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Introduction

Asa Bharathi Larsson & Sam Holmqvist

During the late 20th century, while renovating a building in
Karlshamn, Sweden, a tapestry dating from the early 19th cen-
tury was discovered. As was typical for the period, the inhabi-
tants of the house had adorned the walls with painted decora-
tions and cut-out images. Initially visible only as a vague blur,
through meticulous restoration the image was revealed to be a
Swedish rendition of the famous anti-slavery medallion
designed by Josiah Wedgwood. Wedgwood’s design was based
on a seal commissioned by the Committee for the Abolition of
the Slave Trade in 1787. It depicts a kneeling Black man in
chains, accompanied by the question ‘Am I not a man and a
brother?™ The motif and its corresponding slogan were widely
reproduced in prints, textiles, and ceramics throughout the late
18th and 19th centuries. The Swedish version of the image
similarly portrays a kneeling man in chains, and a Swedish
translation of the slogan.

The image is small, framed by painted borders to give the
illusion of a painting, and the tapestry was integrated into the
overall design of the room. While the residents of the house,
who were engaged in maritime work, had connections in Great
Britain and would have been aware of ongoing abolitionist
debates, the Swedish translation of the slogan suggests that the
image also circulated within Sweden.? It seems to have been
derived from a pamphlet and could possibly have been part of

! Marcus Wood, Blind Memory: Representations of Slavery in England and America
1780-1865 (Manchester University Press, 2000), 22.

2 Ivar Wenster, ‘Karlshamn och slavhandeln genom ett mirkligt tapetfynd’, Carls-
hamniana 27 (2012): 173-76.
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the work of abolitionist organisations or groups involved in the
distribution of religious literature. It was evidently created, and
likely disseminated for a Swedish audience.

Nevertheless, the exact origins of the image remain specu-
lative; an uncertainty that highlights the lack of knowledge on
the circulation of abolitionist ideas in the Nordic region. While
abolitionist arguments and reports on political debates from,
e.g., Great Britain circulated within the Nordic region through
daily newspapers, we still have limited knowledge about the
specific channels through which these ideas spread, the indi-
viduals or groups involved, and the extent of their reach. In
some instances, abolitionist ideas may have circulated widely,
while in others, they may have remained confined to local
networks. The tapestry in Karlshamn represents a visible yet
largely unexplored example of abolitionist practices in the
Nordic context.

As a symbol of anti-slavery propaganda, the Wedgwood
medallion also reflects a contradictory history. The medallion
has long been regarded as an exemplary piece of anti-slavery
propaganda, and its slogan a unifying motto for white aboli-
tionists in the 19th century.’ This narrative has often been the
dominant framework through which abolitionism is under-
stood; as a movement led by white abolitionists ‘liberating’
enslaved Black people. However, the imagery underlying the
medallion reflects a more complex and contradictory 19th
century perspective: it advocates for equality while depicting
the enslaved man as subordinate, shackled, and passive. In
doing so, it reinforces and perpetuates racial stereotypes. This
is an ambiguity often observable in the Nordic context, some-
thing this volume seeks to address.

%%

3 Wood, 2000, 22.



INTRODUCTION

The term ‘abolition’ first emerged in the 16th century, but its
widespread usage in the anti-slavery discourse of both the
United States and Britain began in earnest around 1791.* While
an ‘abolitionist’ is commonly defined as ‘a person who advo-
cates the abolition of the slave trade and the emancipation of
African slaves’,’ this does not necessarily entail a belief in the
equality between enslaved people and white individuals.
Rather, abolition must be understood within a historical con-
text in which racial ideologies played a dominant role in
shaping societal perceptions of human value. In The Slave’s
Cause: A History of Abolition (2016), historian Manisha Sinha
offers a broader and more inclusive definition of abolition than
has traditionally been recognised.® She emphasises the diverse
range of abolitionist practices, spanning from the resistance of
the enslaved persons on slave ships to the legislative efforts of
19th century white abolitionists. Abolitionism, as a movement,
should not be viewed as a monolithic entity with a fixed set of
ideas and agendas. Rather, it should be understood as a hete-
rogeneous movement, encompassing a variety of ideas, goals,
and political positions.

