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INTRODUCTION

THE BADGE OF FREEDOM?

Three months before his death, Benjamin Franklin stepped into the public
spotlight for the final time. Although he had once published ads for runaway slaves, and
had even owned a slave couple himself, beginning in the 1750s Franklin had gradually
turned against the institution. As president of the Pennsylvania Society for Rrgheti
Abolition of Slavery, Franklin presented a formal petition to Congress in Feltdaty
denouncing both the slave trade and slavery itself. “Mankind are all formed sgmiee
Almighty Being,” it declared, “alike objects of his care, and equallygdesl for the
enjoyment of happiness.” Therefore, Congress had a solemn duty to grant‘tiderty
those unhappy men who alone in this land of freedom are degraded into perpetual
bondage.®

Only fourteen years had passed since Americans had announced to the world that
“all men are created equal.” Franklin’s reputation as an architect okth@ttion was
second only to George Washington’s. Nevertheless, southern congressmen displayed
unveiled contempt for Franklin and his petition. Senator Pierce Butler of South Carolina
castigated the society’s plan as a willful violation of the Constitution. In thee;lous
James Jackson of Georgia and William Loughton Smith of South Carolina sdgheste

the eighty-four-year-old Franklin was no longer in his right mind. Jackson was



particularly vehement in his defense of slavery, insisting on the floor of the Haise t
the institution was divinely sanctioned and economically vital to the southern ecénomy
As he had done in the past, Franklin decided to take his case to the public in the
form of an anonymous parody. On March 23, 1790, a public letter appeared in the
Federal Gazetteinder the signature “Historicus.” In a disinterested tone, Franklin
observed that Jackson’s speech in Congress bore a striking resemblance th a speec
delivered a hundred years earlier by Sidi Mehemet Ibrahim, a member attredd
Algiers, in response to a petition condemning the enslavement of Europeara@éiristi
Assuming that Jackson had never read this speech, Franklin could not help but note “that
men’s interests and intellects operate and are operated on with surprisiagtgim all
countries and climates, whenever they are under similar circumsténces.”
Indeed, “the African’s” rationales for white slavery clearly preskiipose
invoked by Jackson and other southerners in favor of black slavery: “If we forbear to
make slaves of their people, who in this hot climate are to cultivate our lands? And is
there not more compassion and favor due to us as Mussulmen than to these Christian
dogs?”
Who is to indemnify the masters for their loss? . .. And if we set our slaves free,
what is to be done with them? . . . Must we maintain them as beggars in our
streets, or suffer our properties to be the prey of their pillage? For men
accustomed to slavery will not work for a livelihood when not compelled. And
what is there so pitiable in their present condition? Were they not slaves in their
own countries? They have only exchanged one slavery for another and | may say
a better; for here they are brought into a land where the sun of Islamism gives
forth its light, and shines in full splendor, and they have an opportunity of making
themselves acquainted with the true doctrine, and thereby saving their ilmnmorta
souls. [They are] too ignorant to establish a good government. While serving us,
we take care to provide them with everything, and they are treated with hpmanit

The laborers in their own country are, as | am well informed, worse fed, lodged,
and clothed. . . . Here their lives are in safety.



As for those “religious mad bigots” with their “silly petitions,” it was ptoelishness to
argue that slavery was “disallowed by the Alcoran!” Were not the tecepts “Masters,
treat your slaves with kindness; Slaves, serve your masters with chessfaie

fidelity” ample evidence to the contrary? It was well known, explained thHeafsf that
God had given the world “to his faithful Mussulmen, who are to enjoy it of right as fast
as they conquer it”

The stability and happiness of the nation could not be sacrificed simply to appease
the demands of a few fanatics. Such was the determination of the Divan o§Algier
which, according to Franklin, rejected the antislavery memorial. FolloguitgCongress
announced that it lacked the authority to act on Franklin’s pefition.

Franklin did not live to see the cotton boom and the consequent entrenchment of
slavery in southern life. Little did he know that Congressman Jackson’s proslavery
apology would become commonplace in the South during the first half of the nineteenth-
century. Nevertheless, Franklin’s last public letter anticipated an impoataht

underappreciated, facet of the antislavery argument.

Arbitrary Rationales

The thesis of this dissertation is that northerners feared slavery, in padséee
the rationales for black slavery were inherently subjective and therefeed pdhreat to
the liberty of all Americans, irrespective of color. Southerners invoked figg@hated
rationales in their defense of African servitude: race, moral and mentabritfgrihe

good of the slave, the good of society, and the lessons of history. Yet many of these



rationales had been used in the past (as Franklin illustrated), and could be used in the
future, to oppress people of any race. Northerners often expressed concerosiasery
arguments were subject to the transient prejudices and economic motives of those who
invoked them. Anyone could fall victim to the argument that they were “inferiot,” tha
they would be better off enslaved, that they posed a threat to society, or that thei
subjugation was justified by history and religion. Preparing for his debdteStephen

A. Douglas in 1858, Abraham Lincoln wrote a neatly synthesized passage that
highlighted the dangerous arbitrariness of proslavery justifications:

If A can prove, however conclusively, that he may, of right, enslave B—why
may not B snatch the same argument, and prove equally, that he may enslave A?

You say A is white, and B is black. Itaslor, then; the lighter having the right
to enslave the darker? Take care. By this rule, you are to be slave to tharirst m
you meet, with a fairer skin than your own.

You do not meaoolor exactly?—You mean the whites are intellectually the
superiors of the blacks, and, therefore have the right to enslave them? Take care
again. By this rule, you are to be slave to the first man you meet, with ancintelle
superior to your own.

But, say you, it is a question of interest; and, if you can make iintevest
you have the right to enslave another. Very well. And if he can make it his
interest, he has the right to enslave §ou.

Two conclusions flowed from this recognition. First, many northerners
understood that the perpetuation of slavery, and its attendant rationales, made their own
liberty, indeed everyone’s liberty, contingent on circumstance—namely, tlity &ibil
defend oneself against those who would seek to subjugate. Freedom would depend on an
individual’'s economic status, the prejudices of the majority, or the caprice of an
aristocracy. They therefore held that the only effective safeguard of indililakréy was
universal liberty, as expressed in the Declaration of Independence. As lantgeesans

believed that “all men” were endowed with inalienable rights to life, kbarid the

pursuit of happiness, everyone’s liberty wouldsk#-evidentregardless of



circumstance. Each person’s liberty would be respected simply by virhie @f her

status as a human being. Conversely, the justifications that were invoked to exclude
segment of society from the rights of man destroyed the self-evidernuasefrights.

They could be used to exclude any other segment of society. (This was the prahlem w
popular sovereignty. Tolerating slavery’s expansion logically implied the¢ist was

not wrong. Consequently, its advocates were compelled to reject or qualify the
Declaration of Independence.) By failing to repudiate slavery, Amerioaressarily
rejected the universality of human liberty, thus exposing themselves to the sam
proslavery rationales, especially when they happened to occupy a position oéoliti
social, or economic vulnerability.

Second, the capriciousness of these rationales, which was confirmed bydilistoric
evidence, proved that American slavery was simply another example of “migés ma
right.” Like other forms of tyranny, it was determined by the desire aihtyal$ the
strong to oppress the weak. As a result, even through the lens of bigotry, white
northerners could look upon the slaves’ condition and wonder if a similar fate could ever
befall them. Black skin had been stigmatized as a badge of servitude, yetdbere w
nothing to guarantee that white skin would always serve as an unimpeachgaebad
freedom.

It is incumbent upon anyone offering a new interpretation of the Civil War’s
causes to demonstrate that previous authors have missed a vital component of the
sectional conflict. Such an explanation may seem hubristic given the staggeringr numb
of books and articles historians have dedicated to the topic. These historians ahy typic

divided into two camps: fundamentalists and revisionists. Fundamentalists atghe tha



institution of African slavery generated irreconcilable differencesdmtwortherners

and southerners, differences that ultimately destroyed the intersépiditiaal system

and plunged the nation into war. Revisionists, on the other hand, emphasize contingency
over fundamental forces and argue that the conflict over slavery was pogentiall
reconcilable. They attribute the war to the collapse of the Second PartgnSystieh,

they contend, was caused primarily by factors unrelated to slavery (etiunalcissues

or political consensus), yet paved the way for sectional fanaticism. In the sutiseque
realignment, self-aggrandizing politicians had the opportunity and the motivation to
exacerbate the slavery issue for political gain.

