HIST 151 – Essay 8: “AND I WILL BE HEARD”
I.  Slavery in America

· Black-White Relations

· The “Peculiar Institution”

· Bacon’s Rebellion

· Slavery in the Revolutionary Era

· Decline of the Old South Economy

· Classes in the South

· Slave Society in the American South

1.  Large Plantations

2.  Small Farms

· Challenging the Slave System

1.  Passive Resistance

2.  Violent Rebellions

· Gabriel’s Conspiracy

· Denmark Vesey
· Nat Turner
· Proslavery Philosophy in the South

II.  Benevolent Empire

· Liberal Politics

· Liberal Religion – Deism

III.  The Second Great Awakening

· Western Movement

· Democratization of Religion

· Joseph Smith – Mormons

IV.  Education

· Horace Mann

· Noah Webster

· Willam H. McGuffey

V.  Feminism

· Susan B. Anthony

· Elizabeth Cady Stanton

· Women’s Rights Convention – Seneca Falls, NY

VI.  Radical Communitarian Movements

· Robert Owen – New Harmony, Indiana

· Brook Farm, Massachusetts

· John Humphrey Noyes – Oneida Community

VII.  Cultural Literary Development

· Poetry

· History

1.  George Bancroft

2.  William Prescott

3.  Francis Parkman

· Transcendentalism

VIII.  The Abolitionist Movement

· Quakers – John Woolman

· Abolition in the Revolutionary Era

· American Colonization Society

IX.  Antislavery as Part of the Benevolent Empire

· Militant Abolitionism

1.  William Lloyd Garrison – The Liberator

2.  Nat Turner

3.  Virginia Debates on Emancipation

4.  Theodore Dwight Weld

5.  Lane Seminary

6.  Lysander Spooner

· Splitting the Abolitionist Movement

1.  Garrison and the New England Non-Resistance Society

2.  Comeouterism

· Black Abolitionists

1.  Martin Delany

2.  David Walker

3.  Sojourner Truth

4.  Frederick Douglass

· Political Abolitionism

1.  Tappan Brothers

2.  Liberty Party

3.  Frederick Douglass

X.  Proslavery South

· John C. Calhoun – Slavery as a Positive Good

· Gag Rule in Congress

· Northern Opposition to Abolitionism

· Elijah Lovejoy

HIST 151 – Essay 8: “AND I WILL BE HEARD”

The twenty-five year old journalist and social reformer had come to a crossroads in his life. The year was 1830: the state of South Carolina was threatening to nullify a federal law, ostensibly to reject the national tariff but everyone knew that the protection of slavery was the real reason behind the principle; the state of Virginia, whose slave population had steadily declined over the previous three decades, debated and ultimately rejected a plan to gradually emancipate the state’s nearly half a million slaves;
 and, most significantly, Nat Turner, a literate slave from Southampton, Virginia, led the greatest slave revolt in the United States that resulted in the death of sixty whites in addition to Turner himself and numerous other conspirators. William Lloyd Garrison, the young bespectacled New Englander who looked more like an unassuming librarian than a militant revolutionary, had briefly flirted with the American Colonization Society, which promoted the idea of deporting freed slaves to Africa, and gradual emancipation of America’s slave population. But with the defining events of the early 1830s, it was clear to Garrison that voluntary, persuasive efforts had made little headway against the horrific institution of human bondage.  Using his limited experience as a newspaper reporter and editor, he began 1831 by signaling the beginning of the militant abolitionist movement with the release of the inaugural issue of his own abolitionist publication to demand immediate, unconditional, and uncompensated liberation of all slaves. In the first issue of The Liberator, Garrison made his unambiguous intentions known when he wrote, “I will be harsh as true, and as uncompromising as justice. On this subject, I do not wish to think, or to speak, or write with moderation. . . urge me not to use moderation in a cause like the present. I am in earnest—I will not retreat—I will not excuse—I will not retreat an inch—AND I WILL BE HEARD.”

Slavery in America

Along with the political and economic transformations in America, the Jacksonian era witnessed the mutually antagonistic developments of the consolidation of the slave system in the South and the rise of social reform movements in the North.  Slavery had existed since ancient times and was for millennia an accepted part of life. Following the settlement of the New World starting in the mid-sixteenth century, slaves labored on huge sugar plantations established first by the Spanish, and then by the Portuguese and Dutch throughout South America and the Caribbean.  While slaves existed in North America since 1619 when black Africans were brought to colonial Virginia, no organized plan existed to make black slavery the primary source of labor in the colonies. Indeed, plantation owners first attempted to enslave Native Americans; however, they proved to be ineffective laborers and were eventually replaced by another ineffective labor system: indentured servitude.  Toward the end of the seventeenth century following Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676 and increasing demands for cheap land, the colonial South turned to black slavery as the answer to its labor needs; indeed, in 1664, the colony of Virginia made slavery hereditary and, thus, perpetual.
 Since the beginning of the eighteenth century race governed the institution in the British colonies and then in the United States. In addition to providing a source of cheap, abundant labor, racial slavery, as we have seen, served as a tool to unite the economically diverse white class in colonial Virginia and other parts of the South in an effort to preserve the rights of Englishmen; in the process, of course, those of the African were destroyed.  Consequently, “land and liberty became intertwined in the minds and attitudes” of the southern colonists
 
The economic factor in slavery’s development had tremendous social implications.  The image of the black man in a state of perpetual bondage unified the poor white subsistence farmer with the rich plantation owner.  John C. Calhoun, the architect of the slavery as a “positive good” concept and the apostle of the right to nullify federal laws injurious to the South, articulated this understanding of black-white relations during America’s early historical development.  In an 1847 speech on the floor of the United States Senate, Calhoun maintained that “With us [the South], the two great divisions of society are not the rich and the poor, but white and black; and all the former, the poor as well as the rich, belong to the upper class, and are respected and treated as equals, if honest and industrious, and hence have a position and pride of character of which neither poverty nor misfortune can deprive them.”
  In this “psuedo fraternity of white equals” American slavery and American freedom were “both born in the temperate clime of the Chesapeake toward the end of the seventeenth century.”

The emerging dependence on African slavery in the British colonies created a thriving international slave trade and the largest forced migration in world history.  Most Africans were enslaved as a result of warfare; large African tribal armies launched massive attacks on enemy tribes, burned villages, and sold men, women, and children to European slave traders.  As the demand for slaves increased into the eighteenth century, the raids reached deeper and deeper into the African interior.  When the captives arrived on the west coast of Africa, slave trade captains, who would determine which men and women were satisfactory for transport, carefully inspected them and rejected those who would not bring a top price.  In the eighteenth century when the English controlled the international slave trade, sailors referred to the slave voyages as the Middle Passage, the second leg of a three-part trip from England to Africa to America and back to England.  Overcrowded ships, horrid sanitation conditions, and thousands of deaths characterized the voyage from Africa to the New World. Insurrections on slave ships by the bondsmen were not uncommon and many slave traders purchased insurrection insurance to provide for financial reimbursement for the loss of slaves due to violent uprisings. Upon arrival to the American shores, the slaves were sold at auction blocks; a single wealthy planter might have purchased some slaves in advance, while others were closely examined before purchase.


During the revolutionary era slavery appeared to be in decline as the stark contradictions between the revolutionary ideals of liberty and freedom and the existence of chattel slavery became obvious.  Many in the South were very uncomfortable with this state of affairs and some contemplated a time when slavery could be gradually abolished from the American continent.  However, in 1775, royal governor of Virginia Lord Dunmore guaranteed freedom for any slaves who assisted the British in suppressing the colonial rebellion.  Although later during the Revolutionary War the colonists offered the same guarantee, to Virginians at the time this was tantamount to launching a race war.  The patriots declared themselves the champions of white supremacy and regarded the British, along with the black slaves who supported them, as the enemy.
  As a result, southern colonists created theories of black racial inferiority—intellectually and morally—in order to justify slavery’s existence in an environment of liberty and freedom. Indeed, Thomas Jefferson offered the suspicion that blacks were inferior to whites “in the endowments of both mind and body,” and he suggested that this was due, not to their condition, but to their nature.
 These theories, in turn, led to the reduction of the slave “to the status of an ‘animalized human’” or the process of “dehumanization,” which meant the “eradication not of human identity but of those elements of humanity that evoke respect and empathy and convey a sense of dignity.”
 With slaveholders’ view the slaves’ reduced moral condition, slavery soon was considered beneficial to its victims.  The theory of the slave as the animalized human contributed to the belief that even if the slaves became free the black and white races could not live together peacefully. Thus, slave manumission became increasingly uncommon and slave system would persist for the purposes of self-preservation and a method of racial control.


Not all Americans held such views regarding black slavery.  Though racial discrimination existed in the North as well as the South, most northerner states provided for the gradual elimination of slavery during the last quarter of the eighteenth century.  Indeed, as we have seen, the Federal Constitution that emerged from the Philadelphia Convention in 1787 did not use the word “slave” or “slavery” when referring to the Constitution. Many delegates to the convention from both the North and the South were very uncomfortable discussing the institution generally and sought to avoid it as much as possible. Some, such as Pennsylvania delegate Gouverneur Morris exclaimed that “he never would concur in upholding domestic slavery. It was a nefarious institution. It was the curse of heaven on the States where it prevailed.”
 Even James Madison, a Virginia slaveholder and principle author of the Constitution, said that it would be “wrong to admit in the Constitution the idea that there could be property in men.”
 Thus convention ashamedly chose to use euphemisms, such as “three fifths of all other Persons” and “importation of such Persons”
 to refer to slavery.

True, some of this antislavery sentiment stemmed from moral convictions and the revolutionary environment; however, racial equality was not the reason for northern antagonism toward slavery; rather, development of manufacturing and commerce in the North, along with the region’s small scale farming, made slavery a poor investment.  As the southern economy, especially after Eli Whitney’s invention of the cotton gin in 1793, settled into a rural, agricultural system centered on the plantation, slavery became the predominant form of labor.  Following the creation of the federal Constitution and its implicit recognition of slavery, black bondage became firmly entrenched in the American South while it eventually disappeared in the North.


By the early nineteenth century, nothing more distinguished the antebellum American South as a distinct region of the United States than its “peculiar institution” of black slavery.  Slave labor, by the end of the first quarter of the century, came to dominate southern society in almost every respect—economically, socially, culturally, and politically.  As previously mentioned, while many slaveholders in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries expressed concern over holding fellow human beings in perpetual bondage, southerners, both slave- and non-slaveholders, by the 1830s came to regard slavery as a positive good and later demanded that the federal government protect and secure the institution.  What’s more, during the first third of the century, many antislavery southerners migrated to northern regions of the union’s territories, leaving the South dominated by those who enthusiastically supported the plantation slave system. For example, the family of Abraham Lincoln, who was born in the slave state of Kentucky, migrated to the free state of Indiana before setting in neighboring Illinois.

Classes Within the Slaveholding South


By the mid-nineteenth century, four distinct classes emerged in the slave society of the American South.  The planter aristocracy stood at the top of the socio-economic ladder.  Comprised of a small minority who owned the majority of the slaves in 1850, a little more than 46,000 Southerners of the more than 300,000 slaveholding families, which comprised only six percent of the total white population, owned more than fifty slaves and entitled them to the “planter” class status.
  More oligarchic (rule by a few) than democratic—the political and economic elite of the region—this  group, whose primary cash crops were tobacco in the Upper South and cotton in the Deep South, was very wealthy and used much of their money for leisure entertainment such as study, reflection, and statecraft.  “Political leadership sprang directly from the ownership of slaves, which was supposed to provide leisure, a concern for public order, and a certain paternalistic self-assurance in exercising authority.”
  Two prominent members of this class, John C. Calhoun and Jefferson Davis, graduated from Yale College and West Point Academy, respectively, and felt an obligation to serve the public.  Both did, serving long and distinguished careers in state and federal government.  The planter class of the South existed much like the great landowners of the European feudal system.  It exercised complete control over their land and all the laborers on it.  The planter’s wife—the mistress of the plantation—presided over a household of numerous slave women and children.  
Relations between the planter and his slaves ranged from affectionate to atrocious; but regardless of how the master treated the slave, it was still a system of complete domination enforced by violence, real and threatened.  Extending “from the original slave trade from Africa to the auctions and sale of slaves to the Deep South,” David Brion Davis points out, “it was the lack of control over space and movement that epitomized slavery.”
 Though laws protecting slaves from abusive discipline existed, it was up to the slaveholder to abide by and enforce them, which meant crimes against slaves frequently went unpunished.  Because of their wealth, many in the planter class were absentee owners.  Thus, they left the day-to-day operation of the plantation and control over the slaves to an overseer or a black driver.  This could have disastrous consequences for the typical slave who found himself at the mercy of an individual not necessarily interested in his well being.  Although southerners placed a great emphasis on family, few southern mistresses opposed the slave system and few protested when the local slave auction broke up slave families.


