
Free Black 
Life in the 
New 
Republic 
and The 
Colonization 
Debate



Two Points to  
Keep in Mind

1. Was hostility to Black 
Americans concentrated 
in the Southern slave 
states?

2. Was “freedom” 
synonymous with 
“citizenship?”



Overview

• Revolutionary Rhetoric, 
Freedom Suits, and 
Gabriel’s Rebellion

• Achieving Emancipation in 
the North

• Who is “American”?
• The Colonization Debate



Revolutionary Rhetoric, Freedom Suits, and Gabriel’s Rebellion



Legacy of Black 
Participation in 
the American 
Revolution 

• Black veterans compose a 
small but important part of 
free communities in the 
North

• Enslaved people use the 
rhetoric about freedom 
and liberty to enact their 
own freedom strategies



Gabriel’s 
Rebellion (1800)

• Enslaved blacksmith who lived 
outside Richmond, led a plot to 
overthrow slavery in Virginia

• Inspired by both the American 
and Haitian Revolutions

• Took advantage of the relative 
mobility of urban enslaved people 
to plan his rebellion 



Aftermath of 
Gabriel’s Rebellion

• Gabriel and his main co-conspirators 
were eventually captured and 
executed

• Virginia lawmakers' response to 
enslaved people:

• Secured Richmond’s arsenals
• Nightly police patrols
• Banned “hiring” out of time 
• Banned slave gatherings

• Stricter restrictions also on free 
Black people, making legal freedom 
nearly impossible in Virginia



Achieving Emancipation in the North



“Free” States?
• “Black laws” and gradual emancipation 

laws restricted possibilities for freedom 
in the North 

• In the 1820s, still thousands of 
enslaved people in states like New 
Jersey and New York

• Threat of kidnapping led to the first 
anti-slavery organizations in places like 
Philadelphia and New York



Forging Free Black 
Communities

• Black mutual aid 
societies

• Independent Black 
Churches

• African American 
women integral to the 
success and survival of 
Black churches



Mother Bethel AME Church Philadelphia



Education in 
Free Black 
Communities

• Free Black and white 
antislavery organizations open 
schools for Black children when 
Northern cities close their doors

• Boston, Philadelphia, and NYC 
were centers of Black schooling

• White organizations that 
founded Black schools at odds 
with Black teachers and parents



Who is 
“American?” 



Black 
Military 
Service in 
the War of 
1812



Cultural 
Nationalism After 
the War

• Focus on creating an “American” 
identity 

• Literature: Washington Irving (“The 
Legend of Sleepy Hollow” and “Rip 
Van Winkle”)

• Art: The Romantic Movement, 
Hudson River Art School

• Architecture: Greek Revival, 
emphasis on democracy



The 
Colonization 

Debate



The American 
Colonization 
Society

• Could Black people be 
incorporated into the body 
politic?

• Lost right to vote in several 
Northern states or faced severe 
restrictions

• Colonization movement rises 
out of fear of free Black people 
and the idea that they could not 
be ”virtuous citizens” of the new 
American republic 
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