Indeed, one cannot deny the argument made by James G. Randall, and later by
Michael F. Holt, that political demagogues inflamed popular fears in both the Morth a
the SoutH. Charles W. Ramsdell also made a compelling case that climate would have
rendered the conflict moot by barring the extension of slavery into the West—althoug
his dismissal of slavery’s possible expansion into Mexico and Central Aneefaraess
convincing® And while historians became increasingly critical of the “needless war”
theory after 1945, it is quite clear that revisionism did not die out, contrary to Gabor
Boritt’s recent claim. In fact, Boritt himself highlights the impor&iet contingency,
placing significant blame for the war’s outbreak on Lincoln and his fellow Repullic
who, in his view, tragically underestimated the depth of southerners’ disaffection.
William Gienapp is particularly explicit in his insistence that the deveéoprof the
Republican Party, which he deems the most crucial link in the chain of events l@ading

war, was far from inevitable. In the same vein, Joel Silbey has placed milneharfus



for the sectional crisis on Calhoun’s proslavery agenda during the campaign fer Texa
annexation.

But to call the war “needless” or irrational because the fears exgregse
northerners and southerners seem unreasonable, or because they hinged on avoidable
events, is to miss an important point. Questions of judgment and contingency (the
interminable “what ifs” of history) can always be used to demonstratpahiatular
developments were not inevitable. The historian’s purpose is to explain what made
events—in this case the Civil Wampessible Even if one can argue that slavery would
have died a natural death, many northerners clearly believed that it ersdbtiger way
of life. As Pieter Geyl suggested in 1951, it is improper for historians to separat
fundamental and “artificial” causes on the basis of their own sense of rayidhalsing
the benefit of hindsight to dismiss northern fears as irrational, and therefore as
illegitimate, ignores history’s value as a means of understanding hunma@atmaos.

The other problem with revisionist histories that reject a fundamentalatonfli
between North and South is the clear implication that slavery was a moribundiorstit
that posed little or no threat to the future of the United States. In my view, tihatimist
was worth far too much to the South, both monetarily and socially, to be easily given up.
And from a northern perspective, the consequences of its continuation posed a clear
threat to the economic prospects and, as | will argue, the fundamental libefty of al
Americans.

Despite the survival of revisionism, since in the 1960s, most historians have
embraced the fundamentalist position. With the publication of Eric FoReésSaoill,

Free Labor, Free Mem 1970, a socioeconomic interpretation has won widespread



acceptance. | stand quite convinced of the validity of Foner’'s argument that many
northerners opposed the spread of slavery because it inhibited upward sociay topbilit
stigmatizing labor and, consequently, threatening their access to the \Mektserved

as a safety valve for the growing population of white laborers. (Given that the vast
majority of northerners were just as racist as their southern countenpamgratations

of the antislavery movement that stress northern self-interest are theomastmg.) In
addition, James L. Huston has argued that the emergence of a national maatextedre
to put northern workers and southern slaves into direct competition, thus depressing
northern wages and further stultifying social progrésdsseems to me that the primary
weakness of the economic interpretation (which | will attempt to addretbsit ii$ fails to
differentiate Republicans from northern Democrats. There is no reason to Hediethet
latter were any less devoted to the free labor ideology, yet they wénrgwel accept the
possible expansion and indefinite continuation of American slavery.

Other historians have pointed to the specter of a Slave Power conspiracy against
northern liberties. The Slave Power has been a prominent theme in Kansas studies
particularly Nicole Etcheson’s recent book. This is hardly surprising consgodwat
northern settlers, facing hostile Missourians and an illegitimatsld¢gie, described
their condition as “white slavery.” Bill Cecil-Fronsman’s 1997 artidevVocate the
Freedom of White Men, as Well as that of Negroes” accurately desdrédpsrcipal
concern of many free-soil Kansans. Leonard Richards has also demonstitated tha
southern political power was a major concern to northerners on a national levetilyprima
in respect to the Three-fifths Clause, southern parity in the Senate, and theitpoipli

northern “doughfaces.” Yet while these historians offer convincing accotitite Slave



Power’s strength, they say little about the specific reasons northéraesd that
power?

The fear of “white slavery” | hope to clarify here is distinct from, althazlghrly
related to, the northern fear of both southern political power and the socioeconomic
consequences of black slavery. My purpose is to compliment these interpretations by
showing what northerners believeauld happen to their liberties if they were forced into
a condition of economic or political weakness. Northerners feared slaveydeeit
would leave them impoverished and potentially disfranchised. In so doing, it would also
leave thenvulnerable In fact, poverty was a prominent theme in northerners’ reactions
to proslavery rationales. Poverty, as a condition of weakness, was takagrasfa s
inferiority. Southerners considered slavery a blessing because it protempbel fpem
poverty. And according to republican theory, which some southerners still echoed, the
poor posed a threat to society as a whole. Northerners realized that none of these
arguments was strictly racial in nature. They were applicable to vaste®ll as blacks.

Lincoln scholars have come closest to the argument that the rationalesdoy sla
were dangerously subjective and therefore a threat to the liberty of atidans.
Examining Lincoln’s concern with the vicissitudes of power and weakness, Datvedt P
recognized that it was only “random chance” that made the white man freeedniddk
man a slave. According to Harry Jaffa, “there was no principle which justifiéalvers
Negroes which did not at the same time justify enslaving whites”—although he does not
elaborate on what those principles may have been. Jaffa also points to Lincoln’s
insistence that Americans had to stand dedicated to the principle of univerdahfree

lest they become victims of proslavery justifications. In the same vein, DaxadsKy



has written that “slavery denied the rights of man and, in this very fundamerge) se
threatened the entire edifice of natural rights.” Therefore, the only pootdor the
liberties of whites “lay in recognizing that these liberties deriveahftheir status as
human beings and hence were shared by all other people, including Bfa8tephen
Oates highlights Lincoln’s belief that Democrats (both northern and southern) were
attempting to overthrow the Declaration of Independence, thus transforming thd Unit
States into “a despotism based on class rule and human servitude.” Similarly, Alan
Guelzo observes that the Declaration became the rhetorical touchstone ébn bifter

the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act. The enslavement of blacks wasvaytep a
from the Declaration, he explains, and “a step toward the enslavement of evelyane.”
problem with these statements is that no one adequately explains the prochghby w
that step would or could be taken. In other words, they do not explicitly link the
arbitrariness of proslavery rationales with the importance of univeesadn*

In respect to Lincoln’s opposition to Senator Douglas, Jaffa tends to emphasize
the potential danger of unalloyed majority rule (inherent in Douglas'segiion of
popular sovereignty) when minority rights are not secure. This is a compaijjnment,
but while the fear of majority tyranny was certainly implied in the awvesly resistance
to popular sovereignty, northerners more commonly expressed their fear of the
slaveholdingminority and the potential degeneration of the United States into a despotic,
or at least hierarchical, society. Lincoln believed popular sovereigntingidgous
because it fostered national indifference to the future of slavery and thus uretetire
principle of universal liberty. Robert Johannsen has correctly observed thanLincol

rejected popular sovereignty as a “sinister” doctrine that threatened ¢lsedden of

10



Independence. And as Don Fehrenbacher explained, Douglas debauched the public mind
by placing freedom and slavery on “the same ethical Iével.”

In short, my interpretation of the antislavery movement has been touched upon by
previous authors, but only in a tangential fashion. Historians have largely overlooked
northerners’ belief that slavery eroded the edifice of a free sociegablging dangerous
principles. In addition to its political and economic impact, the expansion of slavery
perpetuated the notion that it was proper and morally right for some men to subjugate
others. This interpretation is ideological, in that it seeks to explain antislzal@es and
fears, rather than social reality. As | will attempt to show, antisfavertherners often
considered the principles that would be established, and the messages that would be
conveyed, by their opponents’ policies, as well as their own. And they concluded that the
messages and principles perpetuated by southerners and northern Democrats were

inimical to the future of freedom in the United States.

Taken for a Mulatto

Of the proslavery rationales mentioned here, the only one that has been
specifically analyzed as a threat to whites is race. This is somswipaising,
considering that white skin is generally assumed to have been the clearesifbadge
personal freedom. The stigmatization of black skin, going back to the 1550s, has been
well described by Winthrop Jordan in his examination of the connotations Englishmen

attached to black and white (which he attributes to their desire for negegvence
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groups). These assumptions would continue to define “blackness” as a mark of sin and
inferiority, and a consequent qualifier for bondage, throughout the antebellum eriod.

