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Pr ol ogue
THE GHALLENGE F GHATTH. SLAVERY

No one attacked the black slavery prevailing throughout the
southern states with greater vehenmence than a group of young,
radi cal abolitionists who burst upon the Anmerican | andscape in the
early 1830s. Exasperated at the betrayal of the Revol utionary
prom se that all fornms of human bondage woul d di sappear in this
new | and of liberty, and marshaling all the evangelical fervor of
the religious revivals then sweeping the country, they demanded no
| ess than the i medi ate emanci pation of all slaves. They not only
opposed any conpensation to slavehol ders and any col oni zati on
outside the country of freed slaves, but they al so demanded f ul
political rights for all blacks, North and South.*

The nost prom nent of these abolitionists was WIIliam Ll oyd
Garrison. Son of a drunken sail or who had abandoned his famly,
Garrison grew up in a poor but piously Baptist household in
Newbur yport, Massachusetts. He served as a printer's apprentice
and then made his first notable mark on antislavery activi sm when
he went to jail rather than pay a fine for |libeling as a "hi ghway
robber and nurderer" a New Engl and nerchant who shi pped sl aves
between Baltinore and New Ol eans. From Boston on January 1,

1831, the near-sighted, prematurely bal ding, twenty-five-year-old
editor brought out the first issue of a new weekly paper, The
Liberator.? Garrison left no doubt about his refusal to conpronise

with the sin of slavery:
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| will be as harsh as truth, and as unconprom si ng

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

speak, or wite with noderation. No! No! Tell a nman

whose house is on fire, to give a noderate alarm tel

himto noderately rescue his wife fromthe hands of the

ravi sher; tell the nother to gradually extricate her

babe fromthe fire into which it has fallen;--but urge

me not to use noderation in a cause |like the present. |

amin earnest--1 will not equivocate--1 will not excuse-

-1 will not retreat a single inch--AND | WLL BE HEARD.?
Garrison conceded that the elimnation of slavery would take tine
in practice. But that should not inhibit forthright condemnation
of nmoral evil. "Wge imediate abolition as earnestly as we may,
it wll alas! be gradual abolition in the end. W have never said
that slavery would be overthrown by a single blow, that it ought
to be we shall always contend."*

The crusadi ng editor, however, did not |ook to direct
political action to eradicate slavery. Mral suasion and non-
violent resistance were his strategies. Wth agitation, he hoped
at first to shane 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 agreenent
with hell.” He publicly burned a copy during one 4th of July
celebration, proclaimng: "So perish all conpromses with
tyranny!"™ He now believed that if anything the North should
secede fromcentral governnent. The slogan "No Union with Sl ave-

Hol ders" appeared on the nasthead of Garrison's Liberator for
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years.®

Needl ess to say this disrespect for the Union did not go over
well in the North. Throughout the 1830s, even before Grrison
made his call for secession explicit, abolitionist |ecturers,
presses, and property were frequent targets of hostile violence,
often instigated and directed by gentl enmen of prom nence and high
rank. A Boston nob, enraged at reports that the editor of The
Liberator had dared, while touring abroad in England, to condemn
the United States for countenancing slavery, alnost |ynched him
after he returned. Nor did every abolitionist enbrace disunion.
Many woul d turn away from Garrison's pacifismand anarchismto
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
br oadened appeal and a dilution of purity.

Nonet hel ess, Garrison's strategic vision was hardly unique to
him Nearly all of slavery's nost radical opponents at one tine
shared it, including, anong others, Frederick Douglass, the free
bl ack | eader who had escaped in 1838 fromslavery in Maryl and, and
Wendel |l Phillips, a wealthy | awer and Boston Brahm n converted to
the cause by anti-abolitionist violence.® Wwen the Amrerican Anti -
Sl avery Soci ety endorsed di sunion in May of 1844, this radical
tactic had already found expression in anti-slavery politics.

Twel ve northern Congressnen, |ed by the venerable forner
president, John Quincy Adans, 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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n7v

di ssolution of the Union, but fully justify it, and eight nore
Congressnen added their support to the statenment in the
newspapers. The | egislatures of Massachusetts and Chi o passed
simlar resolutions in 1845, while the year after that,
Congressnman Joshua G ddi ngs, influenced by his Garrisoni an
daughter, ran for reelection declaring that the unl awf ul
annexation of Texas followed by the unconstitutional war with
Mexi co had annulled the Union's authority. Such sentinents,
however, ultimtely subsided, particularly after the Conprom se of
1850 appeared to have settled the divisive issue of slavery at the
national |evel. Subsequent efforts by Garrison and his associ ates
in 1857 to get Republican Party politicians to attend disunioni st
conventions held in Wrcester, Mssachusetts, and d evel and, i o,
br ought neager results.