The planter aristocracy was also, without question, the most conservative segment of American society.  Seeking to oppose anything that would challenge its control over the region’s political and economic affairs, the planter class created a political system favorable to the perpetuation of the slave system, but that also maintained the popular support of the vast majority of the southern population throughout most of the nineteenth century.  As a result of this control, the planter elite stifled any reformist ideas or any liberal democratic thinking that emerged from the Enlightenment.  Indeed, the American South, under the iron-fisted control of the planter aristocracy, was a region that “grew cotton and tobacco and rice, but not egalitarian democracy or social reformation.”
 Calhoun reflected this rejection of egalitarian thought when he “explicitly rejected [Jefferson’s] assertion that ‘all men are created equal’ in the Declaration of Independence as well as its doctrine of natural rights.”


The second class of southerners constituted the vast majority of slaveholders that did not qualify for the planter class.  Over two-thirds of the 300,000 slaveholding families owned fewer than ten slaves.  Typically, this class was comprised of farmers who owned a few acres of land and one or two slaves.  Unlike the planter, this farmer usually worked along side his slaves in the field, which could be a particularly humiliating predicament for the white farmer.  Like the planter, however, the small slaveowner strongly supported the southern slave system, not necessarily for the economic advantage of cheap labor, although this was a factor, but for reasons of social prestige, status, and racial control.  To own a slave put one in a separate class—a class of honor and distinction—and contributed to southern white society’s need for racial unity.


The third class comprised the largest number of people in the antebellum South—white non-slaveholders.  This class numbered over seventy-five percent of the southern population.  Its members lived by subsistence farming and did not directly profit from the Cotton Kingdom.  Many lived near or below the poverty line and suffered chronically from disease and malnutrition.  Some of the least prosperous non-slaveholders were scorned by slaves; they were labeled “poor white trash,” “hillbillies,” and “crackers.”  But despite these conditions and the seemingly unreachable distance from the slaveholding class, not to mention the planter class, many of the poorest whites were among the strongest supporters of the slave system.  Several reasons explain this curiosity. First, many held out hope that someday they would be able to purchase a slave of their own and rise out of this lowest stratum of white society.  Additionally, they aspired to profit politically from the cotton economy, as the planter aristocracy effectively convinced the non-slaveholding population that their rights and privileges were ensured only by the maintaining the plantation slave system.  Most important, poor white southerners held fierce pride in their racial superiority; even more than slavery, race defined societal status in the mid-nineteenth century American South.  The poorest white farmer, by virtue of his race, could take comfort in the fact that he outranked the slave class in social status.  Even though the poor white shared more in common with the slave in virtually all other aspects of life, common skin color triumphed over all other factors in linking this lowest socioeconomic white class with the highest.


Blacks, both free and enslaved, comprised the fourth distinct southern class.  In 1850, free blacks living in the South numbered about 250,000, most of whom had been emancipated as a result of the inspirational ideals of the revolutionary era. But while all slaves were black, not all slaveholders were white.  Many free blacks in the South owned property and more than a few even owned slaves.  For example, William T. Johnson, known as the “Barber of Natchez,” owned a number of slaves on his Mississippi farm.
  In South Carolina, William Ellison, whose story is told by Michael P. Johnson and James L. Roak in their publication Black Masters: A Free Family of Color in the Old South, was born a slave but was freed by his master at age twenty-six. He eventually became the Palmetto State’s largest black slave owner, possessing a plantation on which over sixty slaves toiled.
 Indeed, according to John Hope Franklin, the leading historian on African American history, over one quarter of New Orleans’s 10,689 free blacks owned slaves.
 What’s more, in 1830 over 3700 free blacks across the South owned slaves, which constituted just over one percent of the free black population.
 This compares to about twelve percent of slave ownership among all families during the same time.

But despite the existence of slave ownership by the free black population, free blacks were a kind of third race situated between the white establishment and the slave population, and were reduced almost to the status of slaves without masters.
  State legislatures passed laws that restricted their freedom of movement, prohibited them from working in certain occupations, and forbade them from testifying in court against whites; most dangerously, they always had to guard against being hijacked back into slavery.  Free blacks were nearly as unpopular in the North as the South, and some states, such as Indiana and Illinois, and the territories of Iowa Michigan passed laws prohibiting black immigration.
  As such, the idealism that sparked northern emancipation did not translate into political or social equality.  They were prohibited from voting, attending public schools, and certain occupations in many (but not all) states.  Discrimination against blacks was the rule in the North as well as the South during the antebellum period.  Indeed, racial prejudice rather than humanitarianism drove much of the later opposition to slavery’s expansion into the territories.

The Slave Society in the American South


The antebellum American South can accurately be called a slave society, although this term does not lend itself to simple or easy definition.  What is undeniable is the majority of blacks in the South labored under the region’s slave system and that millions of non-slaveholders believed that any threat to that system was sufficient justification for southern independence.  The 1860 census revealed that four million slaves lived in the South.  Much of the increase over the previous decades was due to natural reproduction—unprecedented in slave history.  However, despite the prohibition of the slave trade in 1808, skyrocketing slave prices by mid-century resulted in smuggling of foreign slaves by the thousands into the South and a renewed effort to reopen the trade.  Planters regarded slavery as an investment and their bondsmen were the primary form of wealth in the South.  Contrary to some claims, slavery was a profitable system for the individual slaveowner, though the increased value of the slave was a large part of this wealth, while the prosperity of the South disproportionately favored the planter class.
  According to the 1860 census, the South had only thirty percent of the free population, yet contained sixty percent of the nation’s “wealthiest men.”  What’s more, the per capita income of the South was $3,978; in the North it was $2,040.  The most lasting impact of the Southern slavery system was the region’s complete dependence on the institution severely retarded its industrial growth indefinitely, a reality that would collectively devastate the South.

By 1860, the Deep South—South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi—held about half of all American slaves.  Thousands of blacks from the soil-depleted Upper South were “sold down the river” to labor as gang slaves in the cotton fields of the lower Mississippi Valley.  As a result of this forced migration, the domestic slave trade “represented the one entrepreneurial activity in the South.”
  Slave breeding was discouraged but it occurred frequently; as a reward, some slave women were granted freedom when they sired ten children, many of whom may have been fathered by the master or other white male members of the family.  The slave auction was the most brutal aspect of slavery. It has been estimated that twenty-five percent of slave families experienced forced separation.
  


The conditions under which slaves lived varied greatly from region to region, large plantation to small plantation, and from master to master.  However, whatever the conditions, the southern slaveholder held all the power of any owner of property.  The slave lived in an environment of perpetual actual or potential violence.  It was a life of hard work, oppression, and ignorance.  The slave worked from dusk to dawn under the lash of his master, a white overseer, or a black driver.  The whip served as a substitute for the wage-incentive system and was the most visible symbol of the planter’s mastery. In a glaring contradiction of the slave system, the slave codes, which treated the slave as a non-human and considered him no better than a common piece of property, also recognized his humanity.  While floggings were common, slaves typically were not severely beaten—planters had too much invested in their slaves to permanently disable them, although sometimes masters were willing to sacrifice one slave as an example to the others.  Laws provided minimal protection to the slave from murder and mutilation and set meager standards for food and shelter; however, laws also insisted that slaves were property that could be brought and sold, rented, and mortgaged.  Black Codes denied education to slaves—primarily to prevent exposure to the growing stream of northern antislavery literature—and did not legally recognize slave marriages.  What’s more, the male slave could not provide protection for his family, especially in cases of sexual abuse of slave women by the master or members of the slaveholder’s family.   It was an existence of nearly complete degradation, defenselessness, and total loss of dignity and self-respect.
 

While the forced separation of families was more common on smaller plantations in the Upper South, slave life on the larger plantations tended to be more stable, which fed the development of a distinctively African American culture.  “In the New World all imported cultures underwent blending, adaptation, and combination with other elements.  The slaves, at least on the larger plantations, created their own African-American culture, which helped to preserve the most crucial areas of life and thought from white domination.”  Within this culture and the strong community ties, the slaves “were able to maintain a sense of apartness, of pride, and of independent identity.”
  But despite this adaptation, much of the slaves’ African culture suffered as a result of their forced migration to the New World.  Much of traditional African religion deteriorated in the American environment; the suppression of the slaves’ native religion and, in some cases, the forced conversion to Christianity contributed to this.  According to Jon Butler, the “African spiritual holocaust occurred as a by-product of slaveholding rather than as the result of efforts to destroy a people.  It did not stem from a carefully planned program, and it was not a step in the promotion of a master race.”  It did, though, involve the employment of “violence and repression and flourished amid an open contempt for non-Christian beliefs” and resulted in the destruction of the religious, and thus cultural, beliefs of millions of Africans.

Most blacks—about seventy-five percent—managed to sustain a family life in slavery and most slave children were raised in stable two-parent households, a vitally important factor that helped to prevent the complete dehumanization of the black family.  Their African roots were evident in the slaves’ religious practices—Christianity mixed with African religion and folklore accentuated with frequent congregational punctuates of amen and assents.  Religion became a very important coping mechanism for the slave; they equated themselves with the Israelites held in captivity in Egypt as told in the book of Exodus, and developed a distinctly black form of music—the Spirituals, the most famous of which is Amazing Grace—which indicate this kinship with the oppressed ancient Jews.  At times, masters encouraged church attendance by his slaves, especially during the 1840s and 1850s when the southern clergy formulated a religious justification for enslavement.  On other occasions, master’s permitted the slaves to hold their own services, but only if the sermon supported the submissiveness of the slave and in no way hinted at liberation.  As such, a “growing number of churchmen and planters had argued that religious instruction would make slaves more obedient, industrious, and faithful.  The ideal Christian master would treat his slaves with charity and understanding.  The ideal Christian slave would humbly accept his assigned position in this world.”

Challenging the Slave System

Despite the belief on the part of early colonial leaders that black slavery would provide a less troublesome and easily controllable labor force, slaves were not passive and docile.  They constantly challenged and defied, though not always violently, the slave system and their masters’ authority in a variety of ways.   A common tactic was the slow down, the intentional effort on the part of the slave to work the minimum without receiving a beating.  This led to the myth of laziness in the black man.  Other methods of rebellion included sabotage of expensive equipment, mistreatment of animals, and poisoning the master’s food.  “Shirking, working carelessly, faking illness, being absent, abusing tools and other property, committing petty ‘theft,’ and feigning stupidity or incompetence were all difficult to prevent or detect.”
  In some cases, slave women, who frequently were given the task of caring for their own babies and those of the plantation mistress, killed the offspring of the master.  Slaves frequently ran away to escape a harsh master or reunite with a loved one.  Although most runaway attempts were ultimately unsuccessful, the hope of reaching freedom induced many to attempt it.  The Underground Railroad, established by runaway slave Harriet Tubman around 1842, created “a system of friendly shelters aiding slaves’ escape attempts.”
 Possessed with a singleness of purpose, Tubman and scores of other nameless and faceless collaborators demonstrated the courage of the most daring abolitionist and rejected all forms of faintheartedness among their rescues. She regularly carried a revolver and told runaway slaves who may have second thoughts, “Dead niggers tell no tales; you go on or you die.”
 A colleague in the underground operation described the diminutive Tubman—she was barely five feet tall—as a “woman of no pretensions [who] in point of courage, shrewdness and disinterested exertions to rescue her fellow-men, she was without her equal.”
 Participants in the Underground Railroad operated in mystery and secrecy throughout the North and “involved (it was claimed) some three thousand operators who assisted more than fifty thousand fugitives out of slavery in the decade before the Civil War.”
 For most of those obscure, but brave, souls, and especially black Americans, who participated in the Underground Railroad, it was their first venture into active politics and “organizational management.” With the exception of the few slave rebellions that occurred in antebellum American, the Underground Railroad was the only active and continuous resistance to the “repressive laws that held slaves in bondage.” What’s more, it served as the nation’s “first great movement of civil disobedience since the American Revolution” and engaged many regular American citizens in the “active subversion of federal law and the prevailing mores of their communities.” For black Americans, who, it was claimed by proslavery sympathizers, actually benefited from their slave status, participation in the Underground Railroad “offered repeated proof of their courage and initiative.”