Nevertheless, a handful of historians, including Russel B. Nye, Carol Wilson,
Calvin Wilson, Thomas D. Morris, and Lawrence R. Tenzer, have observed that, from a
legal perspective, slavery was not entirely, or even primarily, based oH Beginning
with a Virginia statute of 1662, southerners determined slavery by the status of the
mother. After several generations of white paternity, which was anythingnecommon,
the result was a class of people who were white by all appearances, bytHelghih
bondage. Indeed, northerners were quite aware that people who appeared fully white
labored as slaves in the South. They called attention to countless advertisaments
southern newspapers in which masters described their absconded property as having
“blue eyes, light flaxen hair,” and “skin disposed to freckle.” One such slaveowner
candidly admitted that his slave was “so nearly white that it is believedrast would
suppose there was no African blood in hithWith these descriptions in mind, a slightly
waggish northerner wrote to a Kansas newspaper expressing a desite to et new
territory, but then complained he was “almost afraid to come, for should | happen to tan a
little under your hot sun | might be taken for a mulatfo.”

Many abolitionists began to argue that the common sight of these light-gkinne
slaves would put poor whites at risk for abduction and enslavement. Carol Wilson and
Calvin Wilson effectively examine the northern assertion that white childréth the
South and the North, were being kidnapped and sold as the offspring of white slaves.
Harriet Beecher Stowe dramatically expressed this fear iKdyeto Uncle Tom’s Cabin

“When the mind once becomes familiarized with the process of slavery . . . and when

12



blue eyes and golden hair are advertised as propertnegjades—what protection will
there be for poor white people, especially as under the present fugitiveasiaey can
be carried away without a jury triaf®”

Other northerners, both abolitionists and Republicans, concluded that the
continuing effects of amalgamation were destroying race as the rizdial between
freemen and slaves, thus producing a willingness to impose bondage without so much as
the pretext of an enslaved maternal line. Southern slavery embraced allxdongle
noted a Wisconsin editor. He then warned that white skin was quickly supplanting black
through the natural process of miscegenation, which would ultimately “oblitdrate a
distinctions of color.” William Lloyd Garrison went even further in persomaiizhe
danger to northern whites, reminding them that southerners actively sought Irgreeski
slaves, particularly women: “No person can say | am safe, my wifeeismsgfmother or
my child is safe; that complexion settles the question in America, that nonadiut bl
people can be enslaved.” Similarly, in the fall of 1855Ltiberator took note of two
slave children purchased in the nation’s capital who, according to observers, gbesesse
visible trace of African blood. Garrison suggested that local photographersy disgta
pictures in order to convince the public that southerners were willing to enslave “an
child in the land” if it would serve their financial interests. Congressman Jashdsy of
Ohio also warned his constituents that “the bleaching process” of amalyaiaad the
consequent appearance of white-skinned slaves could produce a willingness to impose
bondage without any regard to color or bftth.

Yet as a rationale for bondage, race may be best described as a subjective

manifestation of arbitrary characteristics. Even if each and every souldezrhad been
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clearly black, slavery was still a threat to the liberty of others bet¢hese
characteristics could be attributed to people with little or no referenceitoatial
background. Indeed, “the social construction of race” has been a key intespretdhe
works of Eric Williams, Oscar and Mary Handlin, Kenneth Stampp, Edmund Morgan,
William McKee Evans, and Barbara Fields. Williams argued that rat@dthing to do
with the choice of Africans as a labor force. They were simply the most vuleecaaiol
hence the most economical. Racism developed later as the justification fostargex
practice. It was therefore apparent, as Stampp explained in his studypetthiar
institution, that race has no real meaning of its own; “its meanings dcomiédeas the

powerful attach to it.*

Abolitionists and Republicans

The belief that proslavery rationales were dangerously subjective wassagr
by northerners across the antislavery spectrum. Consequently, the evidessamnt pr
this study will come from political as well as abolitionist sources. bhatg said, it is
not always a simple task to draw a clear line between the abolitionist and Rapubli
versions of antislavery. The traditional view of abolitionists is that therg & small
group of evangelical northerners who demanded immediate emancipation, denounced
colonization and compensation for slaveowners, felt genuine sympathy forgieqgbli
the slave, and were morally opposed to the racial prejudice endemic in AmegiEdy. SO
Republicans, on the other hand, looked to the gradual emancipation of slavery (through

territorial restriction), and opposed the institution because of its deletesocio-
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economic impact. In reality, however, the dividing line was hazy at best. After
antislavery developed into a political force in the 1840s and 1850s, the Republican Party
could claim important leaders who, despite their support for gradual emamcipadr
immediatism, can be accurately designated as abolitionists, including£8amner,
Salmon Chase, and Owen Lovejoy.

Even if the typical abolitionist had a greater claim to morality than theatypic
Republican, morality is certainly not devoid of self-interest. The Golden Ruoleasaly
be interpreted as a warning to individuals that the oppression of others opens the door to
the possibility that they might be similarly oppressed. According to one elcaigelper
published at the time of the Missouri crisis, if it was truly the duty of all men to do unt
others as they would wish others to do unto them, slavery would come to an immediate
end, “for no man is willing to become a slave himself,” or to see his children enslaved.
Consequently, Stowe, Garrison, and other abolitionists were quick to warn white
Americans that the slave’s lot could potentially become their own. As with Regud|
they feared that Americans no longer honored the ideals of the founding fathers. They
warned that qualifying or rejecting universal liberty in order to justiick slavery
would put people of all races at risk. Theodore Parker argued that the principles which
allowed slavery in South Carolina would also establish it in New England. Iinarg
could raise Africans for sale, he saw no reason why people could not raiseefrjshm
Democrats, and Know-Nothings for sale in Massachusetts. “The bondage of a black man
in Alexandria imperils every white woman’s daughter in Boston,” he explained. “You
cannot escape the consequences of a first principle more than you can ‘telk thie |

Niagara and stop half way dowrf>Abolitionists and Republicans also made a point of
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reminding northerners that the slavery of antiquity—which southerners were so fond of
invoking—was primarily white slavery.

Because these arguments emphasized the potential threat to whites, rattiex tha
suffering of African slaves, they easily fit the free-labor platfamd political purposes
of the Republican Party. It is not surprising that many historians have charged
Republicans with hypocrisy, given the fact that they failed to offer equkality as a
corollary of their condemnation of slavery. In fact many Republicans, partcildhe
Midwest, vehemently denied any intention or desire to introduce social or political
equality between the races. And many believed, or certainly claimed ¢éodyehat
blacks were morally and intellectually inferior to whites. Yet at theesame, they
would not deny the black man’s humanity. They would not embrace the fiction that
slaves were simply another form of property, in the same category anpigsattle. In
the final analysis, it was their common humanity that linked the black man’e fite t
rights of white men. Republicans were thus forced to balance their own prejudice—and
that of their constituents—with their insistence that whites and blacks werbarsai
the same human family. As a result, they consistently attempted to segratyatl
rights from civil rights, maintaining that blacks were entitled to thenér but could be
safely denied the latter. (Northern Democrats, on the other hand, insisted that the
Republican platform would lead inexorably to political and social equality.) For
Republicans, ultimate emancipation was as much a means to an end as an endmn itself
his second annual address to Congress in 1862, Lincoln argued that “in giving freedom to
the slave, we assure freedom to the free—honorable alike in what we give andcewhat w

preserve.” Yet given the prejudice of northern voters, most placed a grepteasesron
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the second half of that equation. Lyman Trumbull, Illinois’ first Republicantsgna

observed that southerners had just as much right to enslave a white man in Kangas as the
did to hold a black man in the same condition. White skin was no protection. He therefore
maintained that “it is not so much in reference to the welfare of the negro thet we a

here.” Their goal was to protect the rights and dignity of laboring whites.

From a strictly political standpoint, Democrats spared no attempt to capitaliz
northern prejudice by characterizing Republicans as racial egalgawhile
Republicans actively sought to portray Democrats as tools of the slave poweitansl tr
to the nation’s founding principles. The declension of American freedom, marked by a
failure to respect the ideal of universal liberty, became a significantfliagack against
both northern and southern Democrats. Republican editors and politicians made a point
of connecting them to a defense of slavery in the abstract, characteoathgre papers
that lauded slavery as the “special organs” of James Buchanan and, occassoeatign
A. Douglas. These editorials would often carry sensational tittes—“The Buthana
Democracy Hate Freedom”—while the Democratic Party was frequasgigrdged as
“the bogus Democracy” or “the party calling itself democratic.”