Many of the abolitionist practices represented in this vol-
ume would be difficult to frame as ‘anti-racist’ by contem-
porary standards. In fact, many strands of abolitionist move-
ments built upon racialised hierarchies of human value - i.e.,
similar to those that were used to justify the atrocities of the
transatlantic slave trade. It is therefore crucial to examine
abolitionism from multiple perspectives, and this volume is an
attempt to begin a conversation on the specificities of aboli-
tionism within a Nordic context. The articles within this col-

* Seymour Drescher, Abolition: A History of Slavery and Antislavery (Cambridge
University Press, 2009), 132.

> Oxford English Dictionary, ‘Abolition, n.” (Oxford University Press, December
2024), Oxford English Dictionary, https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/7241631470.

¢ Manisha Sinha, The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition (Yale University Press,
2016), 5.


https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/7241631470

ABOLITION AND THE NORDIC

lection approach abolitionism from a variety of perspectives,
and as editors, we believe these variations are essential for
initiating a dialogue on the nature and scope of Nordic aboli-
tionist practices.

By invoking the term ‘abolitionism,” this volume seeks to
highlight various forms of resistance that align with Sinha’s
broader definition, and which we argue provides a fruitful lens
for understanding the Nordic context. Abolitionism is often
associated with legal reforms, such as laws and petitions.
However, by framing abolitionist practices as a starting point,
we can explore its different forms across a variety of areas.” Just
as the impact of colonialism cannot be understood as only an
economic and political system, so must the transatlantic slave
trade and its abolition be understood within cultural frame-
works. As several articles in this volume demonstrate, discus-
sions of abolitionism are often embedded in the details, the
minutiae of larger works, that have historically been over-
looked. The volume thus adds to research such as the special
issue Journal of Art History: The Art of Nordic Colonialism
(2023), where art historians examine how visual representa-
tions of colonialism were used to justify and perpetuate Nordic
imperial ventures; exploring how art and material culture in
the Nordic countries were employed to create and reinforce
colonial narratives.®

The nations represented in this volume possess distinct and
multifaceted histories of colonialism and participation in the
transatlantic slave trade, and their paths toward abolition were
shaped by both internal and external pressures, in line with
broader European developments but also distinct in their local
contexts. Though on a smaller scale compared to the major

7 Sinha, 9-33.

8 Mathias Danbolt and Bart Pushaw, eds., “The Art of Nordic Colonialism: Special
Issue’, Journal of Art History 92, no. 2 (2023): 67-83, https://doi.org/10.1080/
00233609.2023.2213677. See also, e.g., Asa Bharathi Larsson, Colonizing Fever: Race
and Media Cultures in Late Nineteenth-Century Sweden (Mediehistoriskt arkiv,
2016).
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European colonial powers, Nordic nations established colonies
and trading outposts in the Americas, Africa, Asia and the
Arctic. Denmark was the most significant Scandinavian parti-
cipant in the transatlantic slave trade, with the Danish West
India Company overseeing Denmark’s colonial ventures in the
Caribbean, particularly in the Danish West Indies (modern-
day U.S. Virgin Islands). Denmark was also the first Scandi-
navian nation to take significant legal action against slavery,
passing a law to end transatlantic slave trade in 1792 and
enforcing it in 1803. Despite this relatively early legal gesture,
slavery was not fully abolished in Denmark’s Caribbean
colonies until 1848.> This process is largely mirrored in the
Swedish case, where the slave trade was banned on several
occasions while still being withheld in the colony Saint
Barthélemy, and the emancipation of persons subjected to
slavery was not finalised until 1847.%°

Of particular significance within the Nordic region is the
fact that the borders of Nordic countries have undergone signi-
ficant transformations throughout the modern era. For exam-
ple, Norway’s role stemmed from its political union with
Denmark until 1814 (followed by a union with Sweden until
1905), and Norwegian merchants were involved in the Danish
colonial economy. In Eastern Scandinavia, Finland has his-

