye view of a city map. With 

information like Drinker’s, the numerous occasions of her tea drinking could be 

mapped and the walking paths from her house to others’ can be virtually walked. 

The importance of these places within the visualization of the larger city-space 

is that they form networks for the way people used these places and how they fit 

into their daily lives as they moved through space.

With just two of the diaries that remain from the eighteenth century, we can 

still draw robust conclusions about the makeup of city-spaces during the Age 

of Revolutions. Besides the presence of buildings and wharves, the writings of 

Dr. Alexander Hamilton and Elizabeth Drinker—resources that have been used 

for historical inquiry for decades—can be reexamined, refashioned, and brought 

back to life with 3D and VR technologies.
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using the digital to See the past
Why do we need to rethink the concept of city-space when we have maps from 

the revolutionary period? Maps from the colonial and revolutionary periods give 

us an idea of what the bare structure of a city may have looked like around the 

time the maps were created. However, they should not be trusted so readily as 

representations of early American city-space. As Brückner notes in his writing, 

maps are often exemplary of the way people of power saw space in a period of 

time as unbiased depictions of a city.38 While they could be good starting points 

for conceptualizing early American city-space, or how one portion of a popula-

tion described their surroundings, computational tools and modeling historic 

spaces close the gaps on what is left out if we just look at maps as an absolute 

framework of early spaces. One of the projects that is attempting to move discus-

sions of historical American city-spaces in the direction of inclusivity is Visual-

izing Colonial Philadelphia.

Visualizing Colonial Philadelphia, or VCP, approaches the idea of conceptual-

izing spaces of the past by incorporating the representational spaces of a city, like 

Hamilton’s and Drinker’s experiences of Philadelphia, and the absolute bound-

aries that are often associated with a place. From its inception, VCP has tried 

to investigate how we can understand early urban space without applying con-

temporary ideas of “urban” to early American cities. While metropoles like Lon-

don and other European Continental cities existed as extreme examples of what 

“urban” might have been like in the early modern period, re-creating an early city 

requires the historical context and the subjective, representational understand-

ing of space to be the backbone of the process. Otherwise, modeling projects like 

VCP would end up as inaccurate historical models that fit a teleologic time line 

of city development. Cities in early America had similarities, but their constructs 

differed due to their histories and locations in different colonies. The acceptance 

of this fact is necessary to better visualize city-space in the Age of Revolutions.

Additionally, 3D modeling and VR replications of early American city-space 

provide opportunities to merge absolute and representational spaces in a visu-

ally enticing and creative form. VCP uses the historical vignettes of the city to 

re-create parts of its infrastructure as well as the architectural information of 

revolutionary-style buildings. Hamilton described what Philadelphia looked like 

physically from afar, which is one example of how a vignette can provide both 

representational and absolute understandings of city-space. “Att my entering the 

city, I observed the regularity of the streets, but at the same time the majority of 

the houses mean and low and much decayed, the streets in generall not paved, very 

dirty, and obstructed with rubbish and lumber, but their frequent building excuses 

that.”39 Quotations like these give more meaning to the physical infrastructure of 
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the city that is pulled from maps, blueprints, and bird’s-eye views of Philadelphia. 

However, representational space as described in Hamilton’s journal provides new 

understanding and context when it is used to render a 3D model of the city. For 

example, historians have long called Philadelphia a very rural town, but what does 

that mean? Hamilton also hints at this when he writes that he can easily walk to 

the countryside in an afternoon for some fresh air before walking back for din-

ner.40 Trees are within view, even from where Hamilton stays in town, which was 

so close to the city action that he was frequently awoken at 5 a.m. because his 

bedroom window faced Market Street. In VR we can see how Hamilton may have 

seen trees and where he might have walked out from the city to the countryside. 

In 3D a contemporary user might begin to see how the vast networks between 

Philadelphia proper and its resources just outside of the constructed limits might 

still be considered part of the city. These brief asides about the city provide more 

context and add to the visualization of the city as it is built in VR.

VR and 3D modeling also break down the binary concept of urban and rural 

during the Age of Revolutions, especially for Philadelphia. These tools, along 

with the help of the firsthand accounts of these locations, reinforce the idea that 

cities did not have set boundaries and that the immediate surroundings played 

a role in the rest of the city. For Philadelphia, that included the Delaware River 

in its role of providing safe passage for boats between the city and the rest of the 

Atlantic; the immediate countryside with the roads and path into and out of the 

city to water, food, and trade; and the smaller taverns and inns that lay closest to 

the city center that travelers would frequent as people are moving inside and out-

side of city-space. Trying to visualize, let alone define, what was rural and what 

was part of the city reveals the inherent messiness of this question. There were 

no specific boundaries between the cityscape of Philadelphia and the countryside 

that surrounded it.41

Virtual reality can also help break down the notion that Anglo cities during 

the Age of Revolutions were fundamentally white spaces. The creators of his-

torically accurate VR spaces need to account for the diversity of the people, and 

the events and experiences that took place within the ambiguous boundaries of 

city-space. While the spottiness of the historical record makes it a challenge to 

get a full picture of how various groups experienced and moved about cities like 

Philadelphia, the gaps are more noticeable in virtual space than they sometimes 

are in written narratives. The interdisciplinarity needed to accomplish 3D and 

VR models aids in the process of producing an inclusive history of the past.

ArcGIS, 3D modeling, and virtual reality show that city-spaces during the 

Age of Revolutions were complex and very experiential; often the boundaries 

between the city and the countryside were blurred or considered part of a broader 

understanding of revolutionary city-space. Pedagogically, VR and 3D modeling 



116      ChAptEr 6

are novel ways to engage students to critically analyze sources and experiences of 

the past, but the research implications of these tools are vast. Digital historians 

who are familiar with these tools are aware of how useful they can be to help 

contextualize the past, but the presence of virtual historic spaces can be used 

by others, as well. These projects do not need to be complete to be useful or to 

help in producing research questions that would fill in some of the gaps in our 

understanding of historical spaces.

3D modeling tools and virtual reality platforms open a unique door into the realm 

of understanding spaces of the past. During the Age of Revolutions, American 

cities were expanding as colonization was growing. Transatlantic trade catalyzed 

the centrality of goods and resources to these various places and the creation of 

a new style of city—one that was both rural and heavily populated. The primary 

sources from this period of history give readers a glimpse into the world of visu-

alizing the past with our memories, but we have more opportunities to achieve a 

thorough understanding of historical space with the computational tools found 

in the digital present. With 3D modeling and virtual reality platforms, research-

ers and educators can attempt to reconstruct the past in a way that is both entic-

ing for the viewer and scholastically engaging for the researcher.

Visualizing Colonial Philadelphia, even in its early stages, aims to be an exam-

ple for how to deploy 3D/VR in a smaller form for academic and pedagogical use. 

Its existence invites historians, educators, novices, and experts to contemplate 

how to better articulate early American space. The project’s purpose is to attempt 

to reconstruct Philadelphia’s Market Street as it was mapped in 1776, but the 

hope is that the process of reconstructing historical space is an intervention in 

the way historians engage with and conceptualize what “urban” really meant in 

the eighteenth century and how city-space shaped the larger understanding of 

American spaces during the Age of Revolutions. The journals I analyze in this 

chapter are only two of the many perspectives of the people who had visited 

Philadelphia or had called it their home. Yet, even with this limited scope, this 

chapter illustrates some of the ways people of the eighteenth century experienced 

city-spaces and differentiated them from other places in the American colonies, 

and it exemplifies some of the ways historians of many chronologies can inter-

rogate the complex evolution of the concept of “urban.”

NOTES

1. Based on the side effects, historians of medicine had concluded that Hamilton was 
suffering from tuberculosis, as noted in the introduction to Gentleman’s Progress.

2. Alexander Hamilton, introduction to Gentleman’s Progress: The Itinerarium of Dr. 
Alexander Hamilton, 1744, ed. Carl Bridenbaugh (Chapel Hill: University of North Caro-
lina Press, 1946), xi-xiv, xiv.



vISuAlIzINg CIty-SpACES durINg thE AgE oF rEvolutIoNS      117

 3. Hamilton, Gentleman’s Progress, xi.
 4. Martin Brückner, The Social Life of Maps in America, 1750–1860 (Chapel Hill: Uni-

versity of North Carolina Press, 2017), 5.
 5. The historiography of cities during the revolutionary period is rich. For founda-

tional discussions on the role of cities, broadly, in the American revolutionary period, 
see Carl Bridenbaugh, Cities in Revolt: Urban Life in America, 1743–1776 (New York: 
Alfred K. Knopf, 1955); Benjamin Carp, Rebels Rising: Cities and the American Revolu-
tion (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007); and Gary Nash, The Urban Crucible: The 
Northern Seaports and the Origins of the American Revolution (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1986). For the role of a specific city during the revolutionary period and 
more nuanced arguments around the importance of the city as a setting for revolution, 
see Serena Zabin’s The Boston Massacre: A Family History (New York: Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt, 2020); Jennifer L. Goloboy, Charleston and the Emergence of Middle-Class Cul-
ture in the Revolutionary Era (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2016); Joseph S. Tiede-
mann, Reluctant Revolutionaries: New York City and the Road to Independence, 1763–1776 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997); Richard Godbeer, World of Trouble: A Phila-
delphia Quaker Family’s Journey through the American Revolution (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2019) among many others. For books on Caribbean and global cities 
that were influenced by the American Revolution, see Vincent Brown’s Tacky’s Revolt: The 
Story of an Atlantic Slave War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2020); Gerald 
Horne, The Counter-Revolution of 1776: Slave Resistance and the Origins of the United 
States of America (New York: New York University Press, 2014); and Michael Rapport, 
The Unruly City: Paris, London, and New York in the Age of Revolutions (New York: Basic 
Books, 2017).

 6. For examples of how video games present and examine history, see Sarah Juliet 
Lauro, “Digital Saint-Domingue: Playing Haiti in Videogames,” archipelagos, 2 (July 2017): 
1–21. For further analysis on the historical accuracy and the imaginary found in historical 
video games, read Andrew Denning’s “Deep Play? Video Games and the Historical Imagi-
nary,” American Historical Review 126, no. 1 (March 2021): 180–98.

 7. Serena Zabin and Austin Mason, Witness to the Revolution: The Boston Massa-
cre in 3D (under development, Carlton College), video game, https://bostonmassacre3d.
amason.sites.carleton.edu/.

 8. Molly Nebiolo, “Recreating Revolutionary Cities: An Interview with Serena Zabin,” 
Age of Revolutions Online Journal, June 29, 2020, https://ageofrevolutions.com/2020/06/29/
recreating-revolutionary-cities-an-interview-with-serena-zabin/.

 9. Assassin’s Creed Franchise, Ubisoft, https://www.ubisoft.com/en-us/game/ass 
assins-creed.

10. Aris Politopoulos, Angus A. A. Mol, Krijn H. J. Boom, and Csilla E. Ariese, “ ‘History 
Is Our Playground’: Action and Authenticity in Assassin’s Creed; Odyssey,” Advances in 
Archaeological Practice 7, no. 3 (2019): 317–23.

11. Mike Snider, “Ubisoft Pledges Monetary, Tech Assistance for Notre Dame Cathe-
dral Restoration,” USA Today, April 17, 2019.

12. Molly Nebiolo, “Visualizing Colonial Philadelphia,” https://mollynebiolo.com/
digital-humanities/visualizing-colonial-philadelphia/.

13. Elaine Forman Crane, ed., The Diary of Elizabeth Drinker (Boston: Northeastern 
University Press, 1991).

14. Richard White, “What Is Spatial History?,” Spatial History Lab, February 1, 2010, 
https://web.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/media/images/publication/what%20
is%20spatial%20history%20pub%20020110.pdf.

15. Sylvia Doughty Fries, The Urban Idea in Colonial America (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1977).

https://bostonmassacre3d.amason.sites.carleton.edu/
https://bostonmassacre3d.amason.sites.carleton.edu/
https://ageofrevolutions.com/2020/06/29/recreating-revolutionary-cities-an-interview-with-serena-zabin/
https://ageofrevolutions.com/2020/06/29/recreating-revolutionary-cities-an-interview-with-serena-zabin/
https://www.ubisoft.com/en-us/game/assassins-creed
https://www.ubisoft.com/en-us/game/assassins-creed
https://mollynebiolo.com/digital-humanities/visualizing-colonial-philadelphia/
https://mollynebiolo.com/digital-humanities/visualizing-colonial-philadelphia/
https://web.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/media/images/publication/what%20is%20spatial%20history%20pub%20020110.pdf
https://web.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/media/images/publication/what%20is%20spatial%20history%20pub%20020110.pdf


118      ChAptEr 6

16. The work from this chapter contributes to larger arguments around “the urban” 
in early America discussed by Jessica Roney in Governed by a Spirit of Opposition: The 
Origins of American Political Practice in Colonial Philadelphia (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2014); and Paul Musslewhite, Urban Dreams, Rural Commonwealth: The 
Rise of Plantation Society in the Chesapeake (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018).

17. “Urban” would appear in early modern dictionaries under the adjective “urbane,” 
until “urban” appears in Norton’s 1735 dictionary, which still defined urban as “a proper 
name of man.” Any other time “urban” appeared in early modern dictionaries, the refer-
ence was to Pope Urban. The dictionary searches for this chapter used the Lexicon of 
Early Modern English repository of early modern dictionaries, through the University 
of Toronto Libraries. Definitions were pulled from Thomas Blount, “Vrbane or Vrbani-
cal vrbanus vrbanicus,” Glossographia or a Dictionary (London, 1656); Benjamin Norton 
Defoe, “Urban,” A New English Dictionary (London, 1735); and John Garfield, “Urbane,” 
A Physical Dictionary (London, 1657).

18. Hamilton, Gentleman’s Progress, 19.
19. Hamilton, Gentleman’s Progress, 37.
20. Hamilton, Gentleman’s Progress, 37.
21. Crane, Diary of Elizabeth Drinker, 187.
22. Crane, Diary of Elizabeth Drinker, 305.
23. Crane, Diary of Elizabeth Drinker, 318.
24. Hamilton, Gentleman’s Progress, 18.
25. Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, A Midwife’s Tale: The Life of Martha Ballard, Based on Her 

Diary, 1785–1812 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1990).
26. Jonathan Morris, Coffee: A Global History (London: Reaktion Books, 2019), 70.
27. Hamilton, Gentleman’s Progress, 57.
28. Hamilton, Gentleman’s Progress, 85.
29. Hamilton, Gentleman’s Progress, 239.
30. Peter Thompson, Rum Punch and Revolution: Taverngoing and Public Life in 

Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999).
31. Thompson, Rum Punch, 27.
32. Hamilton, Gentleman’s Progress, 58.
33. Hamilton, Gentleman’s Progress, 58.
34. Crane, Diary of Elizabeth Drinker, 186.
35. Crane, Diary of Elizabeth Drinker, 606.
36. Crane, Diary of Elizabeth Drinker, 1123.
37. For more on the role of tea consumption, politics, and early America, see Jane T. 

Merrit, The Trouble with Tea: The Politics of Consumption in the Eighteenth-Century Global 
Economy (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2017); and T. H. Breen, The Mar-
ketplace of Revolution: How Consumer Politics Shaped American Independence (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2004).

38. Brückner, Social Life of Maps in America, 4.
39. Hamilton, Gentleman’s Progress, 56.
40. Hamilton, Gentleman’s Progress, 237.
41. For more historical work questioning the urban-rural divide, see William Cronon, 

Nature’s Metropolis (New York: W. W. Norton, 1991); and Sam Warner Jr., The Private 
City: Philadelphia in Three Periods of Its Growth (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1968).



7

RETHINKING ENSLAVED CONTAINMENT 
AND MOBILITY IN NORTH CAROLINA’S 
1821 INSURRECTIONARY SCARE

Christy Hyman

A universal panic pervaded Onslow County, North Carolina, in August 1821. 

“The most daring, cunning, and despicable slaves, who well armed and accou-

tred [sic],” recounted Colonel William Hill, “committed many felonious acts.” 

Hill alleged that the enslaved insurgents had engaged in “breaking open stores, 

burning houses and opening gunfire.” Another witness claimed that “nothing but 

the protection of God prevented an attempt being made on his life.” The insur-

rectionary scare compelled white residents of the county to flee, carrying news 

of the crisis and alerting local authorities in the neighboring counties to call out 

their militia. For the next three months, six hundred militiamen wandered the 

swamps and riverbanks of eastern North Carolina in search of enslaved insur-

gents. But the militia’s search proved futile. The armed fugitives were “highly 

mobile” and evaded capture. The crisis ended not with a bang but a whimper. 

The Craven County Court was only able to attempt to convict one free person 

of color, Henry Black, for firing on and raiding the home of a white resident of 

nearby Jones County. Henry Black was later acquitted.

The 1821 insurrection of Onslow County, North Carolina, was written into 

the public record not for the actions of the enslaved insurgents but because of the 

militia’s blundered defense of Samuel Street’s Bridge. Captain John Rhem led a 

militia patrol that had been dispatched to guard the bridge. It was believed at the 

time that the insurgents would need to cross the bridge at some point. Shortly 

after midnight, Captain Rhem and eight of his men arrived at Street’s Bridge. In 
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the darkness, they made out five armed men standing on the other side of the 

river. Captain Rhem called out for the men to identify themselves. They answered 

with gunfire. Captain Rhem was shot through the lung, and his arm was shat-

tered. Another of his troops was seriously injured, and others sustained injuries. 

Rhem’s men returned fire. Then both sides retreated until daylight, each hold-

ing their side of the bridge. When dawn broke, Rhem’s group discovered that 

their foes had not been armed insurgents at all but another militia company 

dispatched after word got out that the insurgents were marching on the bridge.1 

The Fayetteville Observer reported “no little slaughter on both sides” and that 

“each captain was dangerously wounded along with five to six privates on each 

side, also badly wounded.”

In North America’s history of slave rebellions, the Onslow County insurrec-

tion is usually relegated to a footnote or passing mention.2 The only scholarly 

work devoted entirely to the 1821 Slave Conspiracy is a master’s thesis that cen-

ters the militiamen’s attempt to obtain monetary restitution from the state for 

the injuries suffered from the bungled defense of Street’s Bridge.3 Sylviane Diouf 

devotes some attention to the insurrectionary scare, including a surveying of the 

evidence presented by militia bands that scoured the region for months but could 

not find the Maroons. She ultimately concludes that, “when all was said and done, 

despite the white population’s fears there was no 1821 conspiracy, no uprising, 

and, contrary to some scholars’ assertions, no maroon rebellion either.”4

How could a whole rebellion disappear? However overblown were white 

fears in North Carolina, the more telling fact is that white militia members were 

unable to locate the hiding places, trails, and passages through the swamps that 

were known to enslaved and free Black people. There was a hidden geography of 

enslaved life in North Carolina. This chapter will revisit the 1821 Insurrectionary 

Scare of eastern North Carolina utilizing critical readings of transport geography 

to illuminate the multiplicity of factors that influenced enslaved containment 

and movement. John James Kaiser’s work emphasizes how “militia and patrols 

worked together in a flexible system designed to suppress both real and potential 

slave unrest.” Here, I will show how the emphasis on internal improvements to 

increase commerce and navigation in eastern North Carolina created pathways 

to liberation for enslaved people tasked with their construction. Additionally, the 

“flexible system” of the domestic slave market resulted in the private revolution 

of one enslaved man, Manuel, rumored to have taken part in the 1821 insur-

rection, who eventually gained a measure of freedom not only for himself but 

also—using his knowledge of navigation—for Eve, his enslaved wife.

My intention, here, is not to advance a particular position on the veracity of 

the reports concerning the 1821 Insurrectionary Scare nor to speculate on the 
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possible magnitude of it. I contend that the 1821 Insurrectionary Scare is an 

important site for assessing how enslaved people could reappropriate areas of 

wilderness into spaces of refuge and reconnaissance. Such spaces would expand 

the opportunities for creating sites where informal exchange economies could 

occur, offering autonomy and the increased ability to sustain pathways and 

spaces for liberation from bondage. In highlighting the material elements of 

enslaved people’s mobility—the unique features of the eastern North Carolina 

landscape that influenced its transport geography—and placing them in con-

versation with geographical theoretical considerations, it will become clear that 

enslaved people’s potential for refuge and reconnaissance, which could become 

a nexus for insurrectionary plots, was tied to the very antebellum industries that 

sought their labor.

Enslaved Mobility: theoretical Considerations 
for human geography
The theoretical and practical dimensions of mobility for enslaved people requires 

considering their subjectivity as enslaved people in motion at various transit 

points. Beyond the structures that forced their labor within these work regimes, 

it is also important to disentangle the spatial concepts that ordered the world of 

slave societies and the individual destinies enslaved people shaped on their own.

The domestic slave trade allowed Manuel to elude sale to Louisiana and remain 

in North Carolina despite having been accused of being part of the 1821 Insur-

rectionary Scare.5 The uneven topography of North Carolina’s coastline neces-

sitated the building of transport channels—ventures that aided local, regional, 

and, international networks of credit.6 Enslaved people themselves were sold on 

credit, and when debts were called in, other enslaved people were sold for ready 

cash.7 Indeed, an intrinsically American-style capitalism proliferated in a sys-

tem of exchange and, as Calvin Schermerhorn explains, “chains of debt moved 

around the Atlantic basin in countermotion to the trajectories of captives, goods, 

and commodities.”8 This elasticity of credit within the domestic slave market 

provided moneymaking opportunities for enslavers, but in times of economic 

uncertainty—which came in cycles throughout the Age of Revolutions—there 

were also no guarantees. The instability of the domestic slave market meant that, 

in a moment of economic desperation, Manuel was sold to an Elizabeth City 

merchant and shipbuilder, rather than being sold down south in New Orleans. 

This set in motion the turn of events that resulted in Manuel securing the free-

dom of his enslaved wife, Eve, and, later, her friend Sall.
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how Slavery Complicates Mobility as a 
geographic Concept
Geographers in the 1950s trained in quantitative methods identified how move-

ment was integral to understanding the theoretical foundations of geography as 

a field. Geographers looked to economists for ideas. J. H. Von Thunen developed 

the theory of the Isolated State for understanding agricultural land use. Begin-

ning with a set of assumptions, Von Thunen was able to illustrate “the importance 

of both land value and transportation costs and their impact on the geography 

of the areas surrounding cities.”9 Walter Christaller’s central place theory was a 

crowning achievement for quantitative geographers and theoretical geography as 

a whole, as it provided “a general [explanation] that would allow geographers to 

predict and explain the sizes, numbers, and distributions of towns.” Looking to 

economists, Christaller argued that geography as a field could produce its own 

laws of settlement. What resulted was an “ideal spatial order that would serve as 

a normative pattern for settlement distribution.”10

Leading geographers in the 1970s and 1980s critiqued the quantitative tilt 

of their field. Humanistic geographers wished to “rediscover the importance of 

place and the nature of specificities of places overall.” It was a “positive affir-

mation of worlds of meaning and experience in the human relationship to the 

earth.” Humanistic geography was itself a “critique of positivism.” Coined by 

Yi-Fu Tuan, humanistic geography asked “How do people make the earth into a 

home?”11 And for those considered stateless, or captive, how do these people find 

a home when they are seeking survival and freedom?

Studies of mobility in the field of human geography remain a central focus 

of practitioners today and profoundly shape reconsiderations of fugitive geog-

raphies. Critical geographers have outlined how mobility approaches compel an 

analysis of movement flows and their genealogies. The geographer Tim Creswell 

acknowledges the ways that routes are meaningful and laden with power. How 

can historians and geographers amplify how enslaved people harnessed the power 

of networks and navigational literacy to move through punitive landscapes?

Susan Hanson has written that “transportation in all its forms is woven into 

the fabric of everyday life, permeating places and lives with meanings tran-

scending more than just the means of arriving at a destination.”12 Although 

contemporary analyses of transport often center the logistical infrastructural 

impact of modern-day transit options, the discussion holds relevance here since 

walking—the common mode of transport of enslaved people engaged in flight 

from bondage—is included as a central analytical factor. Scholars of mobility 

studies have provided a generative analysis stemming from studies in geogra-

phies of transport. Geographies of transport analyze the spatial aspects and 
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affordances of movement as they produce social and environmental impacts. 

Cresswell’s discussion of the role of moorings to transport functions of mobility 

reveals how the plight of enslaved people (who historically were seen as prop-

erty that satisfied a commercial end for slaveholders) complicates the ideas of 

mobility. He describes how mobilities of transport require consideration of 

their required moorings—such as airports for aircraft, parking lots for automo-

biles, ports for ships. There were no vacant, inanimate spaces designed to hold 

enslaved people in flight. The symbolic tethering of enslaved people’s feet was 

the domicile of the enslaver and the antebellum legal and political apparatus 

across the southern slave societies. The architecture of slavery, that power rela-

tion, permitted enslaved people to move but not for the actualization of their 

personal human potential—only for the commercial end required in the labor 

forced on them. Thus, enslaved movement away from the plantation in pursuit 

of autonomous power and possibilities for self-definition constituted a radical 

act of self-liberation.

Wayfinding
Pass laws in the antebellum South closed the roads as pathways to freedom for 

the runaway. The passes were written by slaveholders, usually for the purposes 

of moving goods or providing a service for the enslaver that required move-

ment to a specified location. Enslaved people engaged in flight had to obtain a 

forged pass, which required subverting another power relation (the law forbade 

enslaved people from learning to read or write). Alternatively, runaways could 

stay off the road, venturing into the wilderness. This concealment in wilderness 

spaces while under the threat of discovery by slave patrols represents the site of 

what Gillian Rose refers to as “paradoxical space.”13 She defines paradoxical space 

as an occupation of space that combines dimensions of both agency and sub-

ordination. Though Rose’s analysis is grounded in struggles specific to gender, 

paradoxical space, as Minelle Mahtani points out, can also be viewed through “a 

racialized prism.”14 To view the sites of concealment for enslaved people in the 

swamp wilderness of eastern North Carolina as paradoxical requires understand-

ing that, dangerous as they were, hideouts for enslaved people were sites where 

they were no longer bound to the hardships of the plantation. At the same time, 

spaces of concealment were potentially disastrous spaces, as they meant further 

punishment if the enslaved persons were discovered and, in many cases, also 

meant being sold away to a locale in another southern state. These spaces of con-

cealment were also places where the responsibility of concealing a pregnancy or 

birth meant added terror for a woman who hid in the swamp with her children 
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or while she was pregnant. These women had to use additional means to conceal 

not only themselves but those too vulnerable to walk alone.

Such was the ordering of the antebellum spatial apparatus that undergirded 

the social space of slave societies. As Stephanie Camp puts it, “the heart of the 

process of enslavement was a geographical impulse to locate enslaved people in 

plantation space.”15 Studies of human mobility expand our understanding of 

enslaved mobility by exploring the “power discourses and practices of mobility 

in movement and stasis.”16

Kathryn Benjamin Golden argues convincingly that the swamp wilderness 

provided cover for insurgent Maroons who ignited insurrectionary attempts. 

Golden’s work also discusses how the “social gravity of the swamp itself stands as 

a crucial source for reading against the limitations of available written archives.”17 

In utilizing the historical landscape of coastal North Carolina and its geographies 

of transport as a unit of analysis, this chapter is in the tradition of highlighting 

a historical account with a paucity of written sources. But the material elements 

of enslaved people’s mobility are too important a feature of their experience to 

ignore.

Sites of the 1821 Conspiracy
White Oak Pocosin, the rumored site of the Maroon insurgents’ refuge and 

reconnaissance, is located within northern Onslow County and southern Jones 

County. The White Oak River rises in the Pocosin running through a succession 

of swamps and forested areas. The deep recesses of swampland were inhospita-

ble due to excessive humidity, difficult terrain, mosquitoes, biting flies, and wild 

animals. These attributes, along with widespread beliefs during the nineteenth 

century that swamps emitted “noxious vapors,” made most people unwilling to 

enter them.

All of these impregnable sites on land and on the waterways flowing through-

out the swamplands developed into areas of hideouts, temporary forays, and 

conduits to freedom for enslaved people possessing the navigational literacy to 

move through them. Apart from having knowledge of the wilderness landscape, 

enslaved people attempting to run away found ways to elude slave patrollers as 

well as wild animals by moving cautiously through the swamp environment.

The remote nature of the coastal North Carolina swamps posed problems for 

overseers managing groups of enslaved people. They needed to monitor enslaved 

movement throughout the landscape as well as devise a system of punishments 

and rewards to dissuade enslaved people from trying to run away. As early as 

1741, slaveholders in North Carolina could rely on laws to uphold their interests 
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in keeping enslaved people’s movement under control. The law begins by refer-

encing the incidence of enslaved people escaping to wilderness areas while killing 

“cattle and hogs and committing other injuries to the inhabitants of this State.” 

For any such rebels, the law authorized extraordinary action for ordinary people: 

“It shall be lawful for any person or persons, whatsoever to kill and destroy such 

slave or slaves, by such ways and means as he shall think fit, without accusation 

or impeachment of any crime for the same.”18

FIgurE 7.1. Map of Jones County, North Carolina. Joseph Kinsey, 1843. 
https://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/ncmaps/id/206/rec/3rev. 
2/2011.

https://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/ncmaps/id/206/rec/3rev
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The 1741 law is proof that enslaved people had been hiding out in swamps 

for some time. The law also gave absolute power to sheriffs of these locales to 

take any precaution they deemed necessary to contain enslaved people who 

appeared to be “lurking” in places where they should not be. This establishes 

a preliminary step within the historical record on how law enforcement of the 

period controlled the movements of enslaved people as well as those thought to 

be enslaved. In addition, enslaved people were often prohibited from hiring their 

time, burning firewood, entertaining free persons of color within their dwellings, 

and exhorting. These were the forms of containment forced on enslaved people 

during the antebellum period that served to protect white society from the spec-

ter of an enslaved insurgency.

the Need for Navigation in Eastern North 
Carolina
In the town centers within the coastal region of North Carolina, commercial 

activity was brought about on flatboat and barge traffic canals that enslaved peo-

ple were forced to dig, which provided access to ports at Wilmington, Beaufort, 

New Bern, Elizabeth City, and Edenton. Enslaved people from various parts of 

eastern North Carolina and Virginia were hired out to canal companies to build 

them—the Dismal Swamp Canal Company, Albemarle Chesapeake Canal Com-

pany, and specific to the area near the 1821 Conspiracy, the Clubfoot Harlowe 

Canal. The Clubfoot Harlowe Canal, six miles long, was constructed to connect 

the Neuse River at New Bern with the Newport River and Beaufort Inlet. The first 

attempts at building it, beginning in 1796, were funded by private investors with 

the state contributing beginning in 1822. With the state’s infusion of funding for 

the project, the company was able to advertise the need for enslaved laborers, 

guaranteeing that the work was agreeable:

LABORERS WANTED.

The Directors of the Clubfoot and Harlowe’s Creek Canal Company want to hire 

immediately from 40 to 50 stout, able bodied negro men to work on the canal. 

Those who have hands to hire will please apply to Samuel Simpson, who can 

inform them of the wages given. All the hands now at the canal are healthy and 

well satisfied with their employment.

JAMES MANNEY.

President Canal Co.

Beaufort, April 8, 1822.
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The last sentence, advertising that the “hands” are “healthy and well-satisfied” 

is a curious statement. Enslavers rarely showed concern about the job satisfac-

tion of their human property, and there is little reason to believe that this was 

the canal company’s advertising strategy. More likely, they were assuaging slave-

holder fears that their chattel property might lose value (read, get sick or die) 

while employed building the canal. But there is another way to read this adver-

tisement. Enslaved watermen and their expert knowledge were important to the 

North Carolina coastal economy. They were essential workers. The small measure 

of power they gained by such employment might have necessitated concern for 

their contentment.

Enslavers had good reason to be concerned. Enslaved watermen charged with 

navigating coastal transport waters shared information with one another and 

expanded their navigational literacy while under the yoke of slavery.19 The wid-

ened networks of people they encountered, enslaved or free, were the access point 

to the Maritime Underground Railroad. David Cecelski has written extensively 

FIgurE 7.2. A new map of North Carolina with canals. Henry Tanner, 1833. 
https://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/ncmaps/id/476/rec/4. 
“A new map of Nth. Carolina: with its canals, roads & distances from place to 
place, along the stage & steam boat routes.”

https://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/ncmaps/id/476/rec/4
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on enslaved mariners linking cultural traditions that emerged from their navi-

gational practices and travels. His work has illuminated the network of relations 

among enslaved mariners and how their navigational literacy was expanded 

through work regimes. On canal building, Cecelski explains in vivid detail just 

how much geographic knowledge laborers gathered. They had to know where 

the dangerous shoals and inlets were that would create pathways that connected 

North Carolina to Chesapeake Bay. Such knowledge was not limited to the larger 

transportation networks. “When slave laborers dug smaller canals for swamp 

drainage, water power, or rice cultivation, those narrow channels doubled as local 

waterways: for rafting goods to market, for floating timber and shingles out of 

swamp forests, for gaining access to fishing grounds, for visiting neighbors and 

going to town.”20

There was a deep irony to the use of enslaved labor to build up North Car-

olina’s coastal transportation network. It required enslaved people to excavate 

canal beds, cut courses through thick brush containing tangles of vines, trees, and 

scrub. A nineteenth-century observer remarked on the Great Dismal Swamp that 

it was a “quagmire of peat filled with dead roots, buried logs, and living trees and 

roots on and at the surface.”21 It was backbreaking work that would have been 

difficult to find free white labor to undertake. But entrusting it to enslaved labor 

carried a risk. The work required axes and spades, tools that could be repurposed 

as weapons within internal exchange economies that could involve canal labor-

ers, Maroons, and white company agents.22 Enslaved people were often the first 

to cut paths through the not-yet-traveled wilderness. This was important geo-

graphic knowledge, knowledge that they shared with one another. Bits and pieces 

of this knowledge could be connected together, helping fugitives and Maroons 

navigate courses to the swamp wilderness from the farm or plantation where 

they originated. Systems such as this sustained fugitive slaves seeking freedom 

in the swamps.

The irony was real. Enslavers attempted domination of enslaved mobility. 

They constructed surveillance systems, passed laws empowering sheriffs and 

deputizing literally anyone into policing the enslaved, and attempted to prevent 

the enslaved from gaining access to the geographic knowledge that one might 

acquire from consulting maps, almanacs, and books. At the same time, enslavers 

needed enslaved persons to turn the landscape from a wilderness into a func-

tioning state. Enslavers entrusted them with important jobs that communicated 

geographic knowledge. And however much they wanted to control mobility, they 

revealed at important points just how precarious their grip on the enslaved was. 

The landscape itself had become a “terrain of resistance beyond the racial, spa-

tial, political, and economic rationale of a world built and maintained by chattel 

slavery.”23
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One group of enslaved runaways discussed and strategized ways to escape 

the bondage of the plantation. Their story highlights how labor demands and 

enslavers’ attention to natural increase within the community of the enslaved 

created possibilities for attaining (and maintaining) both kinship channels and 

avenues for an expanded navigational literacy. The labor and logistical demands 

on enslaved people by enslavers inadvertently allowed a range of opportunities 

for enslaved people to plan strategies for self-liberation as they transformed 

spaces in their work regimes into pathways out of bondage for themselves.

Manuel’s private revolution
Manuel entered the historical record as an enslaved man who asserted his right to 

move through antebellum spaces. Enslavers may have asserted absolute control 

over the bodies of their enslaved laborers, but Manuel circumvented antebellum 

slave codes by hiring out his time and by running when necessary. Despite being 

described as having such identifiable physical characteristics as “knock-knees” 

with light skin and a speech impediment, Manuel was able to use his knowledge 

of the landscape to maintain kinship ties, earn money, and assist other enslaved 

people escaping slavery.

The first instance of Manuel escaping was in Chowan County in 1810. William 

Saunders, Manuel’s enslaver, posted a runaway slave advertisement that indicated 

several attributes of Manuel’s appearance. Benjamin Harvey posted another in 

1820 which added that Manuel grew up in Perquimans County and still had fam-

ily members enslaved there. Manuel next appeared in Perquimans County court 

documents in June 1829. His enslaver, Hugh K. Wyatt, was accused of allowing 

Manuel to “go at large” and hire out his own time. For the record, Hugh K. Wyatt 

was listed as part of Captain Ambrose K. Wyatt’s Company, which had taken 

part in the suppression of “certain runaway negroes that were making threats of 

Persons lives and committing Depredations of various kinds in the County of 

Perquimans in the Year 1821.”24 If anyone should have been aware of the danger 

of allowing enslaved people such freedom to wander, it should have been Wyatt.

The chain of enslavers connected to Manuel indicated at least three different 

residences where he had been held in bondage, in two contiguous counties in 

eastern North Carolina. He was being sold fairly frequently. Manuel also asserted 

his mobility, clearly audaciously given that his enslaver had to answer for him in 

court. This made Manuel a formidable asset for enslaved people seeking freedom. 

Curiously, Benjamin Harvey was a relative of an Emanuel Harvey of Perquimans 

County. Because Manuel was described as having been half-white (mulatto), it 

is possible that his father was a member of the Harvey family. Manuel may have 
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utilized his proximity to whiteness in matters difficult to trace through archival 

documentation.25

Though Manuel was slated to be taken to New Orleans during one of the 

“negro drives,” he was able to elude sale to New Orleans after the 1821 Insur-

rectionary Scare. He was then able to help his wife, Eve, and, later, her friend Sall 

escape to freedom.

Manuel’s navigational literacy was expanded as a result of his body being 

purchased and transported between three locales—Chowan, Perquimans, and 

Pasquotank County where Elizabeth City is located. Though the historical record 

does not indicate that Manuel ever resided in Onslow County, the site of the 

1821 Insurrectionary Scare, some of the white residents fleeing Onslow County 

reached Perquimans County, alerting authorities that local enslaved people were 

probably taking part. Manuel, perhaps because of his autonomy, seemed a likely 

participant in an enslaved uprising. Perhaps Hugh K. Wyatt enslaved Manuel 

thinking it would be a worthy investment? Manuel’s flight from the enslaver Ben-

jamin Harvey in 1820 provides a starting point where Manuel is free or, in the 

enslaver’s view, “at large.” What can be documented is that, by 1829, Hugh K. 

Wyatt was listed as Manuel’s owner and, by 1833, Manuel Cluff, an Elizabeth City 

merchant and shipbuilder, had purchased Manuel. Cluff, much like Wyatt, could 

not seem to keep control over Manuel’s movements.

The insistence of slaveholders on natural increase among their slave chattel 

allowed Manuel and George the ability to visit Eve and Sall for purposes of cre-

ating “wealth” for John Wood. The words Wood expressed in the slave ad for 

Eve and Sall indicated that he had not fully considered the ramifications of the 

conjugal visits permitted. While referring to Manuel as a “noted villain,” Wood 

remained amenable to Manuel and George’s presence from time to time. These 

enslaved men, looked to as “studs” for impregnating enslaved women, offered a 

path out of bondage for them. These passages were fraught for many reasons, 

chief among them the resonances of suffering and loss that remained with every 

enslaved person engaged in self-liberation.

Moving through geographies of domination was a perilous journey for 

enslaved runaways. The environs they crossed carried the invisible markers 

of enslaved people’s suffering—they were “traumascapes.” The writer Maria 

Tumarkin defines traumascapes as a “distinctive category of places transformed 

physically and psychically by suffering, where the scar tissues remain embed-

ded in the landscape.”26 The flight paths leading to the Great Dismal Swamp 

included sites of enslaved people’s shared suffering, of loved ones sold away or 

who passed on before their time. This shared trauma undoubtedly created pow-

erful bonds among those determined to survive the ravages of the traumascape 

and the slavery regime itself. It was through these connections and resonances 
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that enslaved people could recognize how the power of knowing the landscape 

could be appropriated for their own uses. As a geographic area of historical 

confinement for enslaved people, the swamplands in the Albemarle region hold 

significant meaning as a site of contestation between enslavement and liberation 

seeking.

the runaway Slave Advertisement
$200 Reward WILL for the apprehension and delivery to me in this 

place of my two negro women EVE and SALL. Eve is the wife of Man-

uel, belonging to Mathew Cluff, and Sall is the wife of old George, 

also belonging to Mathew Cluff. Eve was seduced away by Manuel in 

September, 1829, and has since that time been kept out with the assis-

tance of white persons at or near Elizabeth, and from there to the 

head of Pasquotank River. She is a low, thick set woman, about 26 or 

27 years of age, bushy head of hair, rather thick lips, smooth, dark skin, 

though not very black and lisps a little when spoken to. I understand she 

has changed her name to Mary and has a free pass. Sall is a tall, stout 

woman, smooth skin, about the same complexion and age of Eve. She 

was seduced away by old George on the night of the 2nd of this month, 

on his return from this place to Elizabeth City, where he had been to 

visit her as usual. His object, no doubt, is to place her with Eve, to be 

under the protection of that noted villian Manuel and his brothers, who 

were transported from this County with a view of sending them to New 

Orleans. I will pay the above reward for both together, with the child or 

children, of Eve if she has any with her, or $100 for either on delivery. 

JOHN WOOD. Her ord, July 27, 1833.

John Wood did not hide his disgust for Manuel and George. The ad men-

tions that Manuel had been “transported from the county with a view to sending 

them to New Orleans.” As the Perquimans County court clerk, John Wood had 

become acquainted with Manuel during a criminal court case which took place 

in June 1829.27 In State vs. Negro Manuel a Slave, Manuel’s enslaver Hugh K. 

Wyatt was accused of allowing Manuel to “go at large” which went against “the 

peace and dignity of the State” of North Carolina. The runaway slave ad indicates 

that Eve escaped in September of the same year, three months after Manuel’s 

enslaver Hugh Wyatt was scheduled to appear in court.

Manuel did not end up in Louisiana as Wood speculated. He was sold to Mat-

thew Cluff, an Elizabeth City merchant.28
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Wood’s assessment of Eve’s appearance and manner is telling. He describes 

Eve as having a “bushy head of hair, rather thick lips, smooth, dark skin” and 

that she “lisps a little when spoken to.” Such a description indicates that Wood 

was able to observe Eve routinely. Perhaps Eve was a domestic servant within the 

house? Wood does not comment on Sall’s speech pattern as he does Eve, but both 

women seem likely to have been tasked with positions that allowed for regular 

contact with Wood. Domestic positions within the plantation household meant 

that enslaved women performing those duties had a more limited range of move-

ment than those forced to work in agricultural environments located in outlying 

areas of the plantation. For this reason, they would require the assistance of their 

husbands to secure an escape.