Republicans would also frequently include a special message for foreign-born
Americans, warning them that they would be the most susceptible to enslavathent a
asking them to reconsider their devotion to the Democratic Party. This became an
interesting facet of the Republicans’ balancing act between nativism apgeal to
immigrants in 1856. “These Democratic rhapsodies over the peculiar instittgionta
confined to merely negro slavery,” proclaimed the Springfield, lllidoigrnal “The

Douglas Democracy, it will be seen, say that ‘the principle of slavery doeepend on
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difference of complexion,’ but goes further and embraces within its folds &keaili the

poor and laboring classes, no matter to what race or lineage they belongrgiteethat

the free-born sons of Ireland, of Germany, of Scotland, of America would be bettdred a
improved in their condition were they likewise brought into the bondage of the Southern
slave. Was there ever a more monstrous doctrine promulgated? And yet itsshathi

the present avowals of the Sham Democracy are rapidly terfding.”

One might protest that Republicans were willing to accept the continuation of
slavery in the states where it already existed, and were therefop@ict in the
legitimization of proslavery rationales. Maintaining the ideal of universeity required
the American people to repudiate slavery, but this did not require the immediat®mbolit
of slavery in the South. Prohibiting the expansion of slavery, thus keeping it “on the
course of ultimate extinction,” would signify that the public considered it a reggess
evil, only to be tolerated temporarily as an aberration in a nation still dedliceatiee
proposition that all men possess equal rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness
“Let us, by our legislation, show that we really believe the declarationglarted the
New YorkTimes Americans could not yet enforce the doctrine in every section of the
country, but they could strive to “stay the plague,” and affix the mark of national
disapprobation on southern slavé?y.

This was a major theme in Lincoln’s campaign against Stephen A. Douglas and
the application of popular sovereignty as the method for determining slaverysistat
the territories. His greatest challenge was to convince northern audientasing some
of his fellow Republicans, that simple indifference to slavery was itsatical to the

liberty of whites. The question, as Lincoln saw it, was whether liberty would berselive
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(at least in theory) or whether the justifications for black slavery wouldveuto
threaten the liberty of all—a danger he pointed to repeatedly, as when hiatexicor
Douglas for convincing the public not to care about slavery and for qualifying the
Declaration of Independence, which he saw as the only sure safeguartl agains
circumstance and the self-interest of the powerful. In order to fix my topic pothieal
context of the 1850s, | will begin with an examination of Lincoln’s reaction to the
Kansas-Nebraska Act and his subsequent debates with Senator Douglas.
Proceeding from Lincoln’s argument, the next four chapters will examatecéa
the proslavery rationales | have identified (inferiority, the good of theesthe good of
society, and the lessons of history and Christianity) and demonstrate howmuittiites
could perceive each one to be a threat to their own freedom. Chapter five will analyze
their contention that American slavery was simply a triumph of force, amaddg past
examples of tyranny and subjugation. Chapter six will examine the antistagponse
to southerners’ denials and qualifications of the Declaration of Independenime pdyt
in respect to the Dred Scott decision, while chapter seven will highlight the northern
argument that slaveholders constituted a burgeoning aristocracy. The final @hkpte
consider the debate between antislavery northerners and northern Demaer 485t
(including the historical accuracy of their respective claims) as wétieaRepublican
Party’s devotion to the ideal of universal liberty in the 1860 presidential campaign.
One of the primary challenges that confront students of antislavery is the need to
extrapolate northern motivations from the sources at hand. Fortunately, antebellum
northerners left us an abundance of material with which to work, including newspapers,

political tracts, published speeches, legislative petitions, and private cordesige. In
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the course of my research, | examined hundreds of newspapers and printed sources
Although important arguments can be gleaned from personal letters, | hbkegweblic
record is more valuable than private correspondence. It seems reasonahlen that
individuals were more likely to elucidate their thoughts on issues when preparing
speeches and editorials for public consumption. Furthermore, given the broadness of my
topic, | saw no value in confining my research to a particular state or regithrougth a
significant portion of my material emerged from the Old Northwest, whichtlveaseart

of the early Republican Party. Most of my sources will fall within the periodpdly
escalating tensions (1854-1860); however, some arguments will reach back into the
nation’s first half century, a period in which many aspects of the proslavery and
antislavery arguments initially took shape.

Finally, it is important to clarify my use of the term “universal libertyi% not
meant to express a belief that American slaves (much less all human benlk)
actually enjoy freedom at any point in the foreseeable future; rathex ieference to
northerners’ belief that liberty had to be maintained as a national ideal. Ydéfibing
slavery as an aberrant and temporary evil could human bondage be delegitinaized as
social arrangement and cordoned off from American society. If the idbahwdn liberty
were not maintained (which it could not be if the American public sanctioned stavery
expansion and perpetuation), no one’s liberty would be respected as “self-evident,”
particularly if they were unable to defend themselves against the mawhsnat would-
be aristocrats. So my use of the term is very much predicated on Lincolmiselefehe
term “created equal.” All men were endowed with inalienable rights, but nortkerne

devotion to the concept was not tantamount to an argument that all human beings the
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world over should be immediately freed (certainly not for Republicans). It vasiem
adopted by the founding fathers to guide the nation in the future. And in this case, the

territories were the future.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE MYTH OF THE FREE-STATE DEMOCRAT

“I am not in the habit of looking upon this struggle as a local one, and confined to
Kansas,” wrote the soon-to-be free-state “governor,” Charles Robinson, in 1855. “I
regard it as one in which the whole nation is involveth’the age of Manifest Destiny,
the West represented the nation’s future, both literally and symbolically. Hgweve
Manifest Destiny rarely served as a nationalizing force. Driven byatepsectional
imperatives, westward expansion gave the conflict between North and South its
“irrepressible” character. For more than forty years prior to the @lall, Americans
struggled to define slavery’s status in areas where it did not yet exissarovyet
firmly established.

Due to their increasing populations and their desire for additional political
representation, northerners and southerners vied for control over the nation’sakerritor
growth. Southerners felt the need to expand because of the exhaustion of the soil and the
growing slave population. Many Americans, both northerners and southernees, agre
that if slavery could not expand it would eventually die. In the words of one proslavery
editor in Kansas, limiting the institution to those states where it alreastg@xvould
force southerners “to choose between self-destruction and the agonies of aastotf de

Likewise, northern society needed to expand in order to prevent a high population density
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that would increase competition for jobs and lower wages, thus undermining the free
labor ideology. Jefferson’s hostility to urbanization had been predicated on this
reasoning. According to the traditional republican view, land was the only source of
personal independence, and personal independence was a prerequisite for those who
expected to maintain their freedom in a participatory republic. Without an abundant
supply of land, people would be forced to work for wages in an increasingly crowded
market, which would make them dependent on their employer and, consequently, would
render them susceptible to blackmail and bribery. In this respect, Angngiéin a
sprawling continent at their doorstep, seemed particularly blessed. Theiradithe
West as a safety valve through which people could make a fresh start wheorthees
declined®

Yet northerners were convinced that their access to this land would be effectivel
blocked if they were forced to compete with slave labor. In the late 1850s, freeréabo
earned roughly a dollar a day, whereas the cost of a slave’s daily labtessdahan
twenty-five cents. Competition with slaves could therefore be expected tolgevere
depress wages. Psychologically, the effects were similar. Norteeargered that slavery
undermined the work ethic of free laborers by stigmatizing hard work as s&Wiéd
could be more enervating, they asked, than having to compete with another man slaves
Slavery therefore prevented upward social mobility, created a staguoaioney, and
maintained a permanent class structure in which the bloated slaveholdingasistoc

reigned supreme.
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A Hell of a Storm

This conflict took a violent turn with the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in
the spring of 1854. Four years earlier, Congress had passed a series of nieasures
finally defused the crisis emanating from the Mexican War and the acquisit
California and New Mexico. Many Americans had hoped this would be a “final
settlement” of the controversy over slavery’s expansion. Yet with the acmuist this
territory, facilitating travel and communication between East and Weshleezgalient
issue. In fact the war had not yet begun when Stephen A. Douglas of llliensa t
thirty-two-year-old freshman congressman, began to advocate the coostoic
railroad linking Chicago and San Francisco. In the fall of 1845, Douglas introduced a bill
to organize the land west of lowa as Nebraska Territory. The measacketéapass, and
while public support continued to grow, the possible location of a transcontinental road
remained the subject of sectional and local rivalries aimost a decade later