The exact number of slaves actually rescued via the Underground Railroad is uncertain—both sides had interests in inflating the numbers: the North to praise the efforts of freedom’s defenders; the South to warn of the need for harsher fugitive slave laws. Though a true account will most likely never be known, the number of rescued slaves via the “railroad” was certainly modest relative to the total number of slavers in the South. But what is not deniable is that the possibility of freedom through the Underground Railroad, through the example it set, provided enormous hope for those yearning for a life outside of slavery.
 What’s more, while runaway slaves minimally impacted the Southern plantation economy, the “destabilization of discipline on plantations and small farms” and the ideological challenge to slaveholders control over their chattel proved to be enormous.
 This would serve as the primary reason for the South’s demand for a new, more powerful fugitive slave law, which, in turn, would prove to be a major cause of the secession crisis and subsequent American Civil War. 
Despite the southern perception of the slave’s docility, the slave rebellion served as the greatest fear for slaveholders.  David Brion Davis notes in his study of “the problem of slavery” that “the same whites who armed themselves to suppress possible insurrections spoke with contempt of the blacks’ cowardice and contentment.”
 Complementing these rebellion fears were the demographic fact that blacks outnumbered whites in some southern states, such as South Carolina and Mississippi, while other states, such as Georgia and Alabama, had a black population on par with whites.
  There were many slave rebellions in America; one historian has estimated that as many as two hundred and fifty revolts of various types occurred during the antebellum period.
  But even more distressing to slaveholders was the threat of a rebellion.  Every slave was a potential rebel and every day presented the possibility for a revolt.  Even the most kind and humane masters had to be on guard; and the most trusted slaves could be organizers of or participants in a revolt.  As a result, slaveholders employed slave patrols, which served as the southern version of a police force, to discourage potential runaways and to be on alert for slave rebellions.  At times, masters resorted to general floggings or mass whippings to maintain discipline and control.  “Slaves understood, however, that even the mildest of whites could become cruel despots when faced with the deception or ingratitude of people who, regardless of pretenses to the contrary, were kept down by force.”
  White southerners increasingly lived in a state of imagined and real siege, surrounded by potentially rebellious blacks inflamed by abolitionist propaganda from the North.  The result of these rebellions and threats of rebellion increased the fear of whites against blacks and gave rise to increasingly harsh Black Codes.  

 Compared to slave revolts in other parts of the New World, rebellions in the American South were relatively minor.  Slave uprisings in the Caribbean islands and South America were much more numerous, larger, and violent due to the overwhelming black majority in those regions and the harshness of laboring conditions; in effect, the revolting slaves had little to lose.
  However, several slave rebellions or conspiracies of note occurred in America during the early nineteenth century.  One, Gabriel’s Conspiracy in Richmond, Virginia in 1800, was discovered before it occurred, thanks to several slave informants. Subsequently, all the conspirators were hanged; however, the incident raised the specter of the threat of rebellion and indicated the potential danger slavery posed to the ruling white class.
  In 1803, Toussaint L’Overature’s successful ten-year slave revolt on the French island of Santo Domingo struck terror in the hearts and minds of southern slaveowners. (Ironically, magnitude of this slave revolt contributed to Napoleon’s decision to sell the Louisiana Territory to the United States.) This event turned many southerners away from voluntary manumission (freeing of slaves) and legal emancipation and more strictly entrench the slave system’s legal code.  In 1822, Denmark Vesey, a free black in Charleston, South Carolina, conspired to lead a slave rebellion.  Again, slave informants betrayed the plotters and the conspirators were executed before the rebellion occurred.  The result of the Vesey conspiracy was to suspect virtually all free blacks as agent provocateurs in slave rebellions.
  In 1831, Nat Turner, a semiliterate preacher from Southampton County, Virginia, led the most successful revolts in the antebellum South.  He directed an uprising that lasted two days and resulted in the death of 60 whites, mostly women and children.  The reaction to the rebellion was even more brutal and swift than the rebellion itself as all of the insurrectionists, including Turner, as well as innocent bondsmen were massacred.
 

The effects of the slave rebellions, while an expression of genuine frustration and fury on the part of some slaves, worked to the detriment of the typical slave.  One outcome of the Turner rebellion was to end any chance for peaceful, gradual emancipation in the South.  What’s more, violent results of Turner’s rebellion raised the specter in every Southern slaveholding family that a Nat Turner may exist within their midst. After every rebellion, or as the suspicion of rebellion escalated, southern legislatures passed more severe and far-reaching Black Code laws, which in many cases prohibited slaveowners from freeing slaves without special permission from state officials.  These repressive measures and harsh punishments were geared toward free blacks as well as the slave.  They were an indication of the increased fear and suspicion on the part of the slaveholder and other whites.  As one planted plainly admitted, “The fear of punishment is the principle to which we must and do appeal, to keep [the slave] in awe and order.”
 What’s more, biological theories that claimed the racial inferiority of the black man worked to unify the white race in support of the slave system.  Later, the South formulated theories proclaiming slavery as a positive good—a social and economic system that benefited both master and slave—to equally justify the slave system and the white man’s role as racial overlord.  “Virtually all [southerners] accepted as an article of faith, and a foundation of their superior society, the unchallenged fact of the inferiority of the people they owned, and of their natural fitness for servitude.”

The perspective that slavery was a positive good stemmed from numerous roots.
  The most obvious was the indispensible role slavery played in Southern culture, and combined with the emerging anti-slavery movement in the North, southerners’ attitude regarding the institution transformed from slavery as a necessary evil to one that was beneficial to both the slave and slaveholder, Another cause was the conviction that emancipation would be disastrous for blacks as well as whites. The patronizing attitude southern whites held toward blacks claimed that freed slaves could not survive in a free society. Thus, southerners focused on efforts, not to end the slave system, but to reform, improve, and defend their peculiar institution and make it an integral part of their culture.  To own slaves meant to have a sense of duty and burden—“a duty and a burden that defined the moral superiority of the South.  This duty and burden was respected by nonslaveholding southerners, who were prepared to defend it with their lives.”  That was the “ultimate meaning of a ‘slave society.’”

While mass slave rebellions were quite rare in the United States, individual acts of rebellion, i.e., running away, was more common. Furthermore, fugitive slaves seeking freedom in the Northern states or Canada was not nearly as common as “slaves escaping locally.” Typically an act of overt resistance to the slave system, slaves would temporarily escape to avoid work, meet with friends or family members, or avoid punishment. After a few days on the run, they would typically return to the master’s household. The few slaves, relative to the total number of the slaves in the South, that escaped in search of freedom more than likely did not succeed, especially if their place of escape was deeper in the South. Those slaves who were fortunate enough to reach the freedom of the Northern states would be assisted by both white and black anti-slavery advocates in an effort to avoid slave catchers. Not surprisingly, “most fugitives preferred finding refuge in black homes or quarters.” But whether black or white, many anti-slavery Northerners eagerly helped runaway slaves seeing it as a “vital and popular way” that allowed them “to participate personally in an activity that could give freedom to individual slaves while also renouncing national complicity in the slave system.”

The Social Reform Movement in the North: The Benevolent Empire

The social reform movement in the North served as the principle cause of the South’s conversion of slavery, previously considered a necessary evil, into a positive good.  Though they began quietly in the 1820s, social reformers, who believed they were creating a Benevolent Empire, grew out of a burgeoning religious revival and rapidly and exploded onto the American scene in the 1830s and 1840s, in a sort of religious-morality chapter of Jacksonian democracy.
  But the antislavery movement emerged as the era’s most significant and effective social reform faction, and the one to which the South reacted most violently.  But the social reform movement in America stemmed from more than just a moral opposition to slavery.  As the American economy assumed a continental nature and experienced the growing pains of a burgeoning industrial, manufacture-based society, many reformers, during the first half of nineteenth century, sought to improve the conditions related to of economic changes and insecurities.  

The American social reform movement had as its foundational belief the perfectibility of society and the desire to rid America of its sinful ways; thus, in addition to the purely religious fervor and spiritual enthusiasm of revivalism, reformers also sought to harness this religious and spiritual rejuvenation to a fundamental cleansing of society. The relationship was mutually beneficial: the strong religious foundations of the social reform movements gave the reformers their moral authority while the effectiveness of the crusades as a mass movement brought the people back to virtuous religious and spiritual principles. In addition to prospect of creating a “more perfect” society, the reform movements were also a reaction to events across the ocean and the anti-religious sentiment stemming from the European Enlightenment and the attraction of ideas spawned during the French Revolution.  While the most radical elements of these ideas remained in Europe, many Americans adopted some of the more moderate political and religious concepts, such as Deism; but from the perspective of many Americans they seemed radical.  Additionally, moral reform was a reaction to the liberalized religious doctrines, such as Unitarianism and later Transcendentalism, which took hold in America.  But regardless of the causes of this religious revival, the “wave of popular religious movements that broke upon the United States in the half century after independence did more to Christianize American society than anything before or since.”

Deism and Religious Liberalism in America


Despite the absence of an established church—indeed, possibly because of the absence of a coercive official church—Americans were the most religious people in the world.  Over three-fourths of the 23 million Americans in 1850 attended church regularly.  Alexis de Toqueville, the astute French observer of mid-nineteenth American society, in his highly influential Democracy in America noted, there is “no country in the world where the Christian religion retains a greater influence over the souls of men than in America.”
  But by the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, American religious beliefs moved away from the largely conservative, Bible-focused order and became more liberalized. In some cases, organized religion was rejected outright.  Thomas Paine, the great supporter of American independence and author of Common Sense, charged in The Age of Reason that all churches were “set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize power and profit.”
  But while most Enlightened thinkers in America, such as Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin, did not accept Paine’s radical, anti-religious views, they were suspicious of organized religion and embraced liberal theological doctrines, the most notable being Deism.


Deism was a purely religious product of the Enlightenment and was commonly known as scientific religion.  It emphasized reason over revelation and de-emphasized the role of God in the day-to-day operation of the world.  It accepted scientific discovery in place of the Bible, considering the latter more myth than inspired truth.  Deists rejected the notion of Original Sin, the belief that all of humanity inherited a sinful nature by virtue of Adam’s transgressions, and denied the divinity of Christ.  Considering God more of a Great Watchmaker, they accepted the concept of a Supreme Being who created the universe and humanity, but then stepped out of the picture and allowed man to use his God-given powers of reason and knowledge to survive in the world.  In short, Deists saw God as distant and out of touch with the human race.


Building on the founding and development of Deism during the second half of the eighteenth century, New Englanders founded the nineteenth century liberal religious movement known as Unitarianism.  Traditional Christian faith asserted the concept of the Holy Trinity, the notion that God the Father (God), God the Son (Jesus), and God the Holy Ghost (Holy Spirit) were three divine components of a single godhead.  The three parts of the trinity were, at the same time, one and separate.  Unitarianism was a philosophy that rejected the trinity and claimed only God the Father was a divine figure.  Like Deism, it stressed the goodness of human nature, the belief in free will, and the possibility that salvation could be attained through good works.  Unitarianism’s emphasis on rationalism and its optimistic outlook on humanity and the world stood in stark contrast to the hellfire sermons of Jonathan Edwards and his traditional Calvinist colleagues, and it appealed to many American intellectuals, the most famous of which was Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

The Second Great Awakening


As these liberal religious doctrines took hold, reaction to them took the form of another spiritual revival movement called the Second Great Awakening. Exploding onto the American scene during the early second quarter of the nineteenth century, the religious fervor of the spiritual awakening held the nation in its grip for almost two generations.  Characterized by the frontier campmeeting and itinerant preachers, the Second Great Awakening spawned movements that were millennial, utopian, communal, and humanitarian in nature.  It rejected the rigid and pessimistic predestination of Calvinism in favor of the idea of eternal salvation was possible through prayer, life-transforming conversion, and engaging in good works. This revivalism can be accurately described as the religious version of the democratization and leveling effect that took the nation by storm during the Jacksonian era.  “As profound an influence on the character of the nation as the toppling of upper-class political control, the Second Great Awakening derived much of its energy from attacking the religious establishments that had survived the [American] Revolution. . . The same anti-institutional bias evident in politics [during the Jacksonian period] fueled successful challenges to the old church establishments.”
  This egalitarian impact on American Christianity “blurred the distinction between the pulpit and the pew” and had as its most distinctive feature a “remarkable set of popular leaders who proclaimed compelling visions of individual self-respect and collective self-confidence.”
  In short, “American Christianity had been democratized and evangelized, which is to say Americanized.”
  