The geographer Katherine McKittrick has analyzed disciplinary encounters 

between Black studies and geography and has observed the prevalent notion that 

Black people are “ungeographic.” McKittrick goes on to explain how “discourses 

erase and de-spatialize [enslaved people’s] sense of place” and thus her work aims 

to conceptualize Black geographies from that tenuous position of alterity.29

To render Black people as “ungeographic” historically is to not question how 

an enslaved person survived a flight to freedom that landed them seventy miles 

from the original site of bondage.30 As the historian Alisha Hines has rightly 

observed, “black people are allowed to be shapeshifters within the historical 

record.”31 Adding texture and depth to enslaved movement helps provide evi-

dentiary rigor to the committed yearning for freedom held by enslaved people 

seeking liberation.

tools and Symbols Needed in Flight
William H. Robinson, who had run away several times near Wilmington, North 

Carolina, explains the importance of certain tools for fighting off bloodhounds: 

“There was always an understanding between the slaves, that if one ran away 

they would put something to eat at a certain place; also a mowing scythe, with 

the crooked handle replaced with a straight stick with which to fight the blood-

hounds.”32 The image of the scythe for the enslaved runaway signified the poten-

tiality of an event that would test the determination of their plans. One look at 

the scythe and they knew there was no turning back.

Robinson also spoke of the elderly enslaved woman who gave him onions for 

use during his flight to freedom:

She gave me four or five onions, and told me upon the peril of my life, 

not to eat a single one of these onions, because they would make me 
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sleepy and I would be liable to be caught. But she said negro hunters 

came along there every two or three hours in the day; and I learned for 

the first time how to decoy the blood hounds, for she told me whenever 

I heard the baying of hounds on my trail, to rub the onions on the bot-

toms of my feet and run, and after running a certain distance to stop 

and apply the onions again, then when I came to a large bushy tree, to 

rub the trunk as high up as I could reach, then climb the tree.33

Here, Robinson highlights the way enslaved people worked together to help each 

other move through dangerous geographies. It must be noted how enslaved 

people, upon reaching a certain age, were considered of zero value in the slave 

market. Because slaveholders saw no value in the old slave, they were considered 

worthless and inconsequential. But little did the enslavers know that the aged, 

enslaved person possessed a deeper knowledge of place and of practices that 

helped freedom seekers in their flight out of bondage.

We may never know how long Eve, Sall, Manuel, and George were able to sur-

vive as enslaved fugitives. The 1840 census lists John Wood as owning no female 

slaves in the age range originally indicated on the runaway slave ad for Eve and 

Sall.34 Seven years later, the North Carolina assembly passed its most draconian 

legislation in hopes of reducing the number of enslaved people running away to 

the Great Dismal Swamp.35 What cannot be contested is that Eve and Sall, with 

the help of their enslaved husbands, possessed the courage to move through.
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MAPPING MYAAMIA LANDOWNERSHIP, 
1795–1846 AND TODAY

Cameron Shriver

The possession and dispossession of the continent is a process fundamental to 

American and Native American histories. On one hand, a narrative of disposses-

sion is important for understanding Native history and the Myaamia diaspora 

since the American revolutionary era. The modern Miami Nation developed in 

tandem with territorial disputes, while modern justice, reconciliation, and legal 

claims all depend on a clear-eyed vision of past dispossession. The acquisition of 

Indigenous territory was essential to the development of a modern United States, 

both in the postrevolutionary settlement and today. On the other hand, posses-

sion is critical to the Myaamia axiom: “We are a people with a past, not a people 

of the past.” Land loss tends to support disappearance narratives in the American 

mainstream imagination, but Myaamia people, like so many Indigenous com-

munities and their allies, strive to convince people that they still exist.1 Landown-

ership touches cultural, legal, and economic histories; it forces us to consider loss 

and survival, change and stasis, at the intersection of US and Myaamia societies.

Recognizing the significance of such a task, scholars at the Myaamia Center—

a research collaboration between the Miami Tribe of Oklahoma and Miami 

University—created the Aacimwahkionkonci “Stories from the Land” Project.2 

The Miami Tribe of Oklahoma, the descendant of Myaamia town polities that 

preceded the United States, is a nation of about seven thousand citizens head-

quartered in Ottawa County, Oklahoma, with significant populations in eastern 

Kansas and northern Indiana; it is spread across all fifty states and internation-

ally. Myaamia (the downstream people) and Miami are used interchangeably.

136
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The Aacimwahkionkonci Project is a long-term digital history venture 

crucial to understanding—and in turn telling—the stories of a complex legal 

patchwork that has come to define Myaamionki, “the land of the Miamis.” The 

Aacimwahkionkonci team, of which I am the lead researcher, is currently accu-

mulating, digitizing, organizing, and mapping Myaamia land holdings up to the 

present.3 The goals are twofold. First, Aacimwahkionkonci is an online digital 

archive focused on land transfer documents. The legal privatization of Indian 

Country in the two centuries since the American Revolution required a parallel 

paper trail connecting documents, land parcels, and a bureaucracy to oversee 

it. The archive, like the continent, is massive. It contains not only treaties but 

thousands of manuscript pages detailing Myaamia land transfers, including 

property sales, guardian disputes, allotments, and repossessions. Digital tools, 

such as archival and mapping platforms, are necessary to reconstruct the atomi-

zation of the Myaamia Nation’s land. Aacimwahkionkonci uses CONTENTdm, 

hosted at Miami University’s King Library, to display digital surrogates and 

metadata of original sources. This archive is connected to a bespoke database, 

within the infrastructure of Miami University Information Technology Ser-

vices, implemented with a Laravel web framework and a relational database. 

This database organizes and sorts the archive. It includes biographical informa-

tion about individuals, legal descriptions of their lands with maps, and events 

associated with those lands, such as treaties or real estate sales. Currently, an 

ESRI ArcGIS Hub displays most of the mapping. Fortunately, Myaamia Center 

programmers have experience building digital tools to meet specific research 

needs, notably for linguistic research from manuscript sources.4 The digital 

archive and database promises browsing, searching, and eventual quantitative 

investigating of this archive. Aacimwahkionkonci has research needs built into 

its infrastructure.

Second, and no less importantly, Aacimwahkionkonci is a public humanities 

project that digitally reconnects people with important places. Through its data-

base and mapping tools, users can explore people, places, and events. A Myaamia 

person could, for instance, search for their ancestor or family and find places they 

once owned. By bringing together these archival resources from various locations 

by means of digital technology and a mapping platform, we are creating a unique 

opportunity to learn about the Miami Tribe’s history of location and relocation. 

In short, Aacimwahkionkonci aims to fill a specialized research need and a public 

humanities need. The genealogy of families and of specific places has emerged as 

a dominant, albeit complex, theme in how Aacimwahkionkonci developers and 

stakeholders have considered this project about Myaamia land. I will return to 

that notion at the end of this chapter.
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An “American revolution” project?
The American Revolution generated an empire. Control over land was a criti-

cal cause and consequence of the American Revolution. “The Citizens of Amer-

ica, placed in the most enviable condition,” George Washington pronounced in 

1783, basking in newfound independence, considered themselves “the sole Lords 

and Proprietors of a vast tract of Continent.”5 It would take five generations to 

accomplish that image of what Washington termed “our Empire,” so in the long 

view, property regimes changed more slowly than revolutionary speeches might 

suggest.6

Nonetheless, if the Revolution generated a new empire, then those imperialists 

quickly latched on to treaties as a powerful weapon. In choosing a starting point 

for histories of landownership, we could choose the Myaamia story of emer-

gence from Saakiweeyonki, or Pope Alexander VI’s 1493 Papal Bull, or the 1763 

Royal Proclamation. (The Myaamia origin story is featured on the site’s home 

page.) For the purposes of this chapter, it makes more sense to highlight treaties 

as crucial documents of American landownership. As Allan Greer has demon-

strated through comparative analysis, the “land-purchase approach to coloniza-

tion” was not the only style available for European empires, but it dominated 

English-speaking colonial projects. The treaty, a genre of agreement implicating 

international diplomacy, emerged as the fulcrum of the land-purchase approach 

as it evolved in North America. The long revolutionary era marked a transition. 

Colonial legal pluralism (to a point) saw all manner of agreements and accords 

FIgurE 8.1. The Aacimwahkionkonci public home page, https://mc.miamioh.
edu/aacimwahkionkonci/

https://mc.miamioh.edu/aacimwahkionkonci/
https://mc.miamioh.edu/aacimwahkionkonci/
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established between and among Native and non-Native communities for diverse 

objectives not limited to territory transfer. From the period of the Seven Years’ 

War to the War of 1812, colonists-turned-rebels-turned-Americans learned to 

use the treaty process to “transform Native American homelands into American 

real estate.” US acquisition of Native territory took place, by and large, via trea-

ties. By the nineteenth century, the United States had effectively massaged Indian 

treaties into instruments of property transfer within its putative borders. In their 

American Indian context, treaties became tools of colonialism. This colonization 

route received American legal approval in the 1823 Johnson v. M’Intosh Supreme 

Court decision.7

It is worth pausing a moment to consider the potential implications of trea-

ties in the revolutionary moment. Although treaties between the United States 

and Native American nations developed into coercive contracts aimed at prop-

erty and jurisdictional transfer, that future was fuzzy for the revolutionary gen-

eration. At that time, treaties sought potentially divergent goals. In establishing 

sovereignty, diplomats of the new United States desperately hoped to enter the 

world of European nations. From the start, the United States struggled to mold 

itself into a treaty-worthy sovereign. The era of the American Revolution saw a 

proliferation of treaties, most of which were not negotiated through the Con-

federation Congress but rather signed by Native nations, Spain, France, private 

land companies, and states. Problematically, European public law, enunciated by 

jurists such as Emer de Vattel, required a minimum level of unitary sovereignty. 

It was a threshold that Confederation-era America, with its decentralized govern-

ment of relatively independent states, could not meet until it centralized through 

a new Constitution in 1787.8 Facing Europe, American nationalists needed to get 

their house in order.

Those same Americans also faced Indian Country. From the moment of inde-

pendence forward, American diplomats sought treaties with Native nations. Indig-

enous polities were treaty-worthy, of course. Additionally, their diplomatic and 

military significance created a constitutional crisis for early US founders discover-

ing the hazards of the Articles of Confederation. Having won an unstable inde-

pendence from Great Britain, American diplomats asserted that Native nations, as 

allies of Britain, had been conquered during the Revolutionary War. Although the 

Myaamia vacillated between supporting Britain and asserting neutrality in that 

conflict, US politicians certainly applied this “defeated with Britain” rationale to 

the Miamis and their territory. Then, they transitioned from a theory of conquest 

to a more moderate approach in the late 1780s—using contracts to acquire ter-

ritory, a pragmatic choice given that most Native communities were not, actu-

ally, conquered. “The independent nations and tribes of Indians,” Secretary of War 

Henry Knox told President George Washington in 1789, “ought to be considered 
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as foreign nations, not as the subjects of any particular state.” An important policy-

maker, Knox ruminated that the federal government would de-escalate border ten-

sions if they enacted a law “that the Indian tribes possess the right of the soil of all 

lands within their limits respectively and that they are not to be divested thereof but 

in consequence of fair and bona fide purchases” from the United States, including 

the crucial rule “that their [that is, Indian nations’] authority and consent should 

be considered as essentially necessary.” Like the various European approaches to 

colonization, the very idea that sovereignty was a territorial endeavor itself is a his-

torical artifact and a precondition to understanding American imperialism. And, 

similar to their British predecessors, US officials debated whether Native nations 

were subjects or independent, foreign or domestic, subjugated or autonomous. 

Of course, Native nations made (and continue to make) clear and sustained argu-

ments in favor of their own independence and sovereignty, both within and out-

side of the US constitutional order.9 Sustained by treaties, that debate continues 

with increasing Indigenous input today, and is almost always wrapped in compli-

cated jurisdictional questions. When it comes to treaties, the past is not the past.

This short description of the multiple meanings of treaties in the revolution-

ary era forces us to think about sovereignty and property as an unsettled business 

in an ongoing empire. Treaties established the sovereignty of the United States 

after its War of Independence; to sign international contracts was to stake a claim 

of nationhood. Americans and Native Americans also negotiated a colonial prop-

erty regime in North America using treaties. West of the Appalachian Mountains, 

nearly all title to territory bounded by the United States descends from an Indian 

treaty. The 371 Senate-ratified Indian treaties are the founding documents of 

American real estate.

Indigenous landownership occupies a critical but underinvestigated piece of 

this American imperial history. In the national master narrative, Native Americans 

owned land only to lose it to non-Indians. Typically, the American Revolution 

is not a centerpiece in this story. Instead, US continental expansion is generally 

enveloped by a nineteenth-century, Western field of vision. An active national 

state was required to achieve these territorial ambitions, not just for the purposes 

of military conquest.10 The idea that land could be a commodity bought or sold 

in a market was invented piecemeal. Would-be possessors required complicated 

legal systems to transform a bit of soil into real estate, making the American 

Empire a massive colonial archive.11 If the Revolution created a new empire, and 

if those new imperialists relied on treaties to dispossess Native Americans, then 

we must also accept that this imperial approach created an important genre of 

American real estate—“Indian” landowners. Aacimwahkionkonci aims to dis-

cover, digitize, and map that messy process for one Indigenous nation and its 

citizens: the Myaamia Nation.
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Treaties are also essential data for understanding Myaamia sovereignty and 

territory. The United States sent commissioners to negotiate contracts with 

polities on the southeastern frontiers of Myaamionki “Miami territory” in 

the 1780s and 1790s. Miamis did not sign these, and most Myaamia families 

actively protested the influx of American settlers north of the Ohio River. Sec-

retary of War Henry Knox was flummoxed by the failure of American policies 

and philosophies—the Miamis and Shawnees did not voluntarily relinquish their 

land in the 1780s or 1790s. Transitioning to military methods, two successive 

invading armies met defeat from Miami, Shawnee, Delaware, and other defend-

ers. “It became necessary to make an experiment of the effect of coercion,” Knox 

wrote in late 1791.12 Finally achieving military victory in 1794, then, the United 

States and its diplomats returned to their notion of colonialism by contract. In 

the process, US speakers sought to convince Native diplomats of their unitary, 

federal sovereignty. Although formerly “an association of several separate states, 

like their several separate tribes,” by 1792, the nation was now “a general gover[n]

ment embracing all parts of the Union, as it respects foreign Nations and Indian 

tribes.”13 In 1795 Miami leaders signed the first of fifteen treaties with the United 

States. It was both a treaty of peace and a contract of land dispossession. As 

Andrew Cayton contends, the lead American negotiator “got more than land, 

however; he also got—or, more important, believed he got—legitimacy.”14 Amer-

ican elites at the 1795 treaty conference needed their Native counterparts to rec-

ognize US sovereignty. In effect, they purchased their treaty-worthiness through 

a costly war on the heels of their own fight for independence.

Studies of Indigenous landownership typically focus, understandably, on trea-

ties. Of those works, most highlight the South and West rather than the nations 

of the Old Northwest or other regions.15 By accumulating, digitizing (including 

metadata), mapping, and then mining the documents generated by the bureau-

cratic empire, I expect to continue to answer questions about Miami landowner-

ship, generate new questions, and provide opportunities to reconnect Myaamia 

citizens with place-based histories and stories. Taking treaties as a starting point, 

Aacimwahkionkonci moves us beyond them and into the frenzied and complex 

real estate market—an empire of landowners, Native and not—left in their wake.

The digitization is ongoing, so conclusions based on the evidence remain ten-

uous, but broad strokes are becoming discernible. We now know that Myaamia 

families and individuals were active players in the land market, selling land to 

each other and directly to non-Myaamia buyers and acquiring significant land 

grants through treaties. The Myaamia are an intriguing, albeit complicated, case 

study of tribal landownership. Not only were tribal domains ceded via treaties; 

the Myaamia were one of a handful of nations to receive allotments before the 

1850s. (Allotment means to allocate communal land to individuals. The result of 
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the process of allotment is also called “an allotment.”) Miamis were among the 

first Native Americans (in 1818) to negotiate reserves held by tribal individu-

als.16 In fact, the Myaamia experienced allotment—the division of their lands 

into privately held parcels—twice before the “allotment era” of the Dawes Allot-

ment Act in 1887, and most of their allotments, both in number and acreage, 

were apportioned before the Dawes Act or similar legislation specific to Indian 

Territory.17 Miami reservations also underwent allotment successively in Kansas 

and Oklahoma. Following their first deportation in 1846, the Miami reserva-

tion in Kansas was allotted in 1854, 1856, and 1869.18 Like their tribal relatives 

the Shawnees, Wyandots, Peorias, Seneca-Cayugas, Potawatomis, and others, the 

Miami lands in Kansas eventually were deemed too valuable for Indian owner-

ship, and the Miamis were expelled again, their last removal to date, to northeast 

Indian Territory (Oklahoma) where the Miami national domain was allotted to 

individuals in 1892. Each of the three Myaamia homelands therefore witnessed 

the privatization of tribal ownership until, by the 1930s, there was no “Miami” 

land owned by the tribe.19

Dispossession was a form of wealth transfer out of the Miami Nation. Geo-

graphic Information Systems (GIS) and digital archiving have allowed scholars 

to develop techniques to reevaluate old interpretations and analyze evidence in 

new ways. In Native American history, for example, Claudio Saunt and Robert 

Lee, respectively, have digitized maps developed for Indian land claims—called 

“Royce” maps—and analyzed those tribal domains and cessions.20 There are real 

FIgurE 8.2. All Myaamia Cessions Map, 1795–1892. Map by Owen Larson.
Basemap sources: ESRI, HERE, Garmin, Intermap, increment P Corp., GEBCO, USGS, FAO, 
NPS, NRCAN, GeoBase, IGN, Kadaster NL, Ordnance Survey, ESRI Japan, METI, ESRI China 
(Hong Kong), © OpenStreetMap contributors, and the GIS User Community.
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benefits to analyzing a few large territories, and a map of the Myaamia cessions 

appears as figure 8.2.

Yet Myaamia individuals continued owning land. As the Miami Nation lost a 

land base, Myaamia people continued ownership and control in multiple home-

lands. The Aacimwahkionki Project deploys GIS and big data to piece together 

the more voluminous small reservations that dotted, and in some cases continue 

to characterize, Indian Country including Myaamionki.

Miami landownership in the Early republic
Although the hemispheric view suggests territorial losses, more local, smaller 

reserve lands demand attention because Myaamia folks continued owning 

them. Let us now turn our attention to land that Miami people retained in the 

FIgurE 8.3. Miami Nation Reserves in Indiana and Ohio



144      ChAptEr 8

postrevolutionary generations. Here, the sheer volume of the archive and associ-

ated land parcels requires digital tools. As figure 8.2 illustrates, between 1795 and 

1840, most of the heritage homeland of the Miami people was transferred to US 

control for eventual sale to US citizens. But as figure 8.3 shows, treaties negoti-

ated in 1818, 1826, 1834, 1838, and 1840 also resulted in the securing of legal title 

for the Miami Nation and almost seventy Myaamia individuals across over one 

hundred distinct reserves. For this time and place, Miami people retained recog-

nized title both to communal and individual lands described in these five treaties.

In these treaties, Miamis transferred title from their aboriginal or recognized 

title to the ownership of Myaamia individuals, or the Miami community as a 

whole. Thus, these lands include both communal and individual lands described 

FIgurE 8.4. Six Mile Reserve. Described in the 1818 treaty: “From the 
cession aforesaid the following reservations, for the use of the Miami nation of 
Indians, shall be made. . . . One other reservation, of six miles square, on the 
Wabash river, below the forks thereof.”
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in treaties signed in 1818, 1826, 1834, 1838, and 1840. What I am calling “com-

munal” lands were acknowledged by the United States in 1818 through the 

phrase: “reservations, for the use of the Miami nation of Indians,” or “for the 

use of the said tribe,” followed by boundary descriptions. These lands were held 

aboriginally (aboriginal title) but also were recognized as Miami through US 

documentation such as treaties (recognized title).21 An example of a communal 

reservation was known colloquially as the Six Mile Reserve, acknowledged in 

the 1818 treaty. Based on research to date, all Myaamia communal reserves were 

ceded to the United States domain through treaties.22

Those that I have titled “individual” reserves were granted directly to indi-

viduals (sometimes multiple, named individuals as tenants in common). For 

FIgurE 8.5. Mahkateemaankwa’s Reserve, modern central Indiana. Described 
in the 1834 Treaty: “To Mac-keh-teh-maug-guaw, or Black Loon, one section of 
land to be located on the Wabash river, at the upper line of that part of the big 
reserve ceded by the first article of this treaty.”
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example: “To Mac-keh-teh-maug-guaw, or Black Loon, one section of land to be 

located on the Wabash river, at the upper line of that part of the big reserve ceded 

by the first article of this treaty.” There were 129 individual reserves granted to 

Miami people in the treaties in Indiana and Ohio from 1818 to 1840, amounting 

to about 230,422 acres, or 360 square miles (plus three reserves never surveyed 

because the acreage was sold prior to survey).

property after treaties
Having mapped all allotments or individual reserves across the three homelands 

(Oklahoma n = 100, Kansas n = 300, Indiana/Ohio n = 109), the next, albeit 

more expansive, goal is to document all transactions of Myaamia reserves in all 

three geographic contexts. Simply put, we know the “where,” but we do not yet 

know the “what” of possession or dispossession when it comes to transactions 

after treaties. Understandably, this is a multiyear endeavor, and to date, well over 

one thousand recorded sales have been located by our team, primarily in county 

recorders’ offices and the National Archives in Washington, DC. Conclusions, 

therefore, will continue to change with new data digitally stored in the Aacim-

wahkionkonci archive.

Unlike what the literature would suggest based on Choctaw, Creek, and 

Chickasaw reserve lands in the same era, Miami reserves did not become alien-

ated rapidly, at least not most of them.23 With the usual caveat that research is 

ongoing, current mapped data shows that into the 1880s (the limit of current 

research on land sales), Myaamia people had retained possession of parts of more 

than fifty original individual reserves granted in the 1818–1840 treaties in Indi-

ana. (This does not count the allotments in Kansas, or those about to be created 

in Oklahoma in 1892.) About half of individual reserves were sold in the first 

decade after the granting treaty, but the other half were held, bequeathed, or 

otherwise transferred among Miami people for several generations, if not longer. 

Restricting our view to treaty cessions leaves Myaamia landownership in the past. 

Documenting a longer history challenges misguided notions that Native families, 

such as the Myaamia in Indiana, disappeared.

Myaamia participated, as a matter of course, in the tangled legal landscape of 

American property. The status of “Indian land”—now commonly called “Indian 

Country”—was important and debated by US policymakers beginning in the 

1790s. Enshrined as federal law, treaties delineated (and continue to define) 

various types of landownership for Native Americans. Most Miami reserves 

acquired in 1818 and 1826 treaties “shall never be transferred by the said persons 

or their heirs, without the approbation of the President of the United States.”24 
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Senators had decided after a similar treaty made in Ohio with Wyandots, Dela-

wares, Ottawas, Potawatomis, Senecas, and Shawnees in 1817 that fee simple 

(fully owned and alienable at the owner’s will) land grants to Indians was a step 

too far. Upon deliberation, the Senate, who had the power to ratify treaties, sug-

gested that the 1817 treaty be modified. At the same time and place that Miamis 

were negotiating a separate treaty in 1818, the signatories of the 1817 treaty 

saw their property ownership revised. Their reserved acres would be held not 

as fee simple property but “held by them as Indian reservations have heretofore 

been held.”25 Property would flow through a federal bureaucracy. In turn, this 

bureaucracy created the bulk of the archive currently being processed by the 

Aacimwahkionkonci team. By the 1830s, the Myaamia treaties entailed Miami 

land in fee simple without restriction. Fee simple land did not require federal 

oversight as “Indian” land, therefore those archives remain at the county level 

rather than in Washington, DC.26

For two centuries, there have been a series of restrictions placed on Myaamia 

property rights, a theme consistent with federal oversight of Native Ameri-

can property in all forms. These encumbrances include requiring presidential 

approval for sale, requiring a twenty-five-year waiting period before sale, passing 

a “competency” interview before sale, or requiring the approval of the secretary 

of the interior to sell. Sometimes, the same parcel of land passed through several 

types of restrictions over time.

Why does this matter? Land status continues to be central in federal Indian 

law, shaping the local contours of American Indian sovereignty in the United 

States.27 One of the difficult tasks the Aacimwahkionkonci programming team 

has accomplished is allowing title restrictions to be tracked by researchers. This 

feature, which might at first seem unimportant, represents one of the many 

ways we have attempted to plan for many users with multiple needs. Aside from 

understanding the past conditions of Miami landownership, American Indian 

tribes currently are restricted in land they can assert sovereignty over. If a tribal 

nation wants to add to its national domain, for example, it must go through a 

fee-to-trust application with the federal government.28 Trust land—land entered 

into a trusteeship with the US federal government on behalf of a federally recog-

nized American Indian nation—is where a tribal nation can exercise its national 

responsibilities, such as healthcare for citizens or police powers. The fee-to-trust 

process follows complicated legal distinctions set by federal legislation and case 

law. In short, understanding the legal history of specific parcels of land—for 

example, “was this parcel once part of a specific Miami citizen’s restricted allot-

ment?”—aids decision making among Miami Tribe leaders. The Aacimwahkion-

konci Project is not built for lawyers or land consolidation planners, but we have 

attempted to not foreclose future uses of the archive.
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Administration
Land transactions, and in particular Indian land transactions, were an essential 

component of the burgeoning administrative state. Myaamia land records sit 

beside and are interspersed with the land records of Citizen Potawatomi, Creek, 

Choctaw, Shawnee, Seminole, Peoria, and a whole range of Indigenous landown-

ers in the national archives. The fact that Indian Affairs was a federal bureaucracy 

(the War Department, and then the Interior Department after 1849) meant that 

the usual apparatus of local land offices and county recorders was instead, or 

additionally, centralized to deal with transactions across huge geographic and 

temporal scales. Aacimwahkionkonci’s database architecture allows for stor-

age and discovery of a complicated series of datasets generated by this imperial 

nation-state.

While soldiers and missionaries animate colonization’s stories, the humbler 

office clerk deserves attention as a category in itself. Myaamia landowners certainly 

tracked their own lands—Miami families have contributed their nineteenth-

century land grants and property deeds to our archives. But the vast majority 

of bureaucrats were US citizens. At the top were federal officials. Indian Affairs 

was perhaps the most active federal bureaucracy throughout the early republic.29 

Its employees were paid through the War Department (until 1849), and aside 

from members of the military, the primary bureaucrats were Indian agents and 

Indian factory (trading house) workers who submitted periodic reports, tracked 

merchandise sales, and attempted to “civilize” local communities. The General 

Land Office also kept files on each restricted reserve, meaning that each of the 

Miami reserves which required presidential approval for sale had a central file in 

Washington, DC. In 1837 the General Land Office transferred those files to the 

Indian Office.30 More locally, Miami treaties led to the creation of counties, so 

property transfers were recorded by county recorders and their clerks, confirmed 

by notaries, and adjudicated in circuit courts, frequently involving estate admin-

istrators, guardians, and public auction sales by the local sheriff. Estate decisions 

are often recorded in a county clerk’s office, separate from the recorder’s office. 

County recorders, if they knew the legal status of a Miami Indian reserve, sent 

land sale documents to the commissioner of Indian affairs, who forwarded them 

to a presidential secretary, where a president eventually signed the transfer, and 

his secretary mailed that decision back to the county recorder.

The resulting paperwork is significant. Let us take one example: “To the two 

eldest children of Peter Langlois, two sections of land, at a place formerly called 

Village du Puant, at the mouth of the river called Pauceaupichoux.” This was a 

two-mile parcel, jointly owned by Elizabeth and Peter Longlois Jr., located adja-

cent to modern Lafayette, Indiana, which grew around and into the reserve. (The 
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Aacimwahkionkonci website will include a place names database that will, for 

example, allow a user to click on the “river called Pauceaupichoux” and learn 

that it is the modern Wildcat River, named partially after the Myaamia name 

referencing a story about a bobcat’s stomach.) Because all land sales required 

presidential approval, all land sales eventually required correspondence with the 

secretary of war, a commissioner of Indian affairs, or an Interior Department 

bureaucrat. One real estate agent forwarded his card among the letters—William 

Levering, a property broker, notary, and administrator of estates, who was also 

appointed by a circuit court to divide the property of their heirs. The stack of 

papers is five inches tall, and when each transaction is mapped, the reserve looks 

like this (ca. 1870s):

FIgurE 8.6. Two views of the Longlois Reserve. Left: Longlois Reserve packet 
of documents, National Archives, Washington, DC. Photo by the author. Right: 
Elizabeth and Peter Longlois Reserve, as parceled between 1818 and 1875.
Basemap sources: ESRI, HERE, Garmin, Intermap, increment P Corp., GEBCO, USGS, FAO, 
NPS, NRCAN, GeoBase, IGN, Kadaster NL, Ordnance Survey, ESRI Japan, METI, ESRI China 
(Hong Kong), © OpenStreetMap contributors, and the GIS User Community.

Following the letter of past treaties might have been difficult, but whether 

buyers or sellers consciously flouted restrictions or were simply ignorant is hard 

to know. One sale in 1853 was approved by Teddy Roosevelt in 1902, ending 

a half century of nonlegal settler occupation of the parcel.31 The lack of offi-

cial approval, as required by treaty, apparently did not affect “ownership” on the 

ground. Another sale, this one entered in the register of the local county recorder 

in 1827, was finally approved over a century later by Franklin Roosevelt in 1943.32

The Longlois Reserve in Tippecanoe County, Indiana, is an extreme illustra-

tion of a general issue with Indian “dispossession,” which is that most of the 

Myaamia reserves were not sold by the initial owner. Most were transferred by 
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the death of the initial owner and partially sold off over time, a drawn-out pro-

cess in which Myaamia families continued their relationship, in property rights 

and otherwise, with their ancestral land. In some cases, Miami wills bequeathed 

specific parcels. Mihšihkinaahkwa bequeathed “all my estate both real and per-

sonal” to his only child.33 James Godfroy left land to his mother; money to buy 

land to be given to a friend or relative named Pinšiwa; $200 for the “daughter of 

Revoy”; pacing horses and a mare sleigh and harness to his brother; and all the 

rest “divided in common amongst my father’s family.”34 Josette Beaubien, when 

she passed away, transferred various parcels that her children were occupying, 

including a tract to Mary Ann and her husband; a tract to Margaret and her 

husband; and “to Joseph Robedoux, Twosign [Toussaint] Robedoux, and James 

Robedoux the several tracts of land in their possession each to keep and have the 

tract, they now possess.”35 In the absence of wills, Myaamia landownership fol-

lowed state law; namely, property descended jointly to a surviving spouse or chil-

dren of the deceased. In many cases, probate courts assigned administrators—

who were sometimes Myaamia—to partition land held by multiple heirs for sale 

at auction.36 As these patterns have continued into the twentieth century and 

even to the present, many extended Myaamia families have ended up living on or 

very near their ancestral family reserve lands.

genealogy
It is frequently asserted that American Indian nations are preconstitutional, and 

that is correct. It is also generally understood that US colonialism—a process 

fundamentally enjoined to the American founding period—animates the legal, 

political, and territorial realities of those American Indian nations launched 

from the Constitution and treaties signed between nations. Genealogy is, I think, 

the critical nexus between how historical researchers and the public can use the 

Aacimwahkionkonci Project.

One example suggests the analytical and storytelling power of place-based 

genealogies. Jean Baptiste Richardville’s portfolio illustrates a man with consid-

erable wealth in silver, social and cultural capital, and land. He acquired the most 

land of any Myaamia person in the treaty years between 1818 and 1840—33.75 

sections initially. A communal reservation of ten sections was later granted exclu-

sively to Jean Baptiste Richardville via treaty agreement. It was at Wiipicahkionki, 

colloquially called the Ten Sections Reserve or the Forks of the Wabash, near 

modern Huntington, Indiana.

The Ten Sections Reserve at Wiipicahkionki illustrates the challenge that indi-

viduals can own multiple parcels of land, multiple individuals can own the same 
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parcel of land, and ownership and boundaries change. We employ a method 

we are developing called “parcel genealogy,” or the evolution and associations 

between parcels and their owners over time.37 The Ten Sections Reserve was 

a Miami Indian Reservation created through the 1826 Treaty. Like all parcels, 

it is assigned a unique identification number, R052. Because it descends from 

Myaamia aboriginal title, its parent parcel is parcel 1, the Myaamia homeland. 

Jean Baptiste Richardville held “Indian title” or a paper grant to this reserve as 

a trustee for his nation. In 1834 Richardville, with apparent approval from his 

community, swapped “Indian title” for fee simple property ownership of the 

reserve. When he died in 1841, Jean Baptiste Richardville bequeathed his con-

siderable property to his family. This meant parceling the Ten Sections property. 

For example, one half-section transferred to Ah-tah-pah-tah-ne-ah. She and her 

husband relinquished their 320-acre parcel to John Roche, an Irish-born mer-

chant who often appeared as “guardian” to Myaamia minors and an executor 

of Myaamia estates, and frequently purchased or otherwise schemed for their 

land.38 The property abutting the river, where the chief ’s impressive house had 

been built in 1834, was willed to his daughter Catherine Richardville Lafontaine. 

This property, descending from R052, is logged as R0520007. Also called Catees 

and Pakankihkwa, Catherine married Francis Lafontaine, a Myaamia chief, 

and they lived in the house on the property. In turn, in her 1848 will Catherine 

bequeathed the land to her son and daughter, Joseph and Archangel Lafontaine, 

and the Lafontaines (married with other Myaamia and non-Myaamia spouses) 

continued to own, worship, and live in the community. The database architecture 

allows each sale to be recorded as a distinct event, and each parcel subdivision to 

receive a new unique identifier, such as R0520070001, and so on through great-

great-great-grandchildren of the original Ten Sections Reserve (R052).

Although no communal American Indian reservations were acceptable to 

state politicians or federal officials, the transition from “Indian” land to private 

property did not bar an extended Myaamia family from continuing to live at 

Wiipicahkionki until the present. The colonial archive is filled with instruments 

of land transfer; it is a part of the story of the place but an incomplete one. Those 

records tell us who bought and sold the land but are silent about why. On the 

other hand, the Lafontaine family maintains stories connected to the people and 

to the old house itself. Illicit deals and disputes linger in family memory, which 

help connect the stories of the land, and its people, to the real estate archive. 

Despite the current titleholder of the land being a nonprofit organization, Lafon-

taine family members (like the larger Miami Nation) continue to keep a relation-

ship to the homestead where the river forks. Like all places in the United States, 

one could theoretically research the present chain of title back to aboriginal own-

ership. Every acre has its own genealogy. Like the genealogies of the Myaamia 
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FIgurE 8.7. Lafontaines at the house at Wiipicahkionki “Huntington, Indiana” 
in 1923. Archangel Lafontaine Engelmann “Tahkamwa” sits in the center, 
holding her great-grandson, Glenn Godfroy. Photo used courtesy of Sue Strass.

Nation itself, the genealogy of Myaamia land is an important framework of the 

past. An impersonal outline concerned with boundaries and prices and dates, it 

still requires us to make meaning of those people and places.

The Revolution set in motion a particular relationship between land, prop-

erty, and the United States that continues to animate American Indian sov-

ereignty. This is not unique to the Miami Tribe of Oklahoma. Perhaps, given 

further development and discussions with other Native nations, the tool could 

house the archives of their real estate as well. New media, including interactive 

mapping and archival metadata collection, helps us both historicize and tell new 

stories about something intrinsically old: Indigenous land.
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Part III

DATA AND DATABASES





The purpose of this chapter is to investigate the rhetoric of revolution during the 

Age of Revolutions and the continuities and differences in that discourse in differ-

ent contexts. To begin the investigation, we acquired a large corpus of texts from 

HathiTrust covering all works in English published between the years 1750 and 

1875.1 This original corpus represented 626,167 pieces of writing. The date range 

was selected to give about a twenty-five-year buffer on either side of what might 

strictly be considered the Age of Revolutions so that nascent and trailing revolu-

tionary speech would be included. After cleaning and assembling metadata on the 

English-language corpus, we were left with about 165,000 works that we felt would 

be appropriate to include in the analysis, representing a total of approximately 

50,000 authors.2 “Appropriate” in this case meant that the works were out of copy-

right, we had exact dates of publication, and the OCR was acceptably clean.3

Because we cast such a wide net in corpus acquisition, this still left us with an 

exceptionally large object of study, encompassing works of fiction and nonfic-

tion tracts, pamphlets, government documents, newspapers, and myriad other 

artifacts, which could yield insights into global trends in political discourse in 

the English language. For context, in the field of quantitative literary analysis, 

many major studies use corpora consisting of several dozen, several hundred, or, 

very rarely, several thousand works. See, for instance, the sixty-four-work corpus 

used by Dennis Yi Tenen in “Toward a Computational Archaeology of Fictional 

Space” (which uses the same corpus as “Extracting Social Networks from Liter-

ary Fiction,” the 352-work corpus created and used by Mark Algee-Hewitt and 

Mark McGurl in “Between Canon and Corpus: Six Perspectives on 20th-Century 
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Novels,” or the 1,327-work corpus used in “The Emotional Arcs of Stories are 

Dominated by Six Basic Shapes.”)4 There are some notable exceptions, partic-

ularly from interdisciplinary research teams and interlocutors from computer 

science and related fields, including Smitha Milli and David Bamman, but over-

whelmingly, quantitative text analysis in the humanities has not often met the 

potential for scale in digital studies.5

Of course, that is not to say that bigger is better in this type of study: often 

large corpora prove unwieldy and invalidating errors can abound. In this case, 

though, the inclusion of so many works should provide insight into trends, con-

flicts, and continuities that may have been overlooked by human researchers, or 

allow us to discover discourse that may have been excluded or censored from the 

historical record, and thus was not included in a more curated corpus. Studies 

of large corpora like this, however, will never be comprehensive. A close reading 

of 165,000 documents could not be done in 3,000 pages, let alone the 30 allotted 

here. What we have done is use quantitative measures to find pertinent works in 

the corpus, explore those works more closely, and connect those works to larger 

trends that we have also measured quantitatively. We develop a larger argument 

around what we think is a surprising feature of the corpus, but there are many 

other equally valid stories that could be told about these works.

process
Once the final corpus was assembled, we performed a series of Natural Language 

Processing (NLP), machine learning, and neural net processes on it.6 Because the 

corpus represented nearly a billion sentences, we needed to establish a methodol-

ogy simply to find revolutionary rhetoric within it. To better understand how rev-

olutionary utterances within the corpus differ across time, we needed to extract 

the relevant segments of text for more specific analysis. We decided to make the 

unit for analysis a sentence containing any relevant keyword(s). The choice to 

bound the largest unit of analysis at the sentence level stems from the number 

of token limitations of text representation models we use further downstream.

To bootstrap our list of relevant revolutionary terminology, we started by 

finding the 20 most similar words to “revolutionary” as determined by a large 

pretrained FastText word-embedding model.7 We repeated this process by again 

collecting the 20 most similar words to the first set of 20 yielding 400 words. 

Next, we filtered out all duplicate words and then manually removed irrelevant 

or modern terms such as “horsepower” or “nazi.”8 Using this generalized word 

vector similarity approach, we generated the following topically broad collection 

of fifty-one revolutionary terms (“revolution” and its fifty “closest neighbors”):
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Subsequently, we extracted all sentences from our corpus that contained any 

of our revolutionary keywords. To account for the issue of misspellings that is 

all too common in OCR scans of physical books, we utilized fuzzy string match-

ing to catch sentences containing keywords with slight misspellings or different 

variations of the keyword such as altered verb tenses or simply plural/singular 

versions of the keyword. This procedure resulted in the collection of just under 

eight million sentences from the billion in the corpus.

With the collection of “revolutionary” sentences complete, we sought to dis-

cover relationships among the sentences across time. To unearth these relation-

ships, we embedded our extracted sentences utilizing a large, pretrained sentence 

BERT (Bidirectional Encoder Representations from Transformers) model. This 

model leverages recent advancements in NLP to represent sentences as points 

in a high-dimensional space such that semantically similar sentences represent 

similar vectors in this space. We will henceforth refer to these high-dimensional, 

numeric representations of sentences as “embeddings.” Next, we applied a clus-

tering algorithm, which grouped like points together based on their distance 

from one another in the semantic space.

After that, we generated a corresponding embedding for each sentence using 

a sentence-level implementation of Facebook AI’s robustly optimized BERT 

approach (aka RoBERTa). The pretrained RoBERTa was chosen for its ease of use 

and near-state-of-the-art performance on the General Language Understanding 

Evaluation (GLUE) benchmark, beating out the standard BERT model. Using the 

most robust sentence-embedding model readily available, we hoped to be able to 

circumvent some of the topic extraction limitations of less sophisticated, word-

level models like Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topic modeling.

Our embedding procedure resulted in 8 million sentence embeddings, each of 

which was of length 768. Having so many embeddings, each with a large number 

of dimensions (768), posed a problem for clustering algorithms that often take 

tABlE 9.1 Revolutionary terms

coups insurrection fascism dictator
revolution radical nationalism mutiny
authoritarianism movements uprisings rebellions
totalitarianism reformers rebellion repressive
anarchists militant revolutions uprising
revolutionaries dictatorship revolution protests
riots leftism demonstrations dictatorships
tyranny revolt revolutionary oppressive
capitalism revolted totalitarian leftist
unrest movement repression proletarian
revolts coups resistance freedom
liberation guerilla regime
upheavals dictatorial overthrow
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exponentially more time to run with increases in dimensions and embeddings. 

A common technique to mitigate this problem is using specific algorithms that 

reduce the dimensions of the embeddings while retaining as much information 

as possible, typically measured through variance. We struggled to reduce the 

dimensions of the embeddings while still retaining their expressiveness, so we 

resorted to other methods to speed up model training.

We decided it would be best to train the models on a stratified sampling of the 

data. We considered each work to be its own population of sentences. From each 

of these works we sampled 1 percent of the extracted sentences originating from 

the work. If a given work contained fewer than one hundred sentences containing 

one of our revolutionary terms, we randomly selected one of the revolutionary 

sentences from the work. Obviously, this is not a perfect stratified sampling, but 

we hoped that sampling this way would help us avoid cultivating a sampling 

dominated by a few works with many sentences meeting our extraction criteria.

Using this method on the reduced sentence-embedding dataset, we were able 

to run an iteration of k-means in a reasonable amount of time. K-means requires 

that we specify the number of clusters (k) that we want to find in our dataset. To 

determine the best k for our dataset, we calculated the average Silhouette Score 

for each k-means model with differing values of k up to k = 2000. The Silhouette 

Score essentially uses distance metrics to create a combined calculation of how 

similar points in a cluster are to each other and how different they are compared 

to points in another cluster.

This method yields a Silhouette Coefficient for each cluster and we averaged 

these scores to find the average Silhouette Coefficient for a model. We then used 

the model with the k value that maximized the Silhouette Coefficient of the model. 

Ideally, we would utilize other clustering algorithms, but given the size of our data 

and time limitations, we will leave more robust clustering methods for future work.