The radical abolitionists, consequently, have too often been
di sm ssed as hopel essly 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 m sleading.
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
woul d take care of itself--indeed only could take care of itself--
after noral suasion had first created a powerful antislavery
constituency.?

Yet how coul d northern secession fromthe Union help the

slaves? H storians have tended to attribute this proposal to an
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i neffectual noral perfectionism in which radical abolitionists
wi shed to synbolically and dramatically di sassoci ate thensel ves
fromthe noral stain of southern slavery. 1In fact, closer
investigation will reveal that disunion would have been an
effective and practical way to bring down what Southerners call ed
their "peculiar institution." To appreciate the true

sophi stication of this tactic, however, a sophistication that
Garrison hinself may not have grasped entirely, we nust navigate
t horny and controversial issues surrounding the political econony

of Anerican sl avery.

Endnot es

IMy favorite introduction to nineteenth-century abolitionismis James
Brewer Stewart, Holy Warriors: The Abolitionists and American Slavery (New
York: H Il and Wang, 1976), prinarily an intellectual history. O her
i ntroductory volunes include Ronald G Walters, The Antislavery Appeal:
American Abolitionism After 1830 (Baltinmore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1976); Merton L. Dillon, The Abolitionists: The Growth of a Dissenting
Minority (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1974); and Gerald
Sorin, Abolitionism: A New Perspective (New York: Praeger, 1972). To flesh
out narrative events, the nost oft-cited larger volunme is Louis Filler, The
Crusade Against Slavery, 1830-1860 (New York: Harper & Row, 1960).
Unfortunately, Filler's study, part of the New Anerican Nation Series, is nuch
nore clunsily witten than it should be. Another history, violently partisan

that covers the antislavery novenent all the way back to the colonial period
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is Dwight Lowell Dunond, Antislavery: The Crusade for Freedom in America (Ann
Arbor: University of Mchigan Press, 1966). Dunond's earlier and briefer
Antislavery Origins of the Civil War in the United States (Ann Arbor
University of M chigan Press, 1939) prefigured nany of the findings of his
| onger work. Lawrence J. Friednan enphasi zes abolition's evangelica
under pi nni ngs in Gregarious Saints: Self and Community iIn American
Abolitionism, 1830-1870 (Canbridge, U K : Canbridge University Press, 1982);
whereas Betty L. Fladel and, Men and Brothers: Anglo-American Antislavery
Cooperation (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1972) explores the
connections between British and American abolitionism Carleton Mabee, Black
Freedom: The Nonviolent Abolitionists From 1830 Through the Civil War (New
York: Macmillan, 1970), is a sensitive treatnent of abolitionist tactics.
More recently, James L. Huston, "The Experiential Basis of the Northern

Antislavery I mpul se,"” Journal of Southern History, 56 (Nov 1990), 609-40, has
provi ded an exhaustive survey of the scholarly literature that places special
wei ght on abolitionists' direct experience with slavery's coercion, while
Dani el J. Ml nerney, The Fortunate Heirs of Freedom: Abolition & Republican
Thought (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), has grounded
abolitionism s ideological heritage not in evangelical religion but in the
radi cal republicanismof the Arerican Revolution. Both works are good
antidotes to the tendency--nost strikingly manifest in the study by Law ence
Friednan--to associate radical abolitionismw th the Benevolent Enpire's

paternalistic and often statist reforns (e.g., mandatory Sunday cl osi ng,

al cohol prohibition, and conpul sory governnent schools). This is not to deny
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that there were many institutional and personal connections between the two
novenments. But their nore fundanental, ideological antagonisms ultimtely
predoninated. It is best to think of abolitionismas a crusade that drewits
recruits primarily fromthose who were culturally prone toward elitist
conservatismbut then radicalized themideologically. Herbert Aptheker
however, carries this approach too far in Abolitionism: A Revolutionary
Movement (Boston: Twayne, 1989), where he tries to paint abolitionists as

cl ass-consci ous, anti-property precursors of Marx.

The | atest attenpt at a conprehensive reinterpretation of the
abolitionismis Paul Goodnan, OFf One Blood: Abolitionism and the Origins of
Racial Equality (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).
Unfortunately Goodnan inflates his clains to originality with respect to the
i mportance of black abolitionists, the desire for racial equality on the part
of white abolitionists, and on the opposition of both to colonization, all of
whi ch have been fully recognized in previous works. The one aspect that is
i ndeed original is the book's whol ehearted enbracing of Charles Seller's
t hesi s about pervasive resistance to the nmarket revolution in antebellum
Anerica, but Goodman marshals paltry evidence that the origins of abolitionism
owes anything to this resistance.