While the religious leaders of the Second Great Awakening may not have been learned, formally educated, or recognized members of the nation’s religious elite, they possessed a unique intelligence and a riveting persuasiveness, and had a tremendous impact on American society during much of the first half of the nineteenth century.  Across the American north, tens of thousands of people gathered together to hear circuit riders (traveling preachers), such as Peter Cartwright, preside over very emotional religious experiences and conversion processes. Charles Gradison Finney, the greatest of the revival preachers, led services in which whole communities were converted to this new brand of Christianity. Although Methodists and Baptists reaped the most souls, the movement stimulated an explosion of scores of religious denominations, such as the Mormons, Shakers, Adventists, Disciples of Christ, and Universalism, that were led in many cases by free thinkers, cult leaders, and crackpots.  Finney commented on the passion and zeal of revivalist preachers who, when compared to the learned and formally educated clergy of the established denominations, possessed the “earnest manner” necessary to “pour out fire upon his hearers when he preaches.”
 Much of Finney’s success and that of his fellow preachers occurred in the Burned-over District of western New York, so named because its inhabitants continually resonated with passionate religious zeal, was one of the primary breeding grounds for these multitudes of faiths.  Not coincidentally, it was also the principle breeding ground for numerous social reform movements.

But it was not just lay preachers and newly formed religious denominations that flourished during the mid-19th century. Reformers within the traditional faiths challenged hierarchical authority and help spread the flowering of Lutheranism and Catholicism. Seeking to respond to the changing times, American Lutherans converted the language of their services from German to Lutheran and several reformers established Lutheran institutions in the United States, including Samuel Sprecher, who founded Wittenberg College and Seminary in Ohio in 1845.
 The Roman Catholic Church also witnessed a dramatic rise in its membership during this same period. Spurred by millions fleeing revolutions in Europe and starvation stimulating natural disasters, much of Catholic immigration came from Ireland, which experienced a massive potato famine in the early 19th century. Within fifty years, American Catholicism was “transformed from a tight-knit group of landowning, educated aristocrats into an incredibly diverse mass of urban and rural immigrants who came from many different countries, spoke different languages, held different social statuses, and emphasized different parts of their Catholic heritage.” By the end of the century, it established itself as the largest religious denomination in the nation.
 In time, Catholics would embrace the Benevolent Empire and join Protestants in seeking to improve American society.
The intimate association between the religious enthusiasm of the Second Great Awakening and the Benevolent Empire was due, in part, to a spiritual philosophy that believed the world needed to be purified and perfected in preparation of Christ’s second coming. Known as post-millennialism, this end-of-time Christian theology taught that Christ’s return to earth would occur after a thousand year “Golden Age” of Christian prosperity. Thus Christian theologians and ministers, as well as social reformers believed they were creating this Golden Age by ridding the world of its vices. Hence, the fervency with which these activists and crusaders conducted their work.   

A notable exception to the post-millennialist viewpoint was the Millerite Second Advent movement of the late 1830s and early 1840s.
 William Miller, a Methodist lay minister from Poultney, Vermont, studied intimately the Bible prophecies from the books of Daniel and Revelation and came to the conclusion that Christ’s return to the earth to rescue his followers was approaching much sooner than the post-millenialists believed. In Miller’s pre-millennial view, the Second Coming of Christ would occur prior to the thousand year period of the earth’s purification. Pushed to set a date, Miller settled on October 22, 1844. In the months leading up to the chosen day, Millerite leaders, such as Miller’s publicist Joshua V. Himes and former temperance leader Joseph Bates, persuaded thousands of people across the northeast and Midwest of Christ’s imminent return. In the fall of 1844, many Millerite converts, believing the earth’s existence to be nearing its end, neglected their crops in the field; some paid off outstanding debts, while others ignored debt, believing earthly things would be irrelevant in heaven. Many Millerites, who had been active in seeking to create the Benevolent Empire, left the social reform movements and instead labored to convert the masses to Second Advent movement, a decision that provoked the scorn of social reformers, such as William Lloyd Garrison, who called the movement a “deplorable fantasy of the brain.”
 As October 22 approached, most Millerites sat prayerfully in their homes; some wore ascension robes expecting literally to return to heaven with Jesus. But when the day of reckoning came and passed, a Great Disappointment set in. Many Millerites, including Miller, became discouraged in their faith; others returned to the churches from which they had left. But despite the failings of William Miller’s message, his Second Advent movement spawned several uniquely American denominations, including the Jehovah’s Witness and Seventh-day Adventist denominations. The former trace their origins to the writings of Millerite George Storrs, while the latter points to James and Ellen White as its architects.
 


As can be seen, one of the paradoxical effects of the Second Great Awakening was the fragmentation of faiths.  Some religious leaders during this period hoped that the revivals would unify American Christianity; however, “instead of fostering a unified, cohesive movement, it splintered American Christianity and magnified the diversity of institutions claiming to be the church.”
  The Second Great Awakening also widened the lines between classes and regions.  The new sects and denominations tended to rise from the less prosperous and less educated communities from the rural South and West.  The “western revivalists were dealing with a moving, floating, migrating population, and they were operating in areas where opportunities for Christian nurture were few and often nonexistent. . . [R]evivalists in the West tended to turn on all the heat they could and make a concentrated appeal to the emotions.”  This tactic was especially true in Kentucky and Tennessee “where much of the early population was unusually rough, turbulent, and unlettered. . .  Many of them were like Augustus Lonstreet’s ‘honest Georgian’ who ‘preferred his whiskey straight and his politics and religion red hot.’”
 

The Church of Latter-Day Saints

One of the most interesting of these western faiths to arise during the Great Awakening of the nineteenth century was the Church of Latter Day Saints.
  Founded originally in Burned-over District by Joseph Smith, the Mormons are a purely American religion.  In the early 1840s, Smith claimed to have received golden plates from an angel named Moroni that told of the story of the Nephites and Lamanites, descendants of a lost tribe of Israel who inhabited the American continent centuries before.  After his resurrection, Jesus had appeared to these tribes and established his church on the North American continent.  These revelations became the substance of the Book of Mormon.  Because of their unconventional and eccentric beliefs, the Mormons face serious opposition and severe persecution everywhere they settled, including Ohio, Missouri and Illinois.   People held them in suspicion because Mormons tended to vote as a unit, drilled as a militia for defensive purposes, and, most significantly, practiced polygamy.  In 1844, Smith and his brother were murdered by a mob in Illinois, leaving the leadership of the group to Brigham Young.  An aggressive leader and eloquent preacher, Young married twenty-seven women and sired fifty-six children during his life.  He led the oppressed Mormons to Utah where he established a prosperous frontier theocracy.  The cooperative commonwealth Young created was truly communal in every sense of the word.  The federal government’s inability to control the Mormon hierarchy resulted in military action against it in 1857.  Only the sectional crisis of the late 1850s prevented the full force of the central authority from descending upon the Mormons.  They rejected anti-polygamy legislation enacted by Congress in 1862 and 1882, and retained their unusual beliefs on marriage throughout much of the nineteenth century.  Despite meeting the qualifications for statehood years before, this flaunting of federal law delayed Utah’s entry into the union until 1896.  

The Benevolent Empire

Closely related to this religious enthusiasm was an upsurge of social ferment in which many reformers attempted to create a “Benevolent Empire” to address numerous problems that emerged in American society. Seeking to perfect the world through moral inspiration and fundamentally changing behavior, the Benevolent Empire consisted of an interconnected series of reform movements that found fertile ground across much of the northeast and mid-west United States.
  One of the more effective reform movements during the period focused on universal publically-funded education. During the thirty-five years between 1825 and the eve of the Civil War in 1860 education reformers pushed for substantial increases in tax-supported education.  Most of this support occurred in the North and was focused toward elementary and secondary education.  Horace Mann, the Secretary of the Massachusetts Board of Education, spearheaded this movement.  He campaigned for more effective schools, better pay for teachers, longer school terms, and an expanded curriculum.  Another educational advocate, Noah Webster improved textbooks for public schools, while William H. McGuffey sold 122 million copies of his McGuffie Readers.  These books, used by elementary aged students for decades, taught lasting lessons on morality, patriotism, and American ideals.  Higher education also received attention during the nineteenth century.  In 1795, North Carolina established the first state supported university in the United States; Thomas Jefferson, a longtime advocate of free, public education, founded the University of Virginia in 1819 at Charlottesville.  Though the education of women was discouraged in the early part of the century, Emma Willard established Troy (NY) Female Seminary in 1821; Oberlin (OH) College, founded in 1833, admitted its first black student in 1835 and accepted women through its doors two years later.


Other arenas of the Benevolent Empire included reforms of insane asylums, peace, temperance, and feminism.  Dorthea Dix, teacher and author, worked to improve conditions for the mentally ill.  The American Peace Society, founded in 1828, declared war against war, while the temperance movement realized its greatest success during the early decades of the nineteenth century.  Neal Dow, known as the “Father of Prohibition,” founded the American Temperance Society in 1826. For years he sought to nationalize the Maine Law of 1851, prohibiting the manufacture and sale of intoxicated liquor.  By 1857, twelve states had passed similar laws.  The temperance movement of the mid-nineteenth century would directly lead to the ratification of the Eighteenth Amendment and the Prohibition Era in the early twentieth century.

The original feminist movement opposed the conventional view of the cult of domesticity.  Increasing in numbers and strength by the mid-nineteenth century feminist reformers sought social and political equality with men, but later voluntarily delayed realization of their goals in order to focus on the slavery issue.  Lucretia Mott, a Quaker, became a feminist supporter when she and other women were denied entrance to a London antislavery convention.  Susan B. Anthony, a militant lecturer for women’s rights, adopted the cause of women’s suffrage, and the Grimke sisters, originally from South Carolina, became strong advocates of antislavery.  Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell was the first female graduate of a medical college, graduating from Geneva Medical College, now Hobart College, in upstate New York in 1849.  Amelia Bloomer dared to defy conventional fashions by donning a short shirt and Turkish trousers from which we received the term “bloomers.”  The Women’s Rights Convention, a meeting of feminists in 1848 at Seneca Falls, New York, passed a “Declaration of Sentiments.”  Based largely on the Declaration of Independence, the feminist Declaration asserted, “all men and women were created equal.”  They demanded equal access to the ballot and, in effect, launched the modern women’s rights movement.

The Radical Communitarian Movement: The Search for Utopia


The social reform movement also had its lunatic fringe.  Largely cooperative, communistic, communitarian and, in most cases, based on religious perfectionism, many of these strange and extreme socialistic movements sought to isolate themselves from regular society and establish wilderness utopias.  In 1825, Robert Owen, who became quite wealthy in the cotton industry, founded New Harmony, an Indiana-based commune that exercised very little harmony.
 Engaging in a primitive form of communism in which its residents collectively owned all land and property, New Harmony collapsed after a few years amid a morass of contradiction and confusion concerning its purpose, and dysfunction and apathy among its members.  In 1841, Unitarian minister George Ripley founded a commune of brotherly and sisterly cooperation at Brook Farm, Massachusetts that prospered for about five years before a fire destroyed a substantial part of the community.  Suffering from financial, not to mention moral debt, it collapsed in 1846.
  A year after the founding of Brook Farm, German Christian Metz, obeying God’s orders, established the Community of True Inspiration originally near Buffalo, New York. Rejecting sexual relations and traditional marriage—they considered marriage as “a spiritual fall”
—Metz gained a following large enough to require the group to move to Davenport, Iowa, in 1854 and name itself Amana. Mandating almost a complete separation of the sexes, a devoted work ethic allowed the Amana Community to prosper economically and, while its religious commune mission may have waned over time, it became one of the more profitable social utopian communities forming the Amana Refrigeration Corporation, which is one of the leading producers of home appliances.
  