With our Silhouette Coefficient optimized, we chose a suggested k value of 

300. We ran our entire sentence-embedding dataset through the model to clas-

sify each sentence into a cluster including those it was not trained on. Next, we 

utilized n-gram counts to aid in quantitatively interpreting the meaning of the 

clusters. Finally, we utilized this information, along with other metrics to be dis-

cussed shortly, to identify topically relevant clusters for further qualitative analy-

sis and interpretation.

results
Overview

Before giving an overview of the findings, it should be emphasized that working 

with data is messy, especially when that data is meant to represent something as 
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multivalent and ambiguous as human communication. As such, we primarily use 

quantitative measures of our texts not as the basis for empirical arguments but 

rather to spark further human investigation.

We will begin with an overall description of the corpus, inputs, and outputs 

of the study. The number of texts acquired from HathiTrust per year increased at 

a near exponential rate, which can most likely be attributed to rapidly increasing 

publication rates in general over the course of this period (fig. 9.1). At first glance, 

the total number of sentences and total number of revolutionary sentences per 

year seem to follow a similar rate of change (figs. 9.2 and 9.3). However, by cal-

culating the proportion of revolutionary sentences to all sentences, we can see 

FIgurE 9.1. Total acquired texts per year

FIgurE 9.2. Total sentences per year
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FIgurE 9.3. Total revolutionary sentences per year

FIgurE 9.4. Percentage of revolutionary sentences over time

that percentage of revolutionary utterances rose more linearly than exponentially 

(fig. 9.4).

While a rather tiny portion of statements overall, it nonetheless seems that 

writers focused more and more on the topic of revolution as time progressed. 

Summary statistics of the regression model strongly confirm this, with a p-value 

of less than 2.2e-16 suggesting a very strong correlation between the passage of 

time and an increase in the proportion of statements about revolution.



(CouNtEr-)rEvolutIoNAry dISCourSE      165

FIgurE 9.5. Percentage of sentences over time

But as we might expect from these low overall percentages, the distribution 

of revolutionary statements in the corpus trace a very long tail, meaning that the 

vast majority of texts in the corpus contain few or no references to revolution or 

similar topics, but there are also texts at the high extreme of the dataset: while 

it is hard to see, observations extend to the far right side of the graph (fig. 9.5).

In terms of authors and works, the most represented authors as measured by 

revolutionary statements were as shown in table 9.2. The general prominence of 

many of these authors suggests that the number of revolutionary utterances is 

not so much an indication of the radical nature of an individual but rather of 

how prolific or popular they were, and how often their works were published and 

republished. Much the same phenomenon can be observed in the works with the 

most revolutionary sentences (table 9.3).

Histories and reference works proliferate, which makes sense as they domi-

nated printing presses during the period of study. The sole identifiable works 

of fiction are Walter Scott’s Waverley Novels, which were both voluminous and 

wildly popular, factors, as we have discussed, that can bias these metrics. A final 

feature to note here is the inclusion of “Maryland Reports: containing cases 

adjudged in the Court of Appeals of that State” as the twenty-fifth most revolu-

tionary work, a fact that will become important as we tweak our analytical mea-

sures to control for the simple volume of text produced by authors and works in 

the corpus. While one might expect government entities and bureaucracies to be 

able to produce an immense amount of text (and they do), a more consequential 

phenomenon also seems to be at work.



tABlE 9.2 Revolutionary sentences by author

Author SENtENCES

Scott, Walter, Sir 53305
Macaulay, Thomas Babington Macaulay, Baron 43571
Hallam, Henry 35744
Gibbon, Edward 32763
Cooper, James Fenimore 25213
Irving, Washington 23254
Hume, David 23014
Shakespeare, William 21255
New York (State) 18845
Thiers, Adolphe 18832
Smith, William 18723
Chitty, Joseph 18176
Channing, William Ellery 17455
Byron, George Gordon Byron, Baron 17260
Robertson, William 17074
Motley, John Lothrop 16829
Prescott, William Hickling 16660
Goldsmith, Oliver 16359
Lossing, Benson John 15237
Alison, Archibald, Sir 15070
Milton, John 14666
James, G. P. R. 14421
Burke, Edmund 14063
Lytton, Edward Bulwer Lytton, Baron 13895
Maunder, Samuel 13663
Parsons, Theophilus 13503
Goodrich, Samuel G. 13270
Brougham and Vaux, Henry Brougham, Baron 13024
Story, Joseph 12378
Russell, William 12263
Dickens, Charles 12250
Blackstone, William 11948
Parton, James 11940
Story, Joseph 11936
Johnson, Samuel 11932
Coleridge, Samuel Taylor 11739
Abbott, John S. C. 11218
Mackintosh, James, Sir 11163
Frost, John 11052
Rose, Hugh James 11012
Ranke, Leopold von 10858
Taylor, W. C. (William Cooke) 10579
Pollard, Edward Alfred 10386
Milman, Henry Hart 10014
Mommsen, Theodor 9741
Carlyle, Thomas 9712
Plutarch 9666
Phillipps, S. M. 9582
Woodhouselee, Alexander Fraser Tytler, Lord 9575
Guizot, M. (Francois) 9501
Tocqueville, Alexis de 9371
Jenkins, John S. 9337



(CouNtEr-)rEvolutIoNAry dISCourSE      167

tABlE 9.3 Revolutionary sentences by work

Work SENtENCES

The living age 37900
The history of the decline and fall of the Roman empire 10583
The history of Rome 10445
The history of the French revolution 9633
The monthly magazine, or, British register 9413
The Encyclopaedia britannica: or, Dictionary of arts, sciences, and general literature 9270
New moral world 8616
A new general biographical dictionary 8386
Works 7886
The history of the decline and fall of the Roman Empire 7800
Encyclopaedia Britannica; or, A dictionary of arts, sciences, and miscellaneous 

literature, enlarged and improved
7377

The law of contracts 7350
The works of the English poets, from Chaucer to Cowper 7101
A history of England principally in the seventeenth century 6743
Johnson’s (revised) universal cyclopaedia; a scientific and popular treasury of 

useful knowledge
6251

The cyclopaedia; or, Universal dictionary of arts, sciences, and literature 6245
Waverley novels 6147
The Edinburgh encyclopaedia 5940
The life of Napoleon Bonaparte, Emperor of the French.
With a preliminary view of the French Revolution

5738

Chambers’s encyclopaedia; a dictionary of universal knowledge 5677
The works of Jeremy Bentham 5644
Chambers’s encyclopaedia: a dictionary of universal knowledge for the people 5529
Commentaries on equity jurisprudence: as administered in
England and America

5493

Chamber’s encyclopaedia: a dictionary of universal knowledge for the people 5375
Maryland reports: containing cases adjudged in the Court of Appeals of that State 5318

Revolutionary Focus and Its Necessity

In examining the most represented works and authors in the corpus, it became 

obvious that a more precise metric was needed. In other words, we needed to 

measure how apt a person or work is to write about revolution, rather than how 

much they do, since the latter can be a simple product of how much they write 

(or are published) in general. Table 9.4 shows authors with the highest percentage 

of total sentences using one of our revolutionary terms.9

This has the effect of devaluing the length of works and number of works 

published, and valuing the proportion of space an author or work dedicates to 

revolution. As Audre Lorde reminds us, there are “enormous differences in the 

material demands between poetry [or other short forms] and prose. . . . A room 

of one’s own may be a necessity for writing prose, but so are reams of paper, a 

typewriter, and plenty of time.”10 Compared to the first measure of revolutionary 
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tABlE 9.4 Revised revolutionary sentences by author

Author
rEvolutIoNAry

SENtENCES
totAl

SENtENCES
pErCENt 

rEvolutIoNAry

Boyer, Benjamin M. 35 137 25.5
Alger, Edwin Alden 48 202 23.8
Tarbell, John P. 30 130 23.1
Republican party, Louisiana. State campaign 

committee.
18 87 20.7

Pomeroy, Samuel Clarke 37 180 20.6
Hutcheson, Robert 48 234 20.5
Carpenter, James W. 17 84 20.2
Herrick, Anson 59 293 20.1
Georgia Republican Association, Washington, D.C. 11 56 19.6
Wadsworth, William Henry 123 632 19.5
Stevens, Aaron Fletcher 60 311 19.3
Sprague, Achsa W. (Achsa White) 16 84 19
Davis, Thomas 186 1009 18.4
Greenwood, Alfred B. 34 188 18.1
Bennett, Hendley S. 37 205 18
Eastman, Alfred W. 44 244 18
Ewing, Thomas 66 366 18
Rankine, David 82 460 17.8
New York. General committee of Democratic Whig 

young men.
23 130 17.7

Fish, Hamilton 39 225 17.3
Sitgreaves, Charles 41 237 17.3
Schieffelin, Samuel Bradhurst 32 186 17.2
Knapp, A. L. (Anthony Lausett) 45 263 17.1
Democratic party. Wisconsin. 54 324 16.7
Pennsylvania Select Committee relative to the 

admission of Kansas into the Union.
17 102 16.7

Clark, Joseph 249 1505 16.5
Democratic party. Co. New Jersey. Gloucester 16 97 16.5
Rodgers, James H. 64 394 16.2
Wright, D. 38 234 16.2
Dunne, Henry C. 26 161 16.1

focus, this revision in our analytical framework should return more inclusive 

results that ignore the raw number of sentences one is able to write about revo-

lution. And on the whole, we do find far fewer extremely prominent people of 

letters, suggesting that this measure of revolutionary focus privileges one’s popu-

larity and access to publishing far less: an encouraging sign.

In more closely researching these individuals, though, we found a prepon-

derance of politicians and lawyers, citizens who, broadly speaking, had a vested 

interest in the status quo. The specific entities are largely different organiza-

tions and individuals from the first list, but they still represent the legitimizing 

classes of hegemonic power. Almost all the men on the list were US legislators; 
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Alfred B. Greenwood was both a US and Confederate legislator and an attorney; 

E. A. Alger plied the latter trade.

Ignoring them for a moment, though, the new metric did bring at least one 

differing voice to the forefront. Achsa Sprague, the twelfth-ranked entity on the 

list, was a female spiritualist and medium. What prompts an occultist’s inclu-

sion on a list of lawyers and politicians? Her sole work in the corpus is a poem 

called “I Still Live: A Poem for the Times,” described in a biography by Leonard 

Twynham in the December 1941 Proceedings of the Vermont Historical Society as 

“a cry for freedom, a treatment of the contemporary scene, dedicated to hearts 

‘offering their lives at the shrine of liberty.’ It is,” he continues, “a moving didactic 

piece in pentameter couplets. It extols the names of Washington, Adams, Jef-

ferson, and Webster; it refers to civil war, to ‘a house divided against itself,’ to 

the Union; it is an intense exhortation in behalf of emancipation in America, 

a vigorous denunciation of slavery and oppression.”11 The coincidence of the 

biography with the month of America’s entry into the Second World War seems 

to weave a tidy thread through periods of great upheaval in the country’s history. 

While Twynham likely would have been working on the biography prior to the 

Japanese invasion of Pearl Harbor, Americans were nonetheless thinking more 

and more about issues of patriotism, which Twynham identifies as a major theme 

of Sprague’s poetry.12 And while patriotism often serves as a thin veil for anti-

revolutionary activity, “I Still Live” does prioritize self-sovereignty, a sentiment 

in line with her work as a women’s rights advocate and abolitionist. Sprague, 

for instance, expresses solidarity with the Poles who, in the nineteenth century, 

fought a series of unsuccessful rebellions to preserve Polish sovereignty from the 

Prussians, Austrians, and Russians:13

Though Poland fell while struggling with her chains,

The love of freedom in her sons remains,

Though other lands—in past and present hours

Too weak to rise above the tyrant’s powers—

Yet every effort that the patriot gave,

His country from the tyrant’s hand to save,

Has lived: though for his land has rung the knell,

Its tolling struck anew great Freedom’s bell.

Sprague, however, explicitly connects her and America’s struggles for freedom 

and self-determination with those of other persecuted groups, an international-

ist perspective on freedom, revolution, and emancipation that is very unique in 

this upper quadrant of the corpus.

Contrast this with the rhetoric of someone like Benjamin M. Boyer, the 

first-ranked entity on the list and a Democratic US House Representative from 
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Pennsylvania serving from 1865 to 1869. His only work in the corpus, 1869’s 

The Results of the Presidential Election, as one may expect from the title, proves 

all too relevant to the United States today. Boyer’s prose is perhaps most charac-

terized by his frequent use of the word “radical” not to promote radical change 

or substantively dispute progressive policies but rather to paint nonreactionary 

policies as radical while at the same time normalizing reactionary points of view. 

As residents of Atlanta, we saw this tactic used extensively in the 2020 elections 

to discredit the “radical liberals” John Ossoff and Raphael Warnock. Boyer offers 

a series of rhetoricals in building his argument against racial justice in the South:

But has the Radical policy of reconstruction itself been so approved 

and established that it can never be disturbed by future elections? Is 

there nothing to be apprehended from the continued violation of natu-

ral laws and a possible collision of races? Are the reconstruction laws 

themselves so firmly intrenched [sic] upon constitutional grounds that 

a general revulsion of feeling among the superior race might not find a 

ready excuse for sweeping from its foundations the whole work of Radi-

cal reconstruction? Radicalism has not itself been overscrupulous in the 

use of means. Usurpation is a dangerous game for any party to play if it 

would have its work outlast the passions from which it derived its power 

to tyrannize and proscribe.14

At the risk of flattening the historical record,15 one can hear echoes of the 

rhetoric politicians developed to provoke and justify the January 6 insurrection 

at the US Capitol, stirring up ire against a cabal of usurping politicians denying 

the supposed will of the people. To be fair, contemporaries did critique this type 

of inflammatory speech, as in the anonymously penned 1863 document A Few 

Words for Honest Pennsylvania Democrats—an antislavery doctrine appearing on 

the most revolution-focused works list (table 9.5)—which documents some of 

the antidemocratic theories and actions being suggested to usurp federal power 

in the slavery question.

A focus of the document was William B. Reed’s “favorite scheme, equally revo-

lutionary in its tendencies, of erecting the banner of revolt against the United 

States by means of State conventions which would,” as he puts it, “restore the 

Union, and by the same operation establish on a firm basis the rights of the States 

forever.” The pamphlet is cogent in its critique of demagogues who, “with more 

or less openness, carry out the teachings of Calhoun and Jefferson Davis, and 

stimulate you to armed resistance to the Government, inflaming your passions 

by complaints of oppression, the falsity of which is best demonstrated by the 

freedom with which they are allowed to spout their incendiary harrangues [sic].” 

The writer also condemns aspiring elites like George Northrop, “another of the 
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tABlE 9.5 Revised revolutionary sentences by work

Work
rEvolutIoNAry

SENtENCES
totAl

SENtENCES
pErCENt 

rEvolutIoNAry

Agreement between the city of Toronto and the 
Grand Trunk Railway Company of Canada

47 108 43.5

Agreement between the city of Toronto and the Trunk 
Railway Company of Canada

48 140 34.3

Half-pay to officers of the revolutionary war 3 9 33.3
An oration . . . in commemoration of the anniversary 

of national independence
22 77 28.6.3

Mexico: its present government, and its political 
parties

56 200 28

Letter from Horace Binney 7 27 25.9
The results of the presidential election 35 136 25.7
Lecture on the evils . . . that flow from the party 

divisions
51 200 25.5

Resolutions respecting the present war, and the 
causes leading thereto

7 28 25

Address of Democratic members of Congress to the 
Democracy of the United States

32 129 24.8

Speech of E. A. Alger, esq., delivered before the 
Democrats of Lowell

48 200 24

Oration delivered before the democratic citizens . . . 
of Middlesex at Groton

30 130 23.1

A popular exposition of the effect of forces applied 
to draught

82 359 22.8

Rules of the Circuit courts of the state of Michigan 40 177 22.6
A few words for honest Pennsylvania Democrats 45 204 22.1
The status of Rebel states 60 275 21.8
The churches of the Middle Ages 17 78 21.8
An address to the American people 17 78 21.8
The party of freedom and its candidates. The duty of 

the colored voter.
37 170 21.8

Revolution against free government not a right but 
a crime

104 480 21.7

Article from the New Orleans Bee of August 20, 
1871

48 226 21.2

A defence of Republicanism 55 261 21.1
The opinions of old Jonathan Faneuil on modern 

politics in the Unites States
50 238 21

men who are endeavoring to rise from obscurity into prominence by luring you 

to destruction.”16

The continuities here are frightening, especially when we reflect that January 6 

represented perhaps the most serious internal threat to the Union since this 

pre–Civil War period 170 years earlier. Political upstarts luring the masses into 

life- and reputation-threatening action (one thinks of Stephen Ayres’s testimony 

from the committee hearings) and legislative theories involving alternative state 
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FIgurE 9.6. Box and whisker plot of publication years for the most Revolution-
focused works

committees formed to exert one’s extralegal desires (John Eastman). When we 

look at the publication dates of the documents in table 9.5, we see that the works 

in the corpora were clearly most concerned with this phenomenon at the time 

it was most relevant: when the American democracy last collapsed (figure 9.6). 

While we do not have quantitative evidence to link today’s United States to this 

period, the semantic similarities and the strength with which these documents 

cohere to the Civil War period present frightening implications for the present.

Bleeding Kansas and Institutional Rhetoric on Revolution

The revolution-focused “Pennsylvania Select Committee relative to the admis-

sion of Kansas into the Union” points to a prominent vein of writing in the cor-

pus related to “Bleeding Kansas,” a series of violent voting disputes in Kansas 

over whether the state would be free or slave, famously including the caning 

of Charles Sumner and John Brown’s revolt, among other incidents. There are 

over 350 works in the corpus mentioning “Kansas” in the title, nearly all of them 

discussing either the Kansas-Nebraska Act or Bleeding Kansas. While it would be 

hard to say exactly how large this subdiscourse is compared to others within the 

corpus, the further echoes it shares with the current day certainly warrant further 

examination.

Another juridical body in the corpus, the “House Committee to Investigate 

the Troubles in Kansas,” represents the broadest accounting of this subject. All 

entries for this entity come from different publications of a house investigation 
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into the violence in Kansas. While the violence seems to have been provoked 

by, according to the KSGenWeb Project, “thousands of pro-slavery Missourians 

[who] crossed the border and posing as Kansans, demanded the right to vote 

at gun point,” and also “browbeat judges, stuffed ballot boxes, and otherwise 

transformed the election into a grim farce,” there was also an abolitionist opposi-

tion being armed and supported by abolitionists across the country.17 As a brief 

overview, in 1854, around two thousand antislavery settlers from New England 

began arriving in Kansas “to make that their home and . . . at all elections vote 

against the institution of slavery.”18 At the time of the vote, around one thousand 

proslavery Missourians crossed the border and engaged in a combination of 

illegally voting for slavery in Kansas (they were not settlers like the abolitionists) 

or (often violently) preventing the settlers and other antislavery Kansans from 

voting.

The House report includes both minority and majority accounts, so ideas 

about what exactly constituted revolution and revolt in this murky situation shift 

quite a bit throughout the report. The document consists of a sixty-seven page 

majority report and a forty-two page minority report, so that split should be kept 

in mind as we examine its discourse.19

The “House Committee to Investigate the Troubles in Kansas” would seem to 

be much more concerned with democracy and process than what one may expect 

from a “revolutionary” document. A quick glance at a word list for the document 

reveals the predominance of words like “party” (probably more of a legal than 

political sense in this case, though), “election,” “state,” “vote,” “district,” and so on. 

A bit further down the list, words like “brown” (John Brown), “resistance,” and 

“night” hint at more subversive contexts. Closer examination of the extracted 

sentences reveals a text primarily focused on reporting on (and likely containing) 

rather than fomenting revolutionary acts.

Much of the document consists of testimonies by involved individuals who, 

unsurprisingly, inject their own biases into the proceedings. Matthew R. Walker, 

for instance, testified that “the people of Missouri acted upon the principle of 

self-defence, and to counteract the unusual and extraordinary movements which 

were being made at the north.”20

The committee as a whole, though, found that “the settlers took but little 

interest in the election, not one-half of them voting. This may be accounted for 

from the fact that the settlements were scattered over a great extent, that the 

term of the delegate to be elected was short, and that the question of free or 

slave institutions was not generally regarded by them as distinctly at issue.” As a 

result, they concluded, “under these circumstances, a systematic invasion from 

an adjoining State, by which large numbers of illegal votes were cast in remote 

and sparse settlements, for the avowed purpose of extending slavery into the 
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Territory, even though it did not change the result of the election, was a crime of 

great magnitude.”21

This crime looked like a large-scale armed insurrection, an “unusual and 

extraordinary movement” on behalf of the proslavery Missourians, rather than 

the largely uninterested settlers:

They came in wagons (of which there were over 100) and on horse-

back, under the command of Col. Samuel Young, of Boone county, Mis-

souri, and Claiborne F. Jackson, of Missouri. They were armed with 

guns, rifles, pistols, and bowie-knives; and had tents, music, and flags 

with them. They brought with them two pieces of artillery, loaded with 

musket-balls. On their way to Lawrence some of them met Mr. N. B. 

Blanton, who had been appointed one of the judges of election by Gov. 

Reeder, and, after learning from him that he considered it his duty to 

demand an oath from them as to their place of residence, first attempted 

to bribe him, and then threatened him with hanging, in order to induce 

him to dispense with that oath. In consequence of these threats he did 

not appear at the polls the next morning to act as judge.22

In light of the January 6 insurrection, during which rhetoric about the rioters 

being “good people,” “unfairly treated” compared to largely peaceful BLM and 

Antifa demonstrators, it is heartening to note that the revolutionary rhetoric in 

this document primarily refers to the subversion of voting laws in favor of slav-

ery, and that the report, despite containing both majority and minority sections, 

almost exclusively treats the proslavery activists as in the wrong.23 One testifier 

asserts, for instance, “I am well satisfied that there exists in this territory a secret 

military organization which has for its object among other things resistance to 

the laws by force,” with another plainly stating “I think that the Missourians who 

came here came in consequence of counteracting the abolition movement of the 

north and those who voted with that understanding.” Conversely, when John 

Brown, who would likely be painted with an “Antifa” brush today, is mentioned, 

it is predominantly to note his group’s nonviolent and law-abiding behavior: one 

person reports “I did not hear any of Brown’s party say that day that there were 

no laws in the territory,” while another assures the committee that “Brown’s party 

were not fighting at all.”24 Even as “law and order” has come to function over the 

twentieth century as code for the suppression of progressive, antiestablishment 

forces and/or people of color, in this Civil War–era report, at least, partisanship 

seems less at play and definitions more stable across the political spectrum.

That said, this investigation of revolutionary rhetoric challenges the results we 

were expecting to find, and instead confirms what we likely should have expected 

all along. In a corpus of texts that were selected to be published, were important 
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enough to be collected in a university library, and were still on the shelves at least 

125 years later to be digitized by Google Books and Hathi Trust, one is more 

likely to find talk of containing revolutions and other destabilizing forces than of 

progressive change to the status quo.

Cluster Analysis

So far, we have primarily focused on works that scored highly in a metric measur-

ing how much they talked about revolution. While this is certainly an effective 

way of finding those authors who most concern themselves with revolution, it 

does not do much to systemically inform us of what they say about it, nor does it 

do much to explore the works beyond the extremes of the corpus.

A Note on Methods and Corresponding Results

For this portion of the study, we employed a corpus analysis methodology called 

term frequency-inverse document frequency (TF-IDF) analysis. The output of 

this process is a list of texts, words, and corresponding “scores,” the latter of which 

tells one how statistically overrepresented a specific word is in a particular docu-

ment (or cluster in this case) as compared to the corpus as a whole.

Usually, these scores would correspond to individual words in individual 

texts, but before deploying TF-IDF, we clustered the texts to improve readabil-

ity of our results across such a large corpus. Texts were grouped together by a 

machine-learning algorithm based on similarity, and the “keyness” of terms to a 

specific cluster was then calculated cumulatively for that cluster rather than for 

individual texts contained therein.

Revolutionary Rhetoric over Time

One of the major phenomena we wanted to study with this analysis is the evolu-

tion of revolutionary rhetoric over time. We took a few approaches to combat the 

chronological skew of the inputs. First, given that all the clusters skewed toward 

later mean dates, we decided it would be prudent to individually examine the ear-

lier clusters which otherwise do not weigh heavily on the results: no cluster with 

a mean publication date before 1845 exceeded sixty-six revolutionary sentences, 

and no clusters had a mean year earlier than 1800.

As one can see in table 9.6, the earliest clusters in the corpus are both not 

terribly early and exceedingly small given that the mean revolutionary sentence 

count of clusters (when clusters = 300) was around 26,000 sentences. Of the 

early clusters with double-digit sentence counts (a statistically arbitrary but more 
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manageable number for individual examination), only about half were at least 

somewhat related to political revolution. Cluster 276, for instance, centered on 

printings and reprintings of Oliver Goldsmith’s History of Greece.

Cluster 59 centered on eighteenth-century revolutions and rebellions in the 

Western world, in particular those in France, England, and states like New York 

and New Hampshire. The coherence of these geographically and linguistically 

disparate revolutions into a single cluster suggests the development of interna-

tional discourses of revolution, and the interchange and adoption of discourse 

from one national context to another. Matthew Lockwood’s To Begin the World 

Over Again: How the American Revolution Devastated the Globe traces the echoes 

of the US Revolution in the far reaches of the British Raj, Russia, and Spain, 

to name a few of the many locales he highlights. He warns, though, that “most 

tABlE 9.6 Earliest clusters

CluStEr MEAN yEAr SENtENCES

Cluster 191 1800.67 3
Cluster 71 1801.00 1
Cluster 215 1808.44 9
Cluster 149 1822.87 23
Cluster 276 1824.07 28
Cluster 43 1826.00 5
Cluster 258 1828.00 3
Cluster 283 1830.00 1
Cluster 299 1833.75 8
Cluster 13 1834.00 2
Cluster 69 1835.17 18
Cluster 111 1835.25 4
Cluster 15 1835.40 5
Cluster 166 1835.50 26
Cluster 237 1835.90 21
Cluster 28 1836.75 4
Cluster 133 1837.56 9
Cluster 122 1837.67 3
Cluster 243 1838.29 17
Cluster 89 1838.33 3
Cluster 59 1839.40 47
Cluster 20 1840.25 4
Cluster 36 1840.58 66
Cluster 187 1841.16 57
Cluster 266 1841.95 19
Cluster 27 1843.19 27
Cluster 160 1843.53 30
Cluster 269 1843.56 25
Cluster 113 1843.67 33
Cluster 124 1844.90 10
Cluster 32 1845.00 3
Cluster 263 1845.73 90653
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previous accounts of the American Revolution have by and large restricted their 

attention to the thirteen colonies. . . . In so doing they have limited their focus 

to the stone that caused the splash rather than the waves and ripples that radi-

ated out from its epicenter. . . . As compelling as these heroic stories are, limiting 

our focus to the familiar, even comforting, tales of the American Revolution not 

only skews our understanding of what was in fact a global crisis, but also molds 

our understanding of America’s national history in dangerous ways.”25 The link-

ing of these discourses from different national contexts suggests that, at least in 

the pamphlets, reports, and speeches that make up a large portion of this cor-

pus, there was a significant interchange of rhetorics about revolution in different 

national contexts.

For example, nearly all the works in Cluster 59 are historical accounts of peo-

ple and places involved in revolutions: memoirs, biographies, and histories of 

George III, Napoleon Bonaparte, England in general, and various of the Ameri-

can colonies. Furthermore, nearly all the works retrospectively discuss punish-

ments or pardons for revolutionary acts. The clustering of these historiographical 

texts points not so much to a contemporary community of international revolu-

tionaries (somewhat in the Andersonian sense) but rather to postrevolutionary 

discourse on the exercise of power after rebellion. While some rhetorics certainly 

found contemporary international audiences—the transference of “life, liberty 

and the pursuit of happiness” from the French “liberté, égalité, fraternité” comes 

to mind—the language of Cluster 59 overlaps specifically in its acknowledgment 

of state power and the role of pardons in the consolidation of said power during 

periods of instability.

In Sanderson’s Biography of the Signers of the Declaration of Independence, for 

instance, John Sanderson circumspectly considers Howe’s offer of pardon to the 

American rebels:

They had tried a pretended spirit of reconciliation in the year 1776, 

when congress had deputed Dr. Franklin, Mr. Adams, and Mr. Rutledge, 

to meet Lord Howe, at the request of the latter. The palpable intention 

was to lessen the enthusiasm of the people in favour of liberty, and bias 

their sentiments against revolutionary principles, and not to come to 

an equitable accommodation: the commission of Lord Howe did not 

contain any other authority than that expressed in the act of parliament, 

which was that of granting pardons, with such exceptions as the com-

missioners might think proper to make, and of declaring America, or 

any part of it, to be in the king’s peace, upon submission.26

While Sanderson was looking back on the American Revolution from just before 

the Civil War, in The Right Way for Restoring the Late Rebel States to the Federal 
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Union, Robert Ruffin Collier, Esq. considers pardons from a legal standpoint, 

this time with an eye toward restoring the American Union after that war: “It is a 

salutary power, with promptness, as a single executive may, to bring to quiet the 

turbulent in the act of their violence. But then nevertheless it is in this instance 

by the constitutional prescription, only and not beyond a promise of pardon and 

to that extent and in terms the presidential proclamations to persons in rebellion 

should be that if they will at once desist though convicted thereafter they shall 

be pardoned.”27

Both accounts recognize the role of pardons in quelling rebellion but find 

themselves on opposite sides of the debate because of the hegemonic power exer-

cised on themselves by the US state. Michael A. McDonnell suggests that early 

Revolutionary War historians “were all nationalists. They were all committed 

to the new nation and to promoting the unity they thought vital to it. So they 

rewrote colonial and Revolutionary history to promote the idea of a gradual, 

inevitable, and orderly evolution of a new nation based on a set of ideas.”28 Much 

like in the outliers explored earlier, in the clusters we also see a continual and 

concentrated effort on the part of historians, politicians, lawyers, and other insti-

tutionalists to reify nation-states in the face of resistance.

Raymond Williams’s description of hegemony in Marxism and Literature 

reminds us that “it has continually to be renewed, recreated, defended, and modi-

fied. It is also continually resisted, limited, altered, challenged by pressures not at 

all its own . . . [but] the decisive hegemonic function is to control or transform or 

even incorporate them. . . . Any hegemonic process must be especially alert and 

responsible to the alternatives and opposition which threaten its dominance. The 

reality of cultural process must then always include the efforts and contributions 

of those who are in one way or another outside or at the edge of the terms of the 

specific hegemony.”29

While our initial expectations of the corpus may indeed have been faulty, it 

is perhaps the key takeaway of this study that a subcorpus systemically curated 

to focus on “revolutionary” texts ends up demonstrating the overwhelming and 

overriding written efforts to tamp down “alternative and oppositional initiatives 

and contributions.”30

Clustering Coherence

Another key conclusion about the study and methodology can be illustrated by 

Cluster 113, which suggests the suitability and utility of BERT for discovering and 

identifying continuities in international discourses. While not very substantively 

focusing on revolution, nearly all extracts in this cluster come from historical 

summaries and historical passages in guidebooks, particularly for Paris, but also 
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some for Italy. In particular, they describe objects of interest to tourists that had 

been moved in the past either to escape or as a result of revolutionary violence. 

For instance, “when in the phrenzy of the French Revolution many churches 

were reduced to ruins most of the monuments they contained were mutilated 

and many of them destroyed it was in the Musee des Monumens Francais those 

that escaped the general wreck were deposited” from The Modern Voyager and 

Traveller through Europe, Asia, Africa, and America or “during the revolution it 

was removed to the Church des Petits Peres then to the Gaurie de Virginie in the 

Palais Royal and lastly to the temporary structure in the Rue Feydeau where it 

is still held” from The History of Paris from the Earliest Period to the Present Day: 

Containing a Description of Its Antiquities, Public Buildings, Civil, Religious, Sci-

entific, and Commercial Institutions.

While not substantive rhetoric around revolution, the cluster is nonetheless 

remarkable in its ability to identify a mundane generic formation of writing 

about revolution that humans would likely never conceive of or perceive with-

out computational aid. It calls to mind the principles of Latour’s Actor-Network 

Theory, emphasizing the importance of objects in human history, and the ways 

they intersect with, travel, and affect human history. The writers of this cluster’s 

passages obviously had some sense of this importance, but very few would con-

ceptualize it as an overarching trend in historical and travel writing.

Cluster 222 also demonstrates this, but in perhaps a more relevant context. 

Most of the works here are about revolution, but all of them are about trauma. 

In Johannes Von Müller’s An Universal History, in Twenty-Four Books, he writes 

that “the remembrance of the civil wars and of the tyranny of Cromwell was 

not yet forgotten and was recalled with terror.” In Crests from the Ocean-World, 

Alonzo Tripp suggests that “the terrible scenes of the revolution continually 

haunted his imagination.” But also, in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights, Cath-

erine reflects on Heathcliff ’s death: “I felt stunned by the awful event and my 

memory unavoidably returned to former times with a sort of oppressive sadness.” 

A remarkable formation, connecting domestic tragedy with the tragedy of war 

based on a syntax of trauma. The old saying “Love is war” may hold more truth 

than we might think.

A quick look at Cluster 124 also points to an international discourse around 

resistance to hegemony. Many praise efforts against various Russian imperial 

aggressions, but others celebrate the “skiful [sic]31 and brave and . . . gallant resis-

tance” of the Danes to Lord Nelson in the Battle of Copenhagen of 1801, and 

Richard Cameron’s resistance to Charles II’s Anglican Church. While harder to 

find than texts shoring up the state, it is clear that some international discourses 

did exist around resistance to hegemony, and that people in far corners of the 

globe conceived of sovereignty in similar ways.
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Chronological Bigram Analysis

While cluster analysis can be useful in pointing to macrotrends in a large cor-

pus like this, clustering can also simultaneously obscure less prominent trends. 

Another methodology we used to get a better glimpse at eighteenth-century 

rhetoric was to abandon clusters in favor of a content analysis that focused on 

discourse by year. While this methodology can make it difficult to tell what texts 

were participating in similar discourses, it does become easier to trace dominant 

discourses over time. Specifically, rather than using clusters, which group texts 

thematically, we grouped texts by years, and used n-gram analysis (bigrams in 

this case) to get a better idea of the content for each year. Bigrams were chosen 

because they gave a better sense of text content: 1-grams can be a bit too granular, 

and trigrams are unwieldy because there are not a large quantity of three-plus 

word phrases.

While we produced a total of the top ten bigrams per year, perhaps the best 

way to examine dominant and salient discourses over time is to look at the 

most prominent bigram topics per year. As we can see from figure 9.6, these 

are remarkably stable, with only fifteen top bigrams across the 125-year span. 

“United States,” perhaps unsurprisingly in an English language corpus, repre-

sents the most dominant bigram in “revolutionary” statements, both in mag-

nitude and chronologically, first rising to prominence in 1786 and drowning 

out nearly all other bigrams from about 1850 on (“said party” and “one party” 

make four appearances total in the span between 1850 and 1875. “Revolutionary 

War” makes two appearances in 1824 and 1842, perhaps as that term became 

more widely used. “One party” competed steadily with “United States” in the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries but fell off abruptly in 1857, never to 

be seen again. Prior to 1800, more radical terms, and terms connected to specific 

revolutions dominated: “coup de,” “French revolution,” and different variations 

of “radical,” perhaps as yet another sign that early in the Age of Revolutions, there 

was more talk of actual revolution until state rhetoric to reify power drowned 

it out.

discussion
As scholars such as Louis Althusser, Noam Chomsky, and Benedict Anderson 

have suggested, in different contexts, the results of this study point to an overrid-

ing trend in revolutionary rhetoric, particularly in print, toward co-optation and 

governmental (if not hegemonic) consolidation. The written word has, especially 

as time has progressed, not been involved in the project of promoting revolution 
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but in shoring up ideological state apparatuses. The chronological bigram analy-

sis, for one, showed a discourse converging toward a Bakhtinian monologism 

solely focused on history’s largest hegemony, the United States. While it is possi-

ble that a sizable portion of this speech is concerned with challenging power, the 

examination of revolutionary focus showed that discussion on these matters has 

often been dominated by institutions and institutionalists who, it would seem, 

never tire of talking about revolution with an eye toward preventing it. Though 

this study is not comprehensive—there is far too much text to make a conclusive 

argument about all of it—initial findings suggest that, at scale, progressive revo-

lutionary rhetoric barely registers.

There are, however, also discursive formations among those resisting hege-

mony, ones that can both confirm and extend our human understanding of the 

continuities among revolutions on the international scale. As Michael McDon-

nell reminds us, historical accountings of revolution are often no more than war 

stories, fabrications meant to serve a purpose, often that of power.

Quantitative analysis does not change that, and as human interlocutors with 

the data, we must be careful not to reify the prior mistakes we have made as histo-

rians and citizens in constructing and propagating rhetorical formations around 

revolution. However, this type of study can help us to question the stories we have 

told by exposing us to new sources, revealing new connections, and simply allow-

ing us to look at the data of history differently and at a broader scale.
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BY CONVERSATION WITH A LADY

Women’s Correspondence Networks in the 
Founders Online Database

Maeve Kane

In the spring of 1759, the young lawyer John Adams wrote that “By Conversation 

with a Lady, and Tryals of her Temper, and by Inquiry of her Acquaintance, a Man 

may know, whether her Temper will suit him or not” before marrying.1 Later 

that summer, he would meet the fifteen-year-old Abigail Smith, whom he would 

eventually marry. Together, their correspondence has helped shape the gendered 

memory of the founding generation from “remember the ladies” through recent 

scholarly and popular biographies of Abigail Adams and other founding moth-

ers.2 In many ways, both Abigail Adams and the men in her sphere were excep-

tional precisely because of her prominence in the Adams family correspondence, 

and the way archival collection practices in the Adams Papers have preserved a 

historical memory of her prominence.

The Founders Online database (https://founders.archives.gov/) has digitized 

this correspondence as well as the papers of George Washington, James Madison, 

Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, Benjamin Franklin, and John Adams 

and other members of the Adams family, from the authoritative transcriptions 

originally published in print by the University of Virginia Press, Princeton Uni-

versity Press, Columbia University Press, Yale University Press, Harvard Univer-

sity Press, and the Massachusetts Historical Society. Examining the metadata of 

the more than 165,000 records of the Founders Online database written between 

1730 and 1830, in this chapter I argue that women writers of the founding gen-

eration like Abigail Adams were more horizontally enmeshed in their correspon-

dence networks than contemporary male writers were.3 Women writers and their 
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correspondence with male leaders have long been recognized as important parts 

of the revolutionary era, but digital network analysis helps reveal the growth of 

women’s connections with one another in the early republic.

The scholarship of women’s literacy, correspondence, and political activism in 

the early republic raises a question for the Founders Online data: How and when 

did women form networks that became foundational to the growing political 

activism of the antebellum era?4 As Kate Davies has shown, women’s correspon-

dence networks began to flourish in the 1770s and 1780s, forming a previously 

unrecognized literary canon of women’s letters between the likes of Mercy Otis 

Warren and Catherine Macauly (both of whom are poorly represented in Found-

ers Online). Cassandra Good has argued that friendships between women and 

men were an important part of the revolutionary era and ethos before the rise of 

republican motherhood, the two-party system, and universal manhood suffrage 

inscribed cross-gender friendships with domestic rather than political meaning.5 

Susan Branson, Catherine Allgor, Cynthia Kierner, and others have shown that 

American women participated widely in political activity such as partisan ral-

lies and political patronage during the revolutionary era before the “revolution-

ary backlash” a generation later, as Rosemarie Zagarri has asserted.6 Mary Kelley 

and Jeanne Boydston have shown that revolutionary-era elite women created a 

space for themselves in civil society that was neither political nor domestic, where 

women could fashion a “civic self” and participate in political discourse despite 

legal exclusion from formal politics.7 This place in civil society is the space in 

which women’s letters in the Founders Online database flowed.

The networks formed by correspondence in the database largely conform to 

the patterns shown by previous scholars who have shown a growth in women’s 

connections and political activity in the early republic, with a few significant 

departures. Although the networks of the Founders Online correspondence do 

show growth in cross-gender connections after the Revolution, women were 

more likely to have cross-gender correspondents and female correspondents 

than men were. Women’s civil society included both women and men, but the 

barrier of formal, legally sanctioned political participation still formed a gen-

dered barrier that made a male space of official state business that is apparent in 

the gendered structures of the correspondence networks.

The Founders Online networks are also most suggestive about women’s 

political discourse and the foundations for later activism for what they do not 

show. Many of the women’s networks discussed below have abruptly severed 

edges because of the archival practices that preserved these collections, and these 

jagged network edges are suggestive for the shape of both elite and non-elite 

women’s networks in the revolutionary era. Martha Washington, for example, is 
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notably underrepresented in the networks discussed here despite copious docu-

mentation of the “republican court” or salon in her account books.8 As a primar-

ily oral space, a face-to-face salon culture lacks archival documentation of the 

kind best suited for digital network analysis. Other, less elite women who entered 

political discourse in this era, like those examined by Lori Ginzberg, also likely 

shared primarily face-to-face networks that went undocumented in the archive 

like the elite letters examined here precisely because those networks were local 

and in person.9

The network created by the Founders Online metadata is a necessarily incom-

plete, changeable object of study for several reasons. First, the collected papers 

included in the published volumes and database are centered on the correspon-

dence of Washington, Franklin, Jefferson, Hamilton, Madison, and John Adams. 

The documentation practices that created the correspondence, the archival prac-

tices that selected and preserved the documents, and the political and historical 

value placed on editing and later digitizing certain genres of correspondence all 

shaped the Founders Online corpus.10 Second, the version of the corpus analyzed 

for this chapter also likely differs from the database the reader may consult in the 

future. The database includes “early access” draft transcriptions of many letters as 

well as the authoritative, edited transcriptions that appear in the print editions; 

these early access transcriptions are replaced with the authoritative transcription 

as each edited volume becomes available.11 The analysis for this chapter relies on 

the relatively stable metadata information (date, author, and recipient/s) about 

each letter rather than the slightly more changeable letter contents.12 Despite 

these limitations, the Founders Online database offers a window on both wom-

en’s writing and the perception of women’s writing during the revolutionary era. 

By comparing networks centered on individual women and their correspon-

dents, then juxtaposing them against the networks of individual men who also 

sent or received similar numbers of letters in the database, this chapter examines 

the density of gendered connections within the overall network.

