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John Parrish, 1729-1807 

John Parrish remains one of the most underrated Quaker abolitionists of the early national 

period. A tireless and fearless advocate of oppressed people of color, Parrish did everything he 

could to destroy slavery and racial injustice in the new United States, from presenting antislavery 

petitions to various governing bodies to monitoring the activities of domestic and international 

slave traders. As one family member recalled, Parrish had witnessed such awful "scenes of 

degradation" as a youngster in Maryland that he dedicated the rest of his life to serving as a 

"zealous and useful advocate for [blacks'] emancipation." 

Parrish is best remembered for authoring "Remarks on the Slavery of the Black People." 

Published in 1806, Parrish's pamphlet ran to nearly 70 pages and ranged over such issues as 

Biblical antislavery, constitutional rationales for emancipation, colonization, and African-

American political protest. In an era when gradual abolitionism stalled and the institution of 

slavery expanded both demographically and geographically, he believed that Americans needed 

to redouble their antislavery efforts to avert either eternal damnation or massive slave rebellion--

or both. "Remarks on Slavery" became Parrish's valedictory address, for he died just a year later. 

Nevertheless, as David Brion Davis has remarked, Parrish's pamphlet prefigured subsequent 

antislavery writers' warnings that bondage had stained the American experiment in liberty and 

might fatally divide the republic at some future date.  

From "Notes" to "Remarks": The Evolution of Parrish's 

Ideas 

As a recently discovered draft version of the pamphlet from around 1805 illustrates, Parrish had 

been thinking about these matters for some time. Entitled "Notes on Abolition," Parrish's draft 

manuscript is a true working document, containing bits and fragments of material he considered 

using in the final pamphlet. Here, Parrish gathers stinging anti-slavery quotes from the Bible, 

conjures encounters with masters and slaves, and copies newspaper items about the alarming rise 

of slave trading. As if to indicate his own heightened sense of anxiety about slavery's 

demographic, geographic, and economic growth, Parrish's draft is written in a hurried, anxious 

manner. Indeed, though years away from both sectional crisis and the fire and brimstone 

preaching of antislavery firebrands like David Walker and William Lloyd Garrison, "Notes on 

Abolition" offers a glimpse into a more confrontational era of American abolitionism.  
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In fact, while "Notes on Abolition" contains many of the same general ideas Parrish would 

present in "Remarks on the Slavery of the Black People"--particularly the theme of moral 

declension between the American Revolution and the presidency of slaveholder Thomas 

Jefferson and Divine judgment of slaveholding people and nations--"Notes on Abolition" offers 

even more radical antislavery declarations. For instance, where "Remarks on Slavery" begins 

with the theme of brotherly love as a way to build support for abolitionism, Parrish's draft essay 

opens by defining slavery and slave trading as "crimes" punishable by death. He uses an epigram 

from Exodus to show that both slavery and slaveholders are abominations in a moral universe: 

"He that stealeth a man and sell him, or if he be found in his hand, he shall surely be put to 

death". Though he revisited this idea in the finished pamphlet, Parrish did so via rhetorical 

questions that reduced the strident nature of his attack. "Will not the cries of this deeply afflicted 

people [slaves] reach the ears of the Lord of Sabbath," he asked in one section of "Remarks on 

Slavery." "What will it do for you in the day of retribution, when the servant shall be free from 

his master and both shall appear before an impartial judge, who's no respect or persons?" In the 

draft essay, conversely, Parrish did not hesitate to lambast slaveholders as pariahs. (In the draft, 

he labeled slaveholders the "bastard son of liberty"; he made no such assertion in the finished 

pamphlet). 

Perhaps more strikingly, Parrish's draft essay flirted with the idea that enslaved people might be 

justified in challenging bondage, even if only in an intellectual sense. In marginal notes inside 

the front cover of the rough manuscript, he noted that the "people of color ought not to 

acknowledge themselves slaves to any person but to assert their just rights". In other parts of the 

draft, Parrish stated that enslaved people were being held illegitimately, either because American 

law enshrined universal liberty or because "the laws of God... and right reason prohibits slavery". 

