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"The power of prejudice over the minds of mankind is very extraordinary; hardly 
any extreams too distant, or absurdities too glaring for it to unite or reconcile, if 
it tends to promote or justify a favorite pursuit. It is thus we are to account for 
the fallacious reasonings and absurd sentiments used and entertained concerning 
negroes, and the lawfulness of keeping them slaves. "' 

These words, written in 1772 by New Jersey farmer David Cooper, illustrate that 

abolitionist ideas were not confined to a small elhe group, barely taking hold among Britain's 

North American colonists as some increasingly began to resist royal authority over their own 

affairs. Still, as the movement gained momentum, even those concerned with the notions of 

"liberty" and "tyranny" sometimes had different goals. Noted historian of the American 

Revolution, Gordon Wood, has concluded that when we speak of the Revolution, we must 

concede that there were "many revolutions at once, the product of a complicated culmination of 

many diverse personal grievances and social strains." David Cooper, like many others, was 

influenced by these Revolutionary ideas. In his case, the "diverse personal grievances" 

manifested themselves in the desire to extend the idea of the "liberty" his neighbors spoke of to 

those most lacking it: the enslaved. By closely examining Cooper's private diary, his published 

anti-slavery pamphlets, and those published by other advocates of abolition in the years 

immediately before and after the American Revolution, we can see a correlation between the 

personal and the political in one man's life. And ultimately, through Cooper's journey, we can 

see up close what Ronald Hoffman called "the transforming hand of Revolution."^ 

' In quoting this and all primary source material throughout the paper, I have preserved all original spellings and text 
formatting. The italics in this quote were added for emphasis. David Cooper, A Mite cast into the Treasury: or. 
Observations on Slave Keeping (Philadelphia: Crukshank, 1772), 3. 

^ Gordon S. Wood, The Creation of the American Republic 1776-1787 (Chapel Hill, North Carolina and London; 
The University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 75. 

' Barbara Claik Smith, "Social Visions of the American Resistance Movement," in The Transforming Hand of 
Revolution: Reconsidering the American Revolution as a Social Movement, ed Peter J. Albert and Ronald Hoffinan, 
(Charlottesville and London: The University Press of Virginia, 1995). 
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David Cooper was bom in 1725 and spent most of his life around Gloucester, or Salem, 

New Jersey.'* Although lacking an extensive formal education. Cooper exposed himself to many 

classical works, such as those by John Locke, as well as contemporary newspapers and 

publications. This exposure provided the background for his later involvement in the 

Revolutionary abolitionist movement. Religiously, Cooper was an active member of the Society 

of Friends, serving in many leadership positions within the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, which 

was comprised of Quakers in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and parts of Delaware and Maryland. 

Through his work as an overseer of the Woodbury meeting and as one of the first members of the 

Committee for Sufferings, a standing committee of the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting,' Cooper 

did much for his community, including aiding Native Americans and bringing about a Friends 

Free School in Woodbury. He was known to travel long distances (sometimes over 1000 miles) 

to visit other Quaker meetings.* Finally, Cooper served New Jersey for eight years as an elected 

member of the New Jersey House of Assembly, starting in 1761.^ 

David Cooper, unlike many of the more well-known figures of the time, still exists in 

what he himself once called the "obscure sphere" far away, for the most part, from the center of 

* Henry J. Cadbuiy, "Quaker Bibliographic iiotes," ia Bulletin of Friends' Historical Association 26 (1937): 47. A 
note on Cooper's date of birth: Cooper was bora on February 13,1725 according to the current use of the Gregorian 
calendar. The Quakers, however, did not officially use the Gregorian calendar until 1752, some not adopting it until 
even later. Therefore, many times Cooper's birth date will be listed as the "13* of the 12* month, 1724" as Quakers 
during this time used the Julian calendar and rejected Roman names for months. All of the dates in this paper have 
been converted to reflect the modem usage of the Gregorian calendar except in the case of quotations. In quotations, 
I am assuming that anything before 1752 followed the Julian calendar, with everything after 1752 following the 
Gregoriaa Because the Quakers rejected Roman names for months, it is impossible to know in all instances which 
calendar they are following, especially in personal documents such as Cooper's diaiy. 

^ Jean R. Soderlund, Quakers <& Slavery: A Divided Spirit (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), appendix 
on Quaker organization. The Meeting for SufiFerings was established in 1756 to control a niunber of functions 
within the yearly meeting, such as overseeing the press and later abolitioa 

* W. J. Allinson, "Notices of David Cooper," in Friends Review vol. 15, nos. 28, 32, 34, 50. David Cooper was 
selected overseer of the Woodbury Meeting and member of Committee for SufiFerings in 1756. 

' Cadbuiy, "Quaker Bibliogr^hic Notes," 47. 



power or politics. If he was known at all in his own Hfetime, it was whhin his mral 

neighborhood and within his Quaker community. In short, his was the sort of life that seldom 

results in individual recognition by historians. By comparison, his was an ordinary life only 

briefly involved with any centers of power and poUtics. Still, Cooper was a man involved in the 

critical issues concerning his small world, and, in the years when Revolutionary rhetoric was 

intensifying around him, he widened his concerns to embrace an ardent passion for the abolition 

of slavery. 

It is my intent to explore the depth of David Cooper's growth as an abolitionist in order 

to show the significance of the eighteenth century antislavery movement as well as the scope of 

Revolutionary transformation on ordinary men. Certainly men who were in the middle of 

political and philosophical discussions about the nature of power underwent dramatic changes in 

the decades surrounding the Revolution. In many cases, those men lead the cause. And, as 

Alfred Young has so vividly shown, those in their adolescence experienced the Revolution as the 

formative event in their maturity.' David Cooper, a middle-aged farmer without proximity to the 

debates swirling in public and private in the urban ports, fits neither of these categories. Therein 

lies his "ordinariness" and his extraordinary (if not unique) reaction to the war. His involvement 

with abolition, considering the near universal acceptance of slavery and the often hostile reaction 

among the general population to Quaker pacifism, makes his actions all the more remarkable. 

Cooper, like many of his counterparts, seized the moment and the rhetoric that defined it to work 

to convince others that slavery was antithetical to the goals of the Revolution itself As an 

* David Cooper to Samuel Allinson, February 10,1771, David Cooper, David Cooper Letters, Allinson Collection, 
The Quaker Collection, Haverford College. 

' Historian Alfred F. Young examines the life of Hewes (1742-1840), a Boston shoemaker, in In Search of Early 
America: The William and Mary Quarterly (Richmond: WiUiam Byrd Press, Inc., 1993) 234-288. Hewes undergoes 
a significant transformation as an adolescent caught in the throws of the American Revolution. Throu^ 
participation in Revolutionary events and interactions with Revolutionary personalities, Hewes becomes an active 
patriot during the war. 



individual. Cooper offers us an in-depth look at the antislavery movement through the eyes of an 

ordinary man at an extraordinary moment. 

Men like David Cooper do not get much attention in contemporary studies of abolition 

and Revolutionary transformation. While historians like Gordon Wood acknowledge that "the 

Revolution made possible the antislavery.. .movements of the nineteenth century,"'" there is little 

made of the significant abolitionist push during the Revolution itself Also, although Wood 

mentions that there were a "few conscience-stricken Quakers" who publicly denounced 

slavery,** most historians give their attention to more well-known Friends like Anthony Benezet 

and Benjamin Rush. Of the historians who have explored the Quaker participation in the 

American Revolution, only Jack D. Marietta discusses Cooper, just briefly touching on his role 

as an abolitionist.'^ 

Long after the Revolution, John Adams expressed what he saw as the experience that he 

and men like David Cooper had. The Revolution, he said, was not the war but that the war was 

"only an effect and consequence of it. The Revolution was in the minds of the people."'^ For 

Cooper, this was particularly tme. But for Cooper, the printed arguments that flowed from the 

presses in the colonies resonated (as Gordon Wood has written) in a way that inspired him to 

"resist the forces of tyranny," not only for himself but for all men. Cooper waged his own verbal 

'° Gordon S. Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution (New York: Ymtage Books, 1991) 7. 

" Ibid., 54. 

'̂  On Quakers and the American Revolution, see especially the following: Richard Bauman, "The Campaign 
Against the Slave Trade," in For the Reputation of Truth: Politics, Religion, and Conflict Among the Pennsylvania 
Quakers 1750-180 (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1971); David Brion Davis, "The Quaker Ethic 
and the Antislavery International," in The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution 1770-1823 (New York and 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999); Joseph J. Ellis "The Silence" in Founding Brothers: The Revolutionary 
Generation (New York: Vmtage Books, 2000), and Soderlund, Quakers & Slavery: A Divided Spirit. 

" Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution (Cambridge and London: The Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 1992), 1. 



war as one of the premier abolhionists in the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting.** By attacking 

slavery within the Society of Friends and joining with other Quakers, the Philadelphia Yearly 

Meeting became one of the first communities of people in Western history to completely abolish 

slavery within their organization.*' 

David Cooper's most significant achievement was actually not attributed to him until 

almost a century later. In his diary, he wrote, "As I have at times for many years past, feh my 

mind warmly affected with a sense of the cmelty and wickedness of slavery, and in inconsistency 

with Christianity, these feelings led me in 1772 to publish a piece entitled 'A mite into the 

Treasury, or Considerations on Slavery.'"** This piece, along with his 1783 A Serious AcUress 

to the Rulers of America were both published anonymously, A Serious Address under the name 

"A Farmer", so that the Society of Friends would not have to take responsibility for his 

controversial writings. Because of this anonymity, Cooper's writings were later attributed to 

Anthony Benezet and even physician and Revolutionary Benjamin Rush, other prominent 

contemporary Philadelphia-area abolitionists of the time. It was not until the twentieth century 

that a coimection was made between the publications and Cooper's mention of them in his 

diary. *̂  

It is understandable why Cooper has been overlooked for so long, especially in his role as 

an abolitionist. Compared with the foremost abolitionists of the time, David Cooper was 

relatively ordinary. Although he was a local leader within the Society of Friends, he was not a 

'̂  Jack Marietta, "Egoism and Altruism in Quaker Abolition," Quaker History 82 (1993), 10. 

'* Jack D. Marietta, TTie Reformation of American Quakerism, 1748-1783 (Philadelphia: University of Peimsylvania 
Press, 1984), 111. 

'* Allinson, "Notices of David Cooper," vol.15, no.45. 

'̂  For a more complete discussion on why Cooper's writings were atm"buted to Benezet and Rush, see page 27. 

'* Cadbuiy, "Quaker Bibliographic Notes," 46. 



prominent member of his community nor did he prefer to be in the spotiight. Also, while Cooper 

wrote Congressional bills in addition to his pamphlets, these were always presented to Congress 

from the Society of Friends as a whole and not from Cooper himself To later historians of 

abolition or even the wider world of Quaker political activism, the self-effacing David Cooper 

was all but invisible. Perhaps if Cooper's goal was public notice, things would have been 

different, but for a man who found the "obscure sphere" to be "virtue's prize", anonymity would 

not have surprised nor likely troubled him.*' 

But David Cooper's writings on the subject of abolition, as a small portion of the total 

produced in the Americas, at this moment deserve to be studied not only as a part of an emerging 

movement but as a product of a particular type of man. WHiile Cooper served in many leadership 

positions, he was not a prominent figure or a professional Avriter. His thoughts, although 

influenced by others, were those of a man who "felt an inclination to fling a few hints together," 

several of which he considered "new on the subject." His 1772 publication was the first known 

instance of his speaking out against slavery in a society that for the most part accepted it. For 

Cooper, the Revolution proved to be a strong influence on his own personal convictions, and he 

used this personal transformation to impact his society. Cooper, unable to partake in the political 

revolution, embarked on his own quest for social justice. Whereas for most, the Revolution was 

about overthrowing the tyraimy of the British, for Cooper it was also about overthrowing the 

tyraimy of his fellow countrymen. 

" David Cooper to Samuel Allinson, February 10,1771. 

^ Cooper, A Mite cast into the Treasury, 5. 



Much of Cooper's moral conviction was a resuh of his religious upbringing. He was 

bom near Woodbury in Gloucester County, New Jersey, on the Febmary 13, 1725.̂ * As 

members of the Society of Friends, Cooper's family raised him within the Quaker church, where 

Cooper recalled being shy and "addicted to play and mirth."^^ As he grew older, however. 

Cooper began to dedicate himself more fully to following Quaker doctrine.^' At the time of his 

marriage to Sibyl Matlack on the June 23, 1747, Cooper was a religious man but not completely 

devoted to his church community. Cooper experienced a change of conviction when his wife 

became ill a few years after their marriage. At this point he decided "that I ought to be more 

sober and exemplary, and attend weekday meetings." '̂* Because he was fearful of losing his 

wife, he prayed that if God would preserve his wife, he would dedicate himself more to the 

church. He fiilly committed to his promise in the fourth summer after his marriage when he 

became extremely ill. His illness left him unable to work, which left him free to "cheerfully give 

up to serve my Maker, and to attend meetings."^' From that moment on. Cooper was adamant 

about serving God and his church. He based every life decision around his religion, one of his 

life mles being: "Before I engage in any affair, let me consider well whether, if obtained, it is 

likely to meet with Divine approbation." Cooper continued in this way until his death in 1795. 

To fiilly grasp Cooper's value system, we must understand the Quaker society of 

Cooper's time. The organizational system that was established by Quaker George Fox in the 

*̂ Comley, John, ed., "A Testimony from Woodbury Monthly Meeting Concerning David Cooper," Friends' 
Miscellany 1 nos. 5,6,7 (August 1831), 334. 

^̂ Allinson, "Notices of David Cooper," vol 15, no 30. 

^̂  Comley, "A Testimony," 334. 

^̂  Allinson, "Notices of David Cooper," vol 15, no 31. 

" Ibid. There is no mention in Cooper's diary of ever returning to farming. I assiune that Cooper was partly taken 
care of by his relatives and religious conmiimity. 

" Ibid, vol 16, no 20. 



1660s and 1670s, and is still in place today, is based on a hierarchy of meetings. Local meetings 

for worship were held at members' houses or meeting houses at least tNvice a week. On a 

monthly basis. Friends from several areas would join for business meetings. Representatives 

from the monthly business meetings would attend quarter meetings every three months, and 

delegates from the quarter meetings attended an annual meeting. At these meetings, the Friends 

came to a consensus through what was called a "sense of the meeting". Instead of voting or 

using majority mle. Friends made their decisions after lengthy discussion of an issue. Because 

"Quakers believed that, ideally, guidance came from the Light which revealed itself to everyone 

in the meeting in the same way," decisions were made based on what the group felt the Light 

was saying to them. Often, Quakers conferred with Friends in other parts of the country and 

'7*7 

world before making important decisions. 

Far from being anonymous in his own circles, David Cooper was considered a "weighty 

Friend," meaning those within the Society of Friends respected his piety and elected him for 

leadership positions. The Woodbury Friends appointed him overseer of the Woodbury Meeting 

in 1756 as well as member of the Meeting for Sufferings, a standing committee of the 

Philadelphia Yearly Meeting.^' This conunittee was established in 1756 as a result of the Crisis 

of 1755 (the loss of Quaker leadership in the Pennsylvania government), and controlled a 

number of functions within the yearly meeting, such as overseeing the press. It later took on 

other causes, such as abolition.^' Cooper eventually resigned from the Meeting for Sufferings in 

1777 due to his discontent with a Tory bias prevalent among the members. °̂ While many 

^̂  Soderlund, Quakers & Slavery, see appendix on Quaker organizatioa 

^ Allinson, "Notices of David Cooper," vol 15, no 32. 

^ Soderlund, Quakers & Slavery, appendix on Quaker organization. 

^ Marietta, TTie Reformation of American Quakerism, 279. 



(Quakers could be considered Loyalists, Cooper had a strong sympathy for the Revolutionist 

cause. 

Although Cooper had a more progressive stance concerning the Revolution than his 

Quaker counterparts, he was not committed to taking up arms for the United States. Cooper, 

who was in his late forties and early fifties during the period of the American Revolution 

followed the Quaker discipline and adopted a pacifist stance. Even so, in a society consumed by 

war, he could hardly escape the consequences. For many years, leading colonists had questioned 

their subjectivity to British mle in print; however, their dissatisfaction increased dramatically 

with the passage of the Stamp Act in 1765. In the Pennsylvania Gazette, numerous articles 

appeared describing the act as "UNCONSTITUTIONAL" and "calculated to bereave us of the 

most valuable Rights we derive from Nature, and the English Constitution, and will.. .reduce us 

to a State of absolute Slavery." All events leading up to the Revolution, including the passage 

of the Stamp Act, worked together to lead the colonists, no matter their religious preference, into 

reevaluating the existing social relationships between different genders, classes, and races.̂ ^ As 

the outpouring of discontent with the British continued to grow in various forms, so did the 

colonists' awareness of the inequalities in their own society. 

The Quakers were a part of the Revolutionary society; however, they did not always react 

the same way as the other colonists. Quakers did value freedom, but they did not consider it in 

accordance with Biblical teachings to bear arms against others. In a pamphlet written for the 

general public, the Quakers pleaded with the colonists to "guard against any Proposal or Attempt 

to deprive us and others of the full Enjoyment of Liberty of Conscience [what they considered 

' ' Freeman, "LIBERTY, PROPERTY, and no STAMPS. An ADDRESS to the Inhabitants of NEW-YORK,' 
Pennsylvania Gazette (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania), December 26,1765. 