Men’s correspondence networks tended to be less dense and primarily com-

posed of other men, while women’s correspondence networks were denser and 

of mixed gender. Further, men’s correspondence networks remained similar in 

form and density before and after the Revolution. Women’s networks before the 

Revolution were smaller, mostly male, and less dense, with a shift to more dense 

mixed-gender networks over the course of the Revolution. Women writers cor-

responded with more women, who were themselves connected to other women, 

while male writers primarily corresponded with only one or a few women who 

were not connected to others. This change in women’s network structure lasted 

into the decades following the Revolution. The shift suggests a fundamental 

change in the role and perception of women writers by their female and male 
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peers during the revolutionary era. Male writers remained enmeshed in primarily 

male networks, their ability to perceive women writers largely unchanged from 

before the Revolution, while women’s networks grew larger and more intermixed 

with both women and men. Network analysis helps confirm the argument from 

previous scholarship that cross-gender friendships were an important facet of 

life in the early republic but also shows that the bar to women’s formal political 

participation nevertheless created starkly gendered correspondence networks to 

which only a few exceptional women gained entry.

data and Methodology
Data for this project was downloaded from the National Archive’s Open Gov-

ernment repository (https://www.archives.gov/open/nhprc/dataset-founders-

online) and cleaned to standardize spellings. Cleaning was as minimal as possible: 

for example, the spellings “Jacquelin Ambler,” “Jaqueline Ambler,” and “Jacque-

lin (Jaquelin) Ambler” in the transcriptions were merged into simply “Jacquelin 

Ambler.” For the purpose of tracing network connections, letters with multiple 

authors or recipients were split into multiple records with only one author and 

one recipient each. For example, the letter “Sarah Read to Benjamin and Deborah 

Franklin, April 10, 1734,”13 was split into two records: one with “author: Sarah 

Read” and “recipient: Benjamin Franklin,” and the other with “author: Sarah 

Read” and “recipient: Deborah Franklin.” Links were not made between multiple 

authors or recipients of a letter (in this case, Benjamin and Deborah Franklin). 

In most cases, multiple authors or recipients shared so many other links that the 

omission of these multiple authored letters was negligible to the final network. 

No effort was made to remove duplicate copies of a letter from the dataset, but 

number of connections was not a point of analysis for this study and so does not 

affect the results.

Gender of individuals in the network was assigned by first names or historical 

fact, or if ambiguous for a pseudonym, group of people, or unidentifiable, was 

marked N/A. These individuals with unassigned gender were not included in the 

totals for female and male correspondents in each network, but it is notable that 

female correspondents had nearly no correspondence with pseudonymous or 

corporate entities like “A Friend” or “The German Citizens of Philadelphia.” The 

male writers in the database who received these pseudonymous and corporate-

authored letters were public figures who held office. The absence of these pseud-

onymous letters in women’s correspondence indicates that even prominent, elite 

women were not viewed as public figures who could be addressed by strangers 

or public appeals.

https://www.archives.gov/open/nhprc/dataset-founders-online
https://www.archives.gov/open/nhprc/dataset-founders-online
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The Founder’s Online database includes correspondence between more than 

17,000 individuals, most of whom are connected to each other through corre-

spondence with others. In this larger overall network, women correspondents 

were relatively insignificant. Only four women—Mary Cranch Smith, Louisa 

Catherine Johnson Adams, Abigail Amelia Smith Adams, and Abigail Smith 

Adams—number in the top fifty authors or recipients of letters in the database 

by number of letters sent or received. Sheer number of letters sent or received is 

not always a good indicator of connectedness, but sometimes it is. Occasionally, 

an individual who connects otherwise unconnected parts of a network but only 

corresponds with a few other people can be more influential than others who 

send letters to many people because they control the flow of information between 

parts of a network. This measure is called “betweenness” and calculates how often 

an individual is on the shortest path between themselves and any other member 

of the network. As measured by their betweenness, the four prominent Adams 

women are unimportant to the overall cohesion of the larger network because 

they did not appear often on the shortest path between themselves and others. If 

these women were removed, the overall structure of the network would remain 

largely unchanged.

However, in smaller “ego networks,” the gendered experience of revolution-

ary correspondence becomes apparent. An ego network considers only an indi-

vidual, the individuals directly connected to them, and the connections between 

all of them. In these networks that focused around individual women and their 

correspondents, the structure of their correspondent networks is very different 

from the structure of the larger Founders Online network and the ego networks 

of their male contemporaries. Considered separately from the larger, male-

dominated network, women’s and men’s individual ego networks show starkly 

gendered differences in structure and change over time.

The women selected for this project were the fourteen with the most cor-

respondents (rather than the greatest number of letters alone). Abigail Adams, 

with 214 correspondents in the database, was among the most prolific female 

and male correspondents, but Martha Washington, with only four correspon-

dents, was among the top female correspondents in the database because there 

were so few women overall. The men chosen for comparison were identified 

primarily to give a representative range of ego networks similar in size to the 

women’s networks. These men included the diplomat Arthur Lee, who had the 

closest number of letters and correspondents to Abigail Adams, whose network 

dwarfed almost all other writers in the network except John Adams, Washington, 

Jefferson, Hamilton, and Franklin. These major figures were excluded from con-

sideration because, as collections of their personal papers, their correspondence 
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is overrepresented in the database and their ego networks correspondingly dwarf 

all other networks. Other men were selected both for the size of their networks 

and for their similarities or connections to female figures; Philip Schuyler, John 

Payne Todd, and James Warren were chosen for their connections to their respec-

tive daughters, mothers, and wives.

Absences and Collection practices
Abigail Adams and her daughter-in-law Louisa Catherine Adams are notable 

outliers in the database whose networks are significantly larger than most of 

their female and male contemporaries. Women connected to the Adams family 

are seven of the thirteen largest women’s networks. These include Abigail and 

Louisa, spouses of presidents; Abigail Amelia Adams Smith, daughter of Abigail 

Adams; Elizabeth Smith Shaw Peabody, Caroline Smith De Windt, and Mary 

Smith Cranch, sisters of Abigail Adams; and Harriet Welsh, a distant Adams 

relation. The other major female networks in the database are those of Dolley 

Madison, Deborah Franklin, and Martha Washington, spouses of men whose 

personal collections form the database; Angelica Schuyler Church, the sister-in-

law of another; and Ellen Coolidge, granddaughter of Thomas Jefferson. There 

are many other women in the database, but they are unconnected to others. 

Mercy Otis Warren is the only other female figure in the database who corre-

sponded with more than one other person in the database; the only woman with 

a large network of her own who was not related by blood or marriage to one of 

the male figures whose papers form the database; and the only one whose cor-

respondence comes from multiple collections rather than primarily a single col-

lection like the Adams family papers.

The profiles of the women who appear to have their own large networks in 

the Founders Online database are due to the histories of the collections them-

selves. The collections were shaped on one level by the broader challenges of 

women’s history, in which fewer women writers in the historical period translates 

to fewer letters by and to women in the database. Women like Elizabeth Schuyler 

Hamilton, wife of Alexander Hamilton, are notably absent from the Founders 

Online database: there are only thirty-one letters to Elizabeth Schuyler Hamilton 

in the database, all of them from Alexander Hamilton. Consequently, Elizabeth 

Schuyler Hamilton has been excluded from consideration here because she only 

had one correspondent in surviving letters. This dearth of letters is not because 

women did not send or receive letters. Although Elizabeth Schuyler Hamilton 

likely corresponded extensively with many other figures in the Founders Online 
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collection, someone’s experience of correspondence in life is not necessarily 

reflected in the archive for a variety of reasons. Elizabeth Schuyler Hamilton 

heavily edited, redacted, and destroyed her family’s papers after her husband’s 

death, and she likely destroyed many of her own letters and letters sent to her.14 

Whether from lack of production or deliberate omission, many women’s cor-

respondence is likely underrepresented.

Likewise, because the database was created from the papers of John Adams, 

George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamil-

ton, and James Madison, the correspondence of other contemporary figures is 

not completely represented. Philip Schuyler, the father of Elizabeth and Angelica 

Schuyler, has 444 letters with thirteen correspondents in the Founders Online 

database, making him one of the more minor male correspondents in the data-

base. However, if one were to consider the Schuyler family correspondence held 

by the New York Public Library, Philip, Elizabeth, and Angelica Schuyler’s net-

works would all likely look very different.15 The Schuyler family collection at the 

New York Public Library includes more than 100,000 letters across forty years, 

but without a robust API (application programming interface) that includes 

machine-readable author/recipient metadata for individual letters, it is impos-

sible as of this writing to compare how network structure for individuals varies 

across different archival collections.

Similarly, the diplomat Timothy Pickering’s network from the Founders 

Online database includes no women, but the letters in his personal papers held 

by the Massachusetts Historical Society include copious letters to and from his 

wife, daughters, sisters, and female friends and relatives during his travels.16 Pick-

ering’s Founders Online network represents his political and diplomatic work, 

from which his many female correspondents in his own personal papers have 

been omitted. As metadata for letter collections becomes increasingly available 

at scale, comparing the structure of archival networks across collections will be a 

productive direction for future research.17

Other men’s correspondence networks are entirely male precisely because 

of their domestic interactions with women. John Parke Custis, son of Martha 

Washington and stepson of George Washington; John Payne Todd, son of Dol-

ley Madison and stepson of James Madison; and John Barker Church, husband 

of Angelica Schuyler Church, all have small, entirely male correspondence net-

works and no correspondence with their more famous female relations. Custis 

died young, but the lack of women in all these men’s networks point to the way 

the editors of the respective Washington, Madison, and Hamilton papers shaped 

the historical record and memory of women’s involvement. Men whose papers 

were collected as part of the more familial-oriented John Adams collection, such 
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as John Quincy Adams, Thomas Boyleston Adams, Charles Francis Adams, and 

George Washington Adams, have many more women in their correspondence 

networks, though still not as many as their female peers. In the more political 

affairs–oriented Washington, Madison, and Hamilton collections, the correspon-

dence that Custis, Todd, and Church had with women may simply not have been 

included.

The six major collections of the papers of Washington, Adams, Jefferson, 

Franklin, Hamilton, and Madison had very different collection practices before 

being brought together as the Founders Online database, and these histories 

shaped the gendered structures of the networks now available. The Adams Fam-

ily Papers at the Massachusetts Historical Society were collected and held by the 

Adams family until 1954, and include papers of the extended family through 

1889.18 The Washington, Jefferson, Hamilton, Madison, and Franklin Papers 

were all started between 1943 and 1953 as scholarly projects. Both the Jefferson 

and Hamilton paper collections only indexed routine and “domestic” correspon-

dence, rather than including it in the collection, which significantly shaped the 

collections and the networks evident in them.19

The correspondence networks in the Founders Online database might best 

be considered an imperfect snapshot of how Adams, Washington, Franklin, Jef-

ferson, and Madison (and their editors) understood their contemporaries. As 

a record of letters that entered the personal collections of these five major fig-

ures, the Founders Online networks are something of a proxy for what Adams, 

Washington, Franklin, Jefferson, and Madison saw and remembered about 

how the women and men in their spheres interacted. These imperfect snap-

shots were then further shaped by twentieth-century conceptions of gendered 

significance.

gendered Network Structure
Structurally, the individual networks created by this edited correspondence have 

some similarities as well as one major gendered difference. Correspondence net-

works are formed when one person sends a letter to another. The directionality of 

this correspondence can affect some computational measures of network struc-

ture, such as measures of influence within the network, but because of the highly 

artificial construction of these networks, this directed measure of influence was 

not used in the current study. Women’s networks were much smaller on average 

than men’s networks, due to the factors considered above that exclude women’s 

letters from the collection.
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Very few individuals in the database had extensive networks in this collection 

before 1775. Of the women, only Deborah Franklin, Abigail Adams, and her sis-

ters Elizabeth Smith Peabody and Mary Smith Cranch’s correspondence shows 

an extensive network before 1775, and Deborah Franklin’s was shared almost 

entirely with her husband. These early networks were small and sparse, without 

many connections between correspondents. Women’s correspondence networks 

grew more extensive during the course of the Revolution. By the end of the war in 

1783, both women and men’s networks within the database grew larger and more 

extensive. Gendered differences between women’s and men’s networks began to 

appear at this point. The networks of Abigail Adams and her sisters had been 

small and sparse before 1775, and grew both larger and more dense over the 

course of the war, but not as dense as the networks of their male contemporaries.

Network density refers to the number of connections all individuals in a net-

work have to all other individuals in a network. If all individuals in a network 

are directly connected to all possible other individuals, then the network is maxi-

mally dense (expressed as a decimal between 0 and 1, where 1 is maximally dense 

with every person in a network connected to every other person). A maximally 

dense network is easiest to achieve in a small network. If Benjamin Franklin sends 

a letter to Deborah Franklin, Deborah Franklin sends a letter to John Adams, and 

John Adams sends a letter to Benjamin Franklin, then that very small network 

of three people is maximally dense because each individual is directly connected 

to all other people in the network. Network density in this case reveals the con-

nections between an individual’s other correspondents and the degree to which 

those other correspondents were connected to one another. In a sparse network, 

if Benjamin Franklin sent a separate letter to each Deborah Franklin and John 

Adams, all individuals would be indirectly connected, but because they are not 

all connected directly to each other, the network density would be lower than in 

the first, maximally dense example.

This network density is a proxy for how well a person is integrated with their 

wider network. By 1783 the diplomat Arthur Lee had the densest network of any 

of the ego networks considered here, indicating two things. First, that he had 

spent much of the Revolution in London, Paris, Spain, and Prussia, communicat-

ing with his American contemporaries largely by letters that could be archived 

and captured by the database. Second, those he corresponded with were in com-

munication with each other, making him densely enmeshed in revolutionary-era 

correspondence. In contrast, the sixteen-year-old John Quincy Adams had a very 

sparse network in 1783. During his travels in Europe as part of John Adams’s 

diplomatic missions, the younger Adams had many ties to his aunts and female 

cousins, who were also densely connected to one another, but both he and his 

female relations were less well-connected to the young Adams’s wider network. 
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As a young man, John Quincy Adams corresponded with influential figures like 

his father, who in turn corresponded with Washington, Hamilton, and Jefferson 

during the war years. John Quincy Adams’s ego network was relatively low den-

sity because the women he corresponded with were not connected to the men he 

corresponded with, and he remained tied primarily to his own family members 

until he entered politics himself.

The connections of women like Abigail Adams or Mercy Otis Warren fall into 

more of a gray area. The Smith sisters—Abigail Adams, Mary Smith Cranch, 

and Elizabeth Smith Peabody—developed dense connections within the rela-

tively small networks of their relatives and in-laws. Mercy Otis Warren, despite 

being one of the most prolific writers of the revolutionary period, had only a 

small, sparse network up until 1783 in the Founders Online database. Before 

1783 women’s networks in the database and individual women in other ego net-

works, such as the network of John Quincy Adams, had high clustering coeffi-

cients. Clustering coefficiency refers to the tendency of individuals within larger 

networks to form small subnetworks that are denser than the rest of the network. 

For women’s sparse networks with high clustering coefficients, this means that 

a network like Abigail Adams’s was composed mainly of small clusters loosely 

connected to one another. Abigail Adams also had a high clustering coefficient 

in other networks in which she appeared, like Arthur Lee’s, but some women like 

Martha Washington had very low clustering coefficients in otherwise very dense 

networks like Henry Knox’s because she was otherwise unconnected to the larger 

network.

Prior to 1800 Abigail Adams and her sisters were the exception to the rule of 

women’s small, sparse networks and low clustering coefficiency in men’s net-

works, likely due to the collection practices of the Adams and other paper col-

lections. After 1800 men’s and women’s networks begin to converge structurally, 

with the notable exception that many more women enter women’s networks, 

but women remain isolated within men’s networks and relatively unconnected. 

Women’s networks become both larger and denser, and this was sustained 

through the later years of the Founders Online database to 1830. By 1800 all 

women’s networks were composed of 20 percent or more women correspon-

dents, with most women’s networks made up of 30 percent or more women. Only 

two men’s networks—those of John Quincy Adams and Charles Francis Adams, 

both sons of Abigail Adams and correspondents with their maternal aunts—had 

20 percent women correspondents.

The profound absence of women in most networks of the revolutionary era 

is hinted at in Dolley Madison and Louisa Catherine Johnson Adams’s networks. 

In the wider Founders Online database network, most individuals had a con-

nection to at least two other people. The major figures whose personal papers 
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compose the database—Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Madison, Franklin, and 

Hamilton—had many correspondents whose only connection was with them. 

That is, the six major figures either sent or received letters from many people who 

had no other documented connection with anyone else in the network. Part of 

this is because, as mentioned earlier, men like John Adams received letters from 

“A Friend of Justice,” for example, just after the passage of the Alien and Sedition 

Acts, while women like Abigail Adams did not receive letters from pseudony-

mous correspondents. These pseudonymous letters or letters from individuals 

who were otherwise not involved in politics made up a large portion of Washing-

ton, Adams, Jefferson, Madison, Franklin, and Hamilton’s papers because these 

men were public figures. But prominent men also received letters from non-

anonymous individuals without other connections to the wider network, and 

most women also received a few of these as well.

Dolley Madison and Louisa Catherine Johnson Adams were the exceptions. 

Both they, and to a lesser extent Abigail Adams, corresponded with individu-

als who otherwise had no other connections within the network. Unlike major 

male figures—who received letters from otherwise unconnected individuals 

who were mostly male—female figures like Madison, Louisa Adams, and Abigail 

Adams mostly received disconnected letters from other women. Some of these 

are unsurprising—such as Louisa Johnson Adams’s correspondence with her 

mother, Catherine Nuth Johnson, and her sister Nancy Johnson Hellen after her 

marriage—whose letters to others were not included in the Founders Online col-

lection. However, others suggest a diplomatic correspondence conducted by first 

ladies that is invisible in the wider network. Louisa Johnson Adams corresponded 

with the Russian grand duchess Maria Pavlovna, the Russian ambassador Prin-

cess Dorothea Lieven, the exiled French baroness Anne Marguerite Hyde de Neu-

ville, and Elizabeth Grenville Lady Carysfort in England during Adams’s time as 

First Lady, suggesting the contours of a diplomatic correspondence otherwise 

made invisible in the gendered politics and collection practices of the Founders 

Online collections.

Dolley Madison’s correspondence with women like Hannah Nicholson Gall-

atin, wife of the diplomat Albert Gallatin; Elizabeth Parke Custis Law, grand-

daughter of Martha Washington and wife of a prominent East India Company 

administrator; and Theodosia Burr, wife of Aaron Burr, also suggest a domestic 

diplomacy among leading women of the early republic that is not otherwise cap-

tured in the Founders Online database.20 Dolley Madison’s correspondence in 

the Dolley Madison Digital Edition (DMDE) shows much more extensive cor-

respondence with other women.21 The network from this collection has been 

excluded from consideration here because much of the DMDE correspondence 
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dates from a later period than the Founders Online correspondence. However, 

the much greater volume and frequency of Madison’s correspondence with 

women in the DMDE as well as the abruptly severed edges of her network in the 

Founders Online database help illustrate the artificiality of women’s isolation 

in the Founders Online networks. Women’s connections with one another and 

their male contemporaries grew ever denser in the early republic, and the edges 

of Adams’s and Madison’s archival networks are one hint at the historical density 

and reach of women’s correspondence networks.

Although the structure of women’s and men’s networks varied somewhat, the 

most notable difference between them is who their contemporaries and later edi-

tors perceived women’s and men’s other correspondents to be. Before the Revo-

lution, women’s correspondence networks were smaller and sparser than men’s, 

with fewer women. After the Revolution, women’s networks became on average 

denser, with more connections between all correspondents and more women. 

Men’s networks remained structurally similar before and after the Revolution 

with very few women.

After 1800 women’s and men’s networks converged structurally, although 

women’s networks became denser. The one point where women and men’s net-

works did not converge was the inclusion of women correspondents. Women 

were perceived to be connected to both women and men, but men were only 

perceived to be connected to men. Gendered collection practices—such as 

those that distinguish the Adams Papers from other collections in the Found-

ers Online database—make the most significant difference to the presence of 

women in both women and men’s correspondence networks. However, even 

within networks composed primarily of Adams Papers letters like those of Abi-

gail Adams and John Quincy Adams, women’s networks show a shift to greater 

density after the Revolution and a larger percentage of women correspondents. 

In men’s networks that did include higher numbers of women correspondents, 

the women in them tended to be either isolated or clustered in family group-

ings, rarely perceived to be connected to or influential in men’s wider networks. 

Women’s networks with high numbers of isolated correspondents—such as 

those of First Ladies Louisa Johnson Adams and Dolley Madison—suggest the 

profound absence of significant portions of women’s correspondence or face-

to-face networks.

On one level, these gendered conclusions are obvious: women’s archival 

records were long neglected because of women’s perceived irrelevance to the 

historical study of diplomacy and politics, and these absences shape the histori-

cal narratives that can be told from archival collections.22 However, in an era of 
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increasing scholarly reliance on digitized collections due to both ease of access 

and limited travel because of budget constraints, lack of institutional access to 

subscription databases, or COVID-19 concerns, digitized collections and their 

limitations shape the contours of scholarship.23 Putting aside the issue of digital 

versus traditional archival access, acknowledging and investigating the deliberate 

production of archival and historical absence can help us analyze its source and 

the politics of its creation, and provide new avenues for investigation.24

Absence and its meaning have historical significance.25 Were a project like this 

one even able to incorporate the Schuyler family papers or the Dolley Madison 

papers for a fuller picture of those women’s networks, multimodal, traditional 

scholarship working through multiple repositories is necessary to fully contex-

tualize women like Mercy Otis Warren or Martha Washington, who appear as 

minor figures in the correspondence networks considered here, but who were 

deeply enmeshed in the politics of their time. This is less urgent for elite women 

like Warren and Washington, on whom such scholarship has been done, but 

perhaps more necessary for non-elite women seemingly on the fringes of the 

political networks considered here, as well as for reconsideration of men’s net-

works. Women’s historians already routinely search beyond a single male figure’s 

papers for individual women’s correspondence, but the sharply gendered divide 

in collection practices evident in the Founders Online database networks suggest 

further investigation is also needed in considerations of prominent men, whose 

connections with women and the historical memory of those connections has 

been artificially shaped.

Addendum
Interactive network visualizations for this project are available at maevekane.

net/founders-online. These visualizations abstract individuals and their corre-

spondence into nodes or dots (an individual person) and a single line between 

them representing one or many letters. The physical layout of these networks 

is not related to time, geography, or physical distance between correspondents; 

the distance between nodes in the network simulates gravity with push and pull 

between nodes determined by the frequency of their correspondence with each 

other and other nodes in a network. These nodes are sized by the number of indi-

viduals they personally corresponded with, and as the year slider moves forward 

and backward in time, the nodes are resized accordingly. Some nodes appear in 

multiple networks and are sized differently depending on how many individuals 

they corresponded with who also appear in those other networks. Hovering over 

a node highlights where it appears in all other networks.

http://maevekane.net/founders-online
http://maevekane.net/founders-online


tABlE 10.1 Comparison of women’s and men’s ego networks

gENdEr

NuMBEr 
oF 

CorrES-
poNdENtS

NuMBEr 
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WoMEN

pErCENt 
WoMEN 
CorrES-

poNdENtS

INdIvIduAlS 
CoNNECtEd 

to oNly 
oNE othEr 
INdIvIduAl

NuMBEr 
oF 

lINkS IN 
NEtWork

CluS-
tErINg 
CoEFFI-
CIENt

NEtWork 
dENSIty

Adams, Abigail 
Smith

F 215 85 40% 40 20860 0.551 0.021

Adams, Louisa 
Catherine 
Johnson

F 72 18 25% 17 8358 0.517 0.045

Madison, Dolley F 35 13 37% 13 3947 0.448 0.084
Smith, Abigail 

Amelia Adams
F 19 9 47% 0 5844 0.788 0.292

Peabody, 
Elizabeth

F 12 5 42% 0 4764 0.677 0.481

Franklin, 
Deborah

F 10 3 30% 2 523 0.66 0.209

Cranch, Mary F 10 8 80% 1 1864 0.649 0.382
Warren, Mary 

Otis
F 7 2 29% 0 5546 0.763 0.679

De Windt, 
Caroline

F 7 2 29% 0 4764 0.677 0.481

Welsh, Harriet F 5 3 60% 0 3288 0.839 0.833
Church, Angelica 

Schyler
F 5 1 20% 0 3151 0.781 0.667

Coolidge, Ellen F 5 1 20% 1 3431 0.619 0.467
Washington, 

Martha
F 4 1 25% 0 2793 0.75 0.75

Lee, Arthur M 201 4 2% 0 18451 0.867 0.027
Adams, John 

Quincy
M 93 20 22% 7 18118 0.688 0.064

Monroe, James M 59 2 3% 10 12294 0.741 0.081
Knox, Henry M 33 1 3% 0 15586 0.783 0.235
Pickering, 

Timothy
M 32 0 0% 2 12874 0.717 0.241

Smith, William 
Stephens

M 19 3 16% 0 9259 0.758 0.4

Warren, James M 16 1 6% 2 5067 0.629 0.32
Gallatin, Albert M 16 1 6% 3 6265 0.584 0.29
Morris, 

Gouveneur
M 13 0 0% 0 4570 0.603 0.346

Schuyler, Philip M 12 0 0% 2 6733 0.449 0.295
Gates, Horatio M 12 0 0% 0 7566 0.804 0.474
Rush, Benjamin M 11 2 18% 0 9727 0.817 0.576
Randolph, 

Thomas Mann
M 10 1 10% 0 3034 0.634 0.309

Church, John 
Barker

M 9 0 0% 0 6237 0.662 0.433

Todd, John Payne M 5 0 0% 1 2426 0.361 0.367
Custs, John 

Parke
M 3 0 0% 0 123 0.75 0.667



198      ChAptEr 10

NOTES

1. John Adams diary 3, spring and summer 1759, 38, Adams Family Papers: An Elec-
tronic Archive, Massachusetts Historical Society, http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/
archive/doc?id=D3.

2. Woody Holton, Abigail Adams (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2009); Edith 
B. Gelles, Portia: The World of Abigail Adams (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1992); Richard N. Cote, Strength and Honor: The Life of Dolley Madison (Mt. Pleasant, 
SC: Corinthian Books, 2004); Martha Saxton, The Widow Washington: The Life of Mary 
Washington (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2020); Jeanne E. Abrams, First Ladies of 
the Republic: Martha Washington, Abigail Adams, Dolley Madison, and the Creation of an 
Iconic American Role (New York: New York University Press, 2018); Patricia Brady, Martha 
Washington: An American Life (New York: Penguin Books, 2006); Betty Boyd Caroli, First 
Ladies: From Martha Washington to Michelle Obama (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2010); Diane Jacobs, Dear Abigail: The Intimate Lives and Revolutionary Ideas of Abigail 
Adams and Her Two Remarkable Sisters (New York: Ballantine Books, 2014); Helen Bryan, 
Martha Washington: First Lady of Liberty (New York: Wiley, 2002); Flora Fraser, The Wash-
ingtons: George and Martha, “Join’d by Friendship, Crown’d by Love” (New York: Random 
House, 2015); Tilar J. Mazzeo, Eliza Hamilton: The Extraordinary Life and Times of the Wife 
of Alexander Hamilton (New York: Gallery Books, 2019); Erica Armstrong Dunbar, Never 
Caught: The Washingtons’ Relentless Pursuit of Their Runaway Slave, Ona Judge (New York: 
37 Ink, 2017); Edith B. Gelles, Abigail Adams: A Writing Life (New York: Routledge, 2002); 
Rosemarie Zagarri, A Woman’s Dilemma: Mercy Otis Warren and the American Revolution 
(Malden, MA: Wiley/Blackwell, 2015).

3. The Founders Online database includes more than 183,000 records from between 
1720 and 1840, but many of these records were not letters. Family baptismal records, 
receipts, accounts that had only an author and no recipient, and records without both an 
identifiable recipient and author were excluded from consideration here.

4. This question is raised by Rosemarie Zagarri in her review of Mary Kelley. Rosema-
rie Zagarri, “Politics and Civil Society: A Discussion of Mary Kelley’s Learning to Stand 
and Speak,” Journal of the Early Republic 28, no. 1 (2008): 61–73.

5. Kate Davies, Catharine Macaulay and Mercy Otis Warren: The Revolutionary Atlantic 
and The Politics of Gender (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005); Cassandra A. Good, 
Founding Friendships: Friendships between Men and Women in the Early American Republic 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 10–11.

6. Susan Branson, These Fiery Frenchified Dames: Women and Political Culture in Early 
National Philadelphia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001); Catherine 
Allgor, A Perfect Union: Dolley Madison and the Creation of the American Nation (New 
York: Henry Holt, 2007); Cynthia A. Kierner, Southern Women in Revolution, 1776–1800: 
Personal and Political Narratives (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1998); 
Susan Juster, Disorderly Women: Sexual Politics and Evangelicalism in Revolutionary New 
England (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996); Catherine A. Brekus, Strangers and 
Pilgrims: Female Preaching in America, 1740–1845 (Chapel Hill: published by the Omo-
hundro Institute of Early American History and Culture and the University of North 
Carolina Press, 1998), 18, 23–67; Sandra Gustafson, Eloquence Is Power: Oratory and Per-
formance in Early America (Chapel Hill: published by the Omohundro Institute of Early 
American History and Culture and the University of North Carolina Press, 2000); Rose-
marie Zagarri, Revolutionary Backlash: Women and Politics in the Early American Republic 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008).

7. Mary Kelley, Learning to Stand and Speak: Women, Education, and Public Life in 
America’s Republic (Chapel Hill: published by the Omohundro Institute of Early American 
History and Culture and the University of North Carolina Press, 2008); Jeanne Boydston, 

http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/archive/doc?id=D3
http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/archive/doc?id=D3


By CoNvErSAtIoN WIth A lAdy      199

“Civilizing Selves: Public Structures and Private Lives in Mary Kelley’s Learning to Stand 
and Speak,” Journal of the Early Republic 28, no. 1 (2008): 47–60.

 8. David Shields and Fredrika J. Teute, “The Republican Court and the Historiogra-
phy of a Women’s Domain in the Public Sphere,” Journal of the Early Republic 35, no. 2 
(2015): 169–83; Amy Hudson Henderson, “Material Matters: Reading the Chairs of the 
Republican Court,” Journal of the Early Republic 35, no. 2 (2015): 287–94; Abrams, First 
Ladies of the Republic.

 9. Lori D. Ginzberg, Untidy Origins: A Story of Woman’s Rights in Antebellum New York 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005).

10. Itza A. Carbajal and Michelle Caswell, “Critical Digital Archives: A Review from 
Archival Studies,” American Historical Review 126, no. 3 (September 2021): 1107–8; 
Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1995), 27; Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart, “Introduction: Photographs 
as Objects,” in Photographs Objects Histories: On the Materiality of Images, ed. Elizabeth 
Edwards and Janice Hart (New York: Routledge, 2004), 1–15.

11. See “About Early Access Documents,” Founders Online, https://founders.archives.
gov/about/EarlyAccess. As of August 2022, 38,637 documents of 184,323 total were in 
“early access,” about 20 percent of the total collection.

12. A version of the metadata analyzed for this chapter is available for download. 
Maeve Kane, “Founders Online Correspondence Metadata,” Magazine of Early American 
Datasets (Philadelphia, PA: distributed by McNeil Center for Early American Studies, 
2022), https://repository.upenn.edu/mead/55/.

13. Sarah Read to Benjamin and Deborah Franklin, April 10, 1734, Founders Online, 
http://founders.archives.gov/documents/Franklin/01-01-02-0110.

14. For the younger Alexander Hamilton discussing editing of his father’s papers with 
his mother Elizabeth, see Alexander Hamilton to Elizabeth Schuyler, September 6, 1780, 
mss24612, box 1, reel 1, Alexander Hamilton Papers: General Correspondence, 1734–1804, 
Library of Congress, Washington, DC. I am deeply indebted here to my student Danielle 
Funicello for her research on the absence of Elizabeth and Angelica Schuyler’s letters in her 
ongoing dissertation project at the University of Albany, “The Indelible Angelica Church: 
Recovering a Woman in the Age of Atlantic Revolutions.”

15. Philip Schuyler’s papers are digitized and available online through the New York 
Public Library, which as of July 2020 makes some metadata available via API, but not at the 
level of author/recipient needed to construct a correspondence network. Philip Schuyler 
Papers, New York Public Library Digital Collections, Manuscripts and Archives Division, 
New York Public Library, https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/philip-schuyler- 
papers#/?tab=about.

16. This collection has not been digitized and is thus not currently available for large-
scale social network analysis as of this writing. Timothy Pickering Papers, Massachusetts 
Historical Society, https://www.masshist.org/collection-guides/view/fa0256.

17. Projects like the Social Networks and Archival Context cooperative, which catalogs 
and makes available metadata across multiple institutions, may make it possible to bring 
together individuals’ correspondence held in multiple repositories for a more compre-
hensive view of correspondence networks. However, the limitations of collection practices 
and gendered memory and collecting still shape network structure in these more complete 
networks. Social Networks and Archival Context, https://snaccooperative.org/.

18. Microfilm edition of the Adams family papers, Massachusetts Historical Society, 
http://www.masshist.org/collection-guides/view/fa0279.

19. “About the Project,” Papers of Benjamin Franklin, Yale University, https://franklin-
papers.yale.edu/about-project; “About the Papers of Alexander Hamilton,” Founders 
Online, National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/about/Hamilton; “The Papers of 

https://founders.archives.gov/about/EarlyAccess
https://founders.archives.gov/about/EarlyAccess
https://repository.upenn.edu/mead/55/
http://founders.archives.gov/documents/Franklin/01-01-02-0110
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/philip-schuyler-papers#/?tab=about
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/philip-schuyler-papers#/?tab=about
https://www.masshist.org/collection-guides/view/fa0256
https://snaccooperative.org/
http://www.masshist.org/collection-guides/view/fa0279
https://franklinpapers.yale.edu/about-project
https://franklinpapers.yale.edu/about-project
https://founders.archives.gov/about/Hamilton


200      ChAptEr 10

Thomas Jefferson,” Princeton University, https://jeffersonpapers.princeton.edu/; “Papers 
of James Madison,” University of Virginia, https://pjm.as.virginia.edu/; “Project His-
tory,” Washington Papers, University of Virginia, https://washingtonpapers.org/about/
project-history-awards/.

20. Allgor, Perfect Union; Catherine Allgor, Parlor Politics: In Which the Ladies of Wash-
ington Help Build a City and a Government (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 
2002).

21. Dolley Madison Digital Edition, ed. Holly C. Shulman, University of Virginia Press, 
https://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu/dmde/default.xqy.

22. Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), 15.

23. Daniel J. Cohen, Michael Frisch, Patrick Gallagher, Steven Mintz, Kirsten Sword, 
Amy Murrell Taylor, William G. Thomas III, and William J. Turkel, “Interchange: The 
Promise of Digital History,” Journal of American History 95, no. 2 (September 2008): 452–
91; Molly O’Hagan Hardy, “Archives-Based Digital Projects in Early America,” William 
and Mary Quarterly 76, no. 3 (July 31, 2019): 451–76; Lara Putnam, “The Transnational 
and the Text-Searchable: Digitized Sources and the Shadows They Cast,” American Histori-
cal Review 121, no. 2 (April 1, 2016): 377–402. The problem of discoverability as discussed 
by Putnam is perhaps especially acute in a post–COVID 19 research landscape.

24. Robert Proctor, “Agnotology: A Missing Term to Describe the Cultural Production 
of Ignorance (and Its Study),” in Agnotology: The Making and Unmaking of Ignorance, ed. 
Robert Proctor and Londa L. Schiebinger (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2008), 
1–35; Marisa J. Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved Women, Violence, and the Archive 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016).

25. Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Com-
mon Sense (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010); Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives; 
Proctor and Schiebinger, Agnotology.

https://jeffersonpapers.princeton.edu/
https://pjm.as.virginia.edu/
https://washingtonpapers.org/about/project-history-awards/
https://washingtonpapers.org/about/project-history-awards/
https://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu/dmde/default.xqy


11

IDENTIFYING “A SLAVE”

The Iona University Text Analysis Project Explores 
a Mystifying Letter to Thomas Jefferson

Gary Berton, Michael Crowder, Lubomir Ivanov,  
Smiljana Petrovic

Among the large volume of official and private correspondence President 

Thomas Jefferson handled in the last months of his presidency, a letter dated 

November 30, 1808, reached the president’s desk, signed pseudonymously 

“A Slave.”1 The eighteen-page letter overflowed with antislavery sentiment, tak-

ing Jefferson to task for the well-known contradiction between his philosophi-

cal critique of chattel bondage and his status as one of the young nation’s most 

prominent and influential enslavers. Unamused, Jefferson scrawled a notation in 

the margin that dismissed the letter as a “rhapsody of inconsistencies.”

While conducting research into letters sent by the American public to Jeffer-

son during his presidential administrations between 1801 and 1809, Thomas N. 

Baker uncovered the letter by A Slave archived in the mid-twentieth century, some-

what misleadingly, in files unrelated to Jefferson’s letters received from the Ameri-

can public. Baker subsequently published a lengthy research note in the William 

and Mary Quarterly, detailing tantalizing clues about the possible racial, political, 

and socioeconomic identity and background of the unknown author. Solving the 

identity of A Slave, Baker wrote, would be a difficult task given the letter’s internal 

evidence and the absence of a conclusive handwriting comparison with a known 

author. Inspired by the mystifying problem of identifying A Slave, the history phi-

lanthropist Sid Lapidus offered encouragement to scholars willing to take on the 

unique challenge. The Lapidus Query presents a fascinating case study and oppor-

tunity to marry historians’ archival training with text attribution software, and in 

this chapter we offer an interdisciplinary effort that hypothesizes a well-known, and 

potentially unconventional candidate for the letter’s authorship: Thomas Paine.2 

201
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Utilizing the Text Analysis Project’s computational tools, analysis of references 

deployed by A Slave, and the connections of the letter’s references to both transat-

lantic revolutionary ideological currents and the internal politics of Democratic-

Republican factions in Pennsylvania in the early republic, the authors conclude that 

Paine is a compelling authorial candidate of A Slave’s missive to President Jefferson.

The authors’ collaboration in this chapter is an effort to apply text attribution 

software developed by the Iona University Computer Science professors Smiljana 

Petrovic and Lubomir Ivanov, to a question of early nineteenth-century text attri-

bution. We refer to this software package and accompanying methodology as the 

Text Analysis Project (TAP).3 TAP, we suggest, has the potential to open up new 

vistas to humanities scholars reliant on painstaking archival research and teasing 

out meanings from (as in the case of A Slave’s letter) frustratingly vague textual 

clues. It is not the authors’ contention that TAP software must replace the research 

methodologies historians have previously utilized to explore questions of authorial 

attribution. Rather, it is our hope that TAP can provide a valuable tool to comple-

ment these approaches. The chapter begins with a brief explanation of Text Analy-

sis computer science methodology as well as a description of the testing parameters 

of the TAP software. The next section presents an application of TAP research 

methodology, developed by Gary Berton, to the question of A Slave’s identity. In 

that section, TAP methodology emphasizes three core considerations in applying 

TAP software to nineteenth-century author attribution questions: content, con-

text, and chronology. These are utilized to support the hypothesis that Thomas 

Paine dictated the anonymous letter to his friend and companion Marguerite Bra-

zier Bonneville (Madame Bonneville), then mailed it to President Jefferson.

The authors’ hypothesis that Thomas Paine may have anonymously authored 

the letter by A Slave offers a potential historiographical insight into Paine’s seem-

ing ambivalence toward expressions of antislavery and abolitionist ideology. Given 

Paine’s extensive record of publicly articulated stances against social and legal dis-

tinctions derived from monarchical power, aristocratic privilege, and structures 

of religious authority, in addition to the Enlightenment natural rights roots of his 

political philosophy, the absence of an extended piece of antislavery writing has 

long perplexed historians.4 While not a piece of writing intended for publication 

and public consumption, if the authors’ hypothesis is correct, A Slave’s letter would 

constitute Paine’s most extensive and direct expression of antislavery beliefs.

text Analysis Methodology
Authorship attribution is the task of identifying the writer of a text whose author-

ship is unknown or disputed from among a set of candidate authors. Automatic 
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authorship attribution is, essentially, a classification problem: given a list of pos-

sible authors and samples of their work, determine with a high degree of accu-

racy who among the candidate authors is most likely to be the author of the text 

in question.

Stylistic Features

Some authorship attribution applications analyze document content as an 

important indicator for classification.5 However, in the case of historical docu-

ment attribution, all candidate authors write about similar topics and use simi-

lar, topic-specific words and phrases. The machine-learning component of our 

work relies on stylistic features rather than the document content to carry out 

authorship attribution. Independently, the content is analyzed by our humanities 

colleagues, who look for historical facts and correlate them with the automated 

attribution findings.

Stylistic features are elements of a person’s writing style and tend to be used 

unconsciously and relatively consistently. The frequency of use of stylistic features 

in known texts can be used to train machine-learning classifiers to recognize an 

individual’s writing style. We extract stylistic and linguistic information from the 

collection of known works of each potential author and use it to generate models 

based on a variety of machine-learning classifiers as well as classifier ensembles. 

Once trained, the models can be applied to the document of unknown/disputed 

authorship to determine which candidate author’s writing style most closely 

resembles the style of the text under consideration. The following surveys pro-

vide an overview of the field.6

A variety of stylistic features have been studied, and some have proven to 

consistently provide strong attribution results (function words, character- and 

word n-grams, part-of-speech (PoS) tags, PoS n-grams). Other features tend to 

perform well only for specific types of corpora and authors—sentence length, 

suffices, prepositions, vowel-initiated words, and rare words, to name a few 

examples. Lately, the most frequent words (MFW) feature has gained much 

prominence, particularly as part of the Stylo R package.7 MFWs can be very use-

ful when the amount of available text is large, but less so for smaller corpora. 

A new direction in investigating stylistic features for attribution is the use of 

prosodic features as stylistic markers for authorship. The role of lexical stress, 

alliteration, consonance, and assonance as stylistic features for authorship attri-

bution has been thoroughly investigated.8 Prosodic features appear to be moder-

ately successful as stylistic markers, yielding strong attribution results when the 

number of candidate authors is relatively small.

In this work, we consider the seventeen stylistic features outlined in table 11.1.
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tABlE 11.1 Features used in our analysis and their descriptions

StylE MArkEr ABBrEvIAtIoN dESCrIptIoN

MW Function Words MWFW Function words as defined by Mosteller-Wallace in their 
Federalist Papers study (Mosteller and Wallace 1964)

Word n-grams WG2 Sequences of n successive words from a text (in our 
case, n = 2)

Character n-grams CG2, CG3 Sequences of n characters from a text (in our case, n 
is 2 or 3)

Part of Speech POS Nouns, verbs, prepositions, adjectives, etc. We use the 
Maxent Tagger developed by the Stanford NLP Group 
(Toutanova et al. 2003)

POS n-grams POSG2, POSG3 Sequences of n parts-of-speech tags (n = 2 or 3)
(e.g. “adjective noun”, “noun verb”, etc.)