2Until recently Garrison was not adequately served by his biographers.
Now with Henry Mayer's All on Fire: William Lloyd Garrison and the Abolition
of Slavery (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1998) we finally have a biography
wort hy of the crusading editor. Mayer does a masterly job of integrating the

personal details of Garrison's life with a sensitive exposition of Garrison's
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i ntell ectual odyssey. Anong the ol der biographies, Walter Merrill, Against
Wind and Tide: A Biography of Wm. Lloyd Garrison (Canbridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1963), at least is not hostile towards its subject, as is
John L. Thonmas, The Liberator, William Lloyd Garrison: A Biography (Boston
Little, Brown, 1963). Perceptive but flawed by excessive psychologizing is
Janmes Brewer Stewart's short study, William Lloyd Garrison and the Challenge
of Emancipation (Arlington Heights, IL: Harlan Davidson, 1992).

One contribution to understanding abolitionismthat cannot be praised
too highly is Aileen S. Kraditor, Means and Ends in American Abolitionism:
Garrison and His Critics on Strategy and Tactics, 1834-1850 (New York: Random
House, 1969). Prior to her work, the all-too-compn inclination was to
di sparage WIlliamLloyd Garrison and his followers. This goes back to G| bert
H Barnes, The Antislavery Impulse, 1830-1844 (New York: Anerican Historica
Associ ation, 1933), and tainted the works of both Filler and Dunmond. They
portrayed Garrison as a vituperative and intol erant zeal ot whose actua
antislavery activities were far less constructive than the those of other
nore respectable but less visible figures, such as Lewis Tappan and Theodore
Dwi ght Weld. Kraditor reestablished the centrality of the Garrisoni ans and,
in the process, shows that they were often nore tolerant and | ess sectarian
than conservative opponents in their willingness to welcone all factions
within the abolitionist fold. Another seminal work that |ooks into Garrison's
anarchi sm and non-resistance is Lewis Perry, Radical Abolitionism: Anarchy
and the Government of God in Antislavery Thought (Ithaca, NY: Cornel

Uni versity Press, 1973).
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3The Liberator, 1 (1 January 1831), p. 1

“The Liberator, 1 (13 August 1831), p. 129.

SWlliam M Wecek, The Sources of Antislavery Constitutionalism in
America, 1760-1848 (lthaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1977), thoroughly
conpares the conflicting abolitionist interpretations of slavery's
constitutionality and al so covers the period' s nore nminstream
i nterpretations.

5An i npressive biography of one of the nore conservative abolitionists
is Bertram Watt-Brown, Lewis Tappan and the Evangelical War Against Slavery
(O eveland: Press of Case Western Reserve University, 1969), while Irving H
Bartlett, Wendell Phillips: Brahmin Radical (Boston: Beacon Press, 1961), is
a biography of a proninent Garrisonian that contains one of the best
di scussions of their advocacy of disunion. See also Richard Hof stadter

"Wendel |l Phillips: The Patrician as Agitator," in The American Political
Tradition: And the Men Who Made It (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1948), pp
137-63, and Janes Brewer Stewart, Wendell Phillips: Liberty"s Hero (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1986). Frederick Dougl ass has
attracted many bi ographers, nost recently, Wlliam$S. MFeely, Frederick
Douglass (New York: W W Norton, 1991). The participation of free blacks in
the abolitionist crusade is the subject of Benjanin Quarles, Black
Abolitionists (New York: Oxford University Press, 1969), and Jane H Pease

and WIlliamH Pease, They Who Would Be Free: Blacks Search for Freedom,

1830-1861 (New York: Atheneum 1974).
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"Address to the people of the free states of the Union, 3 Mar 1843, as
reprinted in Frederick W Merk, Slavery and the Annexation of Texas (New YorKk:
Al fred A Knopf, 1972), p. 205.

8For a defense of Garrison's strategy of noral suasion, see Janes B.
Stewart, "The Aimand Inpact of Garrisonian Abolitionism 1840-1860," Civil
War History (Sep 1969), 197-209, reprinted in Robert P. Swi erengo, ed., Beyond
the Civil War Synthesis: Political Essays of the Civil War Era (Wstport, CT:
Greenwood Press, 1975), pp. 329-41. The traditional perspective on
abolitionist disunionismis well represented in ch. 8 of Walters, The

Antislavery Appeal.
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