'̂  Smith, "Social Visions of the American Resistance Movement, 27. 



the "most essential of all Privileges"], and...that we shall not be obliged 'to do or suffer any Act 

or Thing contrary to our religious Persuasion'.. ."^' The Society of Friends was so adamant in 

its stance, its members refused to bear arms, pay military taxes, or celebrate military success, and 

they disowned any Quakers who refused to comply. Friends encouraged one another to "stand 

fast in that liberty, wherewith thro' the manifold sufferings of our predecessors, we have been 

favoured, and steadily to bear out testimony against every attempt to deprive us of it."^^ The 

Society of Friends disowned Cooper's own brother for bearing arms in the cause of the 

Revolution. These disowned Friends formed their own Society of Free Quakers, similar in 

stmcture but more liberal than the original society.^* Many Quakers who did comply with their 

religious doctrine were mistaken for Loyalists by the general public because of their refusal to 

fight and were "vilified, persecuted, imprisoned, and excluded from our just liberties and 

privileges," and Quakers also had property destroyed after they refused to partake in wartime 

'JO 

celebrations. Cooper fortunately escaped persecution; however, he visited many of those who 

were jailed during the Revolution in order to encourage them to remain tme to the faith. 

Although the Revolution officially started in 1776 with the signing of the Declaration of 

Independence, its roots were planted about a decade earlier for Cooper. While Cooper was not in 

his youth, the Revolutionary events still proved a driving force of change. He was nearing his 

^' Society of Friends, "Philadelphia, 27th Tenth Month, 1775. A Committee of Tea..," Philadelphia Meeting for 
Sufferings. 1775. ([Philadelphia: 1775]), 2. 

Society of Friends, "To our Friends and Brethren... 1776," Philadelphia Meeting for Sufferings, 1776 
([Philadelphia: 1776]), 2. 

^̂  Marietta, "Egoism and Altruism in Quaker Abolition," 10. 

^̂  Society of Friends, "An Address to those of the People Called Quakers, who have been Disowned." Philadelphia 
Monthly Meeting, 1781 (Philadelphia: Bailey, [1781]), Broadside; Society of Friends, "The Discipline of the Society 
of Friends, by some Styled the Free Quakers," Philadelphia Meeting for Business, 1781 ([Philadelphia: 1781]), 1. 
'^ Society of Friends, "Philadelphia, 12th Month 6th, 1781. On the 26th Ultimo..." Philadelphia Monthly Meeting, 
1782 (Providence: [1781]), 6. 

'* Society of Friends, "...To the President and Executive Council...the following Representation on Behalf of 
the...Qustkers...," Philadelphia Meeting, 11th mo., 1781 ([Philadelphia: 1781]). 

10 



later years when confronted with powerful revolutionary rhetoric, and he was able to witness the 

change in rhetoric and public politics as patriotism and shouts of "liberty" became more 

pronounced in the colonies. This rhetoric had an obvious affect on Cooper's views on his world. 

His reactions to the tumultuous political atmosphere were to bring his emerging anti-slavery 

convictions to a wider audience and work actively for abolition. While others were preaching 

from platform or pulpit about "natural rights" and the "Golden Rule" in relation to the tyranny of 

the crown, David Cooper was inspired to take his fight for "liberty" in a different direction. 

The central arguments for the Revolution almost invariably revolved around Lockean or 

religious principles or even a combination of the two. Specifically, colonists appealed to 

Locke's arguments on "natural law" from his Two Treatises to define freedom. Within this 

concept was the notion that every human individual had inherent rights. For many colonists, 

religious beliefs supplemented natural law. Religion was the way people, especially David 

Cooper, made sense of their world. According to Christian doctrine, all individuals are equal 

under God, and it is unlaAvful to take away property without just cause. Christians also believe 

strongly in what is today known as the Golden Rule - do unto others as you would have them do 

to you.'"' With Christianity serving as a life law for many colonists, it was easy for them to grasp 

the ideals of natural law behind Locke's Two Treatises as they witnessed what they considered to 

be a breach of their individual rights by the British crown. 

Cooper valued his religious beliefs and used them as his basis for all his decisions, 

especially those concerning the political events of the time. Although upset about the discord the 

^' Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution, 330. 

^ Matt 7:12. Although many slave-holding Christians used Biblical examples of slavery as justificatioa a clear 
majority of the pamphlets against slavery use the "Golden Rule" as a main argument for their case. These include 
Anthony Benezet's Some Historical Account of Guinea, its Situation, produce, and the General Disposition of its 
Inhabitants (Philadelphia: Crukshank, 1771) and Granville Sharp'syfn Essay on Slavery (Burlington: 1773). 

11 



Revolution was causing in his religious community. Cooper's Christian views also led him to be 

sympathetic to the Revolutionaries.'** He said, 

If Jersey was likely to be wholly subdued, they could then step across the river if they 
chose to assist the American cause, or otherwise take the benefit of the pardon; but as to 
my own sentiments of this contest, although things at present looked so unfavorable for 
America, it did not aher the belief in which my mind had been for some time fixed, that 
Providence was bringing about some greater event than only a scourge, and that after he 
had humbled the people, he would establish the freedom of America, and that she would 
never be again in subordination to England.'*^ 

Clearly, Cooper felt the American cause was part of God's greater plan for the country. These 

feelings of patriotism, contrary to most Quakers, were one of the reasons Cooper was able to 

argue so effectively against slavery using Revolutionary language 

Cooper's patriotism also manifested itself in his involvement with the govemment. In 

1761, Cooper was elected as a representative to the New Jersey general assembly and ultimately 

served eight years. Of the 24 members, seven were Quakers.'*^ Cooper may also have been 

secretly politically active through newspaper articles.^ IBs fiiend and later son-in-law wrote in 

a letter to Cooper in 1768, "The last Chronicle has or will show thee that our most important and 

interesting political matters are now handled in a pathetick and masterly manner by Farmers; and 

for aught I know, one of them lives at Woodbury."'*' Cooper replied to this on November 11, 

"" Marietta, The Reformation of American Quakerism, 260. 

"̂  Allinson, "Notices of David Cooper," vol 15, no 37. 

"' Ibid., vol 15, no 34. 

'" Although historians may never the exact identity of the author(s), many letters written by a FARMER or a 
COUNTRY FARMER were printed in the Pennsylvania Gazette and Pennsylvania Chronicle in the 1760s. In one 
letter by a FARMER, published in the Pennsylvania Gazette on February 16,1768, the author makes the following 
argument: "Let these truths be indelibly impressed on our minds — that we cannot be HAPPY, without being 
FREE—that we carmot be free, without being secure in our property—that we caimot be secure in our property, if, 
without our consent, others may, as by right, take it away." The language used is very similar to that which Cooper 
uses in his abolitionists pamphlets, but given the widespread use of similar language and arguments it remains 
impossible to absolutely conclude with the information currently available that these are authored by David Cooper. 

^' Samuel Allinson to David Cooper, 1786, David Cooper Letters, AUinson Collection, The Quaker Collection, 
Haverford College. 

12 



1768 with, "Thy hint of the Woodbury farmer is not the fu-st instance of thy partiality with regard 

to myself... should I ever take it into my head to write a piece for the Chronicle, and be 

unfortunate enough to have it admitted, I presume my acquaintance will have no occasion for an 

inhial letter to discover the Author, there would be such resemblance of features."^ Although 

Cooper denies that he wrote these letters, h is still possible considering that he later wrote and 

published many abolitionist works, signing them "A Farmer" and thereby attempting to 

disassociate them from himself 

Whether or not Cooper was the "Farmer" in those articles may never be conclusively 

known; however, there is evidence that he was one of very few active abolitionists during the 

late eighteenth century. Before the American Revolution, few individuals spoke out against 

Am 

slavery. As historian Jean Soderlund contends, it was common practice throughout British 

North America and then the United States to accept the fact that blacks were inferior to whites 

and that slavery was not only legal but a natural state of relations.'** Cooper himself was 

surrounded by these views as most Quakers of the time accepted slavery. For many, the reasons 

in support of slavery were religious as well as practical. Many believed that slaves were the 

product of the Biblical curse on Canaan found in Genesis 9:25, and therefore accepted slavery as 

part of God's plan. 

It was not until colonists reevaluated their political representation that they also began to 

see social relationships in a new light. "Slavery" in the political sense was being attacked by 

most political writers of the time using the logic of revolutionary thought.'*' When formerly the 

^ David Cooper to Samuel Allinson, November 11,1768, David Cooper Letters, Allinson Collection, The Quaker 
Collection, Haverford College. 

^'Soderlund, Quakers & Slavery, 3. 

-"Ibid. 

*^ Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, 232. 

13 



colonists had seen slavery as a normal and necessary part of their society, they were now seeing 

it in reference to themselves. At this point, there was a definitive rise in the colonists 

understanding of the inequalities of slavery. As Barbara Clark Smith argues, "Most strikingly, 

perhaps, 'liberty', at first understood in terms of the poHtical rights of free, white American men, 

soon came to bear on the status of enslaved African-Americans."'^ When the colonists could see 

themselves as political slaves, some began to argue against racial slavery. 