First Word in 
Sentence

FWIS The first word in each sentence

Prepositions PREP The prepositions occurring with the highest frequency 
in the text

Vowel initial Words VIW Words beginning with vowels
Suffices SUF The last three letters of every word
Coarse POS Tagger CPOST A simplification of the normal part-of-speech tagger, 

neutralizing minor variations such as plural inflection 
(singular/plural words are grouped)

Lexical Frequencies LFREQ Log-scaled frequencies of words from the general 
purpose HAL corpus as recorded in the English 
Lexicon Project (ELP) database (Balota et al. 2007)

Naming Reaction 
Times

NRT Naming times from the ELP database; Each word is 
converted to the time it takes to name that word in 
the database (Balota et al. 2007)

Sorted Character 
n-grams

SCG2, SCG3 Alphabetically sorted characters in each n-gram (in our 
case, n = 2 or 3)

Word Stems WS Stems of the words obtained from Porter’s stemming 
algorithm (Porter 1980)

Let us illustrate the use of three of these features—function words, word-n-

grams, and character-n-grams:

• Function words are the most common connective words (articles, prepo-

sitions, pronouns, such as “to,” “upon,” “and,” and so on) in the English 

language. Since they are topic-independent, they are usually excluded from 

the feature set of a topic-based text classification. However, since function 

words are often used in an unconscious manner, they reflect the author’s 

style and are among the best features for authorship attribution. In this 

work, we used function words as defined by Mosteller-Wallace in their 

Federalist papers study.9

• Word n-grams consider sequences of n (n = 2, 3, etc.) words from a given 

text. For example, the word-2-grams of the text “Author Attribution of 
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Paine and His Contemporaries” are “Author Attribution,” “Attribution of,” 

“of Paine,” and so on.

• Character-n-grams consider sequence of N characters from a given 

sequence of characters. For example, character-2-grams associated with 

the text “Author Attribution” are “au,” “ut,” “th,” and so on.

Learning Methods

The second component of the attribution methodology is the choice of machine-

learning methods. These algorithms consider the frequency of use of select stylis-

tic features in each sample document in the corpus, and develop a model that can 

then be employed to tackle the issue of unknown/disputed authorship.

Numerous machine-learning methods exist and have been explored in the 

context of attribution:

The Linear Support Vector Machines (LSVM) method seeks a hyperplane in 

the n-dimensional input space, such that the hyperplane best separates 

points corresponding to different candidate authors. The best separator 

is the hyperplane that maximizes the distance to the closest training 

data points of different authors. To attribute a disputed document, we 

evaluate on which side of the hyperplane the point corresponding to that 

document lies. We used two implementations, traditional Linear SVM 

and the more efficient Sequential Minimal Optimization (SMO).

Centroid Nearest-Neighbor approaches represent each author by its centroid 

vector—a vector whose coordinates are averages of coordinates of all 

training instances. An unknown document is associated with the author 

with the nearest centroid. Distance can be measured using different 

metrics. In our work, we used cosine distance.

The Multilayer Perceptron (MLP) is an algorithm that implements a 

backpropagation neural network. Inspired by brains, which are 

biological networks of neurons, artificial neural networks consist of 

interconnected layers of artificial neurons, referred to as perceptrons. 

Each perceptron layer receives input from the previous layer, calculating 

and passing its output to the next layer. During training, the output of 

the last layer is compared with the correct (“desired”) output and any 

observed difference (error) is propagated backward through the layers, 

adjusting the perceptions’ interconnection weights. Over repetitive 

passes through the training data, the error is gradually minimized as the 

system “learns.”
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Methodology Used in This Study

Our methodology is based on combining a stylistic feature with a supervised 

machine-learning method to create a so-called base classifier. After training each 

base classifier, a weighted average of classifier predictions is used to make the 

final authorship determination.10 For each stylistic feature, we extract the fifty 

most frequent values of that feature from each document. We then take the union 

of these values from all documents and draw from that union the fifty most fre-

quently used values in all the documents. These form a fifty-dimensional feature 

vector. The normalized vectors of frequencies of those stylistic feature values 

represent our training examples. For instance, if the selected vector of the most 

frequent function words is (“in,” “our,” “at,” . . .), the vector of normalized fre-

quencies of those words in Paine’s “Forester Letters” (.0013, .00011, .00316, . . .) 

is labeled as “Paine” and considered one training instance. The labeled vectors of 

all documents of known authorship represent training data for one experiment.

To attribute a document of unknown or disputed authorship, a normalized 

frequency vector of that document is analyzed with respect to the training vec-

tors. Based on these vectors, the machine-learning algorithms determine the 

most likely author of the unattributed text. Each learning method has a different 

approach to selecting the most likely author. Thus, different learning classifiers 

may produce different attributions.

Evaluating the Accuracy of Attribution

To evaluate a base classifier (stylistic-feature/learning-method pair), we adopt 

“leave-one-out” testing: n-1 of the available n documents are used for training, 

and testing is carried out on the single remaining document. This procedure is 

repeated n times, in such a way that every document is used for testing exactly 

once. As a result, for each document, each base classifier selects an author based 

on its learning from the remaining (n-1) documents. We record the accuracy 

(percentage of correctly classified documents) of each base classifier.

Choosing and Combining Classifiers

To further improve performance, we use a weighted sum of supports of different 

base classifiers for different authors. We implemented a voting procedure where 

each base classifier votes for the author it selected. The approach is supported by 

the work of Marquis de Condorcet, who established in his Jury Theorem that, for 

independent and competent voters, the accuracy of the majority vote improves 

as the number of voters grows.11 Each method independently makes a choice 
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(“supports” one author). Each base classifier assigns to its top-choice author the 

support proportional to its accuracy in leave-one-out testing (see equation 1).

support Author
accuracy if classifier se

classifier
classifier( )=

llects Author

otherwise0

ì
í
î

 (1)

Only the base classifiers whose accuracies are larger than the average accu-

racy of all base classifiers are kept for further consideration (we refer to them as 

accurate classifiers in equation 2). The weighted sum method associates with each 

author the normalized sum of weights of all base classifiers that selected that 

author as their top choice (see equation 2).
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support Aut
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The author with the largest weighted sum is declared as the recommendation 

of the weighted sum method. In our experiments, the weighted sum usually out-

performed any individual base classifier.

Our ongoing research further considers different procedures that aggregate 

the predictions of multiple classifiers. For example, the Jury Theorem guarantees 

improved accuracy when the number of independent, equally accurate voters 

increases. Our experiments demonstrate that base classifiers are not indepen-

dent. To reduce the advisers’ correlations and improve the jury’s accuracy, we 

eliminate voters that agree on a wrong choice with some regularity.12

Another direction we are pursuing is considering the predictions of the base 

classifiers as a learning data on a “meta-learning” level. Instead of aggregating 

predictions made by the base classifiers using a voting procedure, we treat these 

predictions as input data and infer the correct authors using machine-learning 

algorithms.13

Analysis of the A Slave letter: thomas paine as 
a possible Candidate
In the corpora of late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century American and British 

abolitionist and antislavery writings, the language, argumentation, and cultural 

and intellectual wellsprings employed by A Slave in the letter to Thomas Jefferson 

stand out for their militant abolitionism and vituperation of Jefferson, prophet 

of liberty and enslaver of fellow humans. The most obvious question concerning 

the identity of A Slave, one that the historian Thomas N. Baker notes Jefferson 
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seems not to have considered, was whether A Slave was in fact a slave, or a Black 

freed person, or perhaps even a white abolitionist. Unusually for contemporary 

Black abolitionist writings, A Slave made little use of scripture or antislavery 

convictions rooted in Protestant Christian theology, primarily hewing to secular 

moral and political arguments against the horrors of American chattel slavery 

and the transatlantic slave trade. White abolitionists, moreover, rarely used such 

militant language in their published works.

Rather than opening with a reference to biblical scripture, common to both 

Black and white antislavery literature of the period, A Slave began with a reference 

to the Democratic-Republican journalist and printer William Duane’s Politics for 

American Farmers, which Duane intended to inspire an American revolutionary, 

republican, anti-British political movement at a time of escalating transatlantic 

tension in the context of the Napoleonic Wars.14 In addition to citing Duane, 

A Slave demonstrated deep knowledge of national but especially Pennsylvania 

politics, in addition to citing and drawing from works by the white British anti-

slavery advocate Thomas Wilkinson and the British gentleman-turned-radical 

Charles Pigott. Most trenchantly, however, A Slave liberally quoted Jefferson 

against himself, including passages from Notes on the State of Virginia decrying 

slavery but affirming Black racial inferiority as well as the liberatory language 

of the Declaration of Independence.15 Whoever A Slave was, and whatever their 

racial background, they were well-read, familiar with high-brow antislavery lit-

erature, politically conversant, and astute enough to provide Jefferson with a mir-

ror in which to reflect his hypocrisy. Further, judging from A Slave’s reading list, 

they clearly supported the American radical democratic political movements of 

which Paine was a direct inspiration.16

Unfortunately for modern scholars attempting authorial identification, one 

of the most concrete clues A Slave dropped that might help determine their 

identity are simultaneously the vaguest and most vexing. A Slave, unusually and 

radically for their time, demanded that the American state and national govern-

ment abolish slavery and pay reparations to the freed people pegged to the very 

specific start date of November 30, 1781—exactly twenty-seven years before the 

date of the letter. Baker provides several possible explanations for this date, none 

of which are admittedly satisfactory.17 A Slave’s demand is striking as a very early 

example of slavery reparations, purportedly from the pen of an enslaved person, 

a concept that has recently gained traction as a proposal to rectify the iniquities 

of American historical slavery and subsequent modern racial oppression.18

Experimental Design

The results discussed below were obtained using the open source software JGAAP 

(the Java Graphical Authorship Attribution Program) and programs written by 
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tABlE 11.2 Authors considered in our experiments of “A Slave”

Author lIFESpAN

Benjamin Rush 1746–1813
Henri Gregoire 1750–1831
Thomas Branagan 1774–1843
Thomas Clarkson 1760–1846
Granville Sharp 1735–1813
David Rice 1733–1816
Russell Parrot 1791–1824
Peter Williams, Jr. 1786–1840
John Jay 1745–1829
Gouverneur Morris 1752–1816
William Duane 1760–1835
Joel Barlow 1754–1812
Lemuel Haynes 1753–1833
Hugh Henry Brackenridge 1748–1816
Adam Carman ?
John Dickinson 1732–1808
John Parrish 1729–1807
Richard Allen 1760–1831
Daniel Coker 1780–1846
James Forten 1766–1842
Absalom Jones 1746–1818
Thomas Wilkinson 1751–1836
Thomas Paine 1737–1809

Smiljana Petrovic and Sean Campbell from Iona University and the Institute of 

Thomas Paine Studies, respectively.19

Each experiment utilizes sixty-eight base classifiers, built by combining each 

of seventeen lexical features with each of four learning methods (see table 11.1 

and the Learning Methods section). The authors included in our testing are out-

lined in table 11.2.

There are several indications that Thomas Paine covertly wrote the letter 

signed A Slave. Practical application of the TAP software involves a testing meth-

odology incorporating the calculation of three components of analysis, each of 

which can negate the other two: content, context, and calculation.

The calculation begins by creating writing samples of the possible authors, 

and then engages the context and content of the letter. In the example of A Slave, 

the author clearly wrote from a militant abolitionist perspective, and displayed 

deep familiarity with Pennsylvania politics, primarily Philadelphia. Further, 

the author is well-educated, well-read, and evinces experience in United States 

national politics. Finally, the author harbored strong feelings about both Thomas 

Jefferson and William Duane, and exhibits a familiarity that suggests possible 

interactions with them. Therefore, abolitionist authors still alive and active in 

1809, in addition to other near contemporaries who expressed strong feelings 
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against the institution of slavery and were known to write on the subject, were 

included in the author base for testing.

The methodology we employ results from numerous tests of documents of 

known authorship (see the list of potential authors tested in table 11.2). We took 

works of undisputed authorship—such as portions of Thomas Paine’s Common 

Sense or James Madison’s “Helvidius” letters—and tested them alongside dozens 

of other authors to reveal patterns. When testing A Slave, we used the corrected 

spellings of common words in the letter. The possible reasons why A Slave mis-

spelled words are discussed in the content and context analysis section.

In our experience, the supports of over 40 percent attained repeatedly by the 

same author, tested against a wide range of authors, warrants serious content 

and context analysis. An author consistently achieving majority support, while 

all other authors have low supports (below 20 percent) is very likely to be the 

real author.

Figures 11.1, 11.2, 11.3, and 11.4 are representative of tests performed with 

different combinations of authors, as can be seen from a more comprehensive 

sampling of tests in table 11.2. Numerous tests are necessary for analysis as each 

test includes only a subset of possible authors. No test showed any other author 

than Paine as the dominant author, a very significant result. The tests against 

sixteen of the active abolitionist writers as of 1808, as shown in table 11.2, reveal 

tABlE 11.3 Experiments with the list of candidate authors, attribution, and sup-
port to the selected author

NuMBEr oF 
CANdIdAtE 
AuthorS AuthorS

ClASSIFICAtIoN 
oF thE lEttEr 

SIgNEd A SlAvE

hIghESt 
Support For 
AuthorShIp

7 Benezet, Branagan, Hopkins, Paine, Parrot, Rush, 
Williams

Paine 58%

8 Benezet, Clarkson, Gregoire Hopkins, Paine, 
Parish, Rice

Paine 51%

7 Clarkson, Gregoire, Haynes, Hopkins, Paine, 
Palmer, Parish

Paine 54%

8 Branagan, Carman, Forten, Haynes, Paine, Parrot, 
Wilkinson, Williams

Paine 67%

7 Allen, Clarkson, Coker, Jones, Paine, Priestley, Rice Paine 50%
6 Allen, Carman, Clarkson, Gregoire, Paine, Sharp Paine 62%
5 Forten, Jones, Lundy, Paine, Rice Paine 67%
5 Allen, Gregoire, Lundy, Paine, Palmer, Parrish Paine 83%
6 Coker, Jones, Paine Parrot, Rice, Williams Paine 75%
16 sans Paine Allen, Branagan, Carman, Clarkson, Coker, Forten, 

Gregoire, Haynes, Jones, Lundy, Palmer, Parish, 
Parrot, Rice, Wilkinson, Williams

Clarkson 28%

17 The 16 above plus Paine Paine 76%



FIgurE 11.1. Comparison of supports for “A Slave” 1808 edited for spelling

FIgurE 11.2. Comparison of supports for “A Slave” 1808 edited for spelling



FIgurE 11.3. Comparison of supports for “A Slave” 1808 edited for spelling

FIgurE 11.4. Comparison of supports for “A Slave” 1808 edited for spelling
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a 76 percent support in favor of Paine. Note that with seven authors, the average 

support is 100/7 = 14.3 percent; with eight authors 100/8 = 12.5 percent, and 

with seventeen authors only 5.9 percent.

The question arises of whether the actual author is present in any particular 

test and author grouping. Our position is that one author, repeatedly achieving 

the results described above, rules out the absence of the actual author. In our 

experiments, when an established author is missing from the testing of a known 

and attributed document, a pattern of graphs will typically present itself in one 

of two ways: either different authors will win when the test groups of authors 

are varied, or multiple authors will simultaneously achieve higher supports with 

no one author dominating. Neither of these results appeared in the testing of 

A Slave: Thomas Paine consistently dominated all other candidate authors. Other 

possible authors appear as leaders in tests that omit Paine, though no author 

outside Paine repeatedly tested at or above the 40 percent threshold (data omit-

ted). This strongly suggests that Paine is a leading contender for the authorship 

of A Slave’s letter.

It should be noted that for many eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 

political writings, there is always a possibility of collaborative writing. There 

are indications of collaboration when two presentations in the testing occur: if 

two or more authors repeatedly show as the leading contenders whenever those 

authors are present; and second, when one of them is absent the other contend-

ers improve in percentage. This did not happen in any of the tests on this letter. 

There is only one author.

Content and Context Analysis

The calculation indicating a sufficient basis for considering Paine as the author, 

we then turned to further textual analysis of the content and the context in which 

it was written. As Baker stated in his careful analysis, the letter “sound[s] much 

like Thomas Paine.”20

The content of the letter is a denunciation of slavery based on natural 

rights and political economy. It brings to bear the deist argument that natural 

law, the laws inherent in nature and its God, prohibits such systems as slavery, 

and the deist nature of the “original” draft of the Declaration of Independence 

opposed slavery on the same basis.21 Further, in the early nineteenth century, it 

was typical of American abolitionists—from white Quakers to Black Methodist 

Episcopalians—to root their antislavery beliefs firmly in Christian tenets. This 

letter does not, and in this sense it is consistent with Paine’s philosophy. In Old 

Truths and Established Facts (1792), for example, Paine laid out this deist argu-

ment against slavery, as he did in a newspaper article in March 1776.22
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There are also more specific words and phrases in the letter that mirror Paine’s 

writing: the letter uses “riot on” several times, a phrase that appeared in letter #3 

of “To the Citizens of the United States” (1803) in the same context. The use of 

“priesthood” and “priest-craft” in the A Slave Letter is another indication of the 

deist character of the Letter, phrases Paine used repeatedly throughout his entire 

writing career.

The politics of A Slave’s letter also align closely with Paine’s positions: his 

disputes with William Duane triggered the writing of this letter, and he takes 

Duane to task on many issues. Further, Paine’s negative attitude toward Adams 

appears in the letter, in which Adams’s “Nobility” is repeatedly mocked as a false 

repository of virtue, alongside Aaron Burr and religious clergy. The letter favors 

Charles Pigott’s analysis of corrupt religion and corrupted government being the 

source of all tyranny, a philosophy Paine shared as well. A Slave quotes Pigott 

twice in the letter, both referring back to England as the prime example of cor-

ruption of all kinds, a consistent trait of Paine’s works that used England as the 

model of monarchical corruption. Moreover, the letter’s defense of revolutionary 

France against the Federalist and Aaron Burr’s wing of the New York Democratic-

Republicans in the 1790s also reflects Paine’s positions. In short, there is nothing 

in the A Slave letter that conflicts with Paine’s stated philosophical and political 

positions; on the contrary, the letter replicates his core political philosophy.

The most notable date A Slave emphasized was November 30, 1781, the same 

date as the letter, pegged as the start date for retroactive reparations for enslaved 

African Americans. The date November 30 also has parallels to Paine’s biography: 

A Slave mentions Jefferson’s 1781 publication of Notes on the State of Virginia, 

and November 30, 1774, was the date Paine first landed in Philadelphia. There is 

no other significant historical relevance of November 30 to the chronology and 

politics of the American Revolution. The author held Jefferson to account for 

his assertions in Notes on the State of Virginia, most notably the much-discussed 

section concerning slavery and race relations in which the future president rued 

slavery and predicted its eventual abolition, but discounted the possibility of a 

biracial America, and described people of African descent as biologically inferior 

to Euro-Americans. November 30 being both the day the Slave letter was written, 

and the day that Paine’s struggles in America began, suggests a personal relation-

ship between the author and Jefferson, which by 1808–1809 had grown strained 

and distant on Jefferson’s part. Paine’s letters to Jefferson reveal his frustration 

with Jefferson’s perceived neglect of his old friend, a frustration that can be seen 

in the A Slave letter. Paine’s admonishments to Jefferson—condescendingly call-

ing him “Thomas” throughout—concerning the Virginian’s stances on slavery 

and race relations boil over in the letter Paine possibly dictated from his death-

bed. Further, in a letter to George Washington dated November 30, 1781 (the 
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key date in A Slave’s letter)—as concern over the newly independent United 

States bubbled over—Paine linked the sentiment of defending the character of 

the country with the contrary behavior toward him (see a quote from that letter 

below). His intent in 1781 of defending the character of America, surrenders to 

woe in the tyranny and brutality of slavery in this letter.

Paine revealed these feelings to Washington in detail:

It is seven years, this day, since I arrived in America, and though I con-

sider them as the most honorary time of my life, they have neverthe-

less been the most inconvenient and even distressing. From an anxiety 

to support, as far as laid in my power, the reputation of the Cause of 

America, as well as the Cause itself, I declined the customary profits 

which authors are entitled to, and I have always continued to do so; yet 

I never thought (if I thought at all on the matter), but that as I dealt 

generously and honorably by America, she would deal the same by me. 

But I have experienced the contrary—and it gives me much concern, 

not only on account of the inconvenience it has occasioned to me, but 

because it unpleasantly lessens my opinion of the character of a country 

which once appeared so fair, and it hurts my mind to see her so cold and 

inattentive to matters which affect her reputation.23

As for context, A Slave’s letter is not written in Paine’s hand, so an explana-

tion is necessary for the method of its composition. In November 1808, Paine 

was practically bedridden. His correspondence had ended by July 1808, as far as 

it is extant, as his health began to seriously decline. Madame Bonneville was the 

primary caregiver to Paine at the end of life, and she moved him closer to her just 

after the letter was composed. Paine made his will at the end of December 1808, 

and while his physical health had declined precipitously, his mind remained 

active. Writing a long letter at this point would be taxing. As well, Jefferson knew 

Paine’s handwriting, having exchanged correspondence with him many times, 

most of which had been in the last ten years. Both factors point to an acting sec-

retary taking down Paine’s words.

This brings Marquerite Brazier Bonneville into the story. There was a long 

relationship between the Bonneville family and Paine. Madame Bonneville was 

the wife of Nicholas, Paine’s best friend in France. Paine and Nicholas Bonneville 

had worked together writing and producing publications supporting the French 

Revolution since 1791, and when Paine was released from prison, after staying 

at first with James Monroe, he moved in with the Bonneville family in Paris. 

The youngest child was named for him. Madame Bonneville and two children 

followed Paine to America in 1802, when Nicholas was imprisoned, and Paine 

returned their favors by looking after the three of them. He left his farm in New 
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Rochelle to the family, to use for the children’s education. This is why Bonneville 

was at his bedside toward the end. Paine looked after her welfare, while not get-

ting along with her, but he was paying a debt to his old friend back in France.

The handwriting of the A Slave letter is a major matter in determining 

authorship; previous examinations of the letter offer few clues connecting the 

handwriting to authorial identity. On initial investigation, it bore a resemblance 

to Bonneville’s, and on closer examination, in comparing capitalization, the 

similarity became obvious: Bonneville’s first language was French, with enough 

knowledge of English to teach French to English speakers. If English words were 

dictated, she would likely spell by sound than by experience. It is also possible 

that it was deliberately misspelled, to maintain the ruse of an uneducated slave 

writing it. But the former seems more likely.

We matched four obvious capital letters in Bonneville’s letters (two to Jeffer-

son, one a note) with the A Slave letter, and the matches are very similar:

The longer she writes, the more the slant of the writing matches her let-

ters. It starts out more vertical, then the right slant becomes noticeable 

half way through to the end. The B’s are identical in all 4 documents: 

they never close at the bottom. In addition, several combinations of 

letters also matched the handwriting of M. Bonneville. Only two letters 

in Bonneville’s handwriting are known, one to Jefferson, one a note to 

Paine on her arrival. But even in this short comparison, the similarities 

are evident.

The issue of Madame Bonneville contributing in some way to the text of the 

letter also needs to be dismissed, but even if she contributed some text, it would 

not alter Paine’s dominance in the composition. There was enough text from 

Madame Bonneville’s account of Paine’s death and burial to create a file that 

produced the following test on the letter:

A result of less than 20% for any author shows no presence in the 

text—this test showed less than 10% for Bonneville. Her role in the let-

ter was primarily secretarial, even if Bonneville may have shared some 

of Paine’s views of slavery, as well as political positions discussed above.

In summary, all three aspects of the text attribution methodology suggest that 

Paine verbally dictated the A Slave letter, and nothing excludes him. We know 

that Paine and Jefferson, for all their shared experiences as American “founders,” 

and even in their shared philosophical antislavery views, viewed the prospect of 

an emancipated America very differently. Jefferson never wavered in his insis-

tence that a biracial America consisting of free persons of color sharing real and 

imagined communities with whites was impossible; Paine never expressed such 
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exclusionary concerns. Heightened by the cold shoulder Jefferson showed Paine 

at the end of his life, it was not in Paine’s nature to ignore an injustice; and all 

the injustices, personal, political, and philosophical, boiled up in this last letter, 

leaving a mark that was signed, as usual, anonymously.

The authors believe that the TAP project offers compelling tools for explor-

ing vexing questions of authorship, as in the case of the Lapidus Query. Paine’s 

potential authorship of the letter by A Slave suggests new areas of research into 

Paine’s thought, revealing a piece of antislavery writing heretofore unknown 

in Paine’s well-known corpus of publications and letters. The absence of an 

extended, direct critique of chattel slavery and the slave trades from Paine’s pen 

is regarded by historians as a curious omission from his oeuvre, but potentially 

no longer. The possibilities the TAP project augers for researchers engaged with 

anonymous writings—by one author or multiple authors—are suggested in this 

article, and the authors hope to stimulate research across disciplines through 

TAP software and methodology.
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WHO STANDS IN THE DIGITAL 
SHADOWS?

“City of Refuge” at the Intersection of “Old” and 
“New” Media in the Age of the Digital Humanities

Marcus P. Nevius

Between 1763 and 1804, the Loyalist merchants William Aitchison and James 

Parker, based in Norfolk and Portsmouth in Virginia, kept an account book bound 

in green vellum. The book’s faded covers are marked by splotches of black ink. 

Its edges bear evidence of the brass clasps and catches that once held its covers 

shut. Prepared by the staff of the University of Virginia Albert and Shirley Small 

Library’s Special Collections, the account book’s provenance offers a summary 

that highlights the book’s potential utility to researchers. An undigitized, physi-

cal source, the account book is an important record of far-flung Atlantic World 

mercantile networks that linked the two merchants’ locally produced goods to 

consigners in the Canary Islands, in Cuba, and in Honduras.

Yet if the account book is distinctive in the context of eighteenth-century 

sources, it is so because significant gaps in time break up the merchants’ records. 

Aitchison and Parker’s irregular use of the account book is most likely explained 

by the outbreak in the 1760s and early 1770s of protest, then war, within the Brit-

ish Empire. In 1776 Aitchison and Parker evacuated Virginia, never to return.1 But 

before their departure—in a context of Loyalists who scattered to various Atlan-

tic World locations—the merchants documented an unusual story.2 Undated, 

it is the account of a “negroe man” whose name the merchants did not record. 

According to the legend, the man had lived in Norfolk in the two years prior to 

the merchants’ entry in their account book. Before that, he lived by himself in 

the Great Dismal Swamp, the commonwealth’s largest natural wetland, for nearly 

thirteen years. There, he subsisted by raising “Rice & other grain” and occupied 

himself producing “Chairs, Tables & musical instruments.”3 The man’s story is 
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situated midway in the account book, sandwiched between the merchants’ sum-

mary notes of the swamp’s geographic location near the top of the page and, at 

the bottom, the merchants’ “query” about “200 Palantines put on shoar near the 

Capes” who froze to death where they were landed.

The merchants’ notation of the Dismal Swamp’s Black furniture maker reflects 

the challenges that characterize an effort to investigate the story of freedom-

seeking people in Southside Virginia in the age of the American Revolution. The 

description of his time in the swamp was not his own; it was recorded by white 

merchants with a stake in maintaining transatlantic networks that were disrupted 

as the war took shape. Historians generally seek a broad, deep primary source 

base, held in physical archives, to inform the stories of the past. While such is the 

case for historical actors—William Aitchison and James Parker, for example—

who enjoyed the privilege of literacy and prominence, enslaved people, barred 

from these privileges in all but a few cases, did not produce volumes of written 

records. Thus, the placement of the Black furniture maker’s story in the Aitchison 

and Parker ledger has, to date, gone largely unnoticed. Neither his story nor the 

ledger feature in studies of the American Revolution, a subject shaped by studies 

of archives replete with military and personal correspondence; buttressed by an 

archive of Patriot papers that reported to broader publics the events of British 

and Patriot skirmishes, battles, and massacres; and supported further by postwar 

documents.

With these ideas as a premise, I aim in this chapter to consider the work of 

historical recovery at the core of research conducted in physical archives in our 

current age of digital archives. I do so informed by two key scholarly trends: new 

studies and projects in the Black digital humanities; and new historiographical 

directions in the history of the American revolutionary era. On the one hand, 

for African American history, digitization projects have over the last thirty years 

been a boon of sorts, making slave narratives and runaway advertisements widely 

available to historians and students. Such sources have been largely inaccessible 

to most scholars who, due to institutional constraints, have lacked the resources 

to facilitate travel to archives. On the other hand, broadened access risks obfus-

cating less traditionally mined archival sources—eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century company account ledgers that assigned a speculative value to enslaved 

people’s labor, for example—that remain undigitized as archival staff make 

deliberate choices to prioritize a broadening base of slave narratives and runaway 

advertisements over others, such as an obscure merchant ledger. Such decisions 

to prioritize primary sources that generate the broadest interest thus relegates to 

archival shadows the very notations in which the Dismal Swamp’s Black furniture 

maker resides. Considering all of this, I suggest that careful study of the scholar-

ship of the Black digital humanities yields important lessons for students and 
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scholars with an interest in broadening traditional primary source bases in both 

African American history and the history of the American Revolution.

Finding a tale of a Black furniture maker in the pages of an account book might 

be seen as a surprise to some scholars of early African American history before 

the 1830s. The field is traditionally shaped by petitions and narratives authored 

by Prince Hall, Olaudah Equiano, Venture Smith, Phyllis Wheatley, Paul Cuffe, 

or the early organizers of free Black communities in Atlantic Coast ports from 

Boston to Charleston to New Orleans on the Gulf Coast, or the antebellum gen-

eration of freedom seekers who fled enslavement and whose experiences featured 

at the center of the era’s rising generation of abolitionists.4 However, in the last 

decade, new work defining “slavery’s capitalism” in the first half of the nineteenth 

century signals a vanguard of change, astutely scrutinizing the history of women 

in the broad context of the domestic slave trade, and investigating the “technolo-

gies of capitalism” that reduced enslaved people to market abstractions.5 New 

histories focused on liminal spaces in broader slave societies—the Great Dismal 

Swamp, for example—highlight the ways that slavery endured in Virginia by new 

mechanisms of expanded “slave hire” systems, even as slavery’s critics, such as 

Frederick Douglass, made an example of the moral impropriety of the system.6

In the early 1990s, slave narratives were a core set of primary sources that 

incentivized the digitization of archival sources, placing African American his-

tory in the vanguard of digital history as the discipline took shape. Centrally, 

these efforts included projects such as the University of North Carolina Libraries’ 

Documenting the American South (DocSouth)pilot launched in 1996, when it 

published on the internet six digitized, highly circulated slave narratives from 

the special collections of the university’s libraries.7 The DocSouth was a pioneer 

of sorts, anticipating similar projects including the University of Virginia Press’s 

Rotunda Collections. Rotunda is a paid subscription database that, according to 

the latest information on its website, was “created for the publication of original 

digital scholarship” and “newly digitized critical and documentary editions in 

the humanities and social sciences.”8 Perhaps the most widely known digitization 

effort is the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, a trove of nearly thirty thou-

sand Atlantic slave trade voyages launched in 1998 on CD-ROM.9

The imperative to digitize archival records, as the historian Sharon Block 

has observed, dates to the “digital turn” of the mid-1990s. This was a period 

marked by debates aimed at defining best practices for digitizing records to pre-

serve and expand access to archives.10 The historian Lara Putnam has cited the 

field-changing potential of the digital humanities as they benefit researchers 

and other audiences who gain increased access to far-flung archives no longer 

constrained by institutional structures defined by “political-territorial units.”11 
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It is also important to note key lessons to be drawn from the scholarship of the 

Black digital humanities, emergent in the second decade of the twenty-first cen-

tury. The historian Kim Gallon has highlighted the utility of a “digital episteme 

of humanity” that foregrounds the relationship between Black studies and the 

digitized humanities, particularly as digital projects generate a “technology of 

recovery” aimed at “recovering alternate constructions of humanity that have 

been historically excluded” from humanities fields predicated on Western cul-

tural traditions.12

The Black digital humanities, as Gallon observes, compel scholars to consider 

key issues: the racialized foundation of humanities fields through the privileging 

of Western cultural traditions; the need to assess the previous use of digital tools, 

in hindsight, with an eye toward questioning how they might have been used if 

they had been developed to explore marginalized texts produced in the racialized 

humanities; and, importantly, the need to question how digital tool development 

might reflect the material circumstances of Blackness. Others, including the his-

torians Vincent Brown and Jessica Marie Johnson, have offered similar advice 

for the utility of the Black digital humanities. Brown’s cartographic narrative of 

the major slave revolt that began in St. Mary’s Parish, Jamaica, in April 1760, for 

example, has highlighted the importance of new tools that present opportunities 

for historians. These new digital tools enhance researchers’ abilities to evaluate 

high volumes of source materials (data); to reveal patterns previously unobserv-

able with traditional research tools; to create multimedia graphics that illustrate 

the “contours of social life”; and to render data visualizations that become a 

form of digital or digitized storytelling. Nascent in Brown’s study of death and 

power in the history of colonial Jamaica and transatlantic slavery, these insights 

are manifest in his study of the massive slave rebellion in Jamaica that erupted 

in 1760 during the Seven Years’ War.13 That the use of digital humanities tools 

must be attended by important cautions is an imperative imparted by the Black 

digital humanities. Johnson has interrogated conventional definitions of data—

historical archival sources—to propose the stakes in historical data’s “implicit 

claim to stability or objectivity.” Noting that the historian’s contextualization of 

sources informs the story one tells, Johnson reminds scholars that the archives of 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Atlantic slave trading provide more than just 

quantitative data for present-day digital humanities projects.14

Taken together, studies and projects in these trends—the Black digital humani-

ties and new histories of the American Revolution—provide a sturdy foundation 

for asking some important questions. What are the benefits of digital humanities 

projects? Do they include preservation of degraded primary sources for poster-

ity; leveling, as Putnam observes, the barriers of privilege that long rendered the 
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archival sources inaccessible to broad audiences; opportunities for new episte-

mologies and technologies, as Gallon and Brown observe; or salient reminders 

that researchers, new and old, should attend primary sources with the work of 

historical recovery in mind, as Johnson advises? What emerges in the pages to fol-

low is a brief, twofold story of my engagement with primary sources, informed in 

part by scholarship in the Black digital humanities. I aim in this short case study 

to reflect on my own approach to research undertaken in physical archives and 

in digitized archives.

Though the historical actors in this chapter remain largely cloaked in archival 

shadows, this project adds texture to our understanding of the American rev-

olutionary era. It centers on key primary sources: the evidence of the Dismal 

Swamp’s Black furniture maker recorded in the Aitchison and Parker account 

book; three runaway advertisements for as many as three men named Tom who 

fled to the Dismal Swamp in the late 1760s; and an appraisal list that records the 

names of fifty-four men, women, and children dispatched to the Dismal Swamp 

in the early 1760s. What is clear in my reading of this selection of primary records 

is that all of these people—the fifty-four men, women, and children at Dismal 

Plantation in 1764; the mysterious Black furniture maker; the three Toms; and 

countless others in their era—are part of a central population comprising those 

who sought refuge from enslavement in or near the Great Dismal Swamp.15

What is less clear in the Dismal Swamp’s scant late eighteenth-century pri-

mary record might be understood by careful attention to the historical context 

of the American Revolution in Virginia. That the Black furniture maker lived 

in the Dismal Swamp for thirteen years, for example, cannot be corroborated 

by his own words. Yet he lived there at a time of great upheaval that would have 

been to his advantage in his flight. In the spring and summer months of 1775, 

the colony’s last royal governor, John Murray, fourth earl of Dunmore, began to 

stoke fears of a massive slave rebellion. In April, six days before news of Lexing-

ton and Concord reached Williamsburg, local authorities had sternly criticized 

the governor’s actions in the Virginia Gazette, blaming him for a series of slave 

conspiracy scares. Responding to a scare in Williamsburg, Dunmore ordered the 

removal of the gunpowder stored in the town’s arsenal to HMS Magdalen, riding 

at anchor in the James River. By month’s end, Dunmore made matters worse by 

threatening the House of Burgesses that unless they agreed to the gunpowder’s 

removal, he would declare freedom to enslaved people and encourage them to set 

on Williamsburg to burn the town.16

Virginia’s American Revolution thus began in a context of fears of slave 

revolts generated by rumors. These rumors were only exacerbated days later 

by the news that General Thomas Gage had also ordered the removal of weap-

onry from the New England arsenal in Concord, Massachusetts.17 Throughout 
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summer and early fall 1775, Dunmore, aboard the HMS Otter at anchor in the 

waters off Portsmouth and Norfolk, invited enslaved Virginians to take refuge 

with the flotilla. In early November, Dunmore gave orders to Captain Samuel 

Leslie and 130 men, including a significant number of freedom-seeking enslaved 

people, to attack Virginians who had compiled war matériel at Kemp’s Landing, 

on the northeastern fringe of the Dismal Swamp. Though outnumbered, Leslie’s 

force defeated the Virginians. Their victory emboldened Dunmore to raise the 

king’s standard in Southside Virginia, signaling that he had declared the colony 

to be in rebellion. The victory also inspired Dunmore to issue the now-famous 

proclamation on November 14, based on two previous drafts, that created the 

“Ethiopian Regiment” and offered emancipation to enslaved people who joined 

the British forces. Though Virginians organized to hinder enslaved people from 

responding to Dunmore’s proclamation, as word spread through the lower por-

tion of Virginia, enslaved people sought out Dunmore’s lines by the hundreds.18 

In early December, the Virginia colonel William Woodford’s forces routed Dun-

more’s forces in the Dismal Swamp at Great Bridge. On December 14, Wood-

ford’s forces marched into Norfolk and on New Year’s Day 1776, Dunmore’s 

flotilla began a bombardment of the town. Ceding the burning town to the Vir-

ginians, Dunmore’s flotilla began a slow retreat northward in the Chesapeake 

Bay, carrying with it several hundred enslaved people. Others escaped into the 

Dismal Swamp.

In late May 1776, Dunmore’s flotilla landed on Gwynn’s Island, a small 

sandbar situated between the mouths of the York and Rappahannock Rivers. 

Encamped on the island for several weeks to quarantine troops and freedom 

seekers stricken with smallpox, Dunmore’s forces faced Virginians who began 

bombarding the island on July 9, the same day that New Yorkers pulled down 

King George III’s statue in that city. To avoid Patriot cannon, Dunmore’s forces 

evacuated the island, including several hundred Black people still alive in the 

midst of the smallpox epidemic, leaving many others to die from disease.19 Dun-

more, at the helm of the floating town, steered upstream from the Chesapeake 

Bay to the Potomac River. By early August, Dunmore’s floating town reversed 

course to depart the Chesapeake region for good. Locals reported that at least one 

thousand enslaved Blacks left Virginia with Dunmore’s fleet, and that at least one 

thousand more had died of smallpox, other diseases, and warfare.

It is likely that the Black furniture maker emerged into Norfolk from the 

swamp in the late months of 1775 or early months of 1776 during the war’s dis-

ruptions. If he remained in town in Dunmore’s wake, he would have witnessed 

more disruptions in the late months of the war. British forces returned to Virginia 

during several more sustained engagements beginning in May 1779 and ending 

in October 1781. In May 1779, British forces sacked two towns near Norfolk, 
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pillaging in Portsmouth before burning Suffolk. In this latest round of fight-

ing, at least five hundred enslaved people fled to British lines.20 In October 1780, 

British forces again landed at Portsmouth, from which they pillaged Southside 

Virginia in activities that attracted runaway slaves to British lines.21

In April 1781, yet another British invasion force launched a campaign of pil-

lage from Portsmouth. By May, news of this latest invasion force’s disruptive 

activities had convinced General Charles Cornwallis, moving northward through 

North Carolina with seven thousand troops, to set Virginia as an objective. Corn-

wallis sent a detachment of five hundred soldiers to Hampton Roads by way 

of Edenton and the Great Dismal Swamp. On July 21, this detachment raided 

Dismal Plantation. Jacob Collee later reported that the soldiers made off with 

a debilitating amount of valuable property: draft steers, fifty head of cattle, two 

hundred barrels of corn, and the site’s work tools. But most injurious to the Dis-

mal Swamp Company’s operations was the fact that the British soldiers induced 

more than half of Dismal Plantation’s enslaved laborers to seek freedom behind 

British lines. By Collee’s count, the group of freedom seekers numbered twenty-

one men, one woman, and five children.22 That October—with smallpox still 

raging in the ranks and among freedom seekers—Patriot columns, bolstered by 

French troops, besieged Cornwallis’s forces who had holed up in Yorktown.23 As 

the historian Robert G. Parkinson has observed, newspaper articles, exchanged in 

papers from Virginia northward to Massachusetts, described for contemporary 

audiences the “vast Concourse” of runaway slaves, thousands, who aided the Brit-

ish war effort at Yorktown.24

Many freedom seekers behind British lines at Yorktown evacuated North 

America with British troops and Loyalists in a broader context of slave flight and 

marronage. As Lathan A. Windley once observed, the Virginia Gazette published 

notices for more than 3,500 runaways between 1736 and 1783.25 From 1775 to 

1782, as the historian Cassandra Pybus has estimated, approximately 20,000 

enslaved people fled to the British, 12,000 of whom fled from southern enslavers. 

Between 8,000 to 10,000 free African Americans evacuated North America with 

British Loyalists, about 2,000 of whom escaped from Virginia.26 Countless other 

runaways chose refuge in the Dismal Swamp during the war.

Even before the war’s disruptions inspired slave flight on a massive scale, in the 

late 1760s, several advertisements in the Gazette informed the Virginia colony’s 

reading public of several Toms who had taken refuge in the Dismal Swamp. The 

historian Charles Royster cited a June 1768 advertisement for one Tom, a recent 

survivor of the Middle Passage, enslaved by Samuel Gist. Posted by John Augus-

tine Washington acting as agent for the Dismal Swamp Company, the adver-

tisement noted that Tom had fled more than a year earlier, in April 1767. Tom 

stood about five feet six and bore four “country marks” on each cheek. Such 
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scarification appeared as distinctive patterns, displayed primarily on the face, 

that signified ethnic heritage in West Africa.27

In October 1768, John Mayo placed a different ad for a freedom seeker named 

Tom. It described this second Tom as “about 6 feet high” with a “roguish look” 

and noted that he had “lost part of one of his ears.” In this second instance, 

Tom had been seen “in Nansemond and Norfolk counties” but was “supposed to 

be about the Dismal Swamp.” The historical archaeologist Ted Maris-Wolf cited 

Tom in the 1768 advertisement as the “first documented runaway to be associated 

with the Dismal Swamp,” explaining that it was unclear whether Tom (1768) had 

spent any time in the swamp before he was found in 1781 at a neighbor’s house 

near the swamp.28

In April 1769, the Virginia Gazette ran a third advertisement for Tom, the 

second posted by Mayo. It described Tom as approximately six feet tall with one 

cropped ear, but Mayo added that he now believed Tom to be “about the Dis-

mal Swamp. or low down in North-Carolina.”29 This third advertisement explic-

itly emphasized Mayo’s suspicion that Tom might be found in the southern end 

of the swamp, and perhaps Mayo’s implication that Tom might find support in 

flight from the historically independent small triracial communities that inhab-

ited North Carolina near the Albemarle Sound.30

Two of the three advertisements for Tom found distribution in the first vol-

ume of Windley’s work. A decade later, Tom Costa’s 2005 Geography of Slavery 

in Virginia project digitized and made available the advertisements announcing 

Tom’s flight.31 Maris-Wolf notes the capture of one Tom in 1781, even after he 

had been aided in flight by local Quakers; an undigitized December 1783 letter 

now archived in the Dismal Swamp Land Company records at the David M. 

Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Duke University reveals the 

capture of the second Tom. In the letter, the company manager David Jame-

son wrote to John Driver, the Dismal Swamp Company’s agent at Suffolk, to 

advise him of the company manager David Meade’s directives regarding “an 

outlying fellow belonging to the D.S.Co. called Tom.” Relaying Meade’s instruc-

tions, Jameson explained that Tom needed “to be sold” out of North Carolina 

and directed Driver to arrange the sale.32 No further evidence in the Rubenstein 

collection reveals Tom’s fate after Meade and Jameson decided to sell him. Cit-

ing two undigitized 1784 letters revealing the point at which one Tom exits the 

primary record, Royster observed that cool winter weather might have compelled 

him to exit the swamp, leading to his capture.33

Notwithstanding the two Toms’ fates, we can consider the context for the man 

in the Aitchison and Parker account book. If we take the initial year that the 

merchants began to keep the book, 1763, as a starting point, and place the man 

in the Dismal for as many as thirteen years, we have at a maximum the year 1776 
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as the last year that the man remained in the swamp. If we subtract two years 

to account for the time the legend observes that the man had recently spent in 

Norfolk, then we might assume that he emerged into town in about 1774, and 

certainly no later than 1776. The fact that the two merchants evacuated Virginia 

sometime after the burning of Norfolk in January 1776 provides yet another clue 

pointing to the man’s emergence in Norfolk in about 1774. This triangulation of 

dates offers us one temporal context that—inspired by lessons about the work of 

historical recovery at the core of the Black digital humanities, and with the aim 

of restoring the humanity of the man at the legend’s center—we might use to 

evaluate the story’s veracity.

To deepen the contextualization of the Dismal Swamp as a refuge in the American 

revolutionary era as we move toward a conclusion in this chapter, I turn briefly 

to a third source: George Washington’s copy of the Dismal Swamp Company’s 

“Appraisement of Dismal Swamp Slaves.”34 In July 1764, the Dismal Swamp Com-

pany counted at Dismal Plantation fifty-four enslaved people: forty-three men, 

nine women, one boy, and one girl. Among this group were three men named 

Tom, whose appraised values differed, ranging from a little more than 52 British 

pounds to 75 British pounds. In the appraisal we confirm one Tom, advertised by 

John Augustine Washington, listed as enslaved by Samuel Gist.

The extant evidentiary record offers less to confirm if the two other men 

named Tom, advertised as in flight by John Mayo in 1768 and 1769, had both 

escaped from Dismal Plantation. Here, a careful comparison of the two advertise-

ments reveals that they may have been the same person. In both advertisements, 

Mayo describes the Tom who escaped as about six feet tall, with one cropped ear, 

and taking refuge in the Dismal Swamp, with knowledge of two of the three Vir-

ginia counties—Nansemond and Norfolk—whose jurisdictions covered Dismal 

Swamp lands.

In truth, as Mayo’s suspicion that Tom moved about Norfolk and Nansemond 

Counties suggests before the American Revolution’s overt fighting reached South-

side Virginia, Dismal Plantation’s population was much less isolated from more 

traditionally known contexts for late eighteenth-century enslavement in the Old 

Dominion than some scholars have considered. Other freedom seekers docu-

mented in runaway advertisements were similarly suspected of moving across 

significant distances in their efforts to find freedom with their feet—authors of 

their own resistance stories and coauthors of the advertisements themselves, as 

the historian Antonio T. Bly has argued.35 In November 1771, two thirty-year-

olds enslaved by Nathaniel Burwell—Jack and Venus—fled from Warresqueak 

Bay. Nearly one month passed before Burwell posted an advertisement in the 

Virginia Gazette, articulating his suspicion that both Jack and Venus had fled to 
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the Great Dismal Swamp, where both had labored for two years at Dismal Town 

Plantation.36 There, both had been documented in the 1764 appraisal list.

Taken together with the Dismal Swamp Company’s 1764 appraisal list, and 

the selection of runaway advertisements we have considered, the man who cap-

tured a fleeting moment of Aitchison and Parker’s attention was not the only 

enslaved person of African descent to experience a life of liminal freedom in the 

mid-eighteenth-century Dismal Swamp. The two merchants recorded no evi-

dence of the Dismal Swamp furniture maker’s wares, though these were products 

that we might assume were of interest to the two men who sought marketable 

goods to consign to merchants in Havana or Tenerife or Honduras. Nor did the 

merchants provide any evidence of the swamp furniture maker’s precise camp 

location within the swamp. The merchants also did not record further evidence 

of the man’s subsistence activities, raising rice and grains for survival. Instead, 

the account book captures a series of decontextualized mercantile transactions 

from 1763 to 1804. What, then, explains such a peculiar placement for such a 

peculiar story about an African descendant, skilled in the practical work of mak-

ing furniture and of growing grains? What explains the merchants’ interest in 

the man such that they recorded it in an account book otherwise dedicated to 

transatlantic networks? Why do such questions about a single primary source 

matter in our present-day context of primary research on the American Revolu-

tion in a digitized age?

The answers to these questions, in part, demonstrate the utility of plumbing 

archival shadows for the stories of historical actors—enslaved, more often than 

not—whose lives mattered to contemporaries, if only in passing. In pursuing such 

research, it is important to carefully consider the context in which Aitchison and 

Parker likely regarded the Black furniture maker as more than just an enslaved 

human commodity. Informed by scholarship in the Black digital humanities, this 

perspective casts aside debate about the source’s veracity to instead turn attention 

to a Black furniture maker obscured in the archival shadows cast by Aitchison 

and Parker’s account book, the book’s provenance notwithstanding. A core les-

son of the Black digital humanities informs us that we must engage seriously 

the humanity of the enslaved people whose presence was recorded fleetingly in 

otherwise mundane archival records as a central aim of the method of verifying 

and contextualizing such sources in new histories and scholarship.

Moreover, the work of plumbing archival shadows must continue to happen in 

physical archives, even as digitized humanities projects expand access to archived 

materials. The limited reach of the Aitchison and Parker account book (or of 

other sources penned by the merchants) in the current digitized age is a function 

of its relative inaccessibility. To access the account book requires the privilege of a 

visit to the physical archives held the Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections 
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of the University of Virginia’s Alderman Library in Charlottesville. However, evi-

dentiary fragments about the Dismal Swamp’s enslaved population in the revolu-

tionary era, such as the runaway advertisements for Tom(s), are today facilitated 

widely by a growing range of digitized humanities projects that have broadened 

access to previously hard to access primary sources through free access platforms, 

such as the Geography of Slavery in Virginia project. UVA Press’s Rotunda proj-

ect, a vital digitized research collection, provides access to a wide range of digi-

tized papers from prominent actors of the revolutionary and early republican 

periods but only to researchers with the resources to pay a subscription fee. Avail-

able at disproportionate rates to researchers at the best-endowed universities and 

institutions, such resources are not readily available to researchers at historically 

disadvantaged institutions such as historically Black colleges and universities.

The example of the several Toms’ flight within the Dismal Swamp and its 

immediate environs, of the Dismal Swamp’s Black furniture maker, of Jack and 

Venus, and of the countless others who found refuge in the Dismal Swamp dur-

ing the American Revolution and afterward, all highlight the challenges presented 

by the work of historical recovery. These men, women, and children hid from 

enslavers, and thus, from the instruments of the state by which their activities 

would appear in the extant primary sources on which we draw to write “history.” 

So they remain obscured by archival shadows. Still, in this new era of studying the 

history of the American Revolution in the digital age, their stories nonetheless 

matter and inform in important ways our methods for uncovering new histories.
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MEDIA LITERACY IN REVOLUTIONARY 
AMERICA

Jordan E. Taylor

“I thank God there are no free schools, nor printing,” Governor William Berke-

ley of Virginia famously wrote in 1671, “for learning has brought disobedience, 

and heresy, and sects into the world, and printing has divulged them, and libels 

against the best governments. God keep us from both!”1 To British officials in 

colonial North America, the best colonist was an ignorant one. They believed that 

farmers, artisans, and laborers should leave the great questions of the day to the 

wealthy and wise. Though Berkeley thanked heaven for preserving the settlers’ 

ignorance, it was also a matter for men. For many years, British imperial policy 

had discouraged the free and open flow of information, in part by limiting print-

ers from divulging these heresies.

But even the weight of empire could not dam up these exchanges for long. 

A print revolution in eighteenth-century North America saw newspapers, books, 

and other media spread rapidly across Anglo-America, causing a massive expan-

sion in the volume of information available to ordinary people. A century after 

Berkeley, this democratization of information helped bring about the American 

Revolution, as colonists questioned the received wisdom of the mighty. And the 

demands of republican self-government created by the American Revolution 

convinced many former colonists that their fellow citizens needed to be aware 

of matters beyond their personal experience. If people could not access informa-

tion about the broader world, they could not debate the issues, petition leaders, 

or elect the best representatives. To ensure that the voters of the United States 

would be well-informed—as historians have shown—political leaders attempted 

to mobilize institutions to provide news, facts, ideas, and knowledge to a broad 
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citizenry. The most important of these institutions were public schools, the press, 

and the post office.2 As the periodical press expanded rapidly in the aftermath 

of the American Revolution, the US Congress decided in 1792 to set particularly 

low postage rates for newspapers, hoping that this would encourage the spread 

of useful information. With the passage of this legislation, the North Carolina 

congressman John Steele explained, “If the people hereafter remain uninform’d it 

must be their own fault.”3 For him, ensuring that the people were well-informed 

was a quantitative issue: when information was scarce, ignorance was forgivable, 

but with greater access to news, the people would be responsible for identifying 

truth and shunning falsehoods.4

In fact, Steele had approached the problem almost exactly backward. Like 

many before and after him, he had confused information with knowledge. Tragi-

cally, a greater volume of news and information would not equip people to par-

ticipate meaningfully in politics but would, instead, ultimately provoke greater 

confusion and misunderstanding. Even as information became more abundant 

than ever before in the late eighteenth century, many observers believed that they 

were experiencing an unprecedented epidemic of error. Almost every important 

report seemed to come accompanied by another claiming the opposite. “The 

many contradictory reports which are continually flitting through America,” 

noted the Philadelphia printer Benjamin Franklin Bache, “point out the impor-

tance of authentic information.” He wished for “some means” of “procuring 

intelligence which could be relied on, frequently and regularly from Europe. At 

the present crisis this is peculiarly necessary, the situation of transatlantic politics 

is now uncommonly interesting to Americans.”5 The printer Joseph Dennie put 

it more succinctly: “Truth seems to fly from curiosity.”6 Indeed, there was much 

to be curious about. The late eighteenth century was a time of important events 

at home and abroad. Revolutions, declarations, wars, speeches, trade disruptions, 

and transnational movements occupied the attention of Americans. The world 

seemed to tilt toward some great conclusion, perhaps a global regeneration or 

maybe the rebirth of despotism, and the news seemed more important than ever. 

In this context, a false report might enflame a mob. It might also elect a senator.

The rapid circulation of falsehoods alarmed many elites. By the time they 

were considering a new national government, the delegates at the Constitutional 

Convention worried about the peoples’ capacity for discerning truth. Roger Sher-

man of Connecticut, for example, opposed popular elections, arguing instead for 

state legislatures to choose representatives. “The people,” he argued, “should have 

as little to do as may be about the government. They want information, and are 

constantly liable to be misled.” The Massachusetts delegate Elbridge Gerry con-

curred, noting that the people were “daily misled into the most baneful measures 

and opinions by the false reports circulated by designing men, and which no one 
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on the spot can refute.” For Gerry, this was at the root of the “excess of democ-

racy” that the Constitutional Convention aimed to redress.7

Allergic to nuanced models of causality, Americans usually attributed false 

news to the intentional efforts of malicious deceivers.8 Indeed, this was the most 

basic tenet of early American media literacy. Contradictory accounts of the same 

event seemed to indicate that at least one person, somewhere, had aimed to dupe 

others for selfish purposes. According to one revolutionary essayist, while it was 

true that the “People when well informed never act wrong,” they were neverthe-

less frequently misled “by the artful and vile Insinuations of designing Men.”9 

The presence of so much factual discrepancy during the Age of Revolutions, 

therefore, lent itself to conspiratorial thinking. One lie might be the work of a 

single ill-intended individual, but piles of contradiction pointed toward a pack of 

unscrupulous mediators. It was often irresistible, then, for those working to sepa-

rate truth from falsehood to imagine themselves to be heroic detectives unmask-

ing a conspiracy of deception. What we call “media literacy” today, Americans in 

the Age of Revolutions viewed as the detection of traitors, fraudsters, and schem-

ers. Of course, falsehoods resulted as often from accidental misunderstandings 

as from intentional deception, but Americans rarely considered that possibility.

Historians have long puzzled over why the peoples of revolutionary America 

believed so many things that we know, in retrospect, to have been untrue. Most 

famously, for example, Patriot leaders in the 1760s and 1770s falsely claimed that 

the leadership of Parliament was conspiring to enslave them by stripping away 

their “English liberties.” If this was untrue, though, why did they accept it? In the 

early twentieth century, as the World Wars induced fears of propaganda, a group 

of scholars subsequently known as the “Progressive” historians suggested that 

Patriot leaders did not really believe these absurd things, but were only sharing 

these exaggerations and falsehoods in order to mobilize others.10 By the middle 

of the twentieth century, however, another group of historians suggested that the 

ideologies and politics of the late eighteenth century made colonists more suspi-

cious (they sometimes used the word “paranoid”) of these falsehoods.11 There is 

another way of thinking about this problem. To a large extent, the inhabitants 

of revolutionary America were simply absorbing the information they encoun-

tered in ways that aligned with the era’s expectations for practical media literacy. 

But those standards happened to be defective, in ways that mirror the ineffective 

media literacy of our digital present. Understanding where eighteenth-century 

media literacy erred can help us better navigate the informational landscape of 

the twenty-first century. Instead of evaluating news as the revolutionary gen-

eration did, the denizens of the digital age would do better to take advantage of 

resources that were unavailable in early America and embrace habits of verifica-

tion through fact-checking.
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In their efforts to detect deceivers, eighteenth-century observers focused pri-

marily on the internal markers of a piece of news—its dates, its stated source, and 

the social status of its utterer. This was not a very effective approach. Frustrat-

ingly, more than two centuries later, Americans are still engaging with informa-

tion in many of the same ways that served the peoples of revolutionary America 

so poorly. In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, as in the print 

revolution centuries before, new technologies and media caused the volume 

of information available to Americans to increase exponentially.12 This digital 

revolution led millions of Americans to hope that democratic networking and 

communications tools—including social media platforms such as Twitter and 

fact repositories such as Wikipedia—would liberate people around the world 

by allowing them access to more information and more unmediated forms of 

communications. In 2008 the existence of such market-driven platforms led one 

“futurist” to proclaim “Death to the Gatekeepers.”13 For these techno-utopians, 

so-called experts had shut out ordinary people from important information for 

too long, and digital networking promised to break down such barriers. They 

believed, as Steele did in 1792, that easy access to information would promote 

greater knowledge about public affairs.

Yet, for every expert sharing meaningful forms of knowledge in newly accessi-

ble, nonhierarchical digital spaces, there are many more charlatans, hoaxers, and 

propagandists competing for attention. As in the late eighteenth century, false-

hoods and contradictions have mounted. Less than a decade after some called for 

the death of the gatekeepers, others mourned the “Death of Expertise.”14 Today, 

few would agree that access to information makes for an informed citizenry. The 

digital tools of the twenty-first century have produced a simultaneous explo-

sion of information and ignorance. The internet provides a fertile ground not 

only for useful political information but also for conspiratorial thinking, “fake 

news,” and deceptive advertising. Though conspiracy theories have been a con-

stant force in American history, the digital age has made unfounded accounts of 

the world, from QAnon to certain versions of “Russia-gate,” more accessible and 

more adaptable, mutating rapidly to meet changing circumstances and popu-

lar attitudes.15 The result is that Americans have never been so well-informed 

or so misinformed. While techno-utopians once asked how the digital age will 

improve society, technologists are now more likely to ask if a digitally abetted 

flood of information will destroy global democracy.

At the core of these concerns is a fear that Americans lack media literacy. To 

learn to navigate the twisted pathways of the internet, some argue that Ameri-

cans must be trained to recognize “bias” and rely on unbiased sources. Yet, as the 

fittingly named media literacy organization AllSides puts it, “There is no such 

thing as completely unbiased news. We’re all biased, making it impossible to 
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write or curate perfectly objective news.”16 This cynical view, in which all sources 

are suspect, unintentionally repeats the mistakes of the eighteenth century, when 

Americans frequently misattributed falsehoods to the wiles of deceptive enemies. 

Moreover, asking users to personally evaluate information mediators produces 

greater polarization of information since their judgments of the degree of a 

source’s “bias” will inevitably mirror their own preexisting perceptions.17 Asking 

others to see the world through the lens of “bias” is inviting them to climb into 

filter bubbles and ignore uncongenial news. This emphasis on bias invites a dan-

gerous epistemic nihilism. If all sources are biased, what is the point in upholding 

the concept of truth at all?

Other critics have insisted that meaningful media literacy requires more than 

exercising suspicion. Instead, they insist that identifying false news and discern-

ing truth requires information consumers to build productive habits and exercise 

self-discipline to resist the urge to automatically label uncongenial news as false. 

Effective media literacy requires that the internet’s itinerants work to actively 

unearth valuable evidence that can verify or disprove discrete claims about the 

world. Using a search engine in a thoughtful way, seeking previous work per-

formed by professional fact-checkers, or even taking a well-directed peek at 

Wikipedia, ordinary users can fact-check the information they encounter in a 

few minutes or less.18 If digital tools offer countless pathways to falsehood, they 

also offer relatively easy access to powerful practices of verification. With these 

tools, a fact-checking habit is far more effective for combating false news than 

dismissing “biased” news sources.19

Whereas Americans today take these fact-checking tools for granted, their 

predecessors in the late eighteenth century would have envied them. Throughout 

the late eighteenth century, across rapidly changing political and social contexts, 

their methods for ferreting out falsehoods changed little; they were consistently 

difficult, slow, uncertain, and ineffective. Because the most important news of 

the day usually originated across forbidding oceans, which took weeks to cross, 

it was not possible to verify reports as they arrived in North America. Instead, 

infrastructural limitations restricted the observers of revolutionary America to 

relying on several futile techniques for determining the truth value of the news 

they received: they evaluated the timeline of a piece of news, counseled patience, 

linked truthfulness with the status of mediators, and dismissed biased sources.

The most straightforward of these media literacy tools available in revolution-

ary America involved closely examining the dates attached to a piece of news. 

Early American newspaper reports often carried elaborate headings full of details 

that today’s observers might consider extraneous. Take one example: “New York, 

Dec. 2. A letter from a respectable gentleman, dated Amsterdam, September 8, 

1786, brought by capt. Baas, who arrived at Charleston, S. C. the 13th ult.”20 
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Modern readers can take it for granted that the paper had gathered its infor-

mation according to professional norms, but eighteenth-century readers could 

make no such assumptions. This lengthy heading served as a chain of evidence, 

tracing the letter from Amsterdam in September to Charleston in November to 

New York in early December. If one link in this chain proved to be weak, it might 

cast doubt on the authenticity of the letter.

Anyone forging a letter or report would need to produce such a chain of evi-

dence but could easily make a mistake in the process. News that arrived with an 

error or absence in the chain was automatically suspect. During the American 

Revolution, an enterprising writer in the Patriot Boston Evening-Post, for exam-

ple, claimed to have exposed a 1774 letter from Philadelphia as a forgery on this 

basis: “I knew from the palpable Falshoods contained in it that it must have been 

forged, but looking at the date every one must be convinced of this.” The letter 

had been dated May 17 but referenced news from Boston on May 13, which cre-

ated a timeline that seemed unlikely to this author: “How the Post could carry in 

4 days this account to Philadelphia, is beyond my comprehension.” Information 

that moved at a suspiciously quick pace must have been invented. Because the 

letter offered bad news for Patriots, he concluded that it was “one Instance among 

many of the lying tricks of our Enemies.”21

Similarly, when evaluating an account, a reader might compare it to news 

from the same place that had arrived “of a later date,” or, in the terminology of the 

time, the “freshest advices.” If the later report contradicted the earlier account, 

observers often settled for the former. Challenging an account of “great distur-

bances” in Guadeloupe described by a letter dated September 25, 1791, a writer 

in a Boston newspaper noted the arrival of a letter dated October 2 that did not 

mention such disturbances. This author chided newspaper editors for circulating 

the original account, arguing that in matters “which may affect the commerce of 

our country, the Editors of newspapers ought to be peculiarly cautious.”22 Like-

wise, in 1794 Bache dismissed a report of the French revolutionary wars from the 

London Gazette, and instead passed along “accounts from French papers,” which 

were “4 or 5 days later from the great scene of action in Europe, than any intel-

ligence before published here.”23 A rabidly prorevolutionary Francophile, Bache 

was suspicious of the British accounts to begin with and may have used their 

dates to wave them away while boosting news originating in France.

Another technique involved withholding judgment about doubtful infor-

mation and patiently awaiting more news. Observers assumed that while two 

conflicting pieces of news created uncertainty, ten reports about the same event 

would likely skew in the direction of the truth. As a result, they often noted if 

a piece of news was as-yet unconfirmed. Some criticized those who published 

“premature” accounts without supporting evidence. At the end of the American 
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Revolutionary War, for example, the Rhode Island printer John Carter noted that 

some ships had arrived with an account of the destruction of a British fleet. But 

while he noted that he was happy to “communicate glad Tidings,” he held back, 

believing it was “equally his Duty to contradict premature Intelligence, when 

proved to be such.”24 In some cases, the lack of follow-up confirmation, rather 

than an explicit contradiction, was enough to lead observers to discount news. 

In 1793 Susanna Dillwyn of Philadelphia wrote to her father describing a rumor 

about the seizure of a ship carrying her aunt and uncle. When she first heard the 

news, she explained, it was “generally believed throughout the Town,” while today 

“the circumstance is mention’d in the papers, but nobody seems to have heard 

anything new, so that I think it may possibly be a false rumor.”25 The nature of 

the early modern information economy ensured that reports of significant events 

would usually arrive through multiple conveyances and multiple media. A piece 

of news that stood alone was suspect.

Compared to other strategies, waiting for more news was reasonably effec-

tive. But caution for confirmation sometimes resulted from partisan or personal 

motives. When the Massachusetts lawyer Dwight Foster heard reports of the 

American army’s defeat at Ticonderoga in 1775, he wrote to his father that “we 

hope however that this is false and want to hear it confirmed ere we credit it.”26 

Foster’s expression of his “hope” and “want” regarding this news indicates that 

his preferences were guiding his use of this media literacy strategy. This was not 

unusual. The historian Matthew Rainbow Hale has noted that in the early 1790s 

members of the Francophobic Federalist Party in the United States were particu-

larly likely to urge observers to wait patiently for news about the French Revolu-

tion as the rush of reports threatened to overwhelm them.27 With war, terror, and 

revolution spreading through Europe, Federalist commentators regularly argued 

that until the “storm is blown over . . . certainty cannot be attained.”28 This cau-

tion was not a feature of Federalism but of partisanship more generally. Partisans 

of all stripes counseled caution when news arrived that they perceived as harmful 

to their political cause. In 1798, as reports from France of what became known as 

the X. Y. Z. Affair seemed to run against Republican interests, Republican media-

tors urged Americans to wait for the French government’s response before “we 

form our judgement.”29 This tool of media literacy was easily refashioned into a 

partisan weapon.

Another approach that Americans used to analyze information was to inter-

rogate the social status of the news bearer. Many associated the authenticity of 

a letter or oral report with the wealth and reputation of the person who had 

articulated it. Because North Americans generally viewed false news as the prod-

uct of intention, rather than error, they assumed that respectable gentlemen 

would not stake their reputations on deception. Eighteenth-century American 
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elites inhabited an honor culture that valued above all else a gentleman’s reputa-

tion for truthfulness.30 As a result, newspaper headings regularly offered extracts 

of letters from gentlemen of “reputation,” “undoubted veracity,” “great political 

information,” or “a very respectable [mercantile] house.”31 Others were intro-

duced as being from a “respectable citizen,” an “unquestionable authority,” or a 

“high authority.”32 This rhetoric drew on a long-standing habit in the Western 

world of attributing higher truth values to claims made by elite, educated, white 

men.33 Not yet recognized as a logical fallacy, appeals to authority held great sway 

in convincing many readers.

Unsurprisingly, though, some observers were more status-conscious than 

others. During the 1790s, those allied with the elitist Federalist Party went out 

of their way to note the status of their information sources. Federalists were par-

ticularly likely to rely on ship captains and merchants, while emphasizing their 

reliability. When Alexander Young and Thomas Minns, the Federalist printers 

of the Massachusetts Mercury, received news from a Captain Bacon, who had 

just returned from western France, about a French attack on the Spanish city of 

Bilboa in late 1794, they noted that they were relying on the word of a “gentle-

man of veracity, and intelligence.” Yet they also pointed out that Bacon did not 

speak French, and therefore was just passing on what others told him had been 

printed in the French newspapers.34 Some Republicans would have scoffed at 

this. Indeed, in the summer of 1791, Bache had mocked the idea of relying on 

ship captains who did not speak the local language. It was absurd, he argued, that 

other Americans should trust the word of captains “who generally not speaking 

the language of the inhabitants, and being the greatest part of their time on board 

their vessels, which, from the nature of the harbor, are anchored out at some dis-

tance from the town, have not many opportunities of gathering information.”35 

For Bache, status and character were not as important as a person’s direct experi-

ence with a news source.

Indeed, during the 1790s members of the populist Republican Party often 

vocally rejected the idea of evaluating information based on the status of an 

information source. In fact, the Republican printer Philip Freneau addressed this 

point directly in his Philadelphia National Gazette. He complained that some 

people had asked him about the character or status of some of his correspon-

dents: “whether he be a foreigner, or home born, or well-born . . . a man of prop-

erty, or a no property man?” He concluded by asking “such inquisitive persons” 

to “mind your own business.”36 For Freneau, a correspondent’s social status had 

little to do with the value of the information they shared. Likewise, the Republi-

can printer Thomas Adams dismissed the truth value of a 1794 letter from France 

even though, as he noted, the author was “well known in this town.” Adams might 

have easily used the author’s status to assert that the letter’s news was authentic, 
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but instead he cast doubt on it by asserting that he would “not undertake to 

determine . . . whether its very important contents are true.”37

Judging news based on the identity of its bearer often backfired. Indeed, the 

Boston preacher Jedidiah Morse unleashed one of the great conspiracy theories 

of the eighteenth century based largely on the apparent credibility of a Scot-

tish academic by the name of John Robison.38 Convinced that a secretive group 

known as the Illuminati had kindled the French Revolution and was plotting 

against Christendom in Europe and the United States, Morse initiated what 

became known as the “New England Illuminati Scare.” When challenged about 

the absurdity of these claims, Federalist supporters inevitably pointed out that 

Robison was a “gentleman of character and station.”39 By any standard of the 

time, this was true. Nevertheless, his most important claims proved to be totally 

unfounded, to the embarrassment of Morse and his friends. Even important men 

often got it wrong.

While some of these tools were more useful than others, the most destructive, 

counterproductive, and widespread media literacy strategy in the late eighteenth 

century was the application of the concept of “bias” to news. While this was not 

a new idea, in the late eighteenth century Americans increasingly asserted that 

the mediators involved in the production of news were unfair, untrustworthy, or 

otherwise corrupt. The events of the late 1760s and early 1770s led some Ameri-

can colonists to worry extensively about the biases of information mediators. In 

a series of incidents well known to historians of revolutionary America, colonists 

became concerned that two successive governors of Massachusetts, Francis Ber-

nard and Thomas Hutchinson, were misrepresenting the state of affairs in their 

colony in order to beg for troops and make themselves seem more important in 

the eyes of their superiors. The publication of two collections of intercepted let-

ters from Bernard, Hutchinson, and others contained little evidence of dissimu-

lation but nevertheless convinced many Patriots that British officials were biased 

against them and were providing an exaggerated account of events.40 When Brit-

ain sent troops to Boston to enforce order, Patriot leaders blamed their arrival on 

the (apparent) falsehoods propagated by these men.41

By 1770, as the Tory ministry led by Lord North ascended to power in Lon-

don, Patriot leaders began to worry about a new kind of misrepresentation and 

a new kind of bias. They focused on the relationship between the British press 

and the ministry, arguing that newspapers from London reported whatever aided 

the ministry, regardless of whether or not it was true. British opposition papers 

seeded this notion, complaining that North was working to “deceive both Parlia-

ment and the world” through subsidies to the ministerial press.42 This was not 

without foundation. The ministry did indeed publish a propaganda outlet in the 

London Gazette and subsidized a number of loyal newspapers.43 By the middle 
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of the decade, though, Patriot colonists in North America had become nearly 

obsessed with the idea that the London “ministerial press” was biased and unreli-

able. In 1776, for example, the Philadelphia Patriot printer John Dunlap passed 

along an account of troop movements with the loaded heading “From the Lon-

don (or lying) Gazette of May 3.”44 Even when the Gazette surprised Patriots by 

publishing materials that ran against its interests, printers nevertheless returned 

to the bias framework. In 1780 the Maryland Journal printer Mary Katherine 

Goddard exclaimed, “The London Gazette gives a melancholy Picture of con-

quering America!”45 If the ministry’s biased mouthpiece was making such an 

admission, Goddard suggested, then it must be true. For many, the politics of a 

news source had become the sole criterion through which they judged a report’s 

authenticity.

As war approached, a few Loyalists suggested that the Patriot colonists’ griev-

ances were founded on their imbalanced diet of news. Because they only read 

letters and newspapers from their allies in England, they pressed, of course the 

Patriots imagined the ministry to be their inveterate enemies. In 1774 an essay-

ist signing off as “Mercator” wrote to James Rivington’s Loyalist paper alleging 

that his rival paper, run by the Patriot printer James Holt, was little more than a 

calamity of confirmation bias: “With respect to foreign intelligence, those para-

graphs” that disparaged “the Ministry and the Parliament, and tend to widen 

the breach between Great Britain and the Colonies, are industriously selected.”46 

While Holt denied the charge, he had indeed reprinted considerably less material 

from London ministry papers and more from opposition papers than the city’s 

other printers.47 A few months later, a Boston Loyalist with the pseudonym “An 

Observer” mocked their neighbors’ “implicit credulity” toward news that pleased 

them. Instead of hearing from “both sides,” they charged, Patriots had simply 

dropped their subscriptions to Loyalist papers, preferring to “listen with greedi-

ness to one side only.”48 The Patriots’ defective media literacy and insufficient 

understanding of bias, these Loyalists charged, had led them to the brink of war. 

And perhaps it had. By the mid-1770s, leading Patriots believed many things 

about the internal politics of London that turned out to be false.49 If they had 

taken the London Gazette and other “ministerial” papers into account, Patriots 

might have arrived at a fuller, or at least different, picture of London’s politics.

Americans continued to accuse British newspapers of bias after the American 

Revolutionary War. In the 1780s and 1790s, though, they seldom distinguished 

between the politics of different British newspapers. In 1786 the New York 

printer Francis Childs took note of British newspapers’ “reproaches, invectives, 

and indignities” toward the new nation. He suggested that Americans should “be 

no longer indebted for our intelligence to channels so corrupt.”50 Why should 

American newspapers continue to reprint so much of their material from British 
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papers that had exhibited such a clear anti-American bias during the war? This 

rhetoric ramped up with the onset of the French Revolution as Americans won-

dered why they should trust reports appearing in London newspapers about 

Britain’s ancient enemy. One Rhode Island essayist explained his thought process 

for dismissing the legitimacy of British newspapers: “If the English or their rulers 

are embittered toward France by repeated losses, if they apprehend danger from 

the progress of French politics to their own internal safety, they will sometimes, 

to cover their losses and secure that safety, disguise the truth in a robe of their 

own making, or conceal her wholly from our eyes.”51 Because Britain had an 

interest in hiding truth about the French Revolution from its people, many com-

mentators argued, its newspapers could not be trusted.52

During the late eighteenth century, Americans used a promiscuous mix of 

these four techniques—attending to dates, waiting for more information, assess-

ing the status of a mediator, and dissecting the “biased” politics of a source—to 

judge the authenticity of any given piece of news. Why weren’t they effective? In 

evaluating information sources, these techniques led observers to appeal mostly 

to their intuition. “Bias” and “status” are, after all, cousins to “common sense,” 

“critical thinking,” and other slippery subjectivities. They empower individuals 

to determine the truth value of a piece of information on their own, rather than 

relying on a broader community of expertise and knowledge. Instinctive inter-

pretations of news lead to what social scientists today call motivated reasoning: 

the tendency for an individual to subject uncongenial information to greater 

scrutiny than information that supports their preexisting beliefs.

Indeed, eighteenth-century observers tended to wield these tools unevenly. 

They scrutinized news they disliked while asking fewer questions about news 

they approved of. They rarely questioned the “bias” of news taken from a friendly 

information source, any more than they questioned the status of a bearer of good 

news. Motivated reasoning exerts a powerful counterweight against media lit-

eracy strategies centered around an untrained individual’s heroic capacity for 

discerning truth. Professional fact-checkers, though, argue that the first and most 

important question to ask is not “Is this a trustworthy mediator?” but rather 

“Can this be verified using trusted techniques?”53 The most effective advocates 

for media literacy in the twenty-first century tend to focus more on developing 

an individual’s ability to tap into a globally networked community of expertise 

than on developing an individual’s capacity to detect nonsense through critical 

thinking.

The use of faulty media literacy tools likely contributed to the highly polar-

ized politics of revolutionary America. Relying on their own sense of a piece of 

news or a mediator’s trustworthiness led observers to accept news that confirmed 

their expectations while rejecting nearly everything else. This pattern is most 
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clearly evident in the era’s newspapers. In the late 1770s and early 1780s, Loyal-

ist newspaper printers shared news from the British ministry’s London Gazette 

at about twice the rate of Patriot presses. Patriot papers, in turn, shared reprints 

from friendly radical and opposition papers three to four times as often as Loyal-

ist papers. During the early 1790s, partisan newspapers also found themselves in 

similar information silos. From 1793 through 1795, when news from revolution-

ary France was particularly controversial, Francophilic Republican newspapers 

cited news from French presses significantly more often than their anti-French 

Federalist counterparts.54 The era’s media literacy techniques produced some-

thing like the political echo chambers of today’s media environment.

Americans past and present have struggled to make sense of the torrent of 

information unleashed by successive media revolutions—first a print revolution, 

then a digital revolution. As in revolutionary America, false news runs rampant 

today. But there are crucial differences between the informational dynamics 

of these two eras. In the late eighteenth century, much of the news Americans 

cared most about was simply unverifiable. Slow communications across prohibi-

tive distances prevented anything that resembled fact-checking. Because it took 

weeks for news from Europe or the Caribbean to arrive, it was not possible for 

observers to seek confirmation for the transnational news that most occupied 

them. They could do little more than analyze what they received, and so “media 

literacy” tools focused on evaluating the credibility of a source according to its 

internal markers. Today, though, it is by comparison fairly easy to verify a piece 

of news by relying on experts who obey ethical standards and professional norms 

regarding the verification of evidence. Entire professions—with painful deter-

rents against fabrication—exist to sift through information, evaluate its authen-

ticity, and share their findings with anyone who will listen. Because of this work, 

amateur fact-checkers can easily punch a claim into a search engine, run a reverse 

image search, or go “upstream” to determine if a cited source really says what a 

Facebook post claims it does. Proficient amateur fact-checkers can dart from 

tweet to tweet like a hummingbird in a garden. Though hardly perfect, simple 

fact-checking protocols can quickly answer many digital media users’ questions 

about the authenticity of any given piece of news.55

Yet the lazy logic of “bias” remains far more popular in the United States today 

than these near-miraculous digital tools of verification. Researchers have shown 

that news consumers in the United States are more likely to interrogate the cred-

ibility and bias of an information mediator rather than fact-check the evidence 

presented in a news item, even though the latter course of action is significantly 

more effective.56 Despite massive shifts in media technologies and cultures since 

the late eighteenth century, Americans have retained the same defective strat-

egies for navigating the news. Modern militaries do not fight each other with 



MEdIA lItErACy IN rEvolutIoNAry AMErICA      249

flintlock muskets and bayonets, yet Americans today fight disinformation with 

tools developed in response to the print revolution. It is time that the inheritors 

of the digital revolution leave behind early modern methods of evaluating the 

truthfulness of the news and instead take up the best tools available in the digital 

age. While fact-checking tools were unavailable to eighteenth-century observers, 

Americans in the digital age have no excuses.
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“A BUSY, BUSTLING, DISPUTATIOUS 
TONE”

News Anxiety in the Age of Revolutions  
and Today

Joseph M. Adelman

Set in the Catskills region of the Hudson River in upstate New York, “Rip Van 

Winkle” is a story familiar to many Americans. The title character, a henpecked 

husband, wanders into the mountains in search of solitude, where he meets oddly 

dressed Dutchmen playing a game that looks like ninepins and sounds like peals 

of thunder. They offer him some of their drink and he soon falls asleep. Awaking 

the next morning to find his gun rusted and his dog vanished, Rip meanders back 

to town and finds it transformed: rather than a single night, twenty years have 

passed. After several minutes of confusion—and a near mob reaction to his proc-

lamation of loyalty to King George III—his identity is revealed, his now-grown 

daughter takes him in, and he resumes his life of loafing and leisure.1

Washington Irving used the short story as a vehicle to play with the concept of 

time and its passage, folding past, present, and future on top of one another for 

both his readers and characters.2 To guide his readers through the uneven passage 

of time, Irving places forms of news consumption at the center of his descriptions 

of the pre- and postrevolutionary Hudson village in which Van Winkle lived. 

When the story opens in the colonial era, Rip Van Winkle wiles away his days at 

the village inn, marked by a “rubicund portrait of his majesty George the Third.” 

The gathered men would talk with the inn’s owner, turning to news only when 

“by chance an old newspaper fell into their hands from some passing traveler.”3 

The news, Irving implied, occurred far away and filtered out to the countryside 

slowly, with time for locals to ruminate. When Rip Van Winkle returns from the 

mountains two decades later, he is stunned at the disappearance of the village he 

once knew. First among the changes he notices is the viciousness of politics and 

252
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the pace of news. The village inn has been replaced by “The Union Hotel,” and 

the sign depicting George III has been altered to show instead “General Wash-

ington” in a Continental uniform. The “character of the people” suddenly had a 

“busy, bustling, disputatious tone” that stunned Van Winkle.4 Nonetheless, he 

quickly resumed his place among the village elders, and slowly caught up with 

their discussions.

Over the two centuries since the story’s first publication, Rip Van Winkle has 

assumed the role of a stock character of sorts, a metaphor for people who have 

been absent for long stretches of time (and occasionally for men, the facial hair 

growth that accompanies such an absence). At the beginning of the COVID-19 

pandemic in early 2020, for example, several news stories featured the character 

in their depiction of how people were experiencing the isolation of quarantine 

or the illness itself. One man earned a New York Times headline with a Van Win-

kle reference because he entered a seventy-five-day silent meditation retreat in 

northern Vermont just days before much of the country went into a lockdown.5 

Another, a doctor in Seattle who was in intensive care early in the crisis, described 

himself as feeling “like Rip van Winkle, waking up . . . and realizing that the world 

had shut down.”6

The comparison is apt. In identifying the rapid pace of news and politics as 

a marker of change, Irving touched on an aspect of life that would have been 

immediately familiar to his readers in 1819. The American Revolution brought 

massive changes to the business of news. The number of newspapers increased 

exponentially in the first decades of the republic. Printers and editors adopted 

more openly partisan positions, setting aside the tradition of outward neutral-

ity that characterized the colonial press. To some scholars, in fact, the distinc-

tive feature of the age was a tendency toward conspiratorial thinking.7 Changes 

between the 1990s and 2020s feel eerily similar. The news media landscape of 

the early 1990s was certainly not free of controversy, but Americans then experi-

enced the end of an era of relative stability. The bulk of national news appeared 

on the major broadcast networks, CNN, a few newspapers with broad distri-

bution, wire services, and across several popular weekly newsmagazines. Local 

news coverage appeared in regional newspapers as well as on local radio and 

television stations. Publications of a more partisan slant existed, of course, but 

entry into the market was costly and placed some limits on reach. Thirty years 

later, anyone can start a free website, open free social media accounts, and build 

a news audience with little more than time, effort, and a dream. Events become 

national news within moments as individuals offer commentary and stream vid-

eos live from the scene, such as the Boston Marathon bombing in 2013, the 2017 

white supremacist marches in Charlottesville, or the January 6, 2021, insurrec-

tion against the US Capitol. The information flows unfiltered into feeds, and 
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individuals and journalists often struggle to make sense of what they are seeing, 

hearing, and reading.8

The technology may have changed, but the feeling of being overwhelmed 

echoes across time. In both eras, the paramount challenge for news readers and 

consumers is how to manage information within a decentralized and less than 

fully regulated media ecosystem. Rather than focus on conspiratorial fears, there-

fore, I suggest that the issue was (and is) about information management. It is 

therefore worth examining what we can draw from how Americans during the 

revolutionary era managed their anxieties about the news—and how our study 

of that era shapes and limits what we can see. This chapter offers three lessons. 

First, communications infrastructure matters. During the revolutionary era, 

news producers—primarily the printers and editors of newspapers—managed 

sophisticated networks of connections through a variety of communications 

media to get news from place to place. Second, Americans sought out reliable 

and credible flows of news. That included both issues of physical geography, such 

as the quality of roads or protections against the elements, and a range of reading 

techniques to determine trustworthiness. Finally, the digital tools that are crucial 

to researching the revolutionary era and processing contemporary news have 

introduced a set of biases and limitations that shape the context of news. These 

lessons will not unlock the secrets of avoiding news anxiety in the twenty-first 

century, but they can clarify what is happening and how to manage it.

A revolutionary Infrastructure
As practices for circulating news and information around the British Atlantic world 

coalesced in the eighteenth century, newspaper printers, editors, and readers con-

currently developed ways of managing their expectations for the accuracy and time-

liness of the news. Because of the integration of life around the Atlantic Basin—both 

within the British Empire and among the many peoples whose lives were affected by 

movement across the ocean—the speed, accuracy, and efficiency with which news 

traveled had implications for military, political, economic, and social affairs.