® This chapter does not aim to give a complete overview of previous research, but on
Danish colonial history and the abolition of slavery, see, e.g., Lars Jensen, Postcolonial
Denmark: Nation Narration in a Crisis Ridden Europe (Routledge Taylor & Francis
Group, 2018); Erik Gebel, The Danish Slave Trade and Its Abolition (Brill, 2016); Frits
Andersen and Jakob Ladegaard, Kampen om de danske slaver: Aktuelle perspektiver
pa kolonihistorien (Aarhus Universitetsforlag, 2017).

190n Swedish involvement in transatlantic slave trade, see, e.g., Victor Wilson, Corm-
merce in Disguise: War and Trade in the Caribbean Free Port of Gustavia, 1793-1815
(Abo Akademi University Press, 2015); Holger Weiss, Slavhandel och slaveri under
svensk flagg: Koloniala drommar och verklighet i Afrika och Karibien 1770-1847
(Atlantis, 2016); Ale Palsson, Our Side of the Water: Political Culture in the Swedish
Colony of St Barthélemy 1800-1825 (Department of History, Stockholm University,
2016); Fredrik Thomasson, ‘Tryckort Gustavia — nya svenska karibiska tidningar och
slaveri 1804-1828’, Biblis, no. 81 (2018): 3-25; Fredrik Thomasson, Svarta S:t
Barthélemy: Mdnniskodden i en svensk koloni 1785-1847 (Natur & Kultur, 2022).

11
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torically been under the imperial control of Sweden as well as
Russia, not gaining independence until 1917. Recent research
on Finnish colonial entanglements have however explored
Finnish complicity in broader imperial and colonial systems,
particularly in its involvement in the exploitation of Arctic
indigenous peoples and its role in European colonial trade
networks." Not only Finland and Norway but also Iceland has,
at various junctures, been integrated into other political enti-
ties, a process that continues to affect territories such as Green-
land and the Faroe Islands. Furthermore, to this day, Sapmi —
the ancestral homeland of the Simi people - remains frag-
mented by the national borders of Finland, Norway, and
Sweden.

Colonial history remains an important part of the Nordic
legacy that has long been ignored. These legacies become more
striking in times of growing neo fascism and extreme right
politics, causing many to be more acutely aware of the
importance of reckoning with histories of racism. During the
last decades, this research field has grown considerably. One of
the foundational works in this revaluation was Complying with
Colonialism (2009), which examines how Nordic societies were
complicit in the global colonial system.”? This study argues
that, despite the often-asserted moral superiority of Scandi-
navian nations, they were deeply entangled in colonial exploit-
tation, benefiting economically from the subjugation of
enslaved populations and indigenous peoples. This conclusion
has since been confirmed by other notable research examining,

' E.g. Raita Merivirta, Leila Koivunen, and Timo Sirkks, eds., Finnish Colonial
Encounters: From Anti-Imperialism to Cultural Colonialism and Complicity,
Cambridge Imperial and Post-Colonial Studies (Springer International Publishing,
2021), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-80610-1; Suvi Keskinen, ‘Intra-Nordic
Differences, Colonial/Racial Histories and National Narratives: Rewriting Finnish
History’, Scandinavian Studies 91, no. 1-2 (2019): 163-81, https://doi.org/10.
5406/scanstud.91.1-2.0163.

12 Suvi Keskinen et al., Complying with Colonialism: Gender, Race and Ethnicity in
the Nordic Region (Ashgate, 2009).

12
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e.g., colonialism’s role in the rise of Nordic modernity and
national self-conceptions, as well as the contribution to global
shifts in political and economic power through its so-called
‘soft’ nature, characterised by mercantile ventures rather than
territorial conquest.”