In February 1853, William A. Richardson, Douglas’s ally and chairman of the
House Committee on Territories, reported a new measure to provide Nebrdska wit
territorial government. The need for such legislation seemed obvious. “In the name of
God, how is the railroad to be made if you will never let people live on the lands through
which the road passes?” demanded the bill's adtBmuglas, now chairman of the
Senate Committee on Territories, concurred and favorably reported the m&asure
despite widespread support for a transcontinental railroad, many southerners opposed a
move to organize the Louisiana Purchase territory north of 3658ery had been

prohibited there under the terms of the Missouri Compromise in 1820, and any states
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carved from Nebraska would assuredly enter the Union as free statesundiss were
particularly wary. With the free state of lllinois to the east and l@xbéd north, they

now faced the unwelcome prospect of a free territory on their western bordes, whe
much of their slave population was concentrated. It was therefore with considerable
misgivings that Senator David Rice Atchison of Missouri agreed to supportlthe bil
Nevertheless, Douglas was still unable to garner the votes he needed. With thecdupport
every slave state senator south of Missouri, the Senate voted to table thesraleastiyr
before Congress adjourned.

Douglas remained committed to Nebraska’s organization, but as the new
Congress assembled in December 1853, he found the terrain to be even more difficult
than it had been during the previous session. Perhaps most notably, Atchison, who had
spent the recess battling Thomas Hart Benton in the opening stage of thenagéxt s
campaign, now announced that he would see Nebraska “sink in hell” before voting to
organize it as free territory. If Douglas could not pass the bill with Adatsssupport, it
was highly unlikely he would be able to do so without it. With this in mind, Douglas
began to make a series of increasingly direct concessions to his southegueslidhe
new bill, reported out of his committee on January 4, made no reference to the Missouri
Compromise, but repeated the language that had been employed in the New Mexico and
Utah legislation of 1850: “when admitted as a State or States, the saidyteontany
portion of the same, shall be received into the Union, with or without slavery, as their
constitution may prescribe at the time of their admission.” Southerners quially im
clear to Douglas that this was insufficiergnd within a week he added another section,

which had supposedly been left out through “clerical error,” explicitly statiagight of

28



territorial residents to determine slavery’s status within their bordewh&ners
realized, however, that slavery would never have an opportunity to take root if the
Missouri Compromise remained in effect. Two weeks after Douglas firetlunted his
bill, Senator Archibald Dixon of Kentucky pressed him to incorporate an outrightl.repea
Douglas agreed, fully aware that it would cause “a hell of a storm.” He aigteddo
provide for two new territories, Nebraska to the west of lowa and Kansas toghefwe
Missouri. While it was not unreasonable to allow these regions the opportunity toplevel
separately from each other, many construed this measure as a meassvofgdansas
for slavery and Nebraska for freeddm.

Although Douglas may have hoped to placate southerners while leaving the
Missouri Compromise intact, his basic reasoning remained constant. Begmith the
bill’s initial introduction, Douglas claimed that the principle of congressiexausion
had been superseded by “the leading feature of the compromise of 1850,” which in his
view was “congressional nonintervention as to slavery in the Territoriesdrding to
Douglas, Congress had repudiated the Missouri Compromise by refusing to extend it t
the Pacific in 1848 (despite the support of the Polk administratibhg. supersession
argument was, however, clearly disingenuous on Douglas’s part. He had publicty laude
the Missouri Compromise in 1849 as “a sacred thing, which no ruthless hand would ever
be reckless enough to disturb.” And as for the Compromise of 1850, many northerners
pointed out, quite correctly, that no one at the time believed that the New Mexico and
Utah legislation had any bearing whatsoever on the Louisiana Purchasanlaptly
noted the absurdity of the argument that those who favored the Wilmot Proviso in order

to prohibit slavery in the Mexican Cession were actually fighting to allavwesy north
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of 36° 30 by refusing to extend the line to the Pacific. The Missouri Compromise and the
Compromise of 1850 were separate measures, he insisted, not general priff@ples:

argue that we thus repudiated the Missouri Compromise is no less absurd than it would
be to argue that because we have so far forborne to acquire Cuba, we hayeithereb
principle, repudiated our former acquisitions and determined to throw them out of the
Union. No less absurd than it would be to say that because | may have refused to build an
addition to my house, | thereby have decided to destroy the existing house! Aattlf | ¢

you setting fire to my house, you will turn upon me and say | instructed you to'do it!”

To the extent it can be considered a principle, “congressional nonintervention” is
perhaps a more accurate appellation than “popular sovereignty,” considering that the
actual sovereignty of territorial residents over slavery had been leftiortally
ambiguous ever since Lewis Cass first championed the measure in his run fortde Whi
House in 1848. Northern Democrats, including Douglas, assumed that a territorial
legislature could exclude slavery during the territorial stage. Southernehg otnér
hand, assumed no such authority. In their minds, slave property should be as sacrosanct
as any other form of property. Regulation could only occur as the territory eritered t
Union as a state. This ambiguity, while attractive as a means of garngpgtsin both
sections, would later serve to divide the Democratic Party.

The Kansas-Nebraska Act easily passed the Senate on March 3. Only two
southerners voted against it, Sam Houston and John Bell, while party disciplind kept al
but four northern Democrats in line. President Pierce had agreed to make thesbififa te
Democratic orthodoxy, but the House, whose members soon had to face their

constituents, was less amenable to administration demands. Douglas exerted his
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influence, which, along with the legislative legerdemain of Alexander Steptenged

the bill's passage on May 22 by a narrow vote of 113 to 100. More so than the Senate, the
vote in the House revealed the sectional realignment of American politigseight

northern Democrats voted against the bill, as did every northern Whig, whereas two-
thirds of southern Whigs joined the Democrats to suppdrt it.

Douglas may have achieved an impressive legislative victory, but the Kansas-
Nebraska Act was far from a success in its operation. Douglas had hoped that
congressional nonintervention would define slavery as a state and terrisuel is
thereby banishing it from the nation’s capital. Congress and the president would then be
free to focus on greater issues. Instead, the dream of a transcontinkotal eas
consumed by the sectional animosities engendered by the act, and the nation stood
transfixed as Kansas descended into chaos and vidfence.

Three years after the passage of Douglas’s bill, northerners could look back on a
long series of outrages in Kansas. Proslavery Missourians had stolen elections for
Kansas’s delegate to Congress and for the territorial legislaturelegiskature,
fraudulent in spirit if not in fact, passed a draconian slave code, imposing a se&ftence
two years at hard labor for those who wrote or circulated antislaveryiahateu
threatening the imprisonment of anyone who simply denied the institution’gyegal
Those who would aid in the escape of slave property or incite rebellion risked the deat
penalty. Southerners also threatened the life and expedited the departurg of eve
governor who dared to oppose them. Cowed by their demands, President Pierce blamed
the hostilities on New England emigrants (who, despite the propaganda, wevelyelat

few in numbers), condemned the free-state Topeka constitution as “revolutionary,” and
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authorized the use of federal troops to disperse the free-state governnesnin T
January 1857, the proslavery legislature attempted to solidify its gacedlimg for the
election of a constitutional conventidh.

Not surprisingly, free-soil opponents often lamented their “enslavement” by a
proslavery minority. Broadsides advertising mass meetings were zmbthwith the
words “No White Slavery!” Sara Robinson, wife of the free-state governor,vaostrat
Kansans “feel the iron heel of the oppressor, making us truly white sf\@srewhat
ironically, considering the northern reaction to the Kansas-Nebraska detsdil
Kansans expressed acceptance of popular sovereignty as a democratic pbouiciple
decried southerners’ violation of that principle. In an anguished remonstrameestdie
leaders told Congress that the Kansas-Nebraska Act had granted popular sgvereig
proslavery Missourians, but had imposed “serfdom” on the territory’s actidéngs.

The doctrine of self-government is to be trampled under foot here, of all other

places in the world, on the very spot which had been hallowed and consecrated. . .

. The compact is to be basely broken, and the ballot of the freeman torn from our

hands, almost before the ink of the covenant is dry. . . . The questiegrof

slavery is to sink into insignificance, and the greater portentous issuess tgori

in its stead, whether or noke shall be slaves, and fanatics who disgrace the

honorable and chivalric men of the south shall be our masters to rule us at their
pleasure?