The colonists had much reason to see slavery in a different light during the late 

eighteenth century. Not only did "the general well-being and equality of the society set against 

the gross inequality and flagrant harshness of both white servitude and especially black slavery" 

make "many people unusually sensitive to all the various dependencies and subordinations that 

still lurked everywhere in their lives,"'* but "the republican attack on dependency compelled 

Americans to see the deviant character of slavery and to confront the issue as they never had 

before."'^ People both inside and outside of the United States began to compare the American 

situation in the Revolution with that of the African slaves living in America. Some Americans 

could not help but see the glaring difference between the freedom and independence they were 

asking for and the way they treated Afiicans in the United States.'^ Even Granville Sharp, who 

had argued that "all British subjects, whether in Great-Britain, Ireland or the Colonies, are 

equally free by the law of Nature, they are certainly equally entitled to the same Natural Rights 

that are essential for their own preservation. ..,""* later said that his arguments ""were once more 

applicable to the condition of these States, and it is a matter of deep and serious regret, that their 

^^ Smith, "Social Visions of the American Resistance Movement," 27. 

' ' Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution, 111. 

" Ibid., 186. 

*̂  Bailyn, The Ideological Origens of the American Revolution, 235. 

^ Granville Sharp, A Declaration of the People's Natural Right (Boston: Edes & Gill, 1774), 6. 

14 



pertinency in any degree continues. But the glorious American revolution, which gave to people 

of one complexion independence and liberty, unhappily left those q/" another to groan under the 

weight of the most cruel and remorseless slavery."^^ 

While it is unclear when Cooper officially became an abolitionist, it was during this 

period when he began to actively fight against slavery. In 1772, Cooper, along with Anthony 

Benezet, Robert Pleasants, William Dillwyn, and his son-in-law Samuel Allinson, began 

corresponding whh known abolitionist Granville Sharp.'^ It was also in 1772 that Cooper 

published A Mite Cast into the Treasury; or. Observations on Slave Keeping, and later in 1783 

that he published A Serious Address to the Rulers ofAmericaP Cooper's arguments fit well 

with those from other individuals like a Londoner who said, "If there be an object tmly 

ridiculous in nature, it is an American patriot, signing resolutions of independency with the one 

hand, and with the other brandishing a whip over his affrighted slaves."'* Statements like these 

led some Americans to see the tme state of affairs in the United States more clearly by putting 

themselves in the place of those they were holding in bondage. 

Slavery was not just important to the plantation South. Although only a small fraction of 

the northern population in the colonial period,'' slaves were an important part of the Northern 

colonies. During the eighteenth century, the percentage of slaves grew dramatically in Northern 

colonies. Within the region of Peimsylvania, Delaware, and New Jersey, the number of enslaved 

in the census was 7,066 in 1720. By 1780, that number peaked at 25,392 and began to climb 

** Granville Sharp, Letter from Granville Sharp (Baltimore: Graham, Yundt, & Patton, 1793), L 

^ Marietta, The Reformation of American Quakerism, 276. 

*' These pamphlets were actually published anonymously. We know Cooper to be the author, however, through his 
detailed discussion of these writings in his diaiy, written August 1776 to 1794. 

'* Anonymous, A Letter from ******** ,>, London, to his Friend in America, on the Subject of the Slave-Trade 
(New-York: Samuel Loudon, 1784), 14. 

*' Ira Berlin, Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North Americ, (Cambridge and London: 
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998), 54. 
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slowly in the wake of the Revolution, reaching 20,281 by the end of the century.^ Slaves made 

up more than 1/6 of the population of Philadelphia.^* Historian Ira Berlin argues that "in some of 

the North's most productive agricultural regions and in the towns and cities, a large proportion of 

the free people held slaves, and slaves composed a large share of the population, sometimes as 

much as a third of the whole and half of the workforce."*^ These numbers continued to rise after 

1756 as a result of the Seven Years War. WTiile many young white men and indentured servants 

were off fighting, slaves were needed to perform necessary labor.^^ Due to this increased 

demand for slave labor in the northern colonies, more Africans arrived in Philadelphia in the 

decade between 1755 and 1765 than any other time.^ In Cooper's lifetime, the number of slaves 

in New Jersey varied. In 1720, five years before his birth. New Jersey counted 10.7 percent of 

the population of the colony enslaved. In the census five years before his death. New Jersey 

reported 3.6 percent of the population to be slave.^' 

The Quakers were the first organized group of people to really take a strong stance 

against slavery; however, that does not mean that it did not exist within their society. In fact, 

slavery was actually prominent among Quakers. Their slave-owners owned 10.4 percent of 

Philadelphia's total while they were only 9.9 percent of the local population.^ It comes as no 

surprise, then, that the first antislavery efforts by the Society of Friends in the 1750s were 

^ Billy G. Smith, "Runaway Slaves in the Mid-Atlantic Region during the Revolutionary Era," in The Transforming 
Hand of Revolution: Reconsidering the American Revolution as a Social Movement, ed. Peter J. Albert and Ronald 
Hof&nan, (Charlottesville and London: The University Press of Virginia, 1995): 202. 

*' Berlin, Many Thousands Gone, 54. 

*^Ibid. 

*̂  Ibid., 178. 

^ Ibid., 183. 

** Note that the number of slaves in New Jersey increased in real numbers while declining as a percentage of the 
populatioa Smith, "Rimaway Slaves in the Mid-Atlantic Region during the Revolutionary Era," 205. 

^ Marietta, The Reformation of American Quakerism, 115. 
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directed within their organization and not to society at large.̂ ^ According to Soderlund, "Until 

the 1750s, most Friends probably had about the same attitudes on slavery as other colonists: they 

either owned slaves and saw nothing wrong with their behavior as long as they treated their 

chattels well, or they thought little about slavery at all."^' Even though many Friends verbally 

criticized slavery, the Society did little but give verbal warnings to members until late in the 18* 

century. One reason that it took so long is the way in which Quakers decided things. They had 

to reach a "sense of the meeting" to make an official decision, and this was difficult. The Yearly 

Meeting did not decide to punish slave traders until 1758^°, and although "Pennsylvania and 

New Jersey Friends agreed to discourage slave importation as early as 1696, they could not reach 

a sense of the meeting to prohibit slaveholding until eighty years later, primarily because a 

considerable number of leading members owned slaves until that time."^* 

The 1750s were considered a major turning point in the Quaker reformist movement. 

During this time, the Philadelphia Quakers were faced with the troubles of the French and Indian 

War. The Pennsylvania government was majority Quaker; however, Quakers were against 

supporting the military efforts. This prompted many members of the Philadelphia Yearly 

Meeting who were involved with the Pennsylvania govemment to withdraw from politics. Not 

only were Quakers in Pennsylvania removing themselves from leadership positions, but across 

*̂  Soderlund, Quakers & Slavery, 8-10; Richard Bauman, For the Reputation of Truth: Politics, Religion, and 
Conflict Among the Pennsylvania Quakers 1750-1800 (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1971), 
193. 

^ Soderlimd, Quakers & Slavery, 4. 

^ David Brion Davis, "The Quaker Ethic and the Antislavery International," in The Problem of Slavery in the Age of 
Revolution 1770-182 (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) 213. 

'° Soderlund, Quakers & Slavery, 4. 

' ' Ibid., 173. 
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the United States Quakers were being punished for not taking part in war efforts.̂ ^ It was around 

this same time that the Society of Friends as a whole began to look at slavery. 

With the poHtical crisis of the 1750s also came a change of leadership in the Philadelphia 

Yearly Meeting. The "predominantly conservative, slave-owning oligarchy controlled by 

Philadelphia and Burlington Friends" was replaced with a "more reform-minded and 

geographically diverse group."^' It was this group of reformers, including Cooper, which helped 

the Quakers to slowly evolve into an abolitionist society. In 1754, they published a statement 

against slavery;̂ ^ however, in this statement the Quakers were more concerned about the actual 

slave trade instead of slavery itself^' They only advised members against owning slaves with no 

apparent punishment. The following year, the Meeting agreed to admonish Friends who 

participated in the importation or purchasing of slaves.̂ * In 1774, they outlawed any slave 

owning by Friends and required that any Quaker master treat Negroes as servants, not slaves, and 

manumit them at the earliest opportunity. This led to the final decision in 1776, when Quakers 

eliminated slavery completely within the Society of Friends.̂ * The impulse of the Pennsylvania 

meeting also began to reach beyond the doors of the meeting house as by this time the 

Pennsylvania Abolition Society membership had a majority of Quakers on the roles.^ 

What compelled the Quakers to take on the slavery question as they did? Although there 

are many theories as to why, historian David Brion Davis has argued that Pennsylvania Friends 

^̂  Ibid.,, 7. 

'^ Soderlim4 Quakers & Slavery, 32. 

'"ibid., 4; Bauman, For the Reputation of Truth, 193. 

^' Davis, "The Quaker Ethic and the Antislavery International," 215. 