Colonial projects can be understood as processes of nation-
building, and the concept Nordic exceptionalism has proven
instrumental in understanding abolitionist practices in the
Nordic context. This concept describes a self-image charac-
terized by the notion that the Nordic nations, owing to their
geographical distance from the epicentres of European colo-
nialism and their perceived moral purity, were largely insu-
lated from the racial hierarchies and colonial structures that
defined much of European imperial history."* Several contri-
butions in this volume engage with this concept, deconstruct-
ing the idea that Nordic countries were somehow detached
from racialised systems of colonial exploitation. While Nordic
nations have long projected themselves as morally superior

13 Magdalena Naum and Jonas M. Nordin, Scandinavian Colonialism and the Rise of
Modernity: Small Time Agents in a Global Arena (Springer, 2013); Johan Hoglund
and Linda Andersson Burnett, ‘Nordic Colonialisms: Special Issue’, Scandinavian
Studies 91, no. 1-2 (2019); John Hennessey and Janne Lahti, eds., ‘Nordics in Motion:
Transimperial Mobilities and Global Experiences of Nordic Colonialism’, The
Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 51, no. 3 (2023): 409-20,
https://doi.org/10.1080/03086534.2023.2205699; Holger Weiss, ed., Ports of Globali-
sation, Places of Creolisation: Nordic Possessions in the Atlantic World during the Era
of the Slave Trade (Brill, 2015); Holger Weiss, ‘The Cultural Heritage of Slavery in the
Nordic Countries’, in Cultural Heritage and Slavery, ed. Stephan Conermann et al.
(De Gruyter, 2024). For a more substantial overview of Nordic colonialism, see, e.g.,
Hoglund and Burnett’s introduction in ‘Nordic Colonialisms’.

14 Kristin Loftsdéttir and Lars Jensen, eds., Whiteness and Postcolonialism in the
Nordic Region: Exceptionalism, Migrant Others and National Identities (Ashgate,
2012); Keskinen, Complying with Colonialism; Catrin Lundstrdom and Tobias
Hiibinette, Vit melankoli: En analys av en nation i kris (Makadam, 2020); Tobias
Hiibinette and Catrin Lundstrom, ‘Three Phases of Hegemonic Whiteness: Under-
standing Racial Temporalities in Sweden’, Social Identities 20, no. 6 (2014): 423-37,
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504630.2015.1004827; Erika Alm et al, eds. Pluralistic
Struggles in Gender, Sexuality and Coloniality: Challenging Swedish Exceptionalism
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2021).
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and anti-racist, the articles in this volume collectively reveal
that these countries were, in fact, complicit in the broader
colonial and racial systems of the time. In its entirety, this
anthology argues against a recurring tendency to downplay or
obscure the Nordic involvement in the transatlantic slave
trade, relegating the issue of slavery to a distant past, despite its
foundational role in shaping the region’s economic, social, and
cultural development.

%%

The volume brings together researchers within a range of
disciplines and from different countries, e.g. Denmark, Fin-
land, Iceland, Sweden, and the U.S. The contributions draw on
a variety of empirical material, from newspaper clippings, offi-
cial documents, songs, illustrations, and novels, spanning from
the late 18th century to the early 20th century.

Some, such as Victor Wilson’s ‘Abolitionism and the
Swedish slave trade after Gustav III: The case for institutional
over ideological conflicts’ delves into the historical circum-
stances of abolitionism, offering an analysis of how the
Swedish slave trade was contested and (eventually) abolished.
While earlier research has often framed Swedish policies on the
slave trade through the lens of British debates, interpreting
Swedish discussions as primarily driven by foreign policy
concerns or as an attempt to shield Crown Prince Gustav IV
Adolf from abolitionist criticism, Wilson provides a more
complex perspective. He reexamines the political climate and
policy shifts in Sweden following the assassination of King
Gustav III, framing them within the context of the Reuterholm
regime and the dismantling of Gustav III’s colonial ambitions.
Additionally, Wilson analyses the circumstances surrounding
several Swedish slave trade expeditions, revealing a more
nuanced understanding of Swedish policy - one shaped by
both pragmatic and ideological considerations.