But perhaps the most interesting—certainly the most enduring—of the wilderness utopias was the Oneida (NY) Community.  Charles Grandison Finney-convert John Humphrey Noyes founded the Oneida Community in 1848 and rejected the doubts and abolition of sex that most of the other utopian societies advocated and, rather, adopted a policy of free love.  Noyes, who was denied ordination when he asserted that conversion brought complete release from sin, believed that perfection could be achieved if people gave up selfishness and property, not to mention their husbands and wives.  Rejecting monogamy, Noyes demanded that people reject the “Sin system, the Marriage system, the Work system, and the Death system.”
  He once asserted that sex should be a feast with “every dish free to every guest.”
 Anticipating the Social Darwinist theory on natural selection, he advocated eugenic selection of parents to produce superior offspring.  The community flourished for over thirty years; however, its success stemmed primarily from the influx of money from a wealthy entrepreneur engaged in the manufacture and sale of silver plates.  Later, Oneida Community became Oneida Limited, the largest manufacturer of dishware, forks, spoons, etc.  Thus, the society that began as a community of perfection and utopia evolved into a tremendously successful capitalistic enterprise.

Cultural and Literary Developments During the Jacksonian Era


Jacksonian America also witnessed a tremendous evolution in scientific, cultural, and literary fields.  Mathematician Nathaniel Bowditch, oceanographer Matthew F. Maury, Yale College chemist and geologist Benjamin Silliaman all made significant contributions in their respective fields.  Asa Gray, professor of botany at Harvard, authored over 350 books, including the standard textbook on human anatomy, while John J. Audubon observed and studied birds in their natural habitat.  Artist Gilbert Stuart became famous for his idealized portraits of George Washington and other famous Americans.  While early American literature consisting of political tracts such as The Federalist Papers, Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, and Daniel Webster’s eloquent orations in Congress, Washington Irving became the first American literary figure to win international acclaim with works such as Rip van Winkle and The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.  James Fenimore Cooper was America’s first true novelist, producing works such as The Last of the Mohicans.  


American poetry during this era claimed a number of figures with a diversity of enormous talent.  William Cullen Bryant, Puritan editor of the New York Evening Post, became a major literary figure in the antislavery movement.  Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass elevated him to the unofficial post of Poet Laureate of Democracy while Henry Wadsworth Longfellow became one of America’s most popular poets.  John Greenleaf Whittier, a Quaker, became the unofficial poet laureate of the antislavery crusade and helped, through his writings, arouse a largely indifferent America to the injustices of slavery.  James Russell Lowell of Massachusetts was a distinguished essayist, literary critic, editor and diplomat.  Louisa May Alcott, also from the Bay State, authored Little Women, while Emily Dickinson, who lived most of her life as a recluse and refused to publish her work, became one of the best-known American poets.  Eccentric genius Edgar Allen Poe popularized the horror type of literature epitomized by The Raven; and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, describes the Puritan practice of forcing an adulteress to wear a Scarlet “A” on her clothing.  Herman Melville, in Moby Dick, tells the story of a conflict between whaling Captain Ahab and a giant white whale and presents a complex allegory of good versus evil.  While most of the literary figures of note stemmed from the northeast, southern novelist William Gilmore Simms emphasized southern themes. 


American historiography also became a blossoming field of literature during the nineteenth century.  George Bancroft, Secretary of the Navy in the 1840s under President James K. Polk, is widely considered the Father of American History.  His massive six-volume History of the United States to 1789 is a highly detailed and super-patriotic work of the founding and early history of America.
  William H. Prescott wrote accounts of the conquests of Mexico and Peru, while Francis Parkman chronicled the struggle in colonial America between England and France for mastery of the continent.  The first American historians were primarily from New England and benefited from well-stocked libraries and a strong literary tradition.  They were inclined to interpret American history from the perspective of its English Puritan roots and tended to ignore the significance of the frontier west and generally held an unsympathetic view of the slave South.  

Transcendentalism


As a combined offspring of the Second Great Awakening and this literary flowering in America, Transcendentalism attempted to liberalize the religious straitjacket of Puritan theology.  It denied John Locke’s theory that all knowledge was acquired through the senses; rather, truth transcends the senses and cannot be found by observation alone.  Humans, Transcendentalists taught, have an inner light that can illuminate the highest truth and put them in touch with God.  Very similar to the beliefs of Ann Hutchinson nearly two hundred years before, Transcendentalism was a mystical doctrine of individualism, self-reliance, self-culture and self-discipline; it was hostile to authority and formal institutions.  Ralph Waldo Emerson, an adherent of Unitarianism, gravitated toward Transcendentalism.  In The American Scholar he urged American writers to reject European traditions and focus on their American background.  The Transcendentalist, he wrote, “believes in miracles, in the perpetual openness of the human mind to the new influx of light and power; he believes in inspiration and ecstasy.  He wishes that the spiritual principle should be suffered to demonstrate itself to the end, in all possible applications to the state of man, without the admission of anything unspiritual; that is anything positive, dogmatic, personal.”
  Henry David Thoreau, another strong believer in Transcendentalism, condemned the government for supporting slavery and was jailed for refusing to pay a Massachusetts poll tax. 
As can be seen, the Benevolent Empire cut across all facets of American society. Other lesser known but no less important features of the social reform movement included prison reform, advocacy of child labor laws, crack down on Sabbath breaking, as well as general global problems, such as preventing war and combatting political corruption.  But by far the most significant campaign of moral reform, the one that involved the most people and the one that incited the greatest agitation, leading to a sectional breech of the American Union, secession, and civil war, centered on the issue of slavery and the effort to abolish the peculiar institution from the soil of the United States of America.

The Abolitionist Movement


The militant antislavery movement that originated during the Jacksonian era was an outgrowth of the religious and social ferment of the Second Great Awakening.  The most vocal and successful of the nineteenth century social reform movements, abolitionism, early on, originated with a small group of visionary, highly committed (some would say fanatical) Northeast, primarily New England, activists, and then exploded across the northern section of the United States in the early 1830s.  It is important to distinguish between the general antislavery movement and the militant abolitionism. By 1830, there were two distinct groups opposed the slavery. On the one hand, northern antislavery activists, while accepting slavery in the southern states, opposed the expansion of the institution into the nation’s territories. While some expressed humanitarian concerns, their opposition centered primarily on preserving the territories for free labor and resisting what they perceived to be the growing southern slave power within the federal government.  On the other hand, the militant abolitionist movement focused almost exclusively on the moral issue of human bondage. In the words of Horace Greeley, abolitionists “treat[ed] Slavery uniformly as a crime to be repented, a wrong to be righted at the earliest moment. . . and disclaimed all temporizing, all make-shifts, all compromises, and everything else that involved or implied affiliation or sympathy with slaveholders.”
 
Abolitionists, many of whom originally supported the forced emigration of freed slaves to Africa, eventually demanded the immediate, universal, and, most significantly, uncompensated liberation of all slaves. While many anti-slavery advocates saw the dual features of the slaves’ humanity and property value, abolitionists rejected the idea of offering payment to slaveholders who liberated their chattel. Why, one prominent abolitionist asked, should those who for years had engaged in “whipping, starving, plundering, brutalizing, and trafficking their own species” be rewarded for their sins? Answering his own question, William Lloyd Garrison charged, drivers of humans did not deserve a “handsome remuneration if they cease from these atrocious practices;” they merited only “punishment proportionate to their crimes.”
 

In addition to unconditional liberation for all slaves, many abolitionists urged social and political equality for literate blacks, a proposition the vast majority of Americans opposed.  Abolitionists comprised wealth philanthropists, free blacks, and women, and considered their cause “part of God’s master plan for human redemption.” A document that epitomized this attitude and the crusading nature of early abolitionists is the somewhat forgotten An Address to the Free Colored Americans published in 1837 by the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women, a racially mixed group who demanded immediate emancipation of all slaves. The Address was, in the words of David Brion Davis, “saturated with Christian passion”
 and called for the uplifting slaves out of their state of “mental and spiritual degradation.” The authors of the Address also denounced the “evil” and “crime” of the colonization efforts and championed black achievement and capabilities, siting numerous examples of accomplishments by free blacks in both the northern and southern states. It praised the efforts of free blacks for their role in unleashing the abolitionist movement and rejecting forced emigration and praised the participants in the abolitionist movement as champions in the cause of social reform and for their dedication to the “great work of Reformation.”
 
By the late 1850s, though most northerners rejected the principles of the abolitionists, they agreed with the principle of antislavery—that is, prohibiting the creation of any new slave territory but not touching it in the South and certainly not supporting immediate emancipation.  Though militant abolitionism never garnered more than a small minority of northern support and generated nearly as much opposition to it in the free-states as in the South, it succeeded in exposing the brutal conditions of the “peculiar institution” and certainly drove the debate regarding slavery and its future in American.  

But the overall success of the abolitionist movement was somewhat compromised by personality conflicts and disagreements over strategies, tactics, and philosophies.  Paradoxically, from the 1830s on, the slavery issue so excited the nation that it forced most of the period’s public officials to address the issue, yet the more it was addressed the more intractable it became.  In 1860, a presidential candidate, nominated, not necessarily on an abolitionist platform, but on the firm anti-slavery belief that the institution should not expand into the nation’s territories and that it should eventually die, won the election that provoked southern secession.

The Quakers

Antislavery sentiment had a long history prior to the 1830s.  The natural rights principles of the Declaration of Independence and the revolutionary sentiment of the last quarter of the eighteenth century provided the most significant moral justification during the early American republic to abolish human bondage; as a result, virtually all the northern states provided the means for the eventual abolition of slavery.  But attempts to abolish slavery everywhere in America existed ever since the arrival of the first African slaves arrived on the North American shores in 1619.  

The first serious effort to eradicate slavery began prior to the Revolutionary era under the influence of the Quakers.  Founded by Englishman George Fox as a sect of Baptism, the Quakers believed in the oneness of mankind, the universality of divine love, and the evil of physical coercion; thus, the Quakers linked slavery with the commission of sin.  In the New World, they concentrated primarily in Pennsylvania and adopted a pious form of compassion and humanitarianism.  First encouraged by John Woolman, the antislavery Quakers later were led by Dr. Benjamin Rush and Anthony Benezet.  The pacific nature of Quaker philosophy forbade them from advocating force or any type of violence to eradicate slavery; their methods focused on moral persuasion. Quaker essays opposing slavery tended to be “infused with a calm and charitable spirit that reinforced the simplicity and moral earnestness of the author’s message.”  Woolman wrote a pamphlet titled Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes
 in which he denounced human bondage “as an injustice and a violation of the principles of the Christian religion.”
 But whenever he addressed slaveholders, Woolman was always “careful to refrain from judging [them] as a group;” what’s more, he refused to demand immediate or universal emancipation. Rather, his “judgments have the authority of man’s universal conscience.”
  The Quakers effectively demonstrated the obvious moral contradictions of slavery in a virtuous republic and succeeded somewhat in raising the humanitarian consciousness of many northerners.  In 1775, the Philadelphia Quakers founded the first antislavery society in the world, which served as a model for similar organizations in America and Europe.  In the South, however, many slaveholders disregarded the Quakers’ coaxing; thus, the practical results of their moralizing efforts were somewhat limited.

The American Colonization Society

Later in the nineteenth century, as the number of slaves in America steadily grew and in response to lingering revolutionary sentiment, a coalition of moderate antislavery men from the North and South founded the American Colonization Society.
  Established in 1816, ACS expressed little moral outrage with slavery and made very little effort to rid the union of human bondage; rather, it seemed more concerned with preserving America exclusively for the white race. Paradoxically, northern religious leaders, on the one hand, “saw colonization as a way of eventually ending slavery” and having the repatriated blacks take the ideas of Christianity and civilized enlightenment that they may have absorbed while held in American bondage back to Africa in hopes of enlightening that continent. On the other hand, plantation owners viewed colonization “as a way of protecting slavery from those who sought to subvert it” by removing from their midst free blacks who would use their free status to inspire slaves to rebel.