'* Bauman, For the Reputation of Truth, 193. 

" Davis, "The Quaker Ethic and the Antislavery International," 215. 

'* Soderlund, Quakers <& Slavery, 4. 

' ' Ibid 
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had an "intemal watchfulness" that "was reinforced by a growing sense of their own peculiarity, 

a common memory of persecution, and an inclination to separate themselves, as far as possible, 

from an unfriendly world."'" He feels that the Quakers adopted anti-slavery as a part of their 

new peculiarity that resuhed from the Crisis of 1755. Historian Sydney James believed that "the 

political crisis in Pennsylvania which sparked the moral revival altered the Quaker community in 

ways which also facilhated the antislavery movement." ** The Quakers, having removed 

themselves from participation in government activities, tumed to causes such as anti-slavery as 

an outlet for asserting their influence on society. This theory is supported by the tradition of 

censure within the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting. In 1758, sanctions were leveled on office-

holding Quakers who enforced penalties on pacifists. In the same year, the first of a set of 

similar sanctions appeared against slave holders. By 1776, the Yearly Meeting began to disown 

both groups.*^ James sees these actions as a way the Quakers kept their influence without 

violating their creed. 

While these theories bring up interesting points, they are also problematic. The Quakers 

would not have taken up a cause just to eam the respect of other Americans, as Davis argues, 

because many Americans did not respect their aboHtionist sentiments or their pacifism. The 

events following the Crisis of 1755 also do not explain why the Society of Friends as a whole 

took up aboHtion.̂ '* While both public officeholders in Pennsylvania and slaveholders were 

sanctioned in the same years, there is not a strong correlation between the two. The Friends were 

*° David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture (New York: Cornell University Press, 1966), 302. 

*' Sydney V. James, >4 People Among Peoples: Quaker Benevolence in Eighteenth-Century America (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1963), 217. 

*̂  Marietta, The Reformation of American Quakerism, 121. 

•« Ibid., 124. 

** Soderlund, Quakers & Slavery, 10. 
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only worried about officeholders in Philadelphia; therefore, this argument does not explain the 

rise of antislavery sentiment in Friends outside of Pennsylvania, especially for New Jersey 

Friend David Cooper. Philadelphia's actions only explain the actions of other meetings due to its 

influential status. 

One interesting aspect to consider when determining Quaker motives is the effect the 

French & Indian and Revolutionary Wars had on Quakers. Because the Quakers were being 

persecuted for their pacifist beliefs, many of them were willing to believe that the war and its 

consequences were God's punishment for sins such as slaveholding. Friend John Churchman 

recounts the following experience in Philadelphia in 1756: 

... a band of aroused frontiersmen brought in the bodies of some victims of an Indian raid 
and paraded them though the streets. "Standing at the door of a Friends' house as they 
passed along," he wrote, "my mind was humbled and tumed inward, and I was made 
secretly to cry. What will become of Pennsylvania? For it felt to me that many did not 
consider that the sins of the inhabitants, pride, profane swearing, dmnkenness, with other 
wickedness, were the cause of why the Lord had suffered this calamity and scourge to 
come upon them. The weight of my exercise increasing as I walked along the street; at 
length it was said in my soul. This land is polluted with blood, and in the day of 
inquisition for blood, it will not only be required at the frontiers and borders, but even in 
this place where these bodies are now seen. I said within myself. How can this be? Since 
this has been a land of peace, and as yet not much concemed in war; but as it were in a 
moment my eyes turned to the case of the poor enslaved Negroes. And however light a 
matter they who have been concemed in it may look upon the purchasing, selling, or 
keeping those oppressed people in slavery, it then appeared plain to me, that such were 
partakers in iniquity, encouragers of war and the shedding of innocent blood, which is 
often the case, where those unhappy people are captivated and brought away slaves.*' 

Many Quakers, like Churchman, believed that the wars were God's way of telling them to stop 

their sins and to end slavery within the Society. This was not just limited to Quakers, though. 

One writer in the Pennsylvania Gazette claimed: "Your safety depends on your own virtue. You 

have the means of your salvation in your own hands. And if you are enslaved, blame not your 

** Bauman, For the Reputation of Truth, 194. 
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ENEMIES, but blame YOURSELVES."^ It is worth considering that the Quakers may have 

been comparing themselves to the enslaved blacks more readily during this time because of the 

suffering that they were enduring. Although there has not been much research in this area of 

study, the language used in pamphlets about both subjects is very similar. 

For David Cooper, it is most likely that while all of these circumstances were working 

together, revolutionary rhetoric proved to be the strongest influence on his work as an 

aboHtionist, as it was on many others in the mid-1700s. As previously noted, people of all 

religions were growing in their acceptance of natural law during the mid-eighteenth century. 

With this acceptance came the belief that freedom was a basic right of all humans. As the 

American colonists grappled with these ideas in relation to themselves, some began to use them 

in arguments against slavery. People were beginning to see that "Liberty is the right of every 

human creature, as soon as he breathes the vital air. And not human law can deprive him of that 

right."^ Quaker abolitionists used the growing opinion that freedom was a basic right of all 

humans to support their position, especially in their writings." 

The last half of the 18* century saw an increase in publications containing the 

revolutionary rhetoric of liberty, natural law, and freedom. Americans at this time were very 

sensitive to the dependencies that they saw existing in their relationship with England and "the 

result was a growing discussion in pamphlets and press of the morality and equity that 

presumably made law what it was."*^ These publications, in pamphlet and newspaper form, 

focused mainly on the writers' perceptions of the growing British domination; however. 

^ A PLAIN DEALER, "To the Freemen of the City of Philadelphia...," Pennsylvania Gazette (Philadelphia, 
Peimsylvania ,̂ July 13, 1774. 

^ Italics added for emphasis. John Wesley, Thoughts Upon Slavery (London, Printed; reprinted in Philadelphia: 
Cnikshank, 1774), 56. 

** Soderlund, Quakers & Slavery, 9. 

*' Wood, The Creation of the American Republic, 456. 
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Americans began more and more to use terms such as "oppression" and "slavery" to describe 

their situation. Even the Quakers, in defending England, used this language in their argument: 

"Hath an upright impartial desire to prevent the slavery and oppression of our fellow men, and to 

restore them to their natural right, to tme christian liberty, been cherished and encouraged?"'" 

As this rhetoric began to be used more and more in attacking British oppression, it caused many 

colonists to focus their attention on African American slavery as well. 

Most of the important and characteristic writing of the Revolution was in pamphlet 

form. These pamphlets used arguments that had been around for years - Lockean theory and 

Golden Rule - but the way they were used and emphasized was not commonplace.'^ "Slavery" 

appeared in "every statement of political principle, in every discussion of constitutionalism or 

legal rights, in every exhortation to resistance." The pamphlets written in the colonies were not 

produced by professional writers, but by "lawyers, ministers, merchants, or planters heavily 

engaged in their regular occupations."''* The average writer was an amateur, doing it for love of 

cause and not money. Compared to pamphlets of the same time period written by British 

authors, those in the British North American colonies were "pallid, imitative, and cmde."" 

Their arguments, although more emotionally driven, were reasonable. Instead of using anger as 

a driving force, they sought to convince with logic, religion, and emotional appeal. 

^ Society of Friends, "The Ancient Testimony and Principles of the...Quakers," Philadelphia Meeting. 1776. 
[Philadelphia: 1776], 2. 

" Bailyn, The Ideological Origens of the American Revolution, 2. 

^ Ibid., 45. 

" Ibid., 232. 

^ Ibid., 13-14. 

^ Ibid., 12. 

^ Ibid., 17. 
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Cooper moved into the circle of antislavery advocates in the world of print early by 

Quaker standards albeit when the debates were well underway in non-Quaker circles. Like other 

Quakers, he was not a conspicuous part of the movement, due to strict Quaker regulations on 

controversial publication.'^ His 1772 A Mite into the Treasury, or Considerations on Slavery 

was his first published work, although it was not attributed to him until much later. This piece 

was unusually well written for a mere farmer with very little formal schooling. In this treatise. 

Cooper stated a common argument for slavery and then refuted it using what he feh to be new 

arguments. His main arguments were based upon the generally circulating themes of the Golden 

Rule and Lockean ideas of natural law. He specifically expressed this as 

'that which God at man's creation infused into him, for his preservation and direction, is 
an eternal law and may not be changed; is the law of all places, persons and times without 
alteration, and has the same force all the world over; it's object is the good and happiness 
of mankind.''* 

Cooper remained very personal and emotional in the pamphlet, and although his writing style is 

not sophisticated, it was very effective. His description of slaveholders as "black with every 

guilt"" and slavery as "the most tmly infernal of any practice that ever obtained among 

mankind"*"" were only a mild introduction to his plea for individuals to "loose the bands of 

wickedness, and let the oppressed go free."*"* The entire document is laced with Biblical 

102 

quotations to further support Cooper's argument. 