14
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Several of the other contributions engage instead with cul-
tural material. For example, Troy Wellington Smith’s article
examines Danish Hans Christian Andersen’s 1840 drama
Mulatten, set in pre-abolitionist Martinique. Despite Ander-
sen’s fame for fantastical fairy tales, Mulatten tackles the timely
and complex issue of slavery, shedding light on Denmark’s
historical involvement in the transatlantic slave trade. While
the play is positioned as a potential key text in postcolonial
studies due to its connection to Danish colonialism, Smith
argues that it does not adhere to the tenets of abolitionist dis-
course. While the play features a cruel slaveowner, it also pre-
sents a seemingly benevolent master who has no intention of
emancipating his slaves. The play’s portrayal of enslavement is
ambivalent, suggesting that slavery can oscillate between bru-
tality and benevolence, depending on the nature of the master.
Smith raises the possibility that this ethical ambiguity may
have been a reflection of Andersen's own colonial entangle-
ments. Influenced by the Copenhagen bourgeoisie who had
financial stakes in West Indian sugar production, Andersen
would likely have been reluctant to challenge the status quo or
engage in direct political conflict.

Sam Holmqvist’s article also engages fiction to better
understand mainstream abolitionist argumentation, demon-
strating how Swedish Emilie Flygare-Carlén’s novel Jungfru-
tornet (1848) uses the transatlantic slave trade as a symbol of
immorality. While the novel explicitly advocates for the recog-
nition of human equality, it simultaneously reflects the racial
hierarchies typical of the Nordic context of the time, in which
whiteness was equated with civilisation. Although the novel is
distinctive for its depiction of a Swedish slave ship, it pays little
attention to the specifics of this depiction. The ship remains a
peripheral symbol of evil, its significance downplayed and
quickly shunted to the background. In this way, the novel
embodies the concept of Nordic exceptionalism, and reduces

15
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Swedish citizens” involvement in the transatlantic slave trade
to little more than an arbitrary historical connection.

One of the central questions in the study of transatlantic
slavery in the Nordic region is how, and to what extent, the
general public in Nordic countries was exposed to debates sur-
rounding slavery and the slave trade. In the present anthology,
this question is explored, for example, in Marika Kivinen’s
article, which discusses the 20th century legacies of U.S. slavery
within a Finnish context by examining the reception of a series
of performances by African American classical singer Marian
Anderson in Finland during the early 1930s. While the Finnish
press expressed considerable interest in Anderson’s perfor-
mances, this curiosity was often infused with a sense of exo-
ticism. Despite Anderson’s deeply emotional renditions, the
reviews tended to focus more on her beauty and less on the
profound historical realities of slavery. As Kivinen’s study
reveals, notions of blackness and African Americanness in
early 1930s Finland were intricately bound up with stereotypes
of slavery, shaping the public’s perception of Anderson and her
music.

While this anthology is ostensibly focused on the trans-
atlantic slave trade, it is not an exploration of the experiences
of those subjected to slavery. Rather, it is a critical examination
of how societies and individuals who were not direct victims of
slavery - specifically white people and white-majority nations
- engage with and conceptualise the history of the transatlantic
slave trade. In predominantly white societies, the ways in
which these groups engage with, interpret, and consume dis-
courses surrounding slavery are of profound significance.
However, it is crucial to acknowledge that, in many respects,
contemporary engagements with slavery remain distant from
the lived realities of enslavement, and even further removed
from the voices of those who experienced it directly. This is
reflected in the composition of the contributing scholars in this
volume, who are predominantly of European descent. This