Generally, the ACS considered freed slaves, the target of the ACS, “unprepared for equal citizenship” within the United States and regarded colonization as the only solution.
 Indeed, Henry Clay, one of the society’s more high profile members, charged free blacks with being a “dangerous and useless part of the community.”
  At the same time, however, Clay justified his support for the colonization effort by claiming “Every emigrant to Africa is a missionary carrying with him credentials in the holy cause of civilization, religion and free institutions.”
 The ACS proposed a plan for gradual emancipation and pledged to compensate slaveowners for their loss.  Its supporters believed that whites and blacks were unequipped to live peacefully together in America and sought to transport freed slaves back to Africa.  Claiming many of the most prominent political leaders of the era such as Thomas Jefferson, President Andrew Jackson, Supreme Court Justice and nephew of George Washington Bushrod Washington, and future president Abraham Lincoln in addition to Clay, the Society, in 1822, established the Republic of Liberia (Liberty) on the west coast of Africa, with its capital at Monrovia (named for President Monroe), as a haven for free and emancipated blacks.  Over the next forty years, nearly 15,000 freed blacks returned to Africa; however, most freed blacks considered America their home.  By this time, a majority of slaves had been born in America and no longer considered themselves exclusively Africans; they had been partially Americanized with their own distinctive African American history and culture.  A.P. Smith, a free black from New Jersey expressed the sentiments of many of his race when he wrote a bitter letter to President Lincoln, who still supported colonization efforts during the early years of the Civil War. “Pray tell us,” Smith wrote, “is our right to a home in this country less than your own, Mr. Lincoln? . . . Are you an American? So are we. Are you a patriot? So are we. Would you spurn all absurd, meddlesome, imprudent, for your colonization in a foreign country? So do we.”
 Clearly, black Americans considered Liberia a foreign country and Africa a foreign continent. Rather, they preferred to stay in America and hope for their own emancipation; what’s more, many American slaves knew of the conditions in Africa and, despite their slave status in America, they had no desire to return.  In fact, it was primarily the actions of free black Americans who thwarted the ACS’s intentions. James Forten, a wealth free black American from Philadelphia, led the forces against colonization whose committee asserted that since “our ancestors (not of choice) were the first successful cultivators of the wilds of America, we their descendants feel ourselves entitled to participate in the blessings of her luxuriant soil.” Forten and other anti-colonizers resolved to “never separate voluntarily from the slave population” in America and expressed the “strongest confidence in the justice of God, and philanthropy of the free states” and committed themselves to “cheerfully submit our destinies to the guidance of Him who suffers not a sparrow to fall, without his special Providence.”
  
But it was not just free blacks who rejected and recognized the illogic of the colonization movement. Ironically, it was a strong defender of slavery pointed out a glaring contradiction. South Carolina representative William Loughton Smith, questioned the ACS’s principles when he asked, “How could [freed slaves] be called freemen [and] not allow them to remain here, if they desired it[?] How could they be called freemen, if they were, against their consent, to be expelled from the country?”
 In the end, despite the work of Forten and the inherent flaws in the ACS’s philosophy, the concept of colonization extended well into the 1850s. But as a practical matter, the lack of money served as the primary obstacle that made any colonization efforts problematic.  The cost required to transport blacks back to Africa was enormous and the American public was not prepared to make the necessary commitment to finance the project.  Thus, even if freed slaves wanted to return to their homeland, the financial burden made it highly unlikely that many would be able to go.
Antislavery as Part of the Benevolent Empire: Militant Abolitionism

By the early 1830s the antislavery movement took on the proportions of a crusade.  Militant abolitionism was aided by four separate and specific events in 1830-31.  First, the nullification crisis in South Carolina during the late 1820s and early 1830s in which slavery was tangentially linked to the issue of the protective tariff demonstrated to many in the South the potential authority the national government held over a section or a state. Second, Nat Turner’s horrific slave rebellion in 1831 in Southampton County, Virginia, which resulted in the murder of sixty whites, escalated fears among southern whites regarding blacks living freely among them.  Third, Virginia, whose slave population had steadily declined over the previous two decades, debated and ultimately rejected proposals to gradually emancipate the slaves in the state.  In light of Turner’s rebellion, never again would a southern state government debate any sort of proposal that even hinted at the idea of abolishing slavery; indeed, the southern states would move in the opposite direction and require slaveowners to acquire special permission to emancipate their slaves.  Finally, radical abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, a disciple of Quaker abolitionist Benjamin Lundy, published the first issue of his fiercely antislavery tract The Liberator, and pledged not to rest until America was free from the malignancy of slavery. With these events contributing directly to the conversion in southern attitudes toward slavery from a necessary evil to a positive good and the transformation of the antislavery movement from moral persuasion to militant opposition, the slavery issue became nationalized and both sides regarded the national government as a prime, indeed, the only, vehicle through which to realize their goals.

Much of the aggressive and energetic antislavery movement of the 1830s adopted its radicalism from the religious passion of the Second Great Awakening.  Theodore Dwight Weld, converted to Christianity by Charles Gradison Finney, appealed to thousands across the North with a special power and directness designed to reach primarily rural audiences of unschooled farmers.  Arthur and Lewis Tappan, brothers who had made a fortune as New York merchants, financed much of the antislavery activities during this early period and paid Weld’s cost to attend the Lane Theological Seminary in Cincinnati.  The Lane Seminary was originally founded for the missionary conquest of the West, but Weld sought to transform it into a bastion of antislavery fervor.  The institution’s constitution declared that God “created the black man as ‘a moral agent, the keeper of his own happiness, the executive of his own powers, the accountable arbiter of his own choice.’ Slavery ‘stifle[d] the moral affections, repress[ed] the innate longings of the spirit, paralyze[d] conscience, turn[ed] hope to despair and kill[ed] the soul.’”
  However, after Weld conducted an eighteen-day debate on slavery, many associated with the seminary feared that Weld’s radicalism endangered the fundamental purposes of American colleges.  The institution’s board of trustees voted to silence Weld and the other abolitionist agitators.  Unfortunately for Weld and the Tappans, Lane president Lyman Beecher, a strong temperance advocate and thought to be an antislavery champion, believe the Roman Catholic Church was a greater threat to the nation than slavery and sided with the trustees.  

In response to the Lane trustees’ decision, Weld and the “Lane Rebels” left the seminary and, while some followed Arthur Tappan to Oberlin College in Ohio, many joined Weld as traveling agents for the American Antislavery Society.  Founded in 1833, the Society’s Declaration of Sentiment called for the “immediate and total abolition of slavery through moral and political action.”
  In addition to aiding the American Antislavery Society and preaching the antislavery gospel across the North and Midwest, Weld authored numerous antislavery publications, the most famous of which was American Slavery As It Is.  Providing graphic first-hand accounts of slavery’s abuses, much of it from his wife Angelina Grimke’s experience as the daughter of a wealth Charleston, South Carolina slaveowner, the pamphlet was one of the period’s most effective abolitionist tracts and inspired Harriet Beecher Stowe to later write Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

William Lloyd Garrison

While Weld spread his antislavery message, probably the most famous of the radical abolitionists began his campaign in New England.  William Lloyd Garrison was a serious, stern, and eternally uncompromising man who epitomized the movement’s moral indignation.  Prematurely balding and looking more like a high school librarian than a political rabble rouser, he issued The Liberator from Boston Massachusetts on January 1, 1831, when he was twenty-five years old.  Raising the abolitionist movement to the level of a religious crusade, Garrison asserted that under no circumstances would he tolerate the poisonous weed of slavery but would stamp it out at once, root and branch.  The editorial of The Liberator’s inaugural issue indicated the seriousness of his commitment to the movement:  “I will be as harsh as truth and as uncompromising as justice. . . I am in earnest—I will not equivocate—I will not excuse—I will not retreat a single inch—AND I WILL BE HEARD!”
  He, along with Wendell Phillips, a Boston patrician known as “abolition’s golden trumpet” because of his brilliant oratorical skills, helped found the American Antislavery Society two years later.

Garrison originally supported the colonization movement and gradual emancipation; however, the limited results of these moderate efforts combined with the racist roots of much of the ACS’s membership caused him to become disillusioned; consequently, he adopted an immediatist approach—the immediate and uncompensated liberation of all slaves.  He condemned slavery as sinful and even took the extreme step of advocating full social and political rights for blacks, a position even those with moral or humanitarian objections to slavery refused to support.  While Garrison spoke in militant and violent language, he also advocated nonresistance—he was a prominent member of the American Peace Society, an organization that rejected war and opposed all forms of violence—rather, his aim was to achieve his abolitionist goals through aggressive, incendiary, and provocative language, but without violence.  Despite his proclamations to nonviolence, Garrison’s inflammatory words and vituperative tone frequently incited violence.  After the release of The Liberator, the Georgia state legislature offered a $5000 reward to anyone who would kidnap Garrison and bring him south for trial.
  In 1835, he barely escaped serious injury when a group of northern anti-abolitionists dragged him through the streets of Boston.  Ignoring the vast economic benefits slavery provided to the northern states, he repeatedly demanded that the “virtuous” North secede from the South, demanding the “repeal of the Union or the abolition of slavery.”
 On July 4, 1854, Garrison burned a copy of the United States Constitution, calling it a “covenant with death and an agreement with hell!”
  In late 1859, after the hanging of abolitionist John Brown, he again repeated his demand that the non-slaveholding states separate from the South in order to avoid associating with a slaveholding society.  Garrison, due mainly to his militant nature, was undoubtedly the most famous of the radical abolitionists; however, his inability to compromise and his rigid, dictatorial style alienated many potential supporters and actually hindered the movement’s ultimate effectiveness.

Garrison’s uncompromising stance eventually split the radical abolitionist movement.  In 1838, he and his non-resistance supporters formed the New England Non-Resistance Society as a rival organization to the American Antislavery Society, which gravitated toward more political involvement.  Garrison angered other abolitionists when he adopted the philosophy of “comeouterism,” that is, reject, or come out of, all national organizations, including political parties and established churches, that in any way associated with slavery.  In effect, Garrison declared, “whoever does not go all the way with us is in league with slavery.”
  He concluded that human institutions, such as political organizations and religious denominations, were inherently flawed and corrupted because they, just like slavery, rested on the illegitimate use of coercion.  He and his followers, in addition to non-resistance, advocated an “extreme pietism, pacifism and a spiritual perfection.  They pledged allegiance to the moral government of God and reviled the corruption of established religion and the political process.”
  In fact, the foundations of Garrison’s abolitionist views paved the way for the indictment of “domestic slavery” and the alleged tyranny of the patriarchy that would later characterize the feminist movement. True to his word, at the 1840 World’s Antislavery Convention in London, England, Garrison joined female abolitionists Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, Lydia Child, and Angelina and Sarah Grimke who were forced to the women’s balcony rather than associate with the delegates on the convention floor.

Militant Abolitionism and Politics

Opposing Garrison’s anti-establishment brand of abolitionism was a group who looked to the moral force of religion and politics as the basis of the reform effort.  Led by philanthropist Lewis Tappan, the American and Foreign Antislavery Society was established in 1840 and endorsed political action as a fundamental element in antislavery agitation, though it stopped short of creating a political party.  In addition, the group, focusing exclusively on the slavery issue, opposed women’s rights and hoped to further abolition through the persuasion and conversion of the clergy. 

Garrison’s dogmatic attitude and the failure of his tactics to translate into visible results offended many black abolitionists, a group that many believed could provide the greatest moral force to the abolitionist cause. Part of this racial disconnect within the abolitionist movement stemmed from white abolitionism’s “evangelical overtones” and its focus on persuasion and pacifism rather than direct action or even armed rebellion. Moreover, the “antislavery passion of black Americans came out of the personal experiences of bondage and of the ingrained racism that governed their daily lives.”
 Indeed, Frederick Douglass, the most famous of all black abolitionists and a strong supporter of Garrison for several years, urged free blacks and liberated slaves to overcome their degraded status through hard work and accomplishment as a way of convincing others to the equal standing of blacks within the community and converting them to the anti-slavery cause. “The most telling, the most killing refutation of slavery, is the presentation of an industrious, enterprising, thrifty, and intelligent free black population.”
 