Patterns for how to deal with news in the British Atlantic first cohered in the 

early eighteenth century in London and radiated outward. The capital boasted 

a bustling market for news, with dozens of newspapers among other publica-

tions. Demand for news was so high, in fact, that theatrical productions began to 

feature a stock character known as “Quidnunc” (which translates literally from 

Latin to “What now?”), who was obsessed with learning the latest news at the 

expense of the rest of his life. In financial markets, speculators traded on the tim-

ing and content of new information from transatlantic ships. And readers—or 
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at least the white male readers of middling or higher economic status—extended 

the conversation from the pages of newspapers to discussions in public spaces 

such as taverns and coffeehouses on both sides of the Atlantic.9

Anxiety about the circulation of information, its pace, and the potential for it 

to be lost pervaded the letters and literature of the late eighteenth-century Anglo-

Atlantic world. When sending letters across the Atlantic, for example, writers reg-

ularly cataloged the correspondence they sent and received over the previous few 

months because they could not guarantee the arrival of any individual letter, and 

they often arrived in batches rather than at the same pace they were sent. In litera-

ture, the popularity of the epistolary form of novel (that is, one written primarily 

as an exchange of letters) meant that thousands of readers could encounter the 

same anxiety about waiting for personal news as characters traveled within the 

world of the books.10 That the plots of epistolary novels often employed the same 

ripped-from-the-headlines technique as such modern television dramas as the 

Law & Order franchise only reinforces the sense that the news was important.

At the same time, news producers worked hard to manage the flow of infor-

mation and maintain a steady supply of news for their publications and readers. 

Colonial newspapers were largely compilations of texts from a variety of sources, 

including oral sources (people who walked into the printer’s office with news), 

handwritten sources such as letters, and printed sources, most especially news-

papers from other towns. They included not only paragraphs of news but also 

local advertisements and notices as well as the occasional woodcut or poem. To 

produce a newspaper on a weekly schedule, therefore, required printers to con-

stantly be in search of information from whatever sources were available. To do 

that, printers and editors relied on the imperial postal system, and after 1775 the 

Continental Post Office, to ensure delivery of both correspondence and newspa-

pers from other towns and across the Atlantic.11

Communications technology placed clear limits on the speed at which news 

circulated. Obviously, colonists and others had no concept that news could travel 

faster than by horse on land or a well-outfitted sailing ship at sea, but they none-

theless chafed at the days and weeks it took to circulate information from one 

place to another (and back). By the 1760s, though, the timing had become mostly 

regularized. A trip from Britain to the Atlantic coast could take six to ten weeks 

depending on the exact destination, and the trip east about four to eight weeks 

thanks to the Gulf Stream.12 Travel between Philadelphia and Boston along the 

post road was relatively reliable. Using the time lags for paragraphs reprinted 

from other newspapers as a guide, news could travel between Philadelphia and 

New York within two or three days and between New York and Boston within a 

week. Further south, overland travel was somewhat slower and more difficult—

most information that circulated between those northern ports and Charleston 
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in South Carolina, for example, arrived much more quickly by ship. The circu-

lation of the Declaration of Independence, even in the midst of a war, offers a 

useful case study of how news circulated. News of independence (and usually a 

printing of the Declaration’s text) appeared within six days after July 4 in New 

York, twelve in Boston, sixteen days in Williamsburg, but took nearly a month to 

reach Charleston.13

In addition to travel times, the geographical design of the postal system and 

imperial communications network also had an outsized impact on the circu-

lation of news. Until 1775 the British Empire operated the post office in the 

North American colonies, and by law any revenue it generated went to support 

the Crown. There were rules in place to facilitate the circulation of “exchange 

papers,” or individual copies of newspapers sent between printers, but the system 

operated primarily along the Atlantic seaboard, with a few inland routes in New 

England, New York, and Pennsylvania. Because of the costs of sending mail, most 

of the post’s users were relatively well-to-do or well-connected—merchants, gov-

ernment officials, and others for whom official communications circuits were 

vital. Away from the coast, official correspondence often traveled via the British 

army, which by the 1760s had established a series of roads and pathways in the 

North American interior.14 Most others who wanted to share news and com-

municate sought out informal channels, whether by sending letters via a friend, 

unofficial post riders, or some other method.

The scale of twenty-first-century communications notwithstanding, con-

temporary media bear a strong family resemblance to their revolutionary-era 

predecessors. In some distinctive ways, the news business is reverting to what it 

looked like in the late eighteenth century: highly decentralized and networked, 

with a strong interest in aggregation and collection from a variety of sources. 

There are two significant and interrelated differences. The first is the scale of 

capital involved. Obviously, there were no media megacorporations during the 

revolutionary era, whereas now many media outlets, whether local, national, 

or international in their scope, are owned by large conglomerates. The second 

relates to the epistemology of news. In the revolutionary era, nearly all printers 

and editors claimed that their newspapers were unbiased and open forums for all 

to express their political opinions, even if in practice editors often published what 

we would describe as a partisan take on the news.15 It is practically a cliché at this 

point to say that the twenty-first-century media environment has fractured into 

a set of partisan niches. That is true and not-quite-true at the same time. What 

is occurring now is a retreat from a mid-twentieth-century ideal of objectivity. 

That position, now sometimes described as “The View from Nowhere” by media 

scholars, was based on the claim through much of the twentieth century that 

mainstream news organizations reported on events from outside the fray with 
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no interests of their own.16 In reality, their editorial decisions largely reflected the 

viewpoints of economically secure white men. Everyone else, the ideal implied, 

was compromised by their identity. In recent decades, new journalism outfits 

have turned that idea against traditional media, suggesting that they are unwill-

ing to share essential truths. These alternative media outlets do so because they 

see themselves not as bystanders observing the news from a distance but instead 

as activists who must participate in the news creation process.17

Beyond formal news organizations, an even more robust informal political 

economy of news has grown in the first decades of the twenty-first century. The 

growth of social media platforms—Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, to 

name just the most prominent at this writing—owes in part to the ways they 

facilitate news circulation. That democratization of access to the public sphere has 

opened space for many Americans—especially those who are not white, cisgen-

dered men—to tell more diverse stories about American politics, society, and cul-

ture. At the same time, that opening has operated to the detriment of society. As in 

the eighteenth century, access is often anonymous (or pseudonymous), but unlike 

the revolutionary era, influence can accrue broadly based on a number of factors, 

not least of which is entertainment value. Claims of “fake news” about the 2016 

and 2020 elections and the COVID-19 pandemic, the QAnon conspiracy theory, 

and other media phenomena have all been fueled by access to social media. To 

the extent that social media corporations have devoted attention to these issues, 

they have tended to argue for a libertarian hands-off approach to content, which 

allows them to disclaim responsibility at the same time as they fuel engagement 

with the most vitriolic and vicious material posted on their platforms.18

In both eras, then, the issue of infrastructure had an outsized impact on how 

people consumed and experienced news. Information was and often is only par-

tial owing to the necessarily limited point of view of any individual reporter or 

correspondent. How one understood an event shifted, sometimes dramatically, 

in response to new information and conditions. To the extent that differences in 

infrastructure between the two eras can be drawn, they are clearest in terms of 

amount and pace of information. Those in the revolutionary era often worried 

that they received too little information too slowly, while today news consumers 

feel overwhelmed by massive (if somehow still incomplete) dumps of informa-

tion arriving at a rapid-fire pace.19

In Search of reliability and Credibility
The structure of news created a baseline for the pace of news, but Americans in the 

revolutionary era nonetheless found other reasons to worry. People worried not 
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just about time lags in general, but also specifically about delays because of weather 

and travel. The delays were often regional in character. During New England win-

ters, newspapers would sometimes go one or more weeks without receiving any 

news from faraway towns and cities as snow and ice impeded the travel of post 

riders. Newspaper editors would occasionally post notices to that effect, such as 

one that William Goddard printed in the Pennsylvania Chronicle in January 1768. 

He begged his readers’ pardon for the “Want of that Variety of fresh Intilligence 

[sic] which they might wish to see” and promised that “no Pains shall be spared to 

procure, from Time to Time, every Thing that may tend to their Benefit and Sat-

isfaction.”20 Further south, especially in the Caribbean, hurricane season posed a 

threat to travel during the late summer and fall months, which meant that far more 

ships arrived in those ports from Europe during the winter and spring months.21

Readers and editors both fretted about the credibility of the information 

they were receiving. Colonists, like their counterparts in Britain, negotiated a 

sophisticated system to determine whether to trust another person based on 

relationships, social networks and status, and personal reputation. People knew 

that newspapers provided an incomplete picture; they promised the “freshest 

advices,” but information could therefore change over time for particular events. 

In the early months of the Revolutionary War, colonists in Virginia and the Caro-

linas feared an outbreak of rebellions by enslaved people. These rumors grew 

because of the threat by the earl of Dunmore to offer freedom to men enslaved 

by Patriots should they run away to enlist in the British army. Once started, the 

rumors spread through the colonies, fueled by newspaper exchanges and includ-

ing speculation that the rumors themselves might spark a revolt.22

Printers and editors played a significant role in mediating that process for 

their readers. In 1781, for example, news reached the Continental Army camp in 

northern New Jersey that the British and French had engaged in a massive naval 

battle in the Caribbean. Shepard Kollock, the printer of the New Jersey Journal, 

included a brief paragraph on the battle. After printing it, Kollock sent one copy 

north to Worcester, where Isaiah Thomas printed the Massachusetts Spy. His copy 

of that newspaper survives in the American Antiquarian Society (which Thomas 

founded later in his life), so we know that on that copy he marked the paragraph 

along the side for reprinting, but added four words by hand: “this account wants 

confirmation.” While there is no evidence to help us understand why Thomas did 

that, those words then appear in the Spy’s version of the story, casting doubt on 

the accuracy of the underlying account.23 What had been a straightforward news 

account, in other words, became just a rumor. Anyone who read the Spy would 

have no idea that it was Thomas’s decision to downgrade the quality of this infor-

mation. No conspiracy was to be found, besides the editorial process occurring 

inside dozens of printing offices.
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In the twenty-first century, what seems like a glut of information at the same 

time feels like no information at all. As the poet Claudia Rankine put it in the 

New York Times Book Review, “We scramble in the drought of information / held 

back by inside traders.”24 She was writing about the confluence of the COVID-19 

pandemic and the protests in the wake of the murder of George Floyd in Min-

neapolis, but her observation readily applies more broadly. In recent decades, 

the decentralization of news has created an illusion of reliable circulation and 

at the same time raised the level of difficulty in determining the credibility of a 

news source. After any major event—from an election to the World Series to a 

celebrity death—information floods social media outlets. Within a short time, 

metacommentary about the event can overwhelm the actual information. Either 

way, the flood itself can cause anxiety about the news.25 However, anxiety about 

the news often pushes people to seek out more information—and perhaps ironi-

cally, often information that is more terrifying than reassuring.26 In other words, 

many would feel a sense of recognition in Rip Van Winkle’s bewilderment at the 

world he returned to.

At the same time, producers of news face increasing challenges to engage with 

news consumers. Because consumers have so many different media, genres, and 

forms to choose from, producers now see a struggle for attention as the dominant 

issue in thinking about news flows.27 Ironically, many Americans express disgust 

at the “bias” of the news they read, even as the demand for news from a parti-

san standpoint remains strong, if not increasing.28 All of these factors contribute 

to the anxiety Americans face about getting accurate and reliable information, 

whether about politics, pandemics, even the weather.

the Bias Inherent in the System
The advent of digital databases for primary source material transformed research 

into the Age of Revolutions, just as the shift of news to online platforms has 

forced a reimagining of how news circulates in the early twenty-first century. In 

each case, digital formats have democratized access overall, but with significant 

caveats. Because of the expense of digitizing materials, institutions have required 

funding assistance, which means that substantial amounts of material exist only 

behind gated paywalls. As a consequence, researchers and readers of news need 

to develop sophisticated skill sets in order to navigate not only the content they 

read but also the tools that structure their encounters with news.

The most important databases for news from the era of the American Revo-

lution are America’s Historical Newspapers and America’s Historical Imprints. 

Both are owned by the Readex Corporation, a subsidiary of NewsBank, a major 
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publisher of online academic databases. They developed in tandem through a 

partnership dating to the 1950s between Readex and the American Antiquar-

ian Society (AAS), the leading collector of North American imprints published 

before 1800. In their first digital iterations, users accessed early American texts on 

microfilm (for newspapers) and microfiche (for other imprints). The microfiche 

collection used American Bibliography by the longtime AAS librarian Charles 

Evans as its organizing principle—in fact, most pre-1800 imprints are still cited 

according to their “Evans number.”29 The resulting microforms and microfilms 

allowed for a much broader group of scholars who could not necessarily travel 

to Worcester for lengthy stays at AAS to engage in research in early American 

printing. However, those scholars still needed access to a library whose funding 

permitted the acquisition of large and expensive microfilm and microfiche read-

ers in addition to the reels and cards.

The physical cards and reels remained in use into the early twenty-first cen-

tury (I used them for research on my undergraduate thesis on the American 

Revolution in 2001 and 2002). By then, however, AAS and Readex were already 

at work on a digital interface that would reproduce the images as scans and make 

them text searchable through optical character recognition (OCR). When “Evans 

Digital” first appeared in 2002, reviewers extolled the possibilities for the study of 

early American history, literature, and related fields. “The Evans Digital encour-

ages us to make connections that would have been exceedingly difficult (if not 

impossible) before,” wrote Cathy Davidson in a review for Commonplace. “It will 

facilitate new areas of research that could not have been accomplished in a life-

time spent only in the library or bent over a microform reader.”30 In the ensu-

ing two decades, scholars have used the databases for all manner of research, 

including extensive study of print culture and the book trades as well as nearly 

every subfield in early American studies. Readex’s databases now encompass 

about a dozen series each for newspapers and imprints spanning the seventeenth 

through the nineteenth centuries. And they are not the only available sources. 

Chronicling America, developed in cooperation between the Library of Congress 

and the National Endowment for the Humanities, includes millions of pages of 

newspapers from the revolutionary era to the twentieth century. Other private 

companies, such as Accessible Archives, have digitized runs of specific newspa-

pers, and nonprofit institutions such as Colonial Williamsburg have also placed 

newspaper issues online.

It would be difficult to quantify how many scholars have made use of these 

tools in their research because they are ubiquitous—though that is not obvi-

ous in citations because scholars often neglect to specify the format in which 

they encounter a source.31 Nonetheless, scholars have reimagined the world 

of revolutionary America. We now know a great deal more about the role of 
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advertising on the Revolution, the ways political toasts circulated to celebrate 

figures from George Washington to Simón Bolívar, the ways transatlantic politi-

cal relationships developed, and how Americans employed racialized and rac-

ist terms and ideas in service of the Patriot cause.32 My own research on the 

circulation of news would have been next to impossible to complete within a 

plausible time frame without access to America’s Historical Newspapers. Finding 

paragraphs reprinted in some number of the several dozen newspapers would 

have been a monumental task with only printed volumes. The existence of the 

database—and the ability to search the OCR text for the repetition of phrases 

across publications—facilitates a variety of reinterpretations of classic ques-

tions. Take the case of Common Sense, for example. First published as a pam-

phlet in Philadelphia in January 1776, scholars have long known that Thomas 

Paine’s most famous work was reprinted in a total of twenty-five editions in 

thirteen American towns that year, with additional editions appearing in Lon-

don. As Trish Loughran has shown, its publication was far more concentrated 

in Philadelphia, and far more related to internal printing trade disputes in that 

city, than is widely assumed. Nonetheless, we know that there was discussion of 

the pamphlet throughout the colonies—Congress distributed copies, and the 

text reached as far as 1,000 miles inland in Kentucky.33 Newspapers can help us 

further gauge that spread. I searched for mentions of Common Sense in 1776 

using America’s Historical Newspapers, from which I found that at least 23 news-

papers referred to the pamphlet a minimum of 137 times. Of those, 56 were 

advertisements (some of them repeats from one week to the next), 55 were in 

the form of responses, 15 were excerpts of the pamphlet, and 13 contained news 

items related to the pamphlet or Paine. Spread across the colonies, that indicates 

a fair bit of discussion.

But go back and reread the sentence outlining the numbers and you will see 

already some of the limits of the databases. References appeared a minimum of 137 

times in at least twenty-three newspapers. Why did I have to qualify that account-

ing? First, the database does not include every issue of every newspaper—only 

those that survive and for which Readex has access to a copy to digitize (whether 

from AAS or another archive). Second, researchers see different results based on 

the subscription access they have. If you log in from the AAS reading room or 

a large research university, you get to see results from all series. I was not able 

to do that, which means that, though early series are relatively comprehensive 

for the revolutionary era, there may have been additional but paywalled results. 

Third, the OCR is not perfect. It is, I should emphasize, amazing considering the 

constraints of teaching a machine to read eighteenth-century print with variable 

spellings, different characters, and the occasional ink smudge. But if the underly-

ing text of the search does not scan accurately, the result is lost. As a consequence, 
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the precision of an analysis can sometimes obscure its comprehensiveness, even 

when we have reasonable confidence of the phenomenon it shows.

Furthermore, the ease of access and the encouragement to locate materials 

through searching rather than browsing has reshaped both research about the 

Age of Revolutions and how people engage with news in the early twenty-first 

century. We now encounter individual news stories far more frequently disaggre-

gated from the rest of the news. Today, that involves clicking on a link on social 

media or, sometimes, on a news website. But one infrequently sees two stories set 

side by side. To get to the next one, you have to click again. In a similar way, the 

design of nearly all historical research databases (not just Readex) encourages 

users to search for keywords, subject terms, or full text for individual articles or 

paragraphs within a newspaper. Search results produce disembodied snippets of 

text divorced from the context in which they appear (and sometimes “snipped” 

in ways that obscure the meaning of what a reader is looking for).34 It is actually 

much more difficult to simply read a run of a newspaper by clicking through 

page after page. In applying twenty-first-century user experience to eighteenth-

century sources, in other words, the databases introduce barriers to interpreting 

sources within their historical context.

Today, we all feel like Rip Van Winkle, taken aback by the pace and scale of 

news. I first proposed writing this chapter in 2019, before the global COVID-19 

pandemic, the Black Lives Matter protests that followed the murder of George 

Floyd, the 2020 presidential election, and several otherwise tumultuous years for 

news consumption. Yet, even when I thought of this topic, anxiety about the news 

was an ever-present fact of life for many Americans. Over the past forty years, 

the pace of the news cycle has accelerated from an era in which people received 

newspapers once or twice a day, checked in on the day’s events on an evening 

network newscast, and perhaps caught an update or two on news radio. Now 

those same news organizations post stories to their websites as events are occur-

ring and do so in competition with multiple cable news channels, news websites, 

not to mention social media sites like YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 

WhatsApp, and more.

One of the key components that makes the system of news operate today is the 

algorithm, a machine-learning process that predicts what you are likely to want to 

click on and read when you open Google, Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram. Peo-

ple are therefore likely only to get a small slice of the complete picture. And those 

algorithms are held privately by corporations acting in their own interests rather 

than conceptualizing themselves as acting for the public interest—sometimes to 

the detriment of factual information.35 Even more troubling, significant evidence 

exists that algorithms introduce and reinforce gender and racial biases. These 

manifest online through search results that privilege particular perspectives or 
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assume that searches for terms about people who are Black or female (or both) 

offer results that presume the worst stereotypes about them.36 For the revolu-

tionary era, similar biases make historical research on non-white people more 

difficult. One must read sources against the grain or work at cross-purposes to 

the intent of database designers in order to extract evidence about Black people, 

especially women.37 To a certain extent, databases constructed around full-text 

searching are bound by the limits of historical language. But even they nonethe-

less have significant work to do to address these shortcomings.

It seems a strange coincidence that Americans reading the news today face many 

of the same challenges not only compared to their revolutionary-era forebears 

but also to scholars researching the Age of Revolutions. The comparison bears 

out across the lessons offered here. The pathways and platforms that facilitate 

communications are vital to the functioning of mass media and therefore also 

crucial objects of study. The design of a system has wide-ranging consequences, 

from placing editorial power in the hands of artisans or ordinary Twitter users to 

defining in a quite literal sense where information can travel. Readers need skill 

and time to evaluate fragmentary information fed by algorithms and sometimes 

lacking context or a broader narrative—what we today call “media literacy.” At 

a basic level, researching the eighteenth century underscores the importance of 

attending to the context in which one is reading. Understanding how the news 

business is structured, how sites update their stories, what issues captivate report-

ers and editors—all of these skills clarify the world. Finally, we need to examine 

and understand the tools that provide access to the news from whichever cen-

tury. Any tool—even with the best intention of developers—introduces a barrier 

between source and reader. News databases in particular must work to overcome 

both historical and contemporary bias about gender and race, and users must 

account for any shortcomings. In the end, however, there is some solace in know-

ing that we have been here before. Americans have undergone societal upheaval 

before, and reacted to it in much the same way, by attempting to embrace as 

much information as possible. One hopes that, like old Rip, we too can resume a 

steady place in the world before too long.
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COPYRIGHT AND HISTORICAL 
DANGERS OF LICENSING REGIMES  
IN THE DIGITAL AGE

Kyle K. Courtney

Technology has long driven the advancement of copyright law. However, tech-

nology, in all its forms, from the movable-type printing press to the social media 

platforms, has also advanced concerns around the control and censorship of 

works using these same distributive technologies. In all this time, licensing has 

been an instrument that can enhance control over or supersede copyright and, 

in some cases, help suppress free access to copyrighted works.

Government control of printing press technology was a function of emerg-

ing “copyright,”1 a word yet to be developed in the sixteenth century but also 

part of England’s developing law and policy related to trade regulation. Although 

Italy and Germany claimed some earlier attempts at establishing the “right to 

print” under exclusive licenses granted by governmental authority,2 one of the 

first English examples of using licensing as a form of both copyright and cen-

sorship emerged in the early sixteenth century. This early copyright was a func-

tion of the English government’s concerns around subversive expression, and it 

was especially useful in controlling the new technological means by which free 

expression could be widely distributed: the printing press. These concerns are 

similarly echoed in the modern technological struggle with publication, access, 

and copyright, triggered by the integration of the internet into every aspect of 

the creation and dissemination of copyrighted works in our culture. The same 

old battles are being fought in this modern landscape as they were in the past.

Copyright and censorship are complex topics in their own right. However, in 

their development, one was not entirely the product of the other. In fact, many 

historians have noted that the development of censorship and copyright could 
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have been established independently but were intertwined as a result of the inter-

section of the rising need for government control, new trade and commerce con-

siderations, and the development of distributive technology.3 As printing press 

technology became more dispersed, new licensing laws developed hand in hand 

with regulations designed to control the publishing system and the presses them-

selves, and this created the unique conditions for modern copyright to develop.

In the modern context, copyright and licensing have been similarly weap-

onized to control use and dissemination of materials, whether for purposes of 

censorship or to deny ownership rights afforded to creators, users, or cultural 

institutions. As with the printing press, much of this work is tied directly to tech-

nology that enhances dissemination and distribution. Whether it is traditional 

licensing terms, prepublication licensing requirements, upload filters, DMCA 

(Digital Millennium Copyright Act) takedown requests, or the latest challenge 

to CDA (Communications Decency Act) Section 230 immunity, the end result 

is less access to materials, less preservation of works, and harm to the public. 

Examination of these current examples in US law, compared with their historical 

English and British predecessors, with a focus on the late eighteenth century, will 

reveal the continual, and sometimes repetitive, struggle over copyright, access, 

and technology.

old dog, New tricks: Control of Copyright and 
Modern licensing
The publishing landscape has undoubtedly changed over the centuries and, 

despite the foundational role copyright has played in the dissemination of works, 

there has been a continual struggle for understanding and control over copy-

rights. In the United States, for example, the constitutional purpose of copyright 

is to promote the progress of art and science.4 This 225-year-old law has always 

sought a balance between the needs of the creator to reap rewards from the lim-

ited economic monopoly of their work and the benefit to the public, once the 

limited economic monopoly on those rights expired. Even as far back as 1783, 

a committee of the Continental Congress stated that “nothing is more properly 

a man’s own than the fruit of his study, and that the protection and security of 

literary property would greatly tend to encourage genius and to promote use-

ful discoveries.”5 These words are very much in line with modern thoughts sur-

rounding creative labor, which view the creation of art, photos, music, books, and 

scholarship as “fruit[s] of . . . study.”6

Typically, a copyright law grants the creator a set of certain rights. These rights 

give creators the right to copy, modify, display, perform, and create other works 



CopyrIght ANd hIStorICAl dANgErS oF lICENSINg rEgIMES      269

modified from the original. These are typically referred to as the exclusive rights, 

or in common parlance, the “bundle” of rights. The creator automatically gains 

these bundled exclusive rights as long as the work is fixed and creative; generally, 

no registration or other formality is required.7

But it was not always this simple. In fact, the very notion of authors control-

ling their rights in their own creations was an idea that had to overcome vast legal 

and political hurdles, sometimes in the form of restrictive licensing agreements. 

Through these government or private licenses, the publisher (or “rightsholder,” 

since the publisher has acquired the copyright of the author) controls the rights 

in the author’s work by virtue of their monopolistic control over the technology 

used for dissemination. In order to see the work published, the authors handed 

over the rights to their creations to the owner of the printing presses. Licensing 

serving as the foil to authors’ rights is a very old tactic, and one that authors and 

creators are still struggling with to this day. In fact, this modern incarnation of 

“the old licensing trick” may be much more harmful to the creators, their com-

munities, and public access to the cultural record.

This modern publishing environment features the same historical use of 

licensing agreements that frequently strips the creator of any rights. As the copy-

right holder, the author, until or unless copyright is transferred, is the sole pos-

sessor and decision maker about the use of this exclusive “bundle” of rights—the 

right to copy, distribute, perform, display, and create derivative works.8 Each of 

these rights is unique and can be transferred in whole or in part. For example, an 

author could transfer her right to distribute her essay to an individual or organi-

zation. Thereafter, under the law, that individual or organization could distribute 

that essay as if they were the original author.

However, such decisions to transfer outright some or all of the bundle of 

copyright could prevent authors from exercising their rights. For example, if an 

author transferred all of her exclusive copyrights in one agreement—as is often 

the case with traditional publishing contracts—she might not be able to make 

copies, place the work online, or share the work with colleagues. The law would 

view the new rightsholder as the original author for legal purposes. Often, espe-

cially in the digital era, the ability to access, use, share, or disseminate through 

normal communication channels are greatly restricted by licensing agreements 

with the authors.9

The way in which others might use and access the material is also greatly 

restricted once this copyright is licensed to a publisher or rightsholder. In the 

modern context, this user-focused restrictive licensing culture is out of con-

trol. This has never been clearer than during the COVID-19 pandemic when, 

for example, hundreds of millions of books and media that were purchased by 

libraries, archives, and other cultural institutions had become inaccessible due 
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to COVID-19 closures.10 While the authors of these “trapped” works may have 

desired to grant access to their copyrighted works to the world, the licensing 

agreements they had signed shifted that decision-making authority to the pub-

lishers. As a result, the publishers—the owners of the copyright under the law—

set their own limited terms for access.11

Further, licenses have also prevented users from accessing and enjoying these 

copyrighted works. Licenses are written in a way that often denies some of the 

“ownership” rights that are afforded to purchasers. For example, when a user 

purchases a book, they can make use of the book in various ways: they can lend 

the book to others, sell the book on eBay, give it away at a yard sale, and other 

actions—all without permission of the rightsholder. However, when a user pur-

chases an e-book, they are not actually “buying” the work—they are merely rent-

ing it. The language of the license reads more like a lease in that it restricts the 

“ownership” and potential downstream uses of the copyrighted work. In this 

way, there is no real “purchase,” just a lease—with terms that can even deny the 

user from accessing the work subject to the whim of the licensor at any time. The 

licensor controls all the uses and makes determinations on where, when, and how 

the user may even access or use the work.12

From where did this methodology to separate both the creator and users from 

their rights via licensing and technology emerge? That moment may have been 

when the printing press became the newest form of technology to enhance access 

and distribution of copyrighted works. When William Caxton brought the print-

ing press to England in 1476, it began a technological revolution that produced 

two specific new routes in law and publication: the path to the creation of a new 

property right—copyright—given to a select few, and a secondary specialized 

system of control in the form of licenses and other printing privileges, regula-

tions, and customs.

This second route, one of control, helped implement some of the English 

government’s earliest attempts to censor materials, especially in the printed 

works that ran counter to the religious and political affinities of the government. 

For nearly two hundred years, this new property “copyright” interest, emerging 

from economic and trade principles, did not come out of a legislative or judicial 

process—it was controlled by those select few who served, and feared punish-

ment from, the government. The new copyright interest gave those select few 

who controlled the presses a national monopoly via a specialized and restrictive 

license.

There have been dozens of scholarly works examining the development of 

regulations, proclamations, royal patents, and licensing systems employed by the 

English government.13 Here, we cover some of the most important legal highlights 

and look in depth at the licensing schemes of control that have, in many ways, 
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repeated themselves in our modern technological environment, emerging from 

the current state of copyright law and technology-based control of expression.

Note that it was not until the eighteenth century that copyright truly started 

to look like the modern version well represented now in statutes, common law, 

and regulations. But it is worth noting that the methodologies used in these 

early licensing acts were the earliest attempts to comingle copyright law with the 

means to control access to information via technology.

prepublication licensing
In the late sixteenth century, there was a shift in the use of single proclama-

tions to ban particular books and their printing to a fully formalized prepublica-

tion licensing system. This methodology endured in England for over 150 years, 

from Henry VIII to William of Orange. It was influential in understanding how 

the government uses copyright as a tool of censorship to impede access to new 

distributive technology like the printing press and, later, how that system was 

rejected by the English legislature. This earlier history previewed and enabled 

the important policy and law discussions that would emerge in the early United 

States, post-Revolution.

In 1538 King Henry VIII was arguably the first to attempt to establish a pre-

emptive licensing system for printed materials in England. The king made a 

proclamation that transferred all responsibility for licensing, and thereby per-

mission to publish works, to his Privy Council. The system was designed so that 

all new books had to be approved by the council before publication. In fact, from 

1538 through to 1641, the Crown exercised almost unlimited authority over the 

world’s newest technology. These powers over the printing press were expan-

sive, well beyond the modern licensing schemes that we see surrounding most 

of our media today.14 They also included the regulation of officially approved 

presses and allowed search, confiscation, destruction, and potentially—after 

the investigation was complete—imprisonment for those operating outside the 

proper authorization. The powers were shared by groups that were given special 

authority under the English Crown to conduct such operations, including the 

Court of Star Chamber (“Star Chamber”), and later the Worshipful Company of 

Stationers (“Stationers”).

Beyond Henry VIII’s 1538 proclamation, the Star Chamber promulgated 

similar declarations asserting this nascent technological control in 1556, 1585, 

1623, and 1687.15 These declarations regulated the number of printing presses 

and the manner of printing throughout England. They required licensing for 

printing and prohibited any publication or importation of unlicensed books. 
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While these declarations looked like a familiar protective economic trade regula-

tion, the effects were much more profound due to the special nature of the Star 

Chamber’s power.

The Star Chamber was a specialized court comprising judges and privy coun-

cilors that emerged from the historical role of an advisory council which was used 

to supplement the judiciary.16 However, these advisory councils were in strict ser-

vice of the king or, on occasion, subject to their own interests. The history of the 

Star Chamber reads like an early historical lesson covering the need for “checks 

and balances” in government and the doctrine of separation of powers.

The role of the Star Chamber was expanded under Henry VIII to help enforce 

laws because, according to many, the courts were corrupt and inefficient. Later, 

Charles I used the Star Chamber to enforce unpopular political and religious 

policies, and as a result, it became the finest symbol of oppression and cen-

sorship, serving as an intergovernmental rival to the traditional courts and 

legislature.17

The Star Chamber also represented the first move in creating real licensing 

restrictions. In 1556, by a decree of the Star Chamber, it was forbidden, among 

other things, to print contrary “to any ordinance, prohibition, or commandment 

in any of the statutes or laws of the realm; or in any injunction, letters patent, 

or ordinances set forth or to be set forth by the Queen’s grant, commission, or 

authority.”18 By a related decree in 1585, every book was required to be licensed, 

and all persons were prohibited from printing “any book, work, or copy against 

the form or meaning of any restraint contained in any statute or laws of this 

realm, or in any injunction made by her Majesty or her Privy Council; or against 

the true intent and meaning of any letters-patent, commissions, or pro hibitions 

under the great seal; or contrary to any allowed ordinance set down for the good 

government of the Stationers’ Company.”19 Within a year, the Star Chamber had 

built on this licensing-only mandate and passed their infamous Star Chamber 

Decree of 1586. This may have been one of the most effective and extensive 

licensing systems created to date. As a result of this decree, any use of the new 

printing technology could only take place in London, Oxford, or Cambridge. 

Additionally, it limited the number of presses allowed, and all permitted presses 

were required to report to the Stationers’ Company.20

In 1623 a proclamation was issued to enforce this earlier decree.21 The procla-

mation noted that the 1585 decree had been evaded, among other ways, “by print-

ing beyond sea such allowed books, works, or writings as have been imprinted 

within the realm by such to whom the sole printing thereof, by letters-patent or 

lawful ordinance or authority, doth appertain.” In 1637 the Star Chamber again 

decreed that “no person is to print or import (printed abroad) any book or copy 

which the Company of Stationers, or any other person, hath or shall, by any 
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letters-patent, order or entrance in their register book, or other wise, have the 

right, privilege, authority or allowance, solely to print.”22

While these decrees were made under the guise of early trade regulations, 

designed to protect the market for English booksellers and printers, it set an 

important process and precedent for greater control over nascent “copyright” and 

censorship of publications via a licensing regime. Although the Star Chamber was 

abolished in 1640, the decrees drew up the blueprint for a system of continued con-

trol over the printing press technology via mandatory licensing, and now under 

the control of another deputized governmental agency, the Stationers’ Company.

Stationer’s Company and printing press Control
To understand how modern publisher and technological platforms learned to 

assert their control over digital works via licensing agreements in this era, it is 

critical to examine the origins of the Stationer’s Company. Mass production and 

distribution of technology like the printing press had obvious potential as dan-

gers to the government—it could allow the spread of ideas that were contrary to 

the government’s principles. However, because of the nature of this new technol-

ogy, production and distribution of works required considerable investment for 

the many operational and overhead costs. A printer had to raise capital to pur-

chase a printing press, hire and pay skilled labor, and buy printing supplies—not 

to mention the time to prepare the works themselves. Further, after spending all 

this money on setting up the printing press shop, the printer then had to sell the 

works or make deals with other booksellers. As a result, to return any profit and 

stabilize any financial risk, printing had to be performed at scale. When the num-

ber of printing presses grew and the trade became more competitive, it was fore-

seeable that a group of printing press owners might combine forces to address 

these risks and work more efficiently together.

However, as discussed above, the English government, having been the 

grantor of various rights to print via royal proclamation in the past, was also 

aware of the new role that these technological and economic organizations might 

play related to distribution of the printed texts. If the government could find a 

means of effective control of this printing technology to curb the dangers of 

dissemination of unauthorized texts on a vast scale, then they could merge both 

interests—economics and printing control—in one single authority. By adding 

a privileged economic incentive for only the authorized printers, the government 

could regulate trade and control the free flow of information.

In this environment emerged the first real powerbroker in the world of copy-

right and censorship: the Stationers’ Company. While Queen Mary issued many 
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of her own proclamations banning the printing and distribution of certain 

works, her greatest historical role in copyright was when she traded an economic 

monopoly on the printing of books to gain an efficient royal censorship system 

simply by granting the Stationers a charter in 1557.23

However, like the current social media corporations emerging from the early 

internet, the history of the Stationers truly predates their charter. In 1403 the 

mayor and aldermen of London granted a petition by a new guild—a group of 

writers, illuminators, bookbinders, and booksellers. As early as 1542, the Statio-

ners had already requested their own charter. It is interesting to note that this 

1542 request for incorporation was refused, but it was not the end of the attempt 

to gain all-encompassing control over the book trade by government consent.24

The term “stationer” could have been applied to any member of the book 

trade at the time, including the printer, bookseller, or bookbinder. The word “sta-

tioner” actually derived from the term for a member of the book trade who was 

in a fixed, stationary position in a stall or shop that was working to meet these 

new demands for books. At this point, book production had moved out from the 

monasteries, where books were copied by hand to serve the educational needs 

of the church or government.25 Later, education access expanded, and children 

needed schoolbooks or primers, as did students at major university centers like 

Cambridge and Oxford. The slow hand-copied production by the monasteries 

could hardly meet this new educational demand. The shops were set up as a 

result.26

The “stationer” at a shop or stall would accept orders for a copy to be made. In 

the shop that handled this trade, there were several craftsmen working in associa-

tion: the scribe or writer, the illustrator, the person who prepared the books, the 

binder, and the business agent who took the orders. This guild of workers in the 

shop was the origin of the Stationers’ Company.27

At the time, the Stationers and the government were eager to control the 

importation of books, although for very different reasons. The printers and 

booksellers wanted to eliminate sources of competition from foreign printers, or 

eliminate any competitive, unregulated, or illicit presses. The government wanted 

to eliminate any sources of treason. Both needs became more critical as the socio-

political tides continued to shift in England. It was in the interest of both parties 

that the printers and booksellers should be organized in a single body that would 

be the channel to achieve both the Stationers’ and the government’s ambitions.

According to the preamble of the charter granted in 1557, Queen Mary 

incorporated the Stationers to provide a remedy against seditious and hereti-

cal material that was being printed and distributed.28 These materials not only 

threatened her control, but the government also believed that they were created to 

set her subjects against her reign and that they challenged the religious authority 
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of the Catholic Church. The situation was ripe for a new regulation, via charter, 

to control this risk of subversion stemming from a relatively new technology that 

enhanced mass distribution.

The charter itself is a well-crafted work and created a monumental partner-

ship between the Stationers and the government. It is arguably one of the most 

notorious public-private partnerships in copyright history. The government 

effectively created an agency for censorship, imbuing it with all the powers of 

the government in the guise of a standard business charter. These charters were 

common, and frequently granted to other trade guilds and companies to pro-

mote trade and the economy. This is not to imply that the charter did not have 

an economic effect; it was still a fairly complete and total economic monopoly 

over the printing business in England. However, it certainly served to create an 

effective and willing partner to the government’s censorship campaign.

The charter granted the Stationers the exclusive right “of printing any book or 

any thing for sale or traffic” within England and other English dominions. The 

charter also stated that the Stationers could develop “ordinances, provisions and 

statutes whenever it shall seem to them to be opportune and fit.”29 The Statio-

ners wasted little time with these new powers. They immediately began to create 

their own licensing system to further their control and, in effect, further the gov-

ernment’s censorship goals. In 1559 the Stationers drafted an ordinance which 

required that “Every book or thing [is] to be allowed by the Stationers before it 

is printed.”30 This idea of authorization, as expressed in the particular language, 

emerged from an early custom to simply document their day-to-day work with 

new books. However, the recording took on a new meaning as a form of explicit 

permission to print in their official register. In 1562, when the Stationers finally 

agreed and issued its ordinances, this critical provision was repeated.

These new ordinances—utilizing the phrase “allowed by the Stationers”—had 

a significant impact on both sides of the developing relationship between copy-

right and censorship. Certainly, the previous proclamations, decrees, and laws 

regulating the printing press mandated that a work was required to undergo a 

review by some authority for purposes of censorship.31 However, here, the use of 

this phrase also indicated the particular right to print a particular book. This is 

the emergence of the concept of “copy-right”—the work was previously unpub-

lished, and the author had given the Stationer the right to make copies of the 

work. As some scholars have suggested, this is “precisely the mechanism which 

the crown needed for enforcement of its own control of the process, since no 

book was ‘allowed’ (in the Stationer’s sense) until it had been ‘allowed’ or licensed 

by the royal censors.”32

Although the company’s charter had been granted by Mary, Elizabeth 

I also confirmed the charter in November 1559, without any change, and for 
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substantially the same reasons it had originally been granted: so that the Sta-

tioners might aid the government in controlling the printing presses. Merely 

because there was a shift in the monarchy did not mean that the new government 

wanted to assert any less control over this printing technology.

In effect, the Stationers were granted powers that we would define today as 

“enforcement.” These provisions were typically reserved for the government 

and those tasked with enforcing the laws created by the government. However, 

the Stationers were a private entity given these powers to investigate, seize, and 

burn books, and even destroy illicit presses. These powers were only furthered by 

their own internal regulations that maintained order in the profession via a new 

“copy-right,” which determined who had the right to print a work.

A member acquired a right to copy by registering the title of a book in the 

Stationer’s register. The legal title of that work was assigned in that moment of 

registration, and the assignee then had the sole authority to print it. The right was 

fully transferable; it could be sold, assigned, or given to an heir. This new right, 

then, was a perpetual copyright for the publishers, and not for the authors. Fur-

ther, this early copyright for the publishers was also supported by other decrees, 

ordinances, and statutes that equally promoted censorship while affirming the 

official policy of granting the Stationer’s total control over the printing press 

functions.

It is interesting to note that copyright in these early stages was not concerned 

with the rights of authors. The right granted was an exclusive right to print for 

the publisher. Copyright, as a rule, was created and limited to the Stationers, and 

the Stationers continuously fought to maintain this perpetual right through peti-

tions, legislation, influence, and policy. They had the support of the government 

with respect to the government’s lack of concern that the publishers claimed 

the author’s writings as perpetual property, but merely that the copyright was 

one of many effective tools of censorship. So copyright was and remained, for a 

time, fully alienated from authorship. Authors simply could not enjoy any copy-

right protection. Later, based on the shifting priorities of the government and the 

book trade, the authors’ rights would play a crucial role in altering the Stationer’s 

mission—freeing copyright from its role as a form of mandatory censorship.

the licensing Act
Before the Stationers lost their epic printing monopoly from the government,33 

they had enjoyed a period of near total control of the book trade. The Licensing 

Act of 1662—titled “An Act for Preventing Abuses in Printing Seditious, Trea-

sonable, and Unlicensed Books and Pamphlets, and for Regulating of Printing 
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and Printing Presses”34—was an explicit legislative codification of the Stationers’ 

copyright. The act moved printing press authority from the Crown’s “executive 

order” model to a fully formed legislative statute as passed by Parliament.35

Although its execution was periodic, lasting from 1662 to 1679, and adapted 

again between 1685 and 1695, the Licensing Act represents the best example of 

government censorship advantageously linked with copyright and licensing.

The Licensing Act stated plainly:

Whereas the well-government and regulating of printers and printing-

presses is [a] matter of publick care, and of great concernment, espe-

cially considering, that by the general licentiousness of the late times, 

many evil disposed persons have been encouraged to print and sell 

heretical, schismatical, blasphemous, seditious and treasonable books, 

pamphlets and papers, and still do continue such their unlawful and 

exorbitant practice, to the high dishonour of Almighty God, the indan-

gering the peace of these kingdoms, and raising a disaffection to his 

most excellent Majesty and his government: . . . (2) for prevention 

whereof, no surer means can be advised, than by reducing and limiting 

the number of printing-presses, and by ordering and settling the said 

art or mystery of printing by act of parliament, in [a] manner as herein 

after is expressed.