While he picked up these themes in "Remarks on Slavery"--by asserting that the Declaration of 

Independence had technically liberated oppressed people of color in 1776--Parrish did not 

counsel open black resistance. Why not?  

Radical Rhetoric versus Moderate Discourse 

Even if he was concerned about slavery's growth, Parrish still belonged to a generation of 

abolitionists who believed in gradual emancipation and thus in the idea that the antislavery 

movement would succeed through reasoned discourse and moderate action. By condemning 

slaveholders outright, and sympathizing above all else with African-Americans' struggle for 

freedom, Parrish's draft essay threatened to break with this tradition. More ominously, it would 

place him on the side of black revolutionaries in both St. Domingue and the United States, whose 

uprisings during the 1790s and early 1800s had instilled a pervasive fear among masters that 

people of color wanted nothing more than revenge for the wrongs of bondage. Though outraged 

by slavery, most gradual abolitionists were horrified by slave revolution in St. Domingue. 

Indeed, they often used it as a counter example of abolitionism, telling masters in the Atlantic 

world that unrepentant slaveholding would sooner or later result in slave rebellion. This is 

precisely how Parrish framed "Remarks on Slavery"--by showing that Quakers had adopted 

abolitionist programs amidst the growing prospect of slave uprising. "Notes on Abolition" 

pushes beyond mere warnings to masters; rather, Parrish seems to tolerate the idea that black 

uprising could be rationalized. In this sense, Parrish's draft looks forward to black abolitionist 

Henry Highland Garnet's famous "Appeal to the Slaves" (1843), which advised enslaved people 
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to declare their freedom to masters, come what may. Realizing that such an admonition might 

lead to violence and harm the abolitionist cause, Parrish removed it from "Remarks on Slavery." 

Parrish's support of colonization in both documents offers another window into early 

abolitionist's thinking. Though the formation of the American Colonization Society was a decade 

away, both black and white figures had long flirted with schemes that would remove people of 

color from slave societies. The British colony of Sierra Leone (established in 1787 along the 

West African coast) remained the leading example of colonization in Parrish's day. By the early 

1800s, various writers considered using newly acquired parts of the North American landscape to 

create a colony of freed people. Parrish evidently saw colonization as a way to build abolitionist 

support among slaveholders and non-slaveholders alike. For he emphasized in both the rough 

draft and the final pamphlet that colonization might secure not just universal emancipation but 

racial separation. Like many other members of the Society of Friends in the late 18th and early 

19th centuries, Parrish was unsure about social integration of black and white people. More 

importantly, perhaps, he realized that many white Northerners feared emancipation in the South 

because it might produce competition between black and white workers in urban labor markets. 

Either way, Parrish saw colonization as a potentially beneficial route to emancipation, providing 

liberated blacks with their own polity and masters a way to wash their hands of bondage. 

Nevertheless, as Parrish indicated in "Notes on Abolition," colonization must not be mandatory. 

Indeed, the United States very much remained African Americans' homeland, if people of color 

chose to remain. In "Remarks on Slavery," Parrish emphasized blacks' claim to citizenship most 

strongly in the appendices, not the body of the text. He hoped the effect would be the same, 

however. Indeed, by reprinting black petitions for freedom, Parrish showed that African 

Americans had learned the art of reasoned political discourse and could therefore be counted 

among an enlightened citizenry. 

 

Conclusion: Quaker Visionary 

Though more polished than "Notes on Abolition," "Remarks on Slavery" remains one of the 

boldest attacks on bondage in the early 19th century. Indeed, it is a model early abolitionist 

Jeremaid. But as "Notes on Abolition" now makes clear, Parrish was frustrated enough with 

slavery's resurgence that he entertained even harsher attacks on masters and their political allies 

north and south. Paired together, Parrish rough and final drafts indicate that some abolitionists 

were already reaching a tactical crossroads by the early 1800s. Had he reappeared in the 1860s, 

Parrish surely would have been horrified to learn that it took a bloody civil war to finally 

emancipate enslaved Americans--though, as both "Notes on Abolition" and "Remarks on 

Slavery" show, he feared such a possibility all along. 
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