But even as the abolitionist movement grew in size and strength, the prospect for ending slavery in the South seemed more and more remote, and many within the movement, including Douglass, rejected Garrison’s peaceful, non-resistance methods in favor of a more direct approach, in some cases calling for violent confrontation to eradicate the institution.  Martin R. Delany advocated the establishment of an African-American nation.  A free black who studied medicine at Harvard Medical School, Delany did not believe that America was a suitable home for the majority of African Americans.  Demanding a black American homeland, he wrote in The Condition, Elevation, Emigration, and Destiny of the Colored People of the United States, “We must make an issue, create an event, and establish a national position for ourselves.”
  Delany even toured parts of West Africa seeking a suitable location for the prospective black American homeland.  Another militant black abolitionist who believed that the violence of the slave system could only be defeated by counter-violence was David Walker.  A free black originally from North Carolina who migrated to Boston, Walker, in 1829, wrote an Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World that encouraged a slave rebellion and a bloody end to white supremacy in the South.  He denounced the moral failure of whites, including advocates of colonization, to extend their religious and political principles to blacks.  At the same time, however, he emphasized “black uplift and moral improvement” and called for “education, industry, temperance, self-confidence, ambition, regular work habits, and Protestant religion” in an effort to attain “black empowerment—equipping blacks to compete and succeed in a society based on those values.”
 At the end of his challenge Walker used apocalyptic Old Testament terms to describe the divine retribution that awaited a nation that enslaved millions of its own inhabitants.
  Southerners viewed Walker’s appeal to rebellion, especially in light of Nat Turner’s revolt, as the stimulus that encouraged slave uprisings; they considered it a prime example of northern interference in the South’s peculiar institution and the free-states’ complicity in the violence associated with abolitionism.

The individual who probably best epitomized this movement toward violence against slavery was Lysander Spooner.  A white Massachusetts attorney, Spooner, by the 1850s, had become impatient with the “tame, cowardly, drivelling, truckling course pursued by the abolitionists” who wasted their energies “talking to women and in churches.”  In 1858 he circulated plans to foment slave rebellions and attempted to enlist non-slaveholders’ support to confiscate slaveholders’ property.  Employing rigid, yet persuasive legalistic logic, he asserted that “rather than being due any compensation, slaveholders in fact owed compensation to their slaves for past exploitation.”
  He also suggested that vigilance committees replace southern state and local governments and even hinted at protracted guerrilla warfare to eradicate the peculiar institution. 

Another strategic opponent of Garrison and unquestionably the most famous black abolitionist was Frederick Douglass.
   Discovered in 1841 by New England abolitionists when he delivered a stunning impromptu speech at a Massachusetts antislavery meeting, Douglass escaped from his Maryland slaveowner in 1838. Later, he held audiences captive with his thunderous orations on behalf of the antislavery cause.  To those who claimed black Americans to be an inferior being to justify enslavement, Douglass employed clever and irrefutable logic when he pointed out in a speech entitled “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July” that 
There are seventy-two crimes in the State of Virginia, which, if committed by a black man, (no matter how ignorant he be), subject him to the punishment of death; while only two of the same crimes will subject a white man to the like punishment. What is this but the acknowledgement that the slave is a moral, intellectual and responsible being? The manhood of the slave is conceded.

Douglass, unlike Garrison, proved more flexible and practical in the abolitionist movement; what’s more, Douglass also, contrary to Garrison, believe the Constitution and the government it created was actually anti-slavery and he looked to politics to bring slavery to an end in the United States.  Douglass charged that those who considered the Constitution a pro-slavery document committed a “slander on the memory” of the Framers. In a July 5, 1852 speech Douglass declared that the Constitution contained “neither warrant, license, nor sanction [of slavery]; but interpreted as it ought to be, the Constitution a “GLORIOUS LIBERTY DOCUMENT.”
 Pointing to the fact that the Framers of the Constitution purposely avoided using the word “slave” or “slavery” in the document, Douglass, in 1863 during the height of the American Civil War, charged that “the Federal Government was never, in its essence, anything but an anti-slavery government. Abolish slavery tomorrow, and not a sentence of syllable of the Constitution need be altered. It was purposely so framed as to give no claim, not sanction to the claim, of property in man.”
 In 1840 and 1844 he supported the Liberty Party and the Free Soil Party in 1848; in the 1850s he would become a strong supporter of the Republican Party and Abraham Lincoln. 

While Frederick Douglass was certainly the most famous and revered of the black abolitionists, an equally effective advocate of immediate abolition and black uplift, but whose memory has unfortunately faded with time was James McCune Smith. McCune Smith was a freed slave from New York who showed a deep propensity and desire for learning. He became fluent is several languages and earned multiple degrees, including a Master of Arts and medical degree, from the University of Glasgow in Scotland. (Despite his free status, racial discrimination in the United States prevented him from attending college in America.) Upon his return to his native country in the mid-1830s, McCune Smith was the most educated black American in the United States for several decades. Though he established a very successful medical practice in New York in which he treated both blacks and whites, McCune Smith became intimately involved in the militant abolitionist movement and, through these and other actions, became the “foremost black influence” on Frederick Douglass.
 He encouraged free blacks to become politically active and supported the Liberty Party and its singleness of purpose and radical stance, at least for the times, on emancipation. Later, McCune Smith’s militant abolitionism and his advocacy of racial equality “led increasingly to an acceptance of violence.” He became a supporter of John Brown, who later would lead a violent but ultimately failed raid on Harpers Ferry in hopes of stimulating a larger slave rebellion, and, like Frederick Douglass, rejected Abraham Lincoln and the Republican Party’s moderate anti-slavery stance of opposing slavery’s expansion into the nation’s territories but allowing it to remain where it already existed. But perhaps the greatest contribution to the abolitionist movement by McCune Smith, as well as Douglass and other free blacks, was the “pro[of] that colored Americans were capable of overcoming the most formidable obstacles and matching whites on professional and entrepreneurial levels.”
 
In addition individuals such as Garrison, Douglass, and McCune Smith, white and black women also played a leading role in the abolitionist movement, though they tended to agree with Garrison’s non-resistance, anti-establishment strategy.  Indeed, as one student of the abolitionist movement has noted, “Abolitionism was the threshold through which American women took their first steps into the nation’s political life.”
 Isabella Van Wagenen, a freed black woman in New York who became famous as the passionate antislavery speaker Sojourner Truth, regularly held audiences spellbound with her deep, resonant voice and the religious passion with which she condemned the sin of slavery.  She served as a great advocate for black emancipation and women’s rights. As previously mentioned, Harriet Tubman, another escaped slave, helped found the Underground Railroad that assisted many slaves reach the freedom of the northern states or Canada.  Both women provided first hand accounts of slavery’s brutality and cruelty that inspired many northerners to join the crusade.  Harriet Beecher Stowe, the daughter and wife of New England clergymen Lyman Beecher and Calvin Stowe, wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the book that brought the conditions of slavery into the living rooms of virtually every northern household.  Sarah and Angelina Grimke, white sisters from a South Carolina slaveholding family, renounced their southern heritage wrote antislavery narratives; indeed, An Address to the Free Colored Americans was primarily the work of Sarah Grimke. Together, the sisters assailed slavery for the debilitating effect it had on women, both white and black.

Political Antislavery

As the national agitation over slavery escalated, many abolitionists became more involved in the political process in hopes of attaining their goals.  But this would prove to be a double-edged sword; as Jeffery Hummell points out, “the resort to the ballot box would bring both a broadened appeal and a dilution of purity.”
  As the movement welcomed more and more supporters, the high ideals and clarity of the original true believers would be sacrificed to the political realities of mid-nineteenth century America.  In New York, antislavery men of both races organized the Liberty Party in 1839, and nominated former Kentucky slaveholder James G. Birney in the 1840 and 1844 presidential elections.  The party’s platform demanded the end of the domestic slave trade, opposed territorial slavery, and endorsed the abolition of slavery in the District of Colombia.  In effect, the party called for the end to slavery in all areas controlled by the federal government; however, it did not call for the immediate emancipation of the slaves, nor did it mention slavery in the southern states, a primary reason for Garrison’s opposition to political participation.  While the Liberty party did not attract a significant number of voters, it occasionally attracted enough support to determine the outcome of a few state elections and the presidential election in 1844. 

As political abolitionism entered the mainstream of American politics and softened its more militant edges, it also moderated its demands for the rights of black Americans.  The Free Soil Party of the late 1840s and early 1850s, and the Republican Party of the 1850s opposed slavery’s expansion into the nation’s territories but said nothing of black equality, though they did claim that black Americans were entitled to the fruits of their labor. Furthermore, by virtue of their silence, these political organizations seemed to endorse slavery in the states where it already existed.  In fact, many free-soilers opposed slavery’s expansion in order to keep the nation’s territories open to free white settlement.  Indeed, Congressman David Wilmot, famous for his proviso to exclude slavery from the nation’s territories acquired during the Mexican War, indicated on the floor of the House of Representatives that his purpose in opposing the extension of slavery was to reserve the territories for white men only.
  Later, the Republicans sought to broaden their political base and appeal to a wide northern and border state audience by refusing to endorse full-fledged abolitionism and taking a stance on several issues unrelated to slavery.  Though, the party would sacrifice black social and political equality on the altar of national political appeal, that moderation would allow it to win elections, i.e., the 1860 presidential election, and address the issue from a position of strength and influence inside the halls of government.

The Proslavery South

Despite its moderation in exchange for expanded political appeal, the abolitionist movement endured a tremendous amount of criticism from the North and the South during its thirty-year existence; indeed, militant abolitionism was never popular anywhere and always was a small minority of the northern population.  In fact, as the political appeal of moderate antislavery widened, the support for radical abolitionism declined; however, by the 1850s, the tensions between the North and South had become so inflamed that, from the Southern perspective, even moderate antislavery sentiment was tantamount to Garrisonian-like militancy.  Indeed, following John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry, President James Buchanan denounced the northern anti-slavery movement as “an incurable disease of the public mind.”
 As such, the abolitionist movement, both the aggressively radical variety as well as moderate antislavery, had an enormous impact on the South.  As previously noted, by the early 1830s, virtually all public discussion of emancipation in the South ceased, and southerners denounced abolitionists as fanatical extremists bent on destroying Southern society.  Without question, the major effect of the abolitionist movement on the South was the development of an aggressive defense of the institution that elevated slavery to a positive good for both slave and slaveholder and declared it indispensable to the survival of Southern culture.  The greatest of the South’s proslavery advocates was John C. Calhoun of South Carolina.  

John Caldwell Calhoun would not be an obvious choice to lead the southern defense of slavery.   As previously noted, he was educated at Yale University and studied law in Connecticut prior to entering public service.  He served the nation for over forty years as Congressman, Vice President of the United States, Senator, Secretary of State, and Secretary of War; he lived most of his life outside of his native state and, along with Henry Clay and Daniel Webster, developed a reputation as a strong American nationalist.  Calhoun also has the distinction of being the greatest political theorist and philosopher of his time and one of the greatest in all of American history. He formulated the concurrent majority principle that sought to give the South veto power over congressional legislation and the compact theory of the Constitution that insinuated the possibility of secession. However, as his political career evolved, he focused his political thoughts and ideas toward the defense and justification of Negro slavery and the conviction that the natural state of the Negro was involuntary servitude.  

Calhoun denied Jefferson’s claim in the Declaration of Independence that “all men are created equal.”  Thinking in a purely literal sense and refusing to understand or accept the Virginian’s assertion of natural rights, he claimed that men were not created men; rather, they were created as infants, who were subordinate to their parents.  Thus, in a substantial leap of logic, he proceeded to assert that the poor were not equal to the rich, the weak to the strong, the stupid to the intelligent, or, in Calhoun’s and many southerners’ view, the black to the white.  Though many southern partisans would not go as far as Calhoun in his general denial of natural rights, most accepted his argument in order to protect the slave establishment in the American South. Indeed, Senator John Pettit, an Indiana Democrat, expressed the sentiments of many across the South and Midwest—a region of the nation that sought to restrict the migration of enslaved and free blacks—when he called the principles of liberty in the Declaration a “self-evident lie.”
  