Perhaps some of its impact is lost in the language of the previous centuries, 

but the disposition is clear: under the Licensing Act, the Stationers were given 

the power to determine which materials could be made accessible to the public. 

Again, much like the Star Chamber’s licensees from the earlier era, this is nearly 

a perfect legal construct: a small guild of enforcers, lining their own pockets with 

an economic monopoly and harboring a protected legal status because they were 

acting on behalf of the government’s censorship program, now legitimized by 

Parliament. The outcome was control of public access to ideas that are embed-

ded in the copyrighted materials themselves—whether a play, poem, textbook, 

or other creative work.

We see that the Licensing Act’s focus was on the printing of seditious and 

treasonable illegal, not the writing of such material. The focus on the new tech-

nology’s potential for wide distribution of works using the printing presses was 

tantamount to any other related concerns. Perhaps because the Stationers and 

the Licensing Act simply ignored their potential copyright, the authors were 

similarly ignored for creating the illegal material. It could be surmised that this 

was because the potential use of the distributive technology was the subject of 

greater concern by the government and the Stationers. As discussed later in this 

chapter, that concern is similarly reflected hundreds of years later by a movement 
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in copyright and licensing law, shifting liability from the authors and creators and 

toward the owners of this distributive technology.

Statute of Anne and Anglo-American Copyright
Because the Licensing Act was a strategic combination of copyright and cen-

sorship, when there was a political shift in the law to promote free expression, 

the Licensing Act became out of step with the new liberties afforded under new 

English rule. The Glorious Revolution of 1688, which ensured Protestant suc-

cession to the English Crown, influenced the idea that there should be a legal 

split between copyright and censorship. Parliament enacted a new Bill of Rights 

(1689), the Toleration Act (also 1689), and other laws that strengthened certain 

freedoms and rights of English citizens. As a result, there was less concern about 

the printing presses’ publication of religious, educational, and other potentially 

controversial materials. Now, for the concept of copyright to survive, it had to 

be separated from its censorship roots. A related aspect was that the Licensing 

Act was not merely preventing the Stationers from printing prohibited works, it 

was also, through government controls over the technology itself, preventing the 

public from greater access to copyrighted works.

In this divorce from its origins, the Licensing Act may have divulged its true 

purpose: the Stationers’ total economic monopoly of the book trade at the cost 

of freedom of expression and rights for authors and users. Under the Stationers’ 

regulations, an author could not make a copy of their work without seeking per-

mission from the Stationers’ Company. However, even if a book was accepted 

for printing by the Stationers’ Company, the author did not see any profits in 

the sale of any copies. Authors were paid only once for their work and the Sta-

tioners held all the rights to collect profits from the sale of the copies. Authors 

did not, therefore, have any real economic incentive to continue to create works, 

plays, textbooks, drawings, and other creative works if they saw no other profit 

than a one-time payment.36 If this practice continued, it could cause the modern 

notion of intellectual “brain drain,” a departure of educated people from writing 

books or, worse, departing England altogether for other places that rewarded an 

author’s creativity and innovation.

In 1695 the House of Lords let the Licensing Act expire without a renewal or 

other law to take its place. This obviously caused the Stationers great concern. 

They were not willing to sacrifice their lucrative economic monopoly simply 

because the government had changed its mind on censorship and controlling 

the printing press. However, it is apparent that members of Parliament were per-

haps tired of the Stationers’ monopoly because, for over a decade, Parliament 
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refused to pass a new statute regulating the printing presses, as was proposed by 

the Stationers.

Eventually, a draft of a new copyright law—the origin of the Statute of Anne—

was created to counter the economic privileges found in the Licensing Act and 

to promote free expression. In effect, this new copyright statute would no longer 

be used by the government as a method for censorship. Parliament’s passage of 

the Statute of Anne remains the defining moment in Anglo-American copyright 

history of transforming a publisher’s private law copyright into a benefit to the 

public.

However, it is interesting to note that the Statute of Anne actually originated 

from the Stationers’ repeated attempts to renew their powers under the Licens-

ing Act, which had lapsed in 1695. At first, the Stationers lobbied for legislative 

authority that matched the previous Licensing Act. Their arguments ranged from 

process, progress, and economic factors, but as might be imagined, they empha-

sized control and censorship as the most critical reason to maintain legislative 

authority.37 For sixteen years, these arguments were ignored. One opponent of 

the Stationer’s request to extend the Licensing Act said that the previous law 

“subjects all Learning and true Information to the arbitrary Will and Pleasure of 

a mercenary, and perhaps ignorant, Licenser; destroys the Properties of Authors 

in their Copies; and sets up many Monopolies.”38

Stationers made a strategic assessment and changed their arguments. They 

quickly lobbied for protection of authors’ rights in the new law and framed the 

new scope of copyright as promoting and supporting learning. This is not to say 

they gave up the battle for protecting their economic interests; as some scholars 

have pointed out, their attempts were mainly to secure some continued version 

of the publisher’s right, and indirectly protect some of the authors’ interests.39 

However, this new lobbying, combined with some broad support from other 

members of Parliament and some authors, led to the Statute of Anne’s passage. 

The new statute even started with the phrase “An Act for the Encouragement of 

Learning.”40

For the first time in history, this new law gave authors a rudimentary economic 

incentive to create new works: authors had some control of their own works and 

the copies made of them, via a limited economic monopoly—not unlike our 

modern understanding of copyright. The Statute of Anne attempted to capture 

the first balance between authors’ rights and the public benefit in copyright, 

shuttling works into the public domain when the rights expired. This temporary 

economic right was designed to be just enough incentive for authors to continue 

to create new works. Of course, when the rights expired (after fourteen years) 

and the work entered the public domain, then anyone could print, share, and 

disseminate the work thereafter without permission. This encapsulated the cycle 
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of copyright: creation, limited economic control, and expiration, with the hope 

that further works could be created using what lapsed into the public domain.

However, as many historians have noted, the language of the Statute of Anne 

left much to be desired.41 While Parliament focused on the author’s role to 

advance science and encourage learning, the law may have done nothing more 

than safeguard “the control of production by a few wealthy capitalists . . . [and] 

the continued dominance of English publishing by a few London firms.”42 As 

Professor Oren Bracha has stated, “the only entitlement conferred on authors and 

their assignees [under the new Act] was ‘the sole Liberty of Printing and Reprint-

ing’ a book for the prescribed term. The statute did not create a new concept of 

‘ownership’ of a copy.”43 There was no overnight revolution in authors’ rights. 

Authors continued to use the system with which they were familiar, handing 

away any rights to their works, with the Stationers continuing to claim copyright 

in the formal registration of the books. In fact, authors had to wait for a court 

case, some sixty years after the passage of the Statute of Anne, to gain any clarifi-

cation of their rights.44 “Copyright,” as we understand it in the modern meaning, 

still had a long way to go before it incorporated a concept of true authors’ rights 

to and ownership of their own works.

Nevertheless, the Statute of Anne served as a launching pad for a “grand 

compromise” between all competing interests in the realm of early copyright 

policies. Lessons learned from its passage included securing economic rights for 

authors; breaking any total monopoly over authorized technology, like the print-

ing presses; and securing the public interest by limiting copyright to a specific 

time period or, as the statute stated, encouraging learning by creating a path for 

all works to enter the public domain.

This compromise was well represented in the debates surrounding the adop-

tion of the Statute of Anne into US law. However, these concepts enshrined in the 

British law were not immediately recognized in the American colonies. Certainly, 

the members of the United States Constitutional Convention were aware of the 

ideas of control and censorship as the United States emerged from English rule. 

But in the early days of the colonies, “promoting the progress of science and useful 

arts” through copying was strictly forbidden.45 Sir William Berkeley, Charles I’s 

royal governor in Virginia, stated in 1671, “I thank God there are no free schools 

nor printing, and I hope we shall not have these hundred years; for learning 

has brought disobedience, and heresy, and sects into the world, and printing has 

divulged them, and libels against the best government. God keep us from both.”46 

Sir Berkeley was perhaps clairvoyant; one hundred years later, the Constitutional 

Convention debated that very subject. America’s founding elite, much like their 

peers in English Parliament, no doubt had the same concerns over printing press 

control and laws like the Licensing Act of 1662 because they ran counter to the 
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laws and policies that were developing in early America, including freedom of the 

press and freedom of speech.

Even in the earliest day of the American colonies, there was a vision emerging 

that this new technology, the printing press, should be freed from the permissive-

based control that existed under the Licensing Act of 1662. The act certainly 

haunted the early printers in the American colonies as they were still technically 

governed by it under British law. One of the most famous of all colonial printers 

was William Bradford. And in a fascinating appeal to Governor John Blackwell 

of Pennsylvania in 1689, Bradford expressed his vision for the importance of 

permission-free printing, clearly in direct violation of the goals of the Licensing 

Act. Bradford stated “It is my imploy, my trade and calling, and that by which 

I get my living, to print; and if I may not print . . . I cannot live. . . . If I print one 

thing today, and the contrary party bring me another tomorrow, to contradict it, 

I cannot say that I shall not print it. Printing is a manufacture of the nation, and 

therefore ought rather be encouraged than suppressed.”47 Apparently, Governor 

Blackwell did not agree, and Bradford had to post a bond and pledge to never 

publish without permission again.48 However, these sentences belied something 

that was to become revolutionary—a free press that unbound the tangle of copy-

right, licensing, and censorship.

Yet any control of technological innovation, as manifested by the printing 

press, would continue to serve the cause of censorship, not copyright, if the Brit-

ish laws continued to govern the colonies. Eventually, this was partially remedied. 

The Founders drafted the US Constitution’s Copyright Clause, “to promote the 

Progress of Science and useful Arts, by securing for limited Times to Authors 

and Inventors the exclusive Right to their respective Writings and Discoveries,” 

to equally balance the concern over access and the distribution of controver-

sial materials and the rights of authors. They created an exclusive right as origi-

nated, but not necessarily well-practiced, in the Statute of Anne. This was the 

essence of what is known in the law as a “content-neutral law,” wherein the focus 

is not on any prepublication license or regime that intertwines censorship and 

copyright but rather a system that allows authors to assert some control over 

their own works. It represented a continuing shift in the adoption of the lesson 

from the English struggles with copyright; the focus of the law was no longer on 

controlling the distributive technology—rather, it was focused on the author’s 

right and the benefit to the public. It also incentivized free expression, a concept 

that the Founders discussed in the debates surrounding the creation of the First 

Amendment.

In 1790, pursuant to their constitutional authority, Congress passed, and 

President George Washington signed, the first copyright law in the United States. 

The law—like the US Constitution’s Copyright Clause and the Statute of Anne 
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before it—was focused on the public benefit rationale for copyright protection. 

Its language stated it was “An Act for the encouragement of learning, by securing 

the copies of maps, charts, and books, to the authors and proprietors of such cop-

ies, during the times therein mentioned.”49 It clearly emphasized and mirrored 

some of the exact statutory language found in the Statute of Anne. Further, the 

language featured the same balance that the English had devised with the Stat-

ute of Anne: an incentive of a limited economic monopoly granted to authors 

over their works, followed by the expiration of those rights, whereby the works 

dropped into the public domain. This bargain for authors, featuring some ini-

tial control, was consolidated along with the public good—a limited economic 

benefit granting the creator a temporary monopoly and the expiration of that 

exclusivity as the works drop into the public domain. In this sense, US copyright 

was, in Thomas Macaulay’s words, a “tax on readers for the purpose of giving a 

bounty to writers”50—a bounty designed to encourage new creation.51

Since then, copyright law has been updated many times. Currently, copyright 

lasts for the entire lifetime of the creator, plus an additional seventy years after the 

creator has died. Typically, copyright law grants the creator a set of certain rights. 

These rights, codified in the United States Code at 17 U.S.C. § 106, grant creators 

the right to copy, modify, display, perform, and create other works modified from 

the original. These are typically referred to as the exclusive rights or, in common 

parlance, the “bundle” of rights. The creator automatically has control over these 

bundled exclusive rights as long as the work is fixed and creative; no registration 

or other formality is required.

licensing and ownership
As can be seen from the historical record, licensing is a separate area of law but 

nonetheless inextricably tied to copyright, as licenses are often used to transfer 

copyright. Licenses are most often granted within the context of a contractual 

relationship. Often the same words used to create the license are also contained in 

the same instrument that memorializes a contract between two parties. The best 

way to view a license is a “contract not to sue.” A license, then, is a legal interest 

created by a rightsholder granting some privileges to a non-rightsholder.

Attempts at utilizing a preemptive “Licensing Act”–like license have been made 

in the recent past, especially with regards to publication, purchase, and distribu-

tion of print works. In the early twentieth century, in a case called Bobbs-Merrill 

v. Strauss, the publisher of a popular novel, The Castaway, placed an attempted 

license, in the form of a notice, after the title page that read, “The price of this 

book at retail is $1 net. No dealer is licensed to sell it at a less [sic] price, and a sale 
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at a less [sic] price will be treated as an infringement of the copyright.”52 Disre-

garding the notice, Isidore and Nathan Strauss, owners and operators of Macy’s 

department stores, had purchased a large number of these books and were selling 

them at a discount for eighty-nine cents. This, according to publisher, was illegal. 

Adhering to its notice placed on the book’s front page, the publisher sued the 

Strausses for copyright infringement.

The publisher argued that the notice inside the cover of every book printed and 

sold constituted a binding license on purchasers. Further, this notice attempted to 

prevent consumers and retailers from reselling the purchased book at the price of 

their choice. In endorsing a new doctrine called first sale, the US Supreme Court 

rejected the publisher’s argument and held that since there was no agreement or 

contract between the Strauss brothers and Bobbs-Merrill, the publishing com-

pany could not impose any post-sale restrictions downstream, such as a reduced 

resale price. According to the court, copyright law did not create the right to limit, 

via a simple notice, a person’s ability to resell any purchased copyrighted work, 

such as a book.53 Later, the US Supreme Court described this licensing attempt at 

controlling the downstream market as “hateful to the law from Lord Coke’s day 

to ours, because it is obnoxious to the public interest.”54

The copyright owners’ rights, the court said, were first exercised, and then 

exhausted, upon the first sale of a copy. This exhaustion occurred when Strauss 

bought the books to eventually sell in the Macy’s stores. Under the law, Strauss 

and any subsequent purchasers who bought the book for a discount were both 

free to sell their copies at whatever price they set, whether higher or lower than 

the copyright owner preferred (or, additionally, either party could give the work 

away for free). Rightsholders could not interfere with these actions, nor did a 

person have to seek permission in order to lend, sell, or give the work away down-

stream in the secondary market.55

Shortly after this ruling, Congress adopted its first iteration of the first sale 

doctrine in the Copyright Act of 1909. Later, the Copyright Act of 1976 clarified 

the doctrine in the present-day Section 109. Now, much like fair use, first sale 

is a statutory exception to copyright. Any owner of a copy of a legally acquired 

work may “sell or otherwise dispose of the possession of that copy” without the 

permission of the original copyright owner.56

This policy permitted the development of a critical part of the copyright econ-

omy: the secondary market. We probably are more familiar with the secondary 

market as represented in the “used” stores. This protection of the “used” mar-

ket for copyrighted works supports consumers’ ability to do what they will with 

legally purchased copies. Used bookstores, used music stores—even libraries57—

could not exist if the sellers retained some right to individual copies or used 

restrictive licensing to control this secondary market.
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However, the current digital space has seen an enormous restriction in the 

ability for first sale to operate. This certainly threatens the secondary market, 

users’ rights, and the cultural record. Once again, licensing is the problem. In fact, 

modern licensing limits have achieved precisely what the Stationers publishers 

sought in 1662 and Bobbs-Merrill in 1908: downstream control via license to 

destroy secondary markets. That is because licensing is not actually a “purchase.”

Licenses are not the equivalent of a purchase under the law. Although e-media 

vendors may use the word “buy it now” or “purchase” or “for sale,” according to 

the fine print, it is not a “purchase” for which the first sale doctrine applies. When 

an individual agrees to the terms of these licenses, at best they are merely renting 

or leasing temporary access to these copyrighted works. Depending on the terms 

of the license, the individual may have to renew or pay for access over and over. 

As a result, these licenses are preventing anyone—consumers, users, libraries, and 

schools—from owning e-books, instead forcing them to stream movies, music, 

and other copyrighted works. All these works are more akin to temporary rentals 

under the license, offering only a limited, nonexclusive, nontransferable right to 

access.

Additionally, in some licenses, the terms are so limited that individuals and 

institutions are restricted from the very uses, exceptions, or exemptions made 

legal in the Copyright Act. For example, a common media license might state: 

“Except as explicitly authorized in these Terms of Use, you agree not to archive, 

download, reproduce, distribute, modify, display, perform, publish, license, cre-

ate derivative works from, offer for sale.” As read, this license takes away nearly 

all the copyright exceptions for the public user. In this way, the license serves the 

same purpose as the Licensing Act and all the other limiting laws, decrees, and 

regulations of the previous eras—it is limiting access, control, and use of the 

copyrighted works.

the Modern de Facto licensing Acts: digital 
Millennium Copyright Act, Section 230 reform, 
and royal Executive orders
Predating the Stationers and the Licensing Act, one of the first ventures into gov-

ernment control of printing technology was the appointment of one person, via 

a license, proclamation, or printing privilege, to oversee the printing of certain 

books or materials for the Crown. In 1504 Henry VII appointed William Facques 

as the first royal printer, granting him the exclusive right to print the official docu-

ments of the government. Later, in 1518, a second royal printer was appointed for 

producing religious sermons.58 These special royal printing privileges are the first 
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example of government press control, except they were controlling an individual 

person who was the beneficiary of the licensing scheme. Later, the essence of this 

method would be adopted into a similar privilege system, via broader licensing 

schemes given to an entire guild of printers, the Stationers. In many ways, there 

is a near parallel in these predecessor royal proclamations and decrees with the 

current state of reform efforts surrounding the Digital Millennium Copyright 

Act (DMCA) and the Communications Decency Act (CDA) Section 230.

Additionally, the origins of the Licensing Act were subject-specific, limited 

to censoring materials that were objectionable to the government. Topics such 

as religion, political opinions, government criticism, and related commentaries 

were the target. If the work was not about a banned topic, the economic pro-

cess moved forward, and the Stationers printed the work. However, the strategy 

behind modern laws and preventative regulations in the DMCA extends beyond 

the approval by the government of the material’s subject. The technological plat-

form itself has an adopted process (rules, regulations, or policies) that give rise to 

a burdensome censorship procedure which can be wielded by powerful private 

media organizations that fear criticism or subversion as much as any government.

This is where the danger of licensing-only culture reemerges. Having a well-

defined and well-policed licensing market, designed to generate income, can serve 

as an efficient smokescreen for using the DMCA copyright takedown process or 

a Section 230 reform agenda as a tool of censorship. These takedowns are done 

in the name of market economics and rarely, if ever, invoke censorship. How-

ever, the real end goal is clearly censorship—and the data indicates that works 

are being censored at a disturbing level.59 As an interrelated law governing some 

uses of copyrighted materials, CDA Section 230 generally provides immunity for 

website platforms for hosting third-party created content.60

On their face, both the historical laws and the modern reform efforts appear 

as a form of censorship of a creator’s copyrighted work that is distributed via 

particular technology—the printing press in the former, social media platforms 

in the latter. However, before we can examine how this call for DMCA and CDA 

reform is aberrantly moving us back to the goals of pre–Statute of Anne licensing 

regimes, we must look at the origins of liability that had attached to the distribu-

tion of a copyrighted work through technology in the modern era.

Both the DMCA and CDA represent the unique problems created by the 

growth of the internet under copyright law. The scale at which a user could dis-

tribute works through an online service grew exponentially. For these growing 

internet platform companies, it would be impossible to scrutinize each file that 

was uploaded and spread on their platform. Inevitably, some of these files might 

contain material that infringed the copyright of third parties or worse, did repu-

tational harm or other damage.
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For example, a person or entity who publishes a disparaging or defamatory 

statement by a third party generally bears the same liability for the statement as if 

they had created it. A book, journal, or newspaper publisher can be held liable for 

anything that appears within its publication. The theory behind this “publisher” 

liability centers around control: the publisher has the knowledge, opportunity, 

and ability to exercise editorial control over the content of its publications.

On the other hand, “distributor” liability developed as a much more limited 

policy concern. For example, libraries and bookstores are generally not held 

liable for the content of the materials they distribute. Much like the modern 

internet platform company, it would be impossible for libraries and bookstores 

to read every publication before they distributed it to the public. If this were 

to happen, then free speech and the ability to distribute information would be 

harmed. Libraries and bookstores would start limiting holdings and regulating 

their sales as part of a risk-mitigating strategy, leading, inevitably, toward self-

censorship. In addition, it would be difficult for distributors to know whether a 

work, comment, or expression is actually defamation. Libraries and bookstores 

do not have time to check the veracity of each publication. To hold them liable 

for the actions of third parties would be prejudicial. However, as the internet 

became more and more common as a means of communication and commerce, 

the question remained: Does “publisher” or “distributor” liability apply to these 

platforms and online services?

Under the DMCA, the law asked similar questions. Since 1998 the DMCA in the 

United States and its European counterpart, the E-commerce Directive (2000/31/

EC), have provided a safe harbor program for online service providers. This safe 

harbor prevents platforms from incurring liability for copyright infringement car-

ried out by their users. These laws were created as a response to fears around digital 

piracy and copyright infringement on the internet. The DMCA provided inter-

net service providers (ISPs) with more certainty regarding liability for copyright 

infringement by third parties and increased copyright owners’ ability to protect 

their rights on the internet in the form of notice-and-takedown procedures. As is 

often the case with copyright legislation, this was a balancing act, and the US Con-

gress had been investigating how to maintain copyright’s principles while allowing 

for the internet to operate at its fullest capacity since the 1990s.61 Congress’s interest 

was also in allowing the new technology to work the way it was designed: increas-

ing the free flow of information and access to knowledge, often in the form of 

copyrighted materials. Congress decided that absent legislative intervention, copy-

right law would fail to protect copyrighted works in a manner that would “make 

digital networks safe places to disseminate and exploit” copyrighted works.62

Additionally, many ISPs faced uncertain liability, as there were several con-

flicting cases on the issue of ISP copyright infringement liability that had the 
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potential to hamper the expanding speed and capacity of the internet. Congress 

recognized that ISPs were experiencing a high level of risk for copyright infringe-

ment because the technology required that they process, cache, or host third-

party copyrighted materials that were either created by or posted by their users.63 

As a result, Congress created Section 512, a specific section in the DMCA: a safe 

harbor law that would shield ISPs from copyright liability via a multifaceted 

notice-and-takedown system.

The system was designed to benefit those internet companies for whom the 

business model was based on hosting and distributing copyrighted materials. 

For example, YouTube, which relies on its users to upload materials for access on 

their platform, might inadvertently host infringing copyrighted content that has 

been posted by users. Under the DMCA, YouTube would not be held liable for the 

actions of its users if it has a DMCA policy and follows the note-and-takedown 

provisions in Section 512. YouTube operates within the law, and avoids potential 

massive copyright infringement liability, if it creates and deploys this policy and 

expeditiously responds to rightsholders’ takedown notices.

Section 512 of the DMCA was meant to be another specific arrangement 

for distributive technology, balancing the needs of tech companies, rightshold-

ers, and users. ISPs develop policies for their platforms to gain protection from 

liability, copyright owners have a system to police copyright infringement, and 

users maintain the ability to upload work and respond to takedown requests—

all without having to go to court. Section 512—much like the CDA Section 230 

covered below—is another liability-limiting federal law that helped generate all 

the ISPs, modern platforms, and social media companies in use today. How-

ever, much like the modern reading of the Statute of Anne (see previous section 

on scholars’ criticisms of it), there is much to be desired from the employment 

of Section 512 by publishers and other rightsholders that, in some cases, are 

using this copyright instrument as a means of censorship. Arguably, the law actu-

ally aids censorship because the Section 512 rules clearly state that an ISP must 

remove a copyrighted work immediately upon receipt of a takedown request, 

regardless of any potential liability or viable defenses.64 This certainly hearkens 

back to the government-sponsored licensing regimes created for the Stationers, 

where censorship was disguised through a copyright-adjacent system of techno-

logical control.

If looked at carefully, it is clear how legitimate copyrighted materials, often 

expressions of the author or creator, are subject to “at whim” censorship from 

internet platforms by virtue of this Section 512 law. If a rightsholder does not 

like what the author might be doing—criticizing, commenting, or creating using 

a copyrighted work—the rightsholder can merely send a takedown via the plat-

form’s DMCA process, and the work will automatically come down. This is a 
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“shoot first, ask questions later” system. And while it is true that the Section 512 

process allows investigation after the takedown, the process can be burdensome.65

Further, since the DMCA law that controls these rules is created by the 

government—with specific takedown regulations deployed by the social media 

platforms—the analogy to the English government, the Star Chamber, and the 

Stationers’ relationship surrounding censorship and control is obvious. Like 

these organizations and their licensing decrees of old, this modern DMCA note-

and-takedown system accomplishes all parties’ goals of control without any real 

oversight by any judicial authority. Again, the means of access to technology and 

using its distributive properties is subject to the “modern” Star Chamber or Sta-

tioners’ total authority.

CDA Section 230, another safe harbor–style law, was born out of an early 

internet decision from 1995, called Stratton Oakmont, Inc. v. Prodigy Services.66 

Much like the early printing presses, early online services (like Prodigy Services) 

granted access to the internet and provided forums (or virtual bulletin boards) 

for publication of various copyrighted materials by third-party creators. In Strat-

ton, a third party posted allegedly defamatory statements on a bulletin board 

discussion group called “Money Talk.” This bulletin board was operated by Prod-

igy. The user claimed that a securities investment banking firm had committed 

criminal and fraudulent acts in connection with an initial public offering of stock 

and was a “cult of brokers who either lie for a living or get fired.”67

In a beautiful analogy that hearkened back to early case law, the Supreme 

Court of New York evaluated whether Prodigy itself was merely a distributor of 

the posted comments or exercised sufficient control over the bulletin board to 

render it a publisher. Prodigy had content guidelines and had hired staff to police 

users to follow the guidelines. Additionally, Prodigy had an automatic software 

screening program that filtered out offensive language. Reviewing these facts, the 

court found that, although it claimed a role as a distributor, Prodigy exercised 

substantial control over the bulletin board and therefore was not a mere distribu-

tor entitled to special protection under defamation law. Therefore, Prodigy was 

liable for the defamatory statements.

In this case, the court punished this early online provider for making a “con-

scious choice” to regulate the content of its bulletin boards.68 This presented a 

problem: all future companies using the distributive technology of the internet 

thereafter could potentially be exposing their entire company to a greater risk 

of liability for having an active community with well-developed policies and 

guidelines. There was also some fear that this case left little to no incentive for 

companies to even attempt to create any basic guidelines and policies for safe 

online communities. From the vantage point of many new startup online ser-

vices in 1995, including AOL, Yahoo!, and others, it might not be worth the risk 
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of allowing creators to author statements, create works, or share ideas using their 

technology in open discussion communities, considering the potential for enor-

mous damages resulting from defamation claims.

All these fears emerged because the law was highly dependent on the older 

interpretation of a distributor’s editorial control of the material—now posted 

on websites or online forums—very much like the early publishers and print-

ing press technology. This raised concerns even in the halls of Congress, where 

some lawmakers pondered whether internet companies would stop monitoring 

any content to avoid potential liability. Further, Congress found that because 

these discussion boards and other forms of early social media had the capacity 

for exponential economic development in the United States, it would be against 

economic policy to allow the Stratton decision to stifle innovation in the digital 

space by requiring these providers to police everything that occurred on their 

platforms.69

To help continue development of the internet, preserve “the vibrant and com-

petitive free market . . . unfettered by Federal or State regulation,” and remove 

“disincentives for the development and utilization of blocking and filtering tech-

nologies,” Congress passed CDA Section 230, which solidified a “safe harbor,” or 

immunity from lawsuits, in this space for service providers. Much like “Good 

Samaritan” provisions in other parts of US law, Section 230 grants interactive 

computer services, including social media platforms, safe harbor protection from 

liability arising from user-generated content. For such a powerful provision, the 

key portion of Section 230 is relatively brief and consists of only twenty-six 

words: “No provider or user of an interactive computer service shall be treated 

as the publisher or speaker of any information provided by another information 

content provider.”70 The provision also grants platforms the capability to restrict 

“material that the provider or user considers obscene, lewd, lascivious, filthy, 

excessively violent, harassing, or otherwise objectionable, whether or not such 

material is constitutionally protected,”71 without the potential of civil liability.

For decades, courts have interpreted CDA Section 230 to consistently provide 

broad immunity for online providers of all types. Investors also viewed the CDA 

as a risk-mitigating factor when investing in online social media companies; as 

a result, the companies grew and innovated using those investments. However, 

as of the time of this writing (2023), the same legal strategies of the past—as far 

back as the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—are attempting to shift the 

liability back on those who control the technology: the social media platforms. 

This shift may have consequences that chill innovation, the economy, and copy-

right expression.

In the past several years, content restriction by social media companies has 

risen to the forefront of the debate about the role those companies should play 
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in combating “misinformation” and “harmful speech” on the internet. During 

these debates, the Trump administration, the Biden campaign, and others have 

repeatedly called for the repeal of Section 230. The Trump administration even 

went as far as to say that Section 230 is a “serious threat to our National Secu-

rity & Election Integrity.”72 This messaging surrounding reform reached a fevered 

pitch after Twitter and Facebook began labeling Trump’s posts with fact checks. 

The Trump administration moved the federal government into action. First, 

the administration claimed that the companies that controlled this distributive 

technology had a conservative bias and therefore were censoring conservative 

viewpoints. Many conservative lawmakers, on both the state and federal levels, 

introduced bills and other administrative acts to repeal Section 230.73 Trump 

wrote and signed Executive Order 13925: Preventing Online Censorship, which 

included a provision asking the secretary of commerce and the attorney general 

to file a petition for rulemaking with the Federal Communications Commis-

sion (FCC) requesting that the FCC rewrite and clarify Section 230.74 Even the 

Department of Justice sent a letter to Congress proposing amendments to change 

Section 230.75 The FCC chairman announced that the commission would work 

on clarifying the meaning of Section 230.76

Returning to the DMCA, a similar reform pattern is working its way into the 

law and, like Section 230 reforms, its effects could be detrimental to the copy-

right ecosystem. Under the current DMCA notice-and-takedown regime, the 

rightsholders must do much of the work. A rightsholder must find and notify 

platforms about the specific instances of infringement. These requests go into 

the system designed by the platforms, which then follows rules that govern the 

receipt and processing of any takedown requests. As recently edified in a ten-

year-long DMCA case on fair use, the law requires that rightsholders consider 

some of the many exceptions and limitations to copyright, including fair use, 

before sending a takedown request.77 This aspect of the law—protecting fair use 

and allowing counternotices to challenge the takedown request—protects First 

Amendment freedoms enshrined in copyright law, including news reporting, 

journalism, commentary, and criticism.

Over time, the DMCA takedown system has developed to meet the demands 

of the internet. For example, more than 500 hours of content is uploaded to You-

Tube every minute and more than 100 million photos and videos are uploaded 

to Instagram every day.78 These numbers are staggering. For internet platforms 

to maintain their limited liability under the DMCA, it was inevitable that tech-

nology was going to have to develop to ease the burden of dealing with a poten-

tially endless amount of takedown requests. While the DMCA does not require 

the platforms to actively monitor their own websites for infringing content, in 

order keep up with the exponential uploads, many companies have deployed 
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an automated filtering system. This acts as a “prefilter” to find infringing con-

tent before the rightsholders check themselves. These automated filter systems 

examine the user’s uploaded digital files, looking for particular characteristics of 

copyrighted works by using an algorithm. If there is a match, the video is flagged, 

taken down, and the system sends a notification to the copyright holder. The 

YouTube Content ID system is arguably the most famous of these automated 

filters as it was first introduced in 2007 and has been continually built up since 

then. However, in addition to YouTube, other large platforms have also developed 

automated content filters that enable the detection of copyrighted files at the 

time of user upload.79

This is not only the case in the United States. Other parts of the world are 

considering adoption of prepublication licenses or “content checks” as a means 

of controlling potential copyright infringement on major internet platforms. 

Like the printing press that emerged from Europe, one of the threats to copy-

right is also emerging in the form of the relatively new EU Copyright Directive, 

which significantly alters this balanced system in favor of mandatory licensing or 

permission. Directive 2019/790 on Copyright in the Digital Single Market (“EU 

Copyright Directive”) was adopted in 2019 and is designed to be implemented 

across all EU member states through their national laws.80 Some of the objectives 

stated in the EU Copyright Directive are to reform the law so that creators and 

rightsholders are treated more fairly within the system. Additionally, rightshold-

ers could exert greater control over the distribution of their content and capture 

any revenue derived from the use.

Article 17 of the EU Copyright Directive was written to meet these goals with 

an extremely specific change: the platforms must have rightsholders’ permission 

to distribute the content—even if users had uploaded the content. Under these 

rules, the platforms will be considered to have committed copyright infringe-

ment by making illegal user-uploaded content available. This shift is why Article 

17 was one of the most controversial provisions in the EU Copyright Directive. 

It significantly altered the existing copyright safe harbor system by distinguish-

ing specific rules for a newly defined category of internet platform companies: 

online content-sharing service providers (OCSSP). An OCSSP is “a provider of 

an information society service of which the main or one of the main purposes 

is to store and give the public access to a large amount of copyright-protected 

works uploaded by its users, which it organizes and promotes for profit-making 

purposes.”81 For example, YouTube and Instagram are OCSSPs and therefore are 

subject to the rules in Article 17.82

In a dramatic shift, Article 17 requires that OCSSPs obtain a license from a 

rightsholder for all works uploaded by their users.83 In many cases, this license 

should be acquired prior to the user uploading any content. The OCSSPs are 
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expected to negotiate a license or permission with the major rightsholders for 

potentially infringing uploads by users. Additionally, the OCSSPs are required 

to make “best efforts” to ensure they are not distributing unauthorized content 

by either obtaining that licensed authorization, preventing distribution of the 

content, or removing the content entirely. In cases where the rightsholder of the 

uploaded content is unknown, OCSSPs like YouTube and Instagram must prove 

their diligent search efforts for a rightsholder in order to request a license or 

permission.

Again, it is evident how a government—here the EU—in its role as a supra-

national organization pushes a licensing agenda for rightsholders with this law. 

Article 17 provides rightsholders with powerful language that will inevitably 

result in license terms that clearly favor the rightsholders in negotiations. This 

may be an advantage in terms of access, price, or other restrictions that benefit 

the rightsholder.

It is also interesting to note that this is not only an EU problem. For foreign 

platforms and companies, Article 17 will apply to any OCSSP hosting copyright-

infringing user-uploaded content targeted at the European market, regardless of 

the jurisdiction governing the OCSSP. For example, an OCSSP with its legal prin-

cipal place of business in the United States doing business in EU member states 

would be subject to Article 17. Therefore, much like the spread of the copyright 

ideas emerging from the Statute of Anne as they made their way to the United 

States, it may come as no surprise that the US government has taken note of this 

type of Article 17 copyright system.

Congress commenced a series of hearings in 2020 on the safe harbor rules. 

The US Copyright Office issued a study that recommended several significant 

changes to existing safe harbor rules. In a fairly pro-rightsholder-oriented docu-

ment, the Copyright Office did conclude that the DMCA notice-and-takedown 

regime is “unbalanced” and Congress may need to “fine-tune” the safe harbor 

section.84 However, in its deliberations over this fine tuning, it appears that the 

Copyright Office did not consider the millions of internet users and creators who 

rely on these internet platforms every day.

The controversy over Article 17 is simple: the law could force platforms 

with user-uploaded content to automatically check the uploads for copyright 

infringement before distributing them online. This automatic process to deploy 

an upload filter was, as in the case of the Content ID system developed by You-

Tube, a voluntary action. However, it is clear that Article 17 could predictably 

lead to platforms implementing such filters just to lower the massive liability risk 

that could result from the vast volume of copyrighted content that is uploaded 

every day. How could a platform, under Article 17, otherwise negotiate for all 

the licenses, permissions, fees, and due diligent searching without some sort of 
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technological filter? Common sense would dictate that it might be the only way 

to avoid liability under the EU system.

In all of these actions—from Section 230 reform, through the specter of the 

EU Copyright Directive’s Article 17—the modern strategy was the same as that 

of Henry VIII’s or Queen Mary’s laws: shifting the law’s focus from those creating 

the “wicked” works, to those who were in control of the technology where those 

works were either distributed or censored. These early royal proclamations were 

created to control any opposing ideological printed content, including broad-

sides, pamphlets, and books.85 Much like the equivalent executive orders issued 

by state and federal authorities in the modern era that remove a technology plat-

form’s safe harbor because of alleged bias or in the name of efficiency, the original 

“Royal executive orders” were often a result of the struggles facing whichever 

monarch had contemporary control of the government.

For example, the Treason Act, announced under the reign of Henry VIII, pun-

ished those who “slanderously and maliciously publish and pronounce, by express 

writing or words, that the King our Sovereign Lord should be Heretick, Schis-

matick, Tyrant, Infidel, or Usurper of the Crown.”86 If someone published a work 

in violation of this act, the penalty was death. This law, which clearly impacted 

any free expression regarding religion, was the result of Henry’s infamous bat-

tle with the Catholic Church in Rome.87 Putting aside the punishment—death, 

which is thankfully not part of today’s publication laws—what we see in this early 

law is a shifting liability with a focus on who controls the distributive technology. 

These laws similarly move the potential liability away from those who created 

the illicit work (“the writings”) to those who controlled the early printing press 

technology (“the publishing”). Article 17 does just this when it creates a prepub-

lication licensing burden that is borne by the OCSSPs not the users.

Similarly, various proclamations made by the Catholic Queen Mary from 

1553 to the end of her reign in 1558 banned printing, distributing, or possessing 

any books containing “wicked doctrine” and condemned “the pryntynge of false 

fonde bookes, ballettes, rymes, and other lewd treatises.”88 As is well documented, 

Queen Mary’s reign was one of constant struggle for control of the government. 

It is of little surprise, then, that these laws were passed to protect the royal govern-

ment from criticism and, more importantly, to check the spread of the Protestant 

Reformation.

Again, it is interesting to note that these proclamations, banning particular 

types of works that shared particular messages (mostly anti-Catholic works), 

were representative of a shift in the target of the law’s regulation: the law was less 

concerned about the authors of such works, instead turning to those who controlled 

the technology. In the historical example, the focus shifted from the authors of 

such “wicked” works to those who were capable of publishing and distributing 
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such works. In the printing press regulations at the time, the author became less 

and less of a concern. This shifting liability, focusing on those who control the 

technology—subject to both privilege and regulation—was adapted later to the 

modern context. A similar shift is happening to hold social media platforms lia-

ble for the work of their users, as represented in the battle over Section 230 and 

the concerns arising from Article 17’s spread through the EU (and eventually to 

any foreign jurisdiction that touches the EU over the internet).

However, evident from the record, laws that attempted to censor certain 

views—whether it be conservative bias or “wicked” works—were successfully 

utilized and merged with the growing use of licensing and the creation of copy-

right. Is our modern battle with Section 230 going to be subject to the same fate? 

Most likely not. With the rise of the Stationer’s Company, those who controlled 

the printing technology, there was great concern with the economic control of 

the book trade. It was in the best interest of the Stationers to work hand in hand 

with the government. It is common sense to understand that the Stationers 

would not risk their lucrative government-sponsored monopoly by publishing 

heretical work by an antigovernment author. As a result, the Stationers could be 

biased and only publish works that were approved. The government was able to 

assert its control over the works disseminated, and the Stationers maintained 

their economic hold on the trade.

In the modern context, however, the “modern Stationers”—represented for 

purposes of this argument by the social media platforms and other internet com-

panies that control technology platforms—do not have the same economic con-

cerns that existed in the past. In fact, social media platforms and other internet 

companies, which all benefit from the safe harbor of Section 230, earn more 

than ever before. For example, in 2020 Facebook’s annual revenue amounted 

to $85 billion,89 while Twitter generated $3.7 billion.90 These companies are less 

likely to work as closely as the Stationers did with the Crown to restrict publica-

tion of certain materials. More than likely, they will continue to advocate for 

continued protection under Section 230. Nor are they likely to secure the same 

type of government-sponsored economic monopoly like the Stationers. Argu-

ably, these “modern Stationers” are already the monopoly themselves without the 

benefit of any government censorship agreement, like the royal printing preroga-

tives or the Licensing Act.91

However, the potential changes in Section 512’s note-and-takedown provision 

and the EU’s Article 17, are only just beginning. Changes in the law that favor 

the rightsholders, licensing agreements, and permission-based culture are already 

here. As technology is integrated into every aspect of the average copyright creator, 

we could all be subject to the same drastic reforms as seen from the Star Chamber 

decrees through the Stationers’ internal regulations for publishing and access.



CopyrIght ANd hIStorICAl dANgErS oF lICENSINg rEgIMES      295

The emergence of copyright was a combination of many factors, though it was pre-

dominantly an attempt to control technology and implement the government’s 

need for censorship. Licensing laws were developed as a means of accomplishing 

these goals. Additionally, the Stationers’ Company, a government-approved orga-

nization, used licensing to maintain a monopoly over the printing technology. 

These licensing regimes limited the rights of authors and creators, and denied 

others access to the printing press as a form of technological censorship.

In the contemporary copyright system, we are beginning to see this same story 

play out again as power is being asserted over access to technology to control, 

censor, or suppress works on topics that are important in the modern era. Again, 

copyright is being weaponized to suppress criticism, commentary, research, and 

news reporting. The advent of licensing-only culture, prepublication licensing 

requirements, upload filters, DMCA takedown requests, and the latest challenge 

to CDA Section 230 immunity is remarkably similar to the historical narrative 

explored in this chapter. Distribution of copyrighted works is threatened via 

restrictive licensing and technological constraints. An overhaul of this system is 

due, much like the Statute of Anne initiated the move toward greater distribu-

tion and uses of works. It is critical that the cultural record—our books, articles, 

poems, music, and film—all copyrighted works—are no longer subject to the 

whim of third-party licensing terms, technological filters, or the government’s 

concern over bias. Examination of historical copyright and technology narratives 

can help prevent our modern copyright system from succumbing to the threats 

posed in the past, including control and censorship, and thereby protect the abil-

ity of authors and creators to use modern technology for unrestricted sharing 

and distribution of creative expressions. If these problems are not addressed, 

the slide into licensing-only, permission-based technological control will con-

tinue, and this, as the US Supreme Court described, is “obnoxious to the public 

interest.”92
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