^ For fiirther discussion on Quaker publication regulations, see page 26. Davis, "The Quaker Ethic and the 
Antislavery International," 214. 

^ Cooper, A Mite cast into the Treasury, 22. 

'̂  Ibid., 9. 

'~Ibid. 

'°' Ibid., 19. Cooper gets this quote from Isaiah 58:6. 

'°^ Cooper quotes Matthew 7:2, Proverbs 31: 8-9, Exodus 21:16, Proverbs 12:22-23, Micah 6:2, and Isaiah 58:6. 
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Cooper's second aboHtionist pamphlet, the 1783 A Serious Address to the Rulers of 

America was also based on religion and natural rights, but he used these to show slavery as 

inconsistent with the principles upon which the Revolution had been fought. He discussed 

writing this pamphlet in his diary: 

1783 - In the First month of this year, it often occurred to my mind that a use might arise 
from collecting and publishing some of the most striking statements of Congress in favor 
of liberty, with parts of the Constitutions of some of the American States on the same 
subject, contrasted by the idea of tolerating slavery. This so impressed my mind that I set 
about rt, and in the Second month completed it for the press. Thirty copies were 
delivered to the President of Congress for the members, as also one to each of the 
members of the New Jersey Assembly. *"̂  

In this pamphlet. Cooper used several government documents to support his arguments, 

including the July 1775 Congressional Declaration of the Causes and Necessities of Taking Up 

Arms; October 1774 Congressional Declaration of Rights and Grievances; July 4, 1776 

Declaration of Independence; July 15, 1776 Declaration of the Rights of Pennsylvania; and the 

September 1, 1779 Declaration of the Rights of Massachusetts. He placed quotations from these 

side by side with his arguments so that the page is literally split down the middle with political 

documents on the left and Cooper's commentary on the right. While this pamphlet was still 

emotional. Cooper had become more logical in his approach. For example. Cooper argued. 

If these solemn truths, uttered at such an awfiil crisis, are self-evident: unless we can 
shew that the African race are not men, words can hardly express the amazement which 
naturally arises on reflecting, that the very people who make these pompous declarations 
are slave-holders, and, by their legislative conduct, tell us, that these blessings were only 
meant to be the rights ofwhitemen not of all men: and would seem to verify the 
observation of an eminent writer; "When men talk of liberty, they mean their own liberty, 
and seldom suffer their thoughts on that point to stray to their neighbors."*"^ 

Through quotations that the new Americans were most proud of in their own search for liberty, 

he was able to effectively argue liberty for blacks. 

'<" Allinson, "Notices of David Cooper," vol 15, no 45. 

"*̂  David Cooper,^ Serious Address to the Rulers of America (Trentoa 1783), 12 
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While Cooper's transformation from an emotional to a more logical approach is 

important, even more significant is the influence of Revolutionary rhetoric apparent in his 

writings. In A Mite into the Treasury, Cooper used mainly Biblical arguments with some 

Lockean principles to make his points. Although the Golden Rule was a common political 

argument during that time, the majority of the arguments were a result of Cooper's religious 

upbringing. However, in^ Serious Address to the Rulers of America, Cooper used much of the 

revolutionary rhetoric and arguments apparent in other pamphlets and newspapers of the time. 

His question, "Have we a better right to enslave them and their posterity, than Great-Britain had 

to demand Three-pence per pound for an article of luxury we could do very well without?"*"' 

and statement. 

Must not every generous foreigner feel a secret indignation rise in his breast when he 
hears the language of Americans upon any of their own rights as freemen, being in the 
least infringed, and reflects that these very people are holding thousands and tens of 
thousands of their innocent fell men in the most debasing and abject slavery, deprived of 
every right of freemen, except light and air?*"* 

are similar to arguments made by many other British and American pamphleteers of the time 

conceming slavery and the revolution in general. These include Anthony Benezet's words. 

It is a matter of astonishment, how a people who, as a nation, are looked upon as 
generous and humane, and so much value themselves for their uncommon sense of the 
benefit of Liberty, can live in the practice of such extreme oppression and inhumanity, 
without seeing the inconsistency of such conduct, and without feeling great remorse, "' 

105 Ibid., 6-7 

"* Ibid., 5. 

^^ Anthony Benezet, yl Caution and Warning, (Philadelphia: Miller, 1766), 9. These quotations are not limited to 
Quaker writers. For instance, in a debate about slavery by two bachelor's degree candidates, one states, "To me, I 
confess, it is a matter of painful astonishment, that in this enhghtened age and land, where the principles of natural 
and civil Liberty, and consequendy the natural rights of mankind are so generally imderstood, the case of these 
unhappy Africans should gain no more attention; - that those, who are so readily disposed to urge the principles of 
natural equality in defence of their own Liberties, should, with so little reluctance, continue to exert a ower, by the 
operation of which they are so flagraiUly contradicted." From Theodore Parsons and Eliphalet Pearson, A Forensic 
Dispute on the Legality of Enslaving theAjHcans (Boston: John Boyles, 1773). Also relevant are Society for the 
Relief of Free Negroes, Rules for the Regulation of the Society for the Relief of Free Negroes, and Others. 
Unlawfully held in Bondage (Philadelphia: Crukshank, 1784); James Swan, A Dissuasion to Great-Britain and the 
Colonies, from the Slave Trade to Africa (Boston: E. Russell, [1772]); Samuel Hopkins, y4 Dialogue Conceming the 
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among many others. 

The fact that Cooper's works were published at all is an incredible historical feat. The 

Quakers made it difficult for their members to publish controversial works during the 

Revolutionary period through their institution called the "overseers of the press." This was a 

group of men who reviewed the writings of the Friends to determine whether they should be 

published. Soderlund notes, "They could make substantial changes in any work to ensure that 

it reflected the views of the Society. The overseers of the press held considerable power because 

they could prevent individual (Quakers who wished to remain in good standing from issuing 

tracts on disputed topics such as slavery."*"' David Cooper fully understood and respected this 

system, which made h difficuh for him to get his own writings published. When he first wrote A 

Mite cast into the Treasury, he encountered this problem. He described in his diary how he 

arrived at his solution: 

As I chose not to expose my name, it led me into a strait whether it would be right to 
publish it without being laid before the overseers of the press; there being a mle of our 
Society enjoining Friends to submit their performances to such inspection before 
publication. And though I intended no one but the printer should know the author, this 
did not satisfy me. If h was requisite in all cases, I should be an offender, and my hands 
would be weakened in supporting other branches of our discipline. But I considered that 
the object of that mle was to guard the reputation of the Society, and that any 
performance for which the Society was not answerable, nor its reputation thereby in any 
way affected, said mle could not be supposed to me, and I published the piece, which was 
soon sold off and a second edition called for.*'" 

Slavery of the Africans (Norwich: Judah P. Spooner, 1776); reprinted 1784; Anonymous, Brief Considerations on 
Slavery, and the Expediency of its Abolition Turlington: Isaac Collins, 1773); Anonymous, The Appendix: or, Some 
Observations on the Expediency of the Petition of the Africans, Living in Boston (Boston: E. Russell, [1773]); and 
Daniel Byrnes, The Following Address was Intended to have been Published before the Twentieth of the Last 
Month...(an anti-slaveiy address) (Wilmington: James Adams, 1775). 

"* Soderlund, Quakers & Slavery, 193-194. 

'°^id., 193-194. 

"° Allinson, "Notices of David Cooper," vol 15, no 45. 
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As a result of Cooper's choice of anonymity, all of his published pieces were later 

attributed to Anthony Benezet or even Benjamin Rush. *** Benezet was an excellent candidate 

for attribution for two reasons. First, both Benezet and Rush published similar works on similar 

subjects, often using the same publishers. Second, it is highly probable that Benezet helped to 

circulate Cooper's writings. With these factors in mind, it is only natural that the more well-

known Benezet would be given credit. Also, almost no Quakers, including Cooper's family, 

knew of his publication. In fact, it is impossible to identify the works to a member of the Society 

of Friends because of the wording used. Whereas Quakers rejected Roman names for months as 

being pagan. Cooper's works refer to months in the traditional form and refer colloquially to 

Quakers instead of referring to them as Friends like other Quaker writers would have done.**̂  

Desphe the incorrect attributions. Cooper's diary and letters make it clear that the 

publications are his. In a letter to Samuel Allinson on June 15, 1783, he discussed his concerns 

with anonymity: 

I received the accompanying pieces this morning with two from thyself, and a letter from 
Anthony Benezet. Why they are whhout date, or name of author or printer, I can't 
conceive, unless he has not consulted the overseers of the press, which I suppose has 
been the case, as he tells me the difficulties arising there which he had bestowed so much 
care. Thou'lt see he hath quoted the words of Congress out of my manuscript, which he 
outght not to have done. He tells me he hears there's a pamphlet on the same subject 
lately come out at Trenton, which he supposes to be mine, and proposes to have his and 
that stitched together; which is odd enough, as he knows how careful I was of having the 
author suspected. I regret he saw it, concluding I might near as well have put my name to 
it.**̂  

This letter reveals the contact Benezet had both with Cooper and his writings as well as the 

anxiety this caused Cooper. 