The White Man’s Charter of Freedom
Although Lincoln recognized all of these factors, it was not the disingenuousness
of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, nor the violence and fraud endemic in its operdtioa tha

considered the most troubling aspect of Douglas’s measure. From Lincolipsgisses,

the status of freedom and slavery in the public mind was the primary concern. He
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believed slavery’s status in the West would determine the character otiteenation.
The approval or toleration of slavery’s expansion, under the terms of popular soyereignt
or any other policy, would signify that the American people approved of slavery as a
permanent social arrangement. It would signify a dangerous philosophical atrophy
which the American people accepted the legitimacy of proslavery rationales

Lincoln argued that popular sovereignty was insidious because it undermined
national devotion to the ideal of universal liberty. By relinquishing control overrglave
expansion to territorial settlers, it both fostered and reflected nationdénedite to the
future of human servitude. In other words, it presented freedom and slavery as equally
acceptable options for local majorities in their dealings with vulnerable m@sori
Beginning with his Peoria Speech in October 1854, Lincoln deprecated “thisedeclar
indifference” to the spread of slavery because “it assumes that there rmanabeight in
the enslaving of one man by another.” It was “a dangerous dalliance forpetele”—
evidence that “liberty, as a principle, we have ceased to ret’efais would develop
into a major theme in his debates with Douglas four years later. Toles&direry’s
expansion connoted an assumption that slavery was “not a wrong.” No man, Lincoln
reasoned, could logically express indifference toward something he considarechl.
But it made perfect sense if the issue at hand was trivial or morally daleefitae real
difference between Douglas and his followers on the one hand and the Republicans on
the other was that Douglas “is not in favor of making any difference betweenysénd
liberty—that he is in favor of eradicating, of pressing out of view, the questions of
preference in this country for free or slave institutions; and consequentlysevegnyent

he utters discards the idea that there is any wrong in slal/ery.”
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Because popular sovereignty implied that slavery was not wrong, its supporters,
like the proslavery apologists, were naturally compelled to qualify artréje
Declaration of Independence. How could Americans continue to proclaim that féll me
possessed inalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness when they
countenanced the expansion and perpetuation of human servitude? Popular sovereignty
debauched public opinion—which, in Lincoln’s view, was “everything” in a republic—
by rejecting the universal rights of man: “Near eighty years ago we begieclaying
that all men are created equal; but now from that beginning we have run down to the
other declaration, that for some men to enslave others is a ‘sacred right of self-
government.” By fostering northern apathy, popular sovereignty had the sams\o®rr
effect as the proslavery ideology. Acceptance of the institution’s expansion, or
indifference to it, necessarily destroyed the principle of universal freeBonthis
reason, Lincoln believed that Douglas and the northern Democrats posed as much of a
threat to American liberty as did southern slaveholders.

Qualifying the Declaration’s assertion of universal liberty in ordetoaveor
black slavery was dangerous because it would leave the door open for additional
qualifications. “I should like to know,” Lincoln asked—*taking this old Declaration of
Independence, which declares that all men are equal upon principle, and making
exceptions to it—where will it stop? If one man says it does not mean a Negro, why not
another say it does not mean some other man?” Without liberty for all (orted leas
recognition of that principle), the rationales that were used to exclude os®thasnan
beings could be used to exclude any other class. Therefore, by refusing tozecog

slavery as a wrong, and thereby denying the universal rights of man, populaigtdye
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effectively, if unintentionally, conceded the legitimacy of slavery'sratant rationales—
which posed a genuine threat, given the arbitrariness of those rationales. Asdot w
this reason that Lincoln explicitly accused Democrats of attemptirgptace universal
liberty with “the opposite idea that slavery is right in the abstract, the mgwkif which
as a central idea may be the perpetuity of human slavery and its extension to aésount
and colors.*®

The Declaration of Independence was therefore the ultimate American
palladium—a guarantee that Americans could never fall victim to argunasisg
their subjugation. Regardless of circumstance or misfortune, the freedonmof eac
individual would be respected simply by virtue of his or her status as a human baing. A
it was to protect the Declaration’s principle of universal freedom that lnraqmbposed
popular sovereignty. “Is there no danger to liberty itself in discarding thestgmtactice
and first precept of our ancient faith?” he asked at Peoria. “In our greedytclmake
profit of the Negro, let us beware lest we ‘cancel and tear in pieces’ even thamnani's
charter of freedom®®

Not surprisingly, Senator John Pettit of Indiana became a harbinger of hationa
declension in the eyes of Lincoln and many Republicans. Pettit, a northern Democra
agreed that Congress had the constitutional authority to prohibit slavery in ittoeiés;r
and during the debates over the Kansas-Nebraska Act, he cited the Northwesh¢ardi
and the Missouri Compromise as precedents. Yet he favored Douglas’s bill, and he
denounced the “ultra extreme abolitionism” of those who castigated theii¢tht. He
also offered his understanding of black slavery and questioned the mental and social

capacities of African Americans: “Tell me, sir, that the slave in the South,shdwn a
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slave, and with but little over one half the volume of brain that attaches to the European

race, is [the white man’s] equal, and you tell me what is physically dfalde. . . The

self-evident truths in the Declaration were nothing but self-evident lies.” Althsoige

Republicans doubtlessly concurred with Pettit's racial assumptions, they were

scandalized by his direct assault on the Declaration of Independence. T¢&e‘shifa

evident lie,” as a description of that document, quickly became a catchphrase for the

political retrogression of the Democratic Party and the deleteriouscfiine Kansas-

Nebraska Act. “When Pettit, in connection with his support of the Nebraska Bil{ calle

the Declaration of Independence a ‘self-evident lie,” Lincoln explainedofitedid

what consistency and candor require all other Nebraska men to do.”
Of the forty-odd Nebraska senators who sat present and heard him, no one
rebuked him. Nor am | apprised that any Nebraska newspaper, or any Nebraska
orator, in the whole nation has ever yet rebuked him. If this had been said among
Marion’s men, Southerners though they were, what would have become of the
man who said it? If this had been said to the men who captured Andre, the man
who said it would probably have been hung sooner than Andre was. If it had been
said in old Independence Hall seventy-eight years ago, the very doorieeper
have throttled the man and thrust him into the street. Let no one be deceived. The
spirit of seventy-six and the spirit of Nebraska are utter antagonisms; and the
former is being rapidly displaced by the laftér.
Douglas was far more reverential to the Declaration than Pettliisyefficially

stated indifference to the spread of slavery forced him to limit its mgalde repeatedly

proclaimed his belief that the signers of the Declaration “referred to the raloi alone,

and not to the African, when they declared all men to have been created equal,” In fact

Douglas was certain that the signers meant to exclude all “inferias, f&ceh as Native

Americans, the Chinese, and the Japanese. “They were speaking,” hd,ifsideitish

subjects on this continent being equal to British subjects born and residing in Great

Britain.”?!
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Lincoln echoed the feelings of many Republicans when he accused Douglas of
making a “mangled ruin” of the Declaration of Independence. As a mermetdtef
equality between British subjects in America and those across the ponsd strigped of
all relevance and meaning to succeeding generations of Americans, hamyno, he
noted, were not descendants of British colonists. Indeed, he was quick to remind his
foreign-born listeners, Germans in particular, that, in Douglas’s constructioonlgot
could they be excluded from the Declaratitimgy already were excluded. With the
exception of white Americans, Britons, Irishmen, and Scots, the white people of the
world “are all gone to pot along with the judge’s inferior racg&s!”

In response to Douglas’s argument, which Roger B. Taney also made irethe Dr
Scott Decision, that the founders could not have included blacks due to the fact that they
had accepted slavery (and in many cases had owned slaves themselvels) jhsisted
that the Declaration was never intended as an edict of emancipation or ptaesofi
reality, but rather as a statement of principle that set forth the ultgoatef universal
liberty. “They meant to set up a standard maxim for free society, which should be
familiar to all, and revered by all,” he announced. And while this maxim would never be
perfectly attained, it should be constantly looked to as the critical objectivees a f
society. At the very least, inequality and subjugation should not be allowed to é%pand.

