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Prologue

THE CHALLENGE OF CHATTEL SLAVERY

 No one attacked the black slavery prevailing throughout the

southern states with greater vehemence than a group of young,

radical abolitionists who burst upon the American landscape in the

early 1830s.  Exasperated at the betrayal of the Revolutionary

promise that all forms of human bondage would disappear in this

new land of liberty, and marshaling all the evangelical fervor of

the religious revivals then sweeping the country, they demanded no

less than the immediate emancipation of all slaves.  They not only

opposed any compensation to slaveholders and any colonization

outside the country of freed slaves, but they also demanded full

political rights for all blacks, North and South.1

The most prominent of these abolitionists was William Lloyd

Garrison.  Son of a drunken sailor who had abandoned his family,

Garrison grew up in a poor but piously Baptist household in

Newburyport, Massachusetts.  He served as a printer's apprentice

and then made his first notable mark on antislavery activism when

he went to jail rather than pay a fine for libeling as a "highway

robber and murderer" a New England merchant who shipped slaves

between Baltimore and New Orleans.  From Boston on January 1,

1831, the near-sighted, prematurely balding, twenty-five-year-old

editor brought out the first issue of a new weekly paper, The

Liberator.2  Garrison left no doubt about his refusal to compromise

with the sin of slavery:
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I will be as harsh as truth, and as uncompromising

as justice.  On this subject, I do not wish to think, or

speak, or write with moderation.  No!  No!  Tell a man

whose house is on fire, to give a moderate alarm: tell

him to moderately rescue his wife from the hands of the

ravisher; tell the mother to gradually extricate her

babe from the fire into which it has fallen;--but urge

me not to use moderation in a cause like the present.  I

am in earnest--I will not equivocate--I will not excuse-

-I will not retreat a single inch--AND I WILL BE HEARD.3

Garrison conceded that the elimination of slavery would take time

in practice.  But that should not inhibit forthright condemnation

of moral evil.  "Urge immediate abolition as earnestly as we may,

it will alas! be gradual abolition in the end.  We have never said

that slavery would be overthrown by a single blow; that it ought

to be we shall always contend."4

The crusading editor, however, did not look to direct

political action to eradicate slavery.  Moral suasion and non-

violent resistance were his strategies.  With agitation, he hoped

at first to shame slaveholders into repentance.  By early 1842

Garrison had gone so far as to denounce the U.S. Constitution for

its proslavery clauses as "a covenant with death and an agreement

with hell."  He publicly burned a copy during one 4th of July

celebration, proclaiming:  "So perish all compromises with

tyranny!"  He now believed that if anything the North should

secede from central government.  The slogan "No Union with Slave-

Holders" appeared on the masthead of Garrison's Liberator for
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years.5

Needless to say this disrespect for the Union did not go over

well in the North.  Throughout the 1830s, even before Garrison

made his call for secession explicit, abolitionist lecturers,

presses, and property were frequent targets of hostile violence,

often instigated and directed by gentlemen of prominence and high

rank.  A Boston mob, enraged at reports that the editor of The

Liberator had dared, while touring abroad in England, to condemn

the United States for countenancing slavery, almost lynched him

after he returned.  Nor did every abolitionist embrace disunion.

Many would turn away from Garrison's pacifism and anarchism to

take up political activity in a quest for respectability and

success.  As the antislavery crusade split into doctrinal

factions, the resort to the ballot box would bring both a

broadened appeal and a dilution of purity.

Nonetheless, Garrison's strategic vision was hardly unique to

him.  Nearly all of slavery's most radical opponents at one time

shared it, including, among others, Frederick Douglass, the free

black leader who had escaped in 1838 from slavery in Maryland, and

Wendell Phillips, a wealthy lawyer and Boston Brahmin converted to

the cause by anti-abolitionist violence.6  When the American Anti-

Slavery Society endorsed disunion in May of 1844, this radical

tactic had already found expression in anti-slavery politics.

Twelve northern Congressmen, led by the venerable former

president, John Quincy Adams, had one year earlier issued an

address to the people boldly asserting that the annexation of

Texas as a slave state would "not only inevitably result in a
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dissolution of the Union, but fully justify it,"7 and eight more

Congressmen added their support to the statement in the

newspapers.  The legislatures of Massachusetts and Ohio passed

similar resolutions in 1845, while the year after that,

Congressman Joshua Giddings, influenced by his Garrisonian

daughter, ran for reelection declaring that the unlawful

annexation of Texas followed by the unconstitutional war with

Mexico had annulled the Union's authority.  Such sentiments,

however, ultimately subsided, particularly after the Compromise of

1850 appeared to have settled the divisive issue of slavery at the

national level.  Subsequent efforts by Garrison and his associates

in 1857 to get Republican Party politicians to attend disunionist

conventions held in Worcester, Massachusetts, and Cleveland, Ohio,

brought meager results.

The radical abolitionists, consequently, have too often been

dismissed as hopelessly naive.  Garrison's opposition to

government was so intense that he and his followers refused even

to vote.  But this appearance of strategic naiveté is misleading.

Once it became clear, for instance, that Southerners were not

inclined to repent and free their chattels voluntarily, the

Garrisonians fully understood that abolition would require some

political act.  They further realized, however, that the politics

would take care of itself--indeed only could take care of itself--

after moral suasion had first created a powerful antislavery

constituency.8

Yet how could northern secession from the Union help the

slaves?  Historians have tended to attribute this proposal to an
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ineffectual moral perfectionism, in which radical abolitionists

wished to symbolically and dramatically disassociate themselves

from the moral stain of southern slavery.  In fact, closer

investigation will reveal that disunion would have been an

effective and practical way to bring down what Southerners called

their "peculiar institution."  To appreciate the true

sophistication of this tactic, however, a sophistication that

Garrison himself may not have grasped entirely, we must navigate

thorny and controversial issues surrounding the political economy

of American slavery.
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