' " In the Charles Evans' Early American Imprints, all of Cooper's works were attributed to Anthony Benezet until 
the twentieth century. Also, on the original Mite Cast into the Treasury held at the New Yoric Public Library, both 
Anthony Benezet's and Benjamin Rush's names are written as possible authors on the cover page of the manuscript 

"^ Cadbuiy, "Quaker Bibliographic Notes," 46. 

"^ Allinsoa "Notices of David Cooper," vol 15, no 47. 

27 



Although Cooper chose to keep his identity a secret in terms of his written works, he 

joined with many other Quakers in the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting to publicly fight slavery 

after the abolition of slavery within the Society of Friends in 1776. Starting in 1783, the 

Philadelphia Yearly Meeting set out on a national campaign for the abolition of African slavery 

in the United States. On October 4,1783, 535 Quakers signed a petition to Congress in which 

they solicited Congress to "discourage and prevent so obvious an Evil [renewal of the slave 

trade], in such a manner as under the influence of Divine Wisdom."**^ Cooper was one of 

fourteen Friends to deliver this address to Congress, an experience he recounted in his diary: 

We proceeded to Princeton on the 7* of 10* month, and the President was waited upon, 
and informed of our desire to deliver it ourselves. He made a difficuhy about admitting 
us, observing that it was an indulgence which, though often asked, had never been 
granted; he would, however, propose it to Congress and give us an answer. After their 
adjoumment he let us know it was agreed to receive us the next day, at a specified hour; 
at which time we were admitted with our hats on, and were asked if we preferred that one 
of our number should read it, or that it should be done by their Secretary. They were 
answered that the former was our choice if they had no objection, to which the President 
politely answered: 'None at all.' James Pemberton then read it, after which we withdrew. 
Some of the committee had opportunity of much conversation with divers of the 
members, - dining, on invitation, with a number of them; and we were treated through the 
whole with civility and respect.**' 

This petition was referred to a committee who reported back to Congress on January 7, 1784. 

The next day, the Congress resolved that "Congress consider this address from so respectable a 

part of the people called Quakers as a testimony of their sincere concern for the essential good of 

their country the rights of mankind, and of their respect for those with whom the powers of 

govemment are entmsted;" however, the question was "taken and lost." 

"^ 1783 Quaker Anti-Slavery Petition, United States, Continental Congress, Miscellaneous Papers of the 
Continental Congress, 1774-1789 (Washington, D.C.: National Archives, 1962). 

"* The president Cooper is referring to is actually the President of Congress as there was no United States President 
at this time. Allinson, "Notices of David Cooper," vol 15 no 47. 

"* It is interesting that the words "essential good of their coimtiy" were omitted from Congressional record. Most 
likely this has to do with the hostility towards Quakers for not bearing aims in or supporting the military' aspects of 
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The Quakers persisted in their efforts in 1785 by writing to the President of Congress, 

Richard Henry Lee, referring back to their unanswered petition of 1783. They sent another 

petition; however, this one was also ignored.**^ By 1786, the Yearly Meeting was sending 

companies of Quakers to New York when Congress was not in session to visit "a number of their 

members, and other persons of eminence, much to our satisfaction, most of them appearing 

zealously earnest in the cause with it."**̂  A few years later Cooper recounted delivering an 

address to President George Washington.**' 

Cooper's efforts were aimed not only at the national govemment but at the New Jersey 

govemment as well. Cooper and seven other Friends went to present an address on behalf of 

slaves to the New Jersey Legislature at Princeton. Cooper said, "We attended at Princeton, and 

were favorably received and admitted into the House, where we delivered our address. A large 

committee (one from each county,) being appointed, we sat with them, and showed them a law 

which I had drawn up and brought with me from home. This was read, and, without the least 

aheration, appeared to meet their cordial approval."*^" Unfortunately, their efforts did not 

produce the effect Cooper desired when the bill went to the New Jersey House of 

Representatives, as "it was pulled to pieces and the most essential parts left out; in which form it 

was passed."*^* Despite these setbacks. Cooper remained hopeful that gradualist measures for 

abolition would come to fruition during his lifetime. 

the Revolution. Journals of the Continental Congress, 1774-1789, ed. Worthington C. Ford et al. (Washington, DC, 
1904-37): 26: 13-14. 

"'Ibid.. 28:19. 

"* Allinson, "Notices of David Cooper," vol 16 no 3. 

'"lbid.,voll6nol2. 

'20 Ibid.," vol 16, no 9. 

•2' Ibid. 
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Cooper's definition of abolition deserves examination in light of his work to bring it 

about. Whereas many individuals in contemporary society view abolition as the complete 

abolishment of slavery. Cooper's view, like that of most others during his time, was not so 

absolute. Upon close reading of Cooper's pamphlets and those of others during the late 

eighteenth century, one can find that the concept of abolition was closely related to that of 

indentured servanthood. An indentured servant in the American colonies served for a period of 

time, often around 7 years, and during that time they were at the complete mercy of their master. 

They were like slaves in that they could not marry, buy or sell property, or leave the grounds 

without their master's permission. Their situation differed from slavery, however, in that their 

bondage was not based on race, and they regained their freedom after a designated amount of 

1 '7'7 

time. Similarly, apprentices would serve a master for a period of time until they had reached 

the age when they could practice their trade on their own. Cooper undoubtedly supported this 

type of individual servitude and even equated it with his ideas on gradual emancipation. 

In terms of slavery. Cooper and many others based the designated amount of time for 

slaves to serve on "proper age". In A Mite cast into the Treasury, Cooper says "every individual 

of the human species by the law of nature comes into the world equally intitled to freedom at a 

proper age."* '̂ He later specified this age to be eighteen for women and twenty-one for men. 

Also, when discussing a female slave in the same pamphlet. Cooper explained ".. .till she came 

to the age of a woman, at which time she was pronounced free by the law of nature.. .and 

precepts of Christ;"* '̂* therefore, in Cooper's eyes, everyone was a dependent before reaching a 

certain age. This most likely encompassed all of humanity, including blacks. As he saw it, one 

' ^ Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution, 53. 

' ^ Cooper, A Mite cast into the Treasury, 11. 

"" Ibid., 15. 
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would not set a slave child free before they had come to the age where they could take care of 

themselves. This principle is illustrated in Cooper's diary where he stated, "Out of doors I had 

no one to look after my affairs but a negroe boy (10 years of age,) and a Dutch servant, just 

arrived, who could speak or understand very little English."* '̂ From this, it is clear Cooper 

accepted the practice of servanthood within his ovm home. It is unknown, however, whether the 

negro boy was a slave or whether Cooper was looking after him. Even more interesting is a bill 

of sale found among Cooper's papers. It reads as follows: 

This Indenture witnesseth, that David Cooper of [Deptford] in Gloucester county and 
Samuel Allinson of the city and county of Burlington in New Jersey Yeomen as well for 
an din consideration of the Covenant hereafter mentioned on the part of Peter Worrall of 
the chy and county of Burlington aforesaid gentleman to be performed, as the sum of 
fifteen pounds proclamation money by the said Peter Worrall to the said David and 
Samuel paid, the receipt whereof they do hereby acknowledge. Have bound and laced, 
and by these presents Do find and place a certain negro girl named Esther as a servant to 
and with the said Peter Worrall and Susannah his wife their executors and [assigns] from 
the day of the date hereof for an during the fiill term of five years and six months thence 
ensuing; to serve them honestly and faithfully during the said term. And the said Peter 
Worrall covenants and agrees to and with the said David Cooper and Samuel Allinson, 
that he the said Peter Worrall and Susannah his wife then" executors and assigns shall and 
will during the said term, learn the said Esther to read intelligibly, and find provide for 
and allow her sufficient meal drink apparel washing and lodging; and teach her the 
business of housewifery; and at the expiration of the said term shall and will give the said 
Esther one good new suit of apparel throughout, fitting for such a servant, besides her 
common wearing clothes - In witness whereof the parties have interchangeably set their 
hand and seals dated the thirty first day of the sixth month in the year of our Lord one 
thousand seven hundred and seventy four. 

In the case of Esther, she was most likely younger than the "proper age" for freedom, so 

Cooper and Allinson sold her to a Quaker family who they feh would treat her well until she 

reached the proper age. It is unclear whether Esther was thought of as a slave, but she most 

likely was considered equal to an indentured servant. It is reasonable to assume, therefore, that a 

' " Allinson, "Notices of David Cooper," vol 15, no 31. 

126 «jjj|s Indenture witnesseth...," 1774, David Cooper Letters, AUinson Collection, The Quaker CollectiMi, 
Haverford College. 
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close reading of Cooper's writings in concert with his practices in his own life put him in the 

category of those who saw servitude (whether bound or paid) as honorable, while on the issue of 

emancipation, he was a gradualist. *̂^ 

Cooper was not the only Quaker abolitionist with a gradualist view of emancipation. 

