
Unveiling the Hidden Struggles: Atlantic
Slavery Freedom Suits and the Legal Culture
of Travel America
The Atlantic slave trade, a dark chapter of human history, resulted in millions of
Africans being forcibly taken from their homes and sent to the Americas to work
as slaves. However, amidst the horrors of slavery, there were individuals who
fought for their freedom through legal means. These freedom suits played a
crucial role in shaping the legal culture of travel America and laid the groundwork
for movements towards emancipation.

The phenomenon of freedom suits emerged as enslaved individuals challenged
the legal basis of their enslavement. In the United States, these suits gained
prominence in the Atlantic slaveholding states where enslaved people had the
opportunity to make their case for freedom. This article delves into the fascinating
world of Atlantic slavery freedom suits and the legal culture they fostered in travel
America.

Understanding Freedom Suits

Freedom suits were lawsuits filed by individuals seeking their freedom from
bondage. Enslaved people would often base their claims on various grounds,
such as being illegally enslaved, having Indian or white ancestry, or residing in
free territories or states. These lawsuits provided enslaved individuals with a legal
avenue to challenge their enslavers and argue for their freedom.
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Through these cases, enslaved individuals not only contested their enslavement,
but they also brought attention to the inherent contradictions within a society that
claimed to uphold liberty and justice for all. Freedom suits exposed the complex
nature of Atlantic slavery, highlighting the hypocrisy of a system that proclaimed
freedom while actively denying it to millions of people.

The Legal Culture of Travel America

The legal culture of travel America was profoundly affected by the wave of
freedom suits that swept across the Atlantic slaveholding states. These suits
challenged the status quo, forcing legal scholars and practitioners to examine the
legality of slavery and its foundations. The decisions rendered in these freedom
suits had far-reaching implications not only for those involved but for the entire
legal system of the time.

Freedom suits often sparked public debates and discussions surrounding slavery
and racial inequality. They brought attention to the oppressive nature of the
institution and forced people to question the morality of enslavement. This
resulted in a growing anti-slavery sentiment throughout travel America and laid
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the groundwork for subsequent legal battles fought to dismantle the institution of
slavery.

The Impact on the Fight for Freedom

While many freedom suits were unsuccessful due to biased legal systems, some
cases resulted in emancipation. These successful suits not only freed the
individuals involved but also set legal precedents that could be cited in future
cases. Each successful freedom suit further chipped away at the legitimacy of
slavery, slowly eroding the institution's foundation.

Moreover, freedom suits played a significant role in shaping the legal culture of
travel America by highlighting the power of using the law to seek justice and
equality. These suits served as powerful tools for resistance, inspiring others to
pursue their freedom through legal means. They demonstrated that the law could
be a potent weapon against oppression and that enslaved individuals were not
mere property, but human beings deserving of rights.

Legacy and Significance

The legacy of Atlantic slavery freedom suits cannot be overstated. While the
institution of slavery persisted for many more years, these suits laid the
groundwork for future legal battles and movements against slavery. They
exposed the injustices embedded within the legal systems of travel America and
planted seeds of resistance that would later flourish into potent movements for
liberty.

The struggles of those who fought for their freedom through these lawsuits should
never be forgotten. They exemplify the resilience and determination of enslaved
individuals, who, despite being oppressed, sought to attain their freedom through
every means available to them. The legal culture fostered through freedom suits



continues to inspire and empower individuals fighting for justice and equality
today.

Atlantic slavery freedom suits were a formidable force that challenged the legal
culture of travel America. They unearthed the contradictions and hypocrisy of a
society that claimed to value freedom, while simultaneously depriving millions of
people of their liberty. These suits not only provided enslaved individuals with an
avenue for legal resistance, but they also paved the way for future movements
against slavery. The legacy of these freedom suits resonates today, reminding us
of the power of the law in the pursuit of justice and freedom.
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Part of the American Literatures Initiative Series

Neither Fugitive nor Free draws on the freedom suit as recorded in the press and
court documents to offer a critically and historically engaged understanding of the
freedom celebrated in the literary and cultural histories of transatlantic
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abolitionism. Freedom suits involved those enslaved valets, nurses, and maids
who accompanied slaveholders onto free soil. Once brought into a free
jurisdiction, these attendants became informally free, even if they were taken
back to a slave jurisdiction—at least according to abolitionists and the enslaved
themselves. In order to secure their freedom formally, slave attendants or others
on their behalf had to bring suit in a court of law.

Edlie Wong critically recuperates these cases in an effort to reexamine and
redefine the legal construction of freedom, will, and consent. This study places
such historically central anti-slavery figures as Frederick Douglass, Olaudah
Equiano, and William Lloyd Garrison alongside such lesser-known slave plaintiffs
as Lucy Ann Delaney, Grace, Catharine Linda, Med, and Harriet Robinson Scott.
Situated at the confluence of literary criticism, feminism, and legal history, Neither
Fugitive nor Free presents the freedom suit as a "new" genre to African American
and American literary studies.
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