The greatest difficulty Republicans faced was the need to counter Douglas’s
explicit appeal to white supremacy. Although there were certainly goadaparticularly
in lllinois, white racism was as much a fact of life in the North as in tlehSAnd while
Douglas promised the audience at the first joint debate at Ottawa to addrssK to

their judgment, “and not to your passions or your enthusiasm,” he was quite eafgr to af
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the odium of abolition and racial equality on his opponents. Willfully obfuscating the
difference between abolitionists who advocated social and political egaaigsan and
the vast majority of Republicans, who did not, he insisted that opposition to the spread of
slavery was tantamount to support for racial equality, especially when Remsblic
invoked the Declaration of Independence. “I believe this government was made by our
fathers on the white basis . . . made by white men for the benefit of white men and their
posterity forever,” he intoned. “I do not question Mr. Lincoln’s conscientious belief tha
the negro was made his equal, and hence his brother; but for my own part, | do not regard
the negro as my equal, and positively deny that he is my brother or any kin to me
whatever.” In this same vein, Douglas accused Lincoln of conspiring to areate
abolition party and continued to insist that the founding fathers did not include blacks
“nor any other barbarous race,” when they declared all men to be createdrequal. |
particularly invidious attempt to paint Republicans as supporters of political aadl soci
equality between the races, his supporters paraded a banner with the captjom “N
Equality” and a depiction of a mixed-race couple with a mulatto boy in the lmacidyr
Lincoln’s supporters quickly tore the banner dotn.

In order to circumvent Douglas’s racist appeals, Lincoln insisted thagtiers
of the Declaration posited a universal equality of natural rights, not socialiticgiol
rights. “I think the authors of that notable instrument intended to include all men,” he
explained, “but they did not intend to declare all men equal in all respects.” Tthepha
meant to declare all men equal in color, intellect, morality, or social itapdowever,
they did define all men to be equal in their rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of

happiness. Lincoln was politically obliged to disclaim any tendency towaaral r
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equalitarianism and to announce his own support for white supremacy, which included
reserving the territories for free white workers. Yet he also argueththAmerican

public had to accept the Declaration as a statement of the universalgtyicd rights. A

black man may not have been his equal “in many respects,” Lincoln averred, “but in his
right to eat the bread, without the leave of anybody else, which his own hand earns, he is
my equal and the equal of Judge Douglas, and the equal of every livingman.”

Lincoln also maintained that these assaults on the Declaration of Independence
were a new phenomenon. The Kansas-Nebraska Act had turned Democrats away from
their traditional devotion to the principle of universal freedom and threatened to debauch
the public mind with a dangerous indifference to the liberty of others. Prior to the
introduction of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, no one, he argued, including Douglas, had ever
attempted to exclude blacks from the Declaration—that is not until “the neegsdithe
present policy of the Demaocratic party, in regard to slavery, had to invent that
affirmation.” He therefore insisted that Americans should redeem theirioievot
universal liberty by rejecting the “spirit of Nebraska” and readopting thi spi
seventy-six, which accepted slavery only as a necessary evil that wouldadlyesd.

This would be accomplished when they arrested the spread of slavery, and placed it
“where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in the course of ultimate
extinction.’”®

Given the indifference undergirding popular sovereignty—and the tacit
acceptance of proslavery rationales it implied—Lincoln dismissed theneéon of a
“free-state Democrat” in the struggle for Kansas. As far asdlinand his fellow

Republicans were concerned, the Democratic Party, with its pliant northernhathg
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become little more than a vehicle for the southern slave power. It was appdharht

that all true advocates of free soil would flock to the Republican banner, an assumption
that Lincoln expressed before a Springfield audience shortly after therlett

delegates to the Lecompton convention. Musing on the role of Democrats in the election,
Lincoln found it difficult to believe that any honest advocate of free soil could memai

with the party of Jackson: “Allow me to barely whisper my suspicion that theeenee

such things in Kansas as ‘free-state Democrats'—that they werethéogeythical,

good only to figure in newspapers and speeches in the free states. If there shautd pr

be one real living free-state Democrat in Kansas, | suggest that it migleflde catch

him, and stuff and preserve his skin as an interesting specimen of that soon-toiie exti

variety of the genus Democrat.”

Freedom by Default?

Nevertheless, Lincoln realized that Douglas exercised enormous infloegice
public opinion. He accused the Little Giant of using that influence to eradicatagttie
of reason and love of liberty” in the American people. Unfortunately, Douglagendé
had increased dramatically among northerners after his break with Rtdaiddanan
over the Lecompton Constitution.

Upon taking office in March 1857, Buchanan chose Robert J. Walker to serve as
governor of Kansas. Pierce’s three appointees to the position, Andrew Reeder, Wilson
Shannon, and John Geary, had all found the territory to be an intractable hornéf's nest.

Although a native of Pennsylvania, Walker had moved to Mississippi, which appointed

40



him as a U.S. senator in 1835; later he served with Buchanan in Polk’s cabinet as
secretary of the treasury. As the new governor, Walker also had Douglagtsts
Indeed, Douglas had begged Walker to accept, telling him that “the whole sucdess of t

Kansas-Nebraska Act in that territory is to a great extent dependentrocoysenting to

129

go

Walker agreed with the understanding that the legitimate residents aiKans
would be permitted to choose their own institutions. In his inaugural address, he boldly
notified the proslavery legislature that Congress would not accept Kansé®atht
unless a majority of its residents had approved the constitution in a direct vote,
“excluding all fraud and violence.” Buchanan concurred, assuring Walker thdté'on t
guestion of submitting the constitution to the bona fide residences of Kansas, lliagh wi
to stand or fall.” Southerners, however, began to push back against Walker’s agenda,
which ultimately eroded the president’s resolve. Democratic state com&ittiGeorgia
and Mississippi denounced the governor's meddling, as did the Alabama stateasdnate
many southern newspapers. The territory’s proslavery leaders also hacesasingly
uneasy as more and more settlers arrived, giving Kansas a cleaafesgajority. In the
territorial election that October northerners finally won control of thelbgi®, thanks
in no small part to Walker’s determination to discard fraudulent retfirns.

When the Lecompton convention met shortly thereafter, the proslavery delegates
decided to offer the form of a referendum without the substance. Kansans could choose
between the “Constitution with slavery” or the “Constitution without slavétgwever,
the latter option provided that the slave property already in Kansas would not be

interfered with. Republicans denounced this subterfuge as the “Lecompton swindle.” Not
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only did it deny Kansans a right to reject the entire document, the provision protecting
existing slave property would effectively establish Kansas as a sédee@insidering
that the prohibition on importation would be almost impossible to enforce.

Douglas agreed: “Is that the mode in which | am called upon to carry out the
principle of self-government and popular sovereignty—to force a constitution on the
people against their will?” Buchanan, meanwhile, submitted the constitution toeSsng
and urged legislators to approve it. Because the Lecompton document had been
thoroughly stigmatized as a proslavery usurpation, Buchanan was (and stiiaahded
as a supplicating doughface, while Douglas found himself hailed as the chamfrem of

soil 3!

As such, he gained notable Republican support—much to Lincoln’s chagrin.
Horace Greeley, whoséew York Tribune reached a large national audience, counseled
lllinois Republicans to support Douglas for reelection to the Senate. “His counsethas
been merely right,” Greeley proclaimed, “it has been conspicuously, courageously
eminently so.” Opposing the Little Giant under these circumstances would tertohe
charge of radicalism and abolitionism. Douglas also won support from Republican
leaders such as former Speaker of the House Nathaniel Banks and SenatmirBenj
Wade of Ohio. Senator Henry Wilson of Massachusetts expressed hope that Douglas
would become a Republican, where he would be “of more weight to our cause than any
other ten men in the country.” Even William H. Seward, who had championed the free-
state Topeka Constitution and had castigated Douglas for postulating a morn&y equal
between freedom and slavery, came to agree with Douglas that popular soyeasignt

not congressional prohibition, was the best means of securing the territoriezfor f

labor?
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According to this rationale, climate had already prohibited slavery in the Wes
thus making northern Democrats free soilers by default. As with latsioBiat
historians, Douglas argued that slavery had reached its natural limits. Alttieugepeal
of the Missouri Compromise had been intended to placate southerners, Douglas had
never been shy about stating his assumptions. Within a week of declaring the
compromise line “inoperative,” he insisted that Kansas was destined to becaae a fr
state: “In that climate, with its production, it is worse than folly to think of itsgha
slave-holding country.” (The admission of California as a free state fots gadier had
already vindicated this assumption in Douglas’s miidpr was Douglas the first to
express this belief. David Potter credits President Polk with being theofadsvelop the
idea, later popularized by Daniel Webster in his Seventh of March address, thaalphysi
conditions in the territories would exclude slavéty.