In his defense of slavery, Calhoun also discussed the relationship between liberty and security.  Rejecting Benjamin Franklin’s popular assertion that “those who are willing to sacrifice liberty for security deserve neither,” Calhoun believed that security was essential to survival, while liberty was required only for progress.  A society could survive without progress, but it could not survive or progress without security.  To be sure, liberty was an important element in the Southern slaveholding society; however, its version of liberty centered on the power to control other men, in this case black slaves, who if freed, it was believed, could not live in harmony with the white race. Indeed, slaveholders invoked claims of their personal liberty whenever anyone contemplated slave liberation, cries that prompted British philosopher Samuel Johnson to rhetorically ask, “How is it that we hear the loudest yelps for liberty among the drivers of negroes?”
  
This view of two diametrically opposed concepts of liberty has plagued the United States since its origins and this paradox has presented America with its greatest challenged to the principle of American exceptionalism. This dichotomy was recognized on numerous occasions by future president Abraham Lincoln. But it was perhaps best illustrated by Lincoln in an address he delivered during the darkest days of the American Civil War. Using a metaphoric parable of a wolf and a sheep, Lincoln said, the “shepherd drives the wolf from the sheep's throat, for which the sheep thanks the shepherd as his liberator, while the wolf denounces him for the same act, as the destroyer of liberty, especially as the sheep was a black one. Plainly, the sheep and the wolf are not agreed upon a definition of the word liberty; and precisely the same difference prevails to-day among us human creatures, even in the North, and all professing to love liberty.” The president expounded on this theme: 

The world has never had a good definition of the word liberty, and the American people, just now, are much in want of one. We all declare for liberty; but in using the same word we do not all mean the same thing. With some the word liberty may mean for each man to do as he pleases with himself, and the product of his labor; while with others the same word may mean for some men to do as they please with other men, and the product of other men's labor. Here are two, not only different, but incompatible things, called by the same name, liberty. And it follows that each of the things is, by the respective parties, called by two different and incompatible names--liberty and tyranny.

 But Calhoun, recognizing the importance of liberty in a free society, justified his view of these conflicting understandings of liberty and the elevation of security over liberty by charging that some people were not prepared to live free.  In his A Disquisition on Government,
 he asserted, “Liberty, then, when forced on a people unfit for it, would, instead of a blessing, be a curse; as it would, in its reaction, lead directly to anarchy,—the greatest of all curses. . . Liberty, indeed, though among the greatest of blessings, is not so great as that of protection; inasmuch, as the end of the former is in the progress and improvement of the [black] race. . . And hence, when the two come into conflict, liberty must and ever ought, to yield to protection; as the existence of the [black] race is of greater moment than its improvement.”  In short, Calhoun’s patronizing opinion was quite willing to sacrifice the liberty of an unprepared black race in return for the security of both the black and white race, which, in his mind, was of preeminent importance. 

Calhoun’s views on race were typical of most Americans of his day; he believed the black man to be mentally and morally inferior.  Opposing any effort to abolish slavery, he based this opposition on the opinion that freedom for the Negro would relegate him to a condition of “vice and wretchedness.”  In fact, according to Calhoun, the Negro, while in the condition of involuntary servitude, had shown improvement in “intelligence, and morals.” In his official defense of slavery, Calhoun maintained that “in the present state of civilization the relation now existing in the slave-holding States between the two [races] is, instead of an evil, a positive good” and that “existing relations between the two races in the South forms the most solid and durable foundation on which to rear free and stable political institutions.”  In other words, Calhoun considered slavery beneficial to the black man in his slow advancement from barbarism to civilization.  Later, the South Carolinian actually praised the northern abolitionist movement in one respect.  “This agitation [abolitionism] has produced one happy effect at least; it has compelled us at the South to look into the nature and character of this great institution [slavery], and to correct many false impressions that even we had entertained in relation to it.  Many in the South once believed that it was a moral and political evil; that folly and delusion are gone; we see it now in its true light, and regard it as the most safe and stable basis for free institutions in the world.”

Political theory was not the only rationale for enslaving a whole race of people and adopting a pro-slavery view for southern culture.  Some pro-slavery partisans also looked to the Bible for support. (One theory stated that blacks were descendants of Ham, the son of Noah who was cursed by God and condemned to eternal servitude.) Other slave advocates taught that the master-slave relationship really resembled that of an extended family and, like the rearing of children in a nuclear family, this familial attachment actually benefited the slaves.  The peculiar institution lifted the slave from the barbarism of the African jungle and clothed him with the blessings of Christian civilization.  Some proslavery advocates, like George Fitzhugh who championed the economic benefits of slavery, contrasted the condition of their “servants” with those of the “wage slaves” in the North.
  Southern slaves, he argued, did not have to worry about slack time, unemployment, food, clothing, or shelter; they were cared for during times of sickness and in old age.  What could be better for the Africans than the “benevolent jailhouse Social Security” provided by the slave states’ cradle-to-grave welfare system. South Carolina physician Thomas Cooper agreed, claiming that “people of colour are considered, not merely by the populace, but by law, as a permanently degraded people” and that the “Southern slave was superior to that of the poor of other regions.”

While southerners expounded the inherent goodness of their “peculiar institution,” they violently objected to the abolitionist literature pouring out of the North.  One of the primary methods abolitionists employed to disseminate their views was an enormous network of newspapers, journals, periodicals, and pamphlets.  The southern push to block the circulation of this antislavery literature commenced the most blatant effort to violate freedom of speech, press, and to petition the government in American history.  In 1835, Congress, prompted by southern legislators, ordered federal postmasters to destroy abolitionist material and called on southern state officials to arrest any postmaster who did not comply.  In the following year, the House of Representatives passed what is familiarly known as the Gag Rule, a stipulation that “all petitions, memorials, resolutions, propositions or papers relating in any way or to any extent whatever to the subject of slavery or the abolition of slavery shall, without being printed or referred, be laid upon the table and that no further action whatever shall be had thereon.”
  In the Senate, John C. Calhoun demanded that such petitions be banned, but Senator James Buchanan of Pennsylvania, the future president, reached a compromise by establishing the right of the petitions to be presented and then automatically rejected.
 By the mid-1830s, antislavery petitions from all over the North began pouring into Congress.  Some of these petitions were just simple one sentence claims to free slaves in particular areas.  Under the rules of Congress, the legislature was obligated to receive and read the petitions and refer them to the appropriate committee.  Though nothing ever came of these petitions once they were assigned to a committee, many congressmen from the South objected to this constant assault on their domestic institution, while some congressmen from the North grew tired of the incessant agitation of slavery on the national level.  When the House refused to receive these incendiary petitions, John Quincy Adams, the former president who returned to Congress as a representative from Massachusetts, waged a valiant and ultimately successful eight-year battle against the Gag Rule, calling it “a violation of the Constitution of the United States, the rules of this House, and of the rights of my constituents.”
  As a result of his gallant defense of freedom of speech and the right to petition the government—both guaranteed by the First Amendment—Adams, who previously had not expressed any sympathy toward the cause, became Congress’s greatest spokesman for the antislavery movement during the late 1830s and into the 1840s. 

Former President Adams later added to his already impressive anti-slavery and public service resume when, in 1841, he successfully argued before the Supreme Court for the freedom of slaves from the Amistad, a Spanish slave ship bound for Cuba. The slaves had mutinied against the ship’s captain and murdered several of the crew; the slaves demanded to return to Africa but were taken by an American warship to New London, Connecticut to face murder charges. Though the murder charges were dropped, President Martin van Buren, not wanting to offend the southern wing of the Democratic Party, favored extraditing the slaves to Cuba. But abolitionists in the North defended the slaves in court and Congressman Adams joined the slaves’ legal team as the case reached the Supreme Court.
 Justice Joseph Story, delivered the opinion of the Court and agreed with the slaves’ argument that “they are natives of Africa, and were born free, and ever since have been and still of right are and ought to be free and not slaves.”

Though the Gag Rule remained in effect for nearly ten years, it—along with legal challenges to slavery, such as the Amistad case—actually had the effect of elevating the slave issue rather than suppressing it. Even some southerners opposed it for the backlash effect they feared it would have. “This rule manufactures abolitionists and abolitionism,” said one southerner. Comparing it to restricting religious liberty, he went on, “It is much easier to make the mass of the people understand that a given prayer cannot be granted than that they have no right to pray at all.”
 Adams’ unrelenting crusade finally paid off when the Gag Rule was repealed in 1844.
 Four years later, “Old Man Eloquent” as he was known for his opposition to slavery and his defense of the people’s right to petition the governments,” the champion of free speech and the antislavery movement’s most vocal advocate in Congress during the 1840s, collapsed and died at his congressional seat in the House Chamber.

Northern Opposition to Abolitionism

Dissenting opinion to aggressive abolitionism was not just confined to the South.  Radical antislavery men and women were maligned by many in the North who objected to the national agitation of the slavery issue.  Some northern politicians who covertly supported many aspects of the antislavery cause and who resented the disproportionate national power exerted by the slave states distanced themselves from the activists for fear of being labeled extremists on the slavery issue.  It should not be surprising that the North was hostile toward the radical antics of the abolitionists.  Garrison’s wild talk of secession irritated many northerners who appreciated and loved the Union with or without slavery; what’s more, free-state residents rejected Garrison’s radical views on social and political equality of the races.  Indeed, many northerners blamed the abolitionists’ antislavery agitation for the proslavery response in the South, which made it difficult for moderate and conservative northern politicians to agree and compromise on basic issues of national importance.

Economically, the abolitionist movement threatened national stability.  History has demonstrated that in most segments of society economic concerns typically outweigh moral ones, and this was true for many years in both the northern and southern sections of antebellum America. Indeed, recent scholarship has demonstrated that despite its moral evil, “slavery was profitable, efficient, and economically viable in the United States when it was destroyed [after the Civil War] and its death was an act of ‘econocide.’”
 This fact presented a serious problem for American abolitionists when it was discovered that economic productivity in the British West Indian islands declined markedly after slavery was abolished there in the 1830s. As David Brion Davis points out, “Southerners seized on that evidence as proof that abolitionists posed a fatal threat to their increasingly prosperous and expanding society”
 and that efforts to abolish slavery would irreparably harm all segments of the national economy.  
To be sure, while the northern states ended slavery decades earlier, the free-states profited just as handsomely from the slave system as the South.  The New England textile mills depended on the cotton supplied from the South; indeed, it was more than just a slogan to say that the Union was bound together by the threads of cotton.  A disruption of the labor system that produced this cotton was bound to disrupt a significant portion of the northern economy.  Even in the later 1850s, when the majority of the northern population mobilized against the Slave Power of the South, it was due largely to the political and economic clout that the slave states exercised in the federal government. As such, violence frequently followed the abolitionists who, on numerous occasions, were pelted with rocks and eggs.  Garrison was regularly assaulted when he attempted to speak publicly; in 1837, Rev. Elijah Lovejoy, an antislavery editor who fled to Alton, Illinois to escape threats on his life, was finally murdered by an anti-abolitionist mob.  Known as the “martyr abolitionist,” Lovejoy was another raucous antislavery man who regularly resorted to militant and provocative language when assailing the institution of slavery.  

But Lovejoy’s death marked a turning point in northern attitudes toward antislavery. Following his murder, “An increasing number of Northerners began to sympathize with the abolitionists as courageous defenders of civil liberties, and they began to fear that slaveholders harbored contempt for the freedom of white as well as black Americans.”
  While many northern politicians, even those who sympathized with their views, continued to distance themselves from abolitionism’s radicalism, by the 1850s, they came to see the South as the land of the unfree and the home of a hateful institution.  Many others even began to detect a “Slave Power conspiracy” bent on controlling all aspects of the federal government and demanding national endorsement of its domestic institution.  While most northerners were not prepared to abolish slavery outright, a growing number, including Abraham Lincoln, opposed extending the institution into the nation’s territories.  Beginning in the late 1840s at the height of the Jacksonian era, it was this specific issue—territorial slavery—clothed in moral and constitutional terms through which the slavery question would ultimately be resolved, though not until after the union had torn itself apart.
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