Anthony Benezet discussed abolition in several of his pamphlets and many times quoted Quakers 

from many years before him. In speaking of gradual abolition, Benezet recommended the setting 

free of slaves at the age of twenty-one.*^* Benezet also quoted one of the earliest Quaker 

abolitionists, George Fox, as saying "I desired also, that they would cause their overseers to deal 

mildly and gently with their Negroes, and not to use cmelty towards them, as the manner of 

some had been, and that after certain years of servitude they should make them free."*^' 

Benezet, like Cooper, looked at slavery as an evil; however, he also understood and respected the 

relationship between dependents and masters, placing the slavery of children and young adults 

whhin that category. 

Despite their gradualist stance on abolition. Cooper and Benezet were far ahead of many 

of their contemporaries in their fight against slavery. Even their fellow Quakers did not possess 

much concern for the welfare of blacks, slave or free, as Cooper illustrated: 

In the 4* mo., 1774,1 went with my son-in-law Samuel Allinson, to Shrewsbury, to 
redeem a family of negroes with money, to the amount of about £500.. .After this, the 
woman and a son not two years old went to York, where, both being taken Avith smallpox, 
she died, and the child, through neglect, lost the use of one arm and leg. We soon found 
the committee did not intend to concern themselves in the affair, we therefore had him 
brought to Burlington, and thence to my house.. .In the spring of 1781, he was taken to 
the hospital in Philadelphia, but there appears to prospect of help therefrom. Much 

'2' New Jersey eventually passed a gradual emancipation act in 1804. Graham Russell Hodges, Slavery and 
Freedom in the Rural North: African Americans in Monmouth County, New Jersey, 1665-1865 (Madisoa Madison 
House, 1997), 129. 

*̂ * Anonymous, Brief Considerations on Slavery, and the Expediency of its Abolition (Burlingtoa Isaac Collins, 
1773), 12. 

' ^ Benezet, .4 Caution and Warning, 30. 
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trouble we have had with this family, and are likely to have much more; but as our 
motive was charitable and purely disinterested, I believe it must meet the approbation of 
Heaven.*^" 

Most Quakers, Cooper most likely included, believed that blacks were only equal with whites 

before God and not before men. Up until the 1790s, Quakers refused to accept black members to 

their meetings and instead forced them to form their own separate meetings.*'* Aside from their 

internal contradictions, though, the Quakers proved to be a driving force for the end of the slave 

trade. Their ideas for gradual emancipation led the way for abolition programs in many of the 

northern states, including Pennsylvania. Pennsylvania's system of gradual emancipation, 

enacted in 1780, made it the first state to end slavery by legislative act.*'̂  

This leaves the final question that if Cooper was such a prominent member of the 

abolitionist movement, then why have we not heard of him? The reasons are as simple as they 

are critical to this study. First, Cooper's efforts towards the abolition of slavery in the United 

States, although significant, were not always effective. Cooper was very optimistic about the 

bills he presented to Congress and talked at length about them in his diary. However, the 

Joumals of the Continental Congress do not talk at length about Cooper or the Quakers at all. 

The Continental Congress has very little record of the Quakers' attendance at their meetings, and 

in many cases the subject of the Quakers' visit is not mentioned. Second, Coojjer chose to 

remain anonymous when publishing his three pamphlets, leading to their later attribution to other 

writers of the time. It was not until the 20**" century that Cooper received credit for writing the 

pamphlets. Other than his diary. Cooper's name is not found in many historical documents. 

Finally, historians have ignored Cooper because he was relatively ordinary. He was not a 

"° Allinsoa "Notices of David Cooper," vol 15, no 37. 

" ' Soderlund, Quakers & Slavery, 177. 

"2 Smith, "Runaway Slaves in the Mid-Atlantic Region during the Revolutionaiy Era," 207-208. 
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famous patriot or abolitionist, and he played only a modest role in poHtical affairs. He was 

simply a man with a religious conviction. Some historians have used Cooper's words in 

discussions of Quakerism; however, very few have attempted to place them with the abolitionist 

movement of the 18* century, as it is easier to look at individuals like Anthony Benezet and 

Benjamin Rush who were more well-known as writers and abolitionists. 

But perhaps it is because of his "ordinariness" that David Cooper deserves further study. 

He stands as a symbol or personification of the effect of extraordinary times on such ordinary 

men. Most of the individuals involved in the Revolution were not political leaders, radical 

patriots, or educated professionals; they were average individuals. Cooper was a common man 

as well. He was a farmer with only the basic education of the some-time grammar school 

attendee and the eamest Bible reading Quaker. He was a father, a husband, and a devout 

member of a conservative faith. That faith set him apart from many in his community, but it 

made him a part of a community of believers who were stmggling with their own relationship to 

the larger society. As a Quaker in the eighteenth century mral New Jersey, David Cooper lived a 

relatively ordinary life before, during, and after the war. Yet, while he had no reason to stand 

out, he did. Cooper accomplished extraordinary things during his lifetime, despite his 

ordinariness. By publishing anonymous works and playing an active role in Quaker 

Congressional pleas. Cooper helped to further a very significant movement in light of the 

American Revolution. 

Cooper also adds another dimension to studies on the transformative power of the 

Revolution. Many historians use individuals like George Robert Twelves Hewes to demonstrate 

the Revolution's effect on the average man. *'' However, while Hewes underwent tremendous 

changes during the Revolution, he was also younger and in his formative years. He might well 

'33 For more information on George Robert Twelves Hewes, please refer to footnote 9. 

34 



have experienced many of these changes without the war. Cooper was in his late 40s when the 

Revolution started and (one might assume) settled in his political and religious views. He also 

had more demands on his time and energy as well as more to lose. Although considered a 

reformer within the Society of Friends because of his work within the abolitionist movement. 

Cooper could be considered highly conservative in comparison with much of the population of 

the American colonies. The impact of the Revolution on his personal convictions, therefore, was 

significant because h demonstrates how tmly powerful the rhetoric of the Revolution was on the 

lives of ordinary people. Finally, while Cooper was no less committed to the Revolution that his 

neighbors who were willing to take up arms. He fought a war of words not only against the 

British Empire but against his slave holding fellow Americans. 

David Cooper was a man of many worlds, but first he was a Quaker, which colored his 

beliefs and his reforming impulse. He lived the life of a devout Quaker but took his faith beyond 

that of even many of the Friends on the matter of human enslavement. This faith functioned 

within a very specific and historical moment. Cooper was a mature man with responsibilities 

when his world was torn by revolution. His pacifism forbade his taking up arms against the 

crown, but he was not immune to the general cries for liberty. He too believed in these ideals 

and saw them as extending beyond the circle of him and his fiiends and to those enslaved around 

them. He molded these ideas into arguments that paralleled those used by the pamphleteers of 

the poHtical Revolution. He published his thoughts and personally brought them to the attention 

of Congress in hopes of extending even their notions of liberty. 

Although he did much to seek social justice. Cooper was a product of his time. It was the 

collision of his worlds of Quakerism, Revolution, and abolition that molded Cooper into an 

extraordinary, yet still ordinary, individual. Cooper once wrote, "Therefore the little I do ought 
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to be considered as the widow's mite - equal to the great gifts of the rich - ."'^ David Cooper 

did not live to see slavery abolished within the United States, but he didn't feel his efforts were 

insignificant or in vain. The rhetoric and actions of his society in Revolution acted as a catalyst 

for this obscure New Jersey farmer. They encouraged him to speak and act in defense of a 

broader meaning for the American Revolution that would extend that liberty to all people. In the 

end, however, he understood that it was the effort and not the resuh that tiiily mattered: 

As to my situation in life, h comes so near my humble wishes, that I think myself more 
happy in this obscure sphere than most of my fellow men who are making a noise in the 
world; who sacrifice all tme happiness in pursuit of the bubble, honour - a happiness that 
depends on the breath of variable mortals, who this day cry up, and tomorrow as much 
down: - What wise man can bestow a single wish for a pleasure so transcient? No desire 
can be too ardent, or pains too great to deserve it, provided the applause in our own 
bosoms is what we principally regard and covet; that is, do good for the pleasure we 
receive in doing it: this gives 
"The souls calm sunshine and the heartfeh joy, 
"That nothing earthly gives, or can destroy, 
"Tis virtue's prize.-"*" 

David Cooper was so "humble" and "obscure" that his very efforts were long credited to the 

more well-known advocates of abolition, Anthony Benezet and Benjamin Rush, an assignment 

that hides not only the efforts of this one man but the actions of men like him who were 

transformed by their faith and the dramatic times in which they lived. The Revolution was a 

moment when men like the ordinary Quaker fanner David Cooper found themselves 

"transformed" as completely as their society into something extraordinary. 

'** David Cooper to Samuel Allinson, February 10,1771. 

>3* Ibid 
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