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“There is first the literature of knowledge, and secondly, the literature of power. The function of the first is to teach; the function of the second is to move.” The historian of slavery is not limited by the divisions outlined in the preceding statement, first penned by English author and critic Thomas de Quincey in 1848. Like all good historians, we seek to do both simultaneously. Our research provides signposts on a journey to understanding both past and present. Our topic, though anchored in previous centuries, is not a dead issue; its implications reverberate in each day’s newspaper.

How important, then, that we have ready access to that staple which feeds our search: documents. Traditionally, historians have sought out and poured over archival evidence wherever it could be found: libraries, courthouses, government buildings, musty attics. It can be–and often must be –a painstaking and time-consuming process.  That painstaking process may not be necessary anymore. 

We live in a new age, which some call the Age of Information, and others the Digital Age. Information, of course, does not immediately equal knowledge, wisdom, or understanding, but it is the foundation on which they are built. Thanks to Gale’s Slavery and Anti-Slavery Archive, the first of four massive transnational digital archives on slavery, the information we need to research, write, teach, understand, and explain slavery in America is readily available, and in a comprehensive, usable format.  From state records to private correspondence; from the American Missionary Association Archives to the private papers of Lewis Tappan and Charles Sumner, as well as the papers of British abolitionist Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton; US period serials and British serials that present the story of abolition from a very different perspective than that of the United States, over six thousand documents are available for the historian’s investigation, study, and analysis.  This includes digitized copies of the material found in the invaluable Anti-Slavery collection at Oberlin College. Before Gale’s digital archive, one would have to travel around the country, and abroad, for months and even years to access these documents.  Instead, Gale’s digital archive saves time and minimizes inconvenience, thus enriching research endeavors. Imagine being able instantly to cross-reference documents which are physically held in separate states.  Imagine further new research questions that can be explored, even the intuitive leaps that this archive will facilitate. 

Leading scholars of slavery have prepared overview essays on the major themes and on the historiographical issues of slavery and anti-slavery.  In addition, the Gale archive provides a comprehensive chronology, events, glossary, biographies of slavery and anti-slavery personalities, an annotated bibliography, and an evaluation of further resources to guide the user, whether a mature scholar or a beginning student. 

Knowledge and power are now at our fingertips.  
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