16
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demographic imbalance underscores a broader tendency
within academic discourse on slavery and abolitionism, where-
in whiteness continues to occupy a dominant, often unques-
tioned, position. It may also be noted that both agents, authors,
and characters of the early source materials of this volume are
overwhelmingly white. It is only in the contributions investi-
gating more recent material, as is the case with Kivinen, that
individuals of African descent — whose identities are inextri-
cably linked to the legacies of transatlantic slavery - begin to
emerge in the discourse. This is also true of Solveig Sigurdar-
déttir’s examination of two 1926 texts by Langston Hughes: the
essay ‘The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain’ and the short
story ‘The Young Glory of Him’. By bringing together these
works, she explores the representations of the ‘Nordic’ in
Hughes’s writing, illustrating how Hughes’s engagement with
Nordic imagery can serve as a framework for analysing struc-
tural colonialism. By discussing symbolic repetitions of motifs
such as ‘Nordic” hair, Sigurdardottir highlights how these sym-
bols are echoed across Hughes’ short story and essay, blending
fiction, fact, and reflection. As she demonstrates, Hughes
employs both symbolic imagery and geographical references to
shed light on the profound influence of Nordic ideals on U.S.
culture - particularly in shaping racial discourse and hier-
archies within the context of the racial mountain, a metaphor
for the enduring legacy of transatlantic slavery.

Like Kivinen and Sigurdardéttir, Asa Bharathi Larsson
delves into the complex relations between the Nordic region
and the U.S. Her article examines the parallel publication
histories of the anti-slavery novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin: Life
Among the Lowly (1852) by Harriet Beecher Stowe in Sweden
and United States, emphasising that while the Swedish context
was on a smaller scale, the adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in
the 1850s was notably rapid. It underscores a transnational
flow of editions, theatrical performances, music scores, and
both pro- and anti-Tom literature, all of which were promi-

17
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nently featured in Swedish newspapers. Additionally, Bharathi
Larsson explores the transnational circulation of anti-slavery
imagery, focusing on the visual representations of African
Americans. The Swedish artist Jenny Nystrom, a key figure in
this context, reinterpreted racial imagery in both individu-
alised and stereotypical manners, drawing influence from a
range of artists, including Hammat Billings, George Cruik-
shank, and E.W. Kemble. The article argues for a more nu-
anced understanding of the global dissemination of racialised
imagery and its role in shaping perceptions of race, anti-slavery
sentiments and race relations at the close of the 18th century.

%%

The scope of this volume is intentionally broad, in terms of
source materials and subject matter as well as starting points
and scope. This is also reflected in terminology, and each
author has chosen how to use terms in a way that befits their
specific empirical sources. Terms such as enslavement, slavery,
enslaved and slave are contested, and remain the subject of
ongoing debate.!s As editors, we have taken the approach that
terms are not stable entities, and depending on historical
context, usage can vary.

This anthology seeks to understand both the local and
transnational aspects of abolitionism, considering how Nordic
countries engaged with the global movement and how abol-
itionist discourse was shaped within different national con-
texts. Historically, scholarship on abolitionism has been pri-
marily situated within an Anglo-American context. This vol-
ume seeks to broaden this scope, offering new insights into
how Nordic countries interacted with the global abolitionist

I

15 See for example the overview and discussion in James Robert Burns, “Slaves” and
“Slave Owners” or “Enslaved People” and “Enslavers™?’, Transactions of the Royal
Historical Society 2 (december 2024): 371-88, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0080

440123000282.
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movement and reconsidering their historical and contem-
porary legacies of colonialism, racism, and slavery. There is no
established field of research on abolitionism in the Nordic
countries, and this anthology is an effort to spark a conver-
sation about this lack. Specifically, we are interested in examin-
ing how abolitionist discourses and practices were articulated,
interpreted, and enacted in the Nordic countries. What social,
political, and economic factors have shaped the understanding
and responses to transatlantic slavery in this region? How have
these legacies manifested in Nordic societies, both in the past
and in contemporary debates?

The wallpaper in Karlshamn was first exposed during reno-
vations, as layers upon layers from more recent times were
gently removed. In a similar way, the legacy of the transatlantic
slave trade has gradually re-surfaced in recent years. Through
both scholarly research and the tireless efforts of activist
groups and individuals, more aspects of the colonial legacy
have emerged in contemporary culture and society. This vol-
ume represents an effort to uncover yet another layer. While
the full picture remains elusive, we can at least begin to
approach a deeper and more nuanced understanding of how
this chapter of Europe’s colonial past was perceived and under-
stood in the Nordic region.
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