The climate argument even casts a slight antislavery glow on the Bachana
administration and its northern supporters. The dispute between Buchanan and Douglas
was about the procedure of the Lecompton Convention rather than its ultimate outcome.
Given the nebulous quality of popular sovereignty, which was reflected in the wording of
the Kansas-Nebraska Act, it is difficult to see a dramatic differenegebatthe two men
on the general operation of popular sovereignty. In his first message to Congress in
December 1857, the president explicitly defended the convention’s actions as a
fulfillment of the principles of the Kansas-Nebraska Act—which, he noted, onlyregqui
submission of the slavery question to the people. It did not require submission of a state
constitution in its entirety. However, this was not Buchanan’s primary concetasJus

Douglas accused the Republicans of fostering an unnecessary sectiona dvisi
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political gain, Buchanan’s position implied much the same thing about Douglasthims

In the end, not unlike Douglas, he had little doubt that Kansas would be a free state. That
being the case, there was no need for Republicans to antagonize the South with
sanctimonious harping on the evils of slavaryor the Douglas Democrats to constantly
moralize about the right of a majority to exclude the institution. Governor Walker had
made the point a bit too bluntly for southern sensibilities when he declared in his
inaugural address that Kansas lay north of an “isothermal line” beyond whictyslave

could not exist. And although he would soon condemn Buchanan for failing to back his
promise for a full referendum on the Lecompton Constitution, the president maintained
his belief in the inevitability of majority rule on the slavery question.

Indeed, Buchanan believed that the best way to give the free-stateymajorit
control over the issue (and to deprive the Republican Party of its chief source of
propaganda) was to admit Kansas to statehood under the Lecompton document. “Should
[Kansas] be admitted into the Union with a constitution either maintaining or labglis
slavery against the sentiment of the people,” he explained, “this could have no other
effect than to continue and to exasperate the existing agitation during thaechiod
required to make the constitution conform to the irresistible will of the majolfithe
constitution’s provisions on the subject of slavery were unacceptable to théyrdjor
the population, he insisted that “no human power can prevent them from changing it
within a brief period.” On the eve of the final vote on Lecompton (under the provisions of
the English Bill), the editor of thieort Scott Democrat argued in favor of the organic act
in the belief that Kansas would be a free state regardless of what the domigierday.

As a state, Kansas would be able to regulate her own affairs. “This, we laglokve
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understand, has been the chief design of President Buchanan in advising the adoption of
the Constitution framed at Lecompton.” By opposing the measure, Republicans were
simply looking to “manufacture political thunder for 1860.” The president seemed to
concur, announcing that the peace and quiet of the nation as a whole was far more
important than “the mere temporary triumph of either of the political partiesrinaéa®
Some free-state leaders saw the logic in Buchanan’s thinking. Aftar &k
election for officers under the Lecompton Constitution held on January 4, 1858, the
Republicans had won control of the state legislature. The administration even canvince
Governor Robinson to support Lecompton. In an open letter, Robinson suggested that
“Kansas would be the gainer by being admitted under any conceivable Canstifittie
agitation could thus be ended” than to remain as a terfit@yce admitted to statehood,
Kansans could rid themselves of the Lecompton Constitution “in thirty minutesriune a
by the dash of a perf”Conversely, as the practical results of statehood became clear,
including the likely election of Robinson and James Lane as United States senators
Kansas’s proslavery leaders began to oppose admission under Lecompton. Fugthermor
later that year, some southerners would defy the administration and come out iof favor
Douglas’s reelection, including Henry Wise, Alexander Stephens, and (much to

Buchanan'’s irritation) Vice President John C. Breckinritfge.

The Same Old Serpent

On a strictly personal level, Douglas opposed slavery. He privately ddléed i

curse beyond computation” and “a dangerous tumor.” Yet he did not consider it morally
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or politically exigent. On the contrary, sectional agitation stultified thiema manifest
destiny, and perhaps threatened its very existence. As James L. HustamseKaaglas
refused to discuss slavery as an institution, all but ignoring the various ¢dcke
antislavery argumerit.Because of his belief that slavery had reached its natural limits,
Douglas seems to have assumed that slavery posed no threat to northern interests. |
would exist only where climate allowed and where the people wanted it. Not even the
Supreme Court’s decision in the Dred Scott case had the potential to thwart the popular
will. (Douglas dismissed out of hand the idea that the Court would pass a similardecis
protecting slavery in the free states.) If the people of a territonyadaslavery, he
explained, they would pass laws to protect it; if they were opposed to slavery, the
institution would be “as dead as if it was prohibited by a constitutional prohibffion.”
Given this reality, sectional agitators were nothing more than seléstést fanatics. In
Douglas’s view, there was absolutely no reason why the nation could not continue half
slave and half fre&

As a result of Douglas’s stance on Lecompton—and the power of the climate
argument in general—Lincoln was at pains to explain to his audiences, and to some
Republicans, the differences between the Republican platform and Douglastapositi
(notwithstanding Lincoln’s dismissal of “free-state Democrats” theipus year).

Lincoln watched with considerable anxiety as eastern Republicans seerakdverf
themselves in their rush to praise Douglas for his opposition to Lecompton. The stance
taken by Greeley, whoddew York Tribune had between five and ten thousand
subscribers in lllinois, was especially troubling. “What does the New-Yabkiie mean

by its constant eulogizing, and admiring, and magnifying [of] Douglas?” Lareagrily
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asked Lyman Trumbull. “Does it, in this, speak the sentiments of the republicans at
Washington? Have they concluded that the republican cause, generally, can be best
promoted by sacrificing us here in llinoi§?”

The Douglas of 1858 held precisely the same position he had held in 1854,
Lincoln insisted. Douglas’s policy was still predicated on national indifferenttes
expansion of slavery. It was still debauching public opinion by excluding blackgHem
Declaration of Independence (thus denying the universality of human libertie Very
same speech in which he had initially defied the Buchanan administration by degounci
Lecompton, Douglas made it quite clear that his only concern was the fairriess of
democratic process, not the fate of slavery: “It is none of my business whichavay
Slavery clause is decided,” he announced. “I care not whether it is voted down'dr up.”

Again and again, Lincoln would point to Douglas’s “care not” comment as
irrefutable evidence that the Little Giant was no Republican. “How can heetipos
advances of slavery?” Lincoln asked in his House Divided speech. “He don't care
anything about it. His avowed mission is impressing the ‘public heart’ to cdnagot
about it. . . . Clearly he is not now with us—he does not pretend to be—he does not
promise ever to be'*

Douglas was not a Republican, Lincoln explained, because he did not demand
congressional prohibition of slavery in the territories, a policy Lincoln consideaddorit
the integrity of American liberty. Unlike popular sovereignty, this policy—the
cornerstone of the Republican Party—treated slavery as a wrong. Slaewddycarry the
mark of moral condemnation, and the principle of the Declaration would be sustained,

only as long as Americans prohibited slavery’s expansion with the expectatidn tha
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would eventually end—in other words, by treating it as a necessary evil, as the sounder
had done.

Popular sovereignty simply would not do. In Lincoln’s view, the practical
outcomes of a policy should not obscure the danger of its philosophical underpinnings.
Although he considered the climate barrier to be nothing more than a “lullaby,” he
nonetheless insisted that “if Kansas should sink today, and leave a great pacanhs
the earth’s surface, this vexed question would still be amon§ @apular sovereignty
tacitly legitimized slavery by defining it as an innocuous issue (aoaf@s Douglas
argued, to cranberry and oyster laws), and in so doing, it undermined the ideal of
universal liberty, which was the only guarantee that everyone’s natura wgltd
always be respected. Douglas’s “care not” policy destroyed the nationsd compass,
“penetrating the human soul and eradicating the light of reason and the love of fiberty i
this American people.” The only way to safeguard the liberty of all wasgimatize
slavery as an aberrant institution and accept the Declaration’s principé! imen are
equal in their rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

What would be the result if Douglas succeeded? The American people, by failing
to repudiate slavery and sustain the Declaration of Independence, exposeti/dsetase
these rationales whenever they happened to be economically or politicallselldndf
white Americans consigned the black man to perpetual bondage, Lincoln warned, there
was no guarantee “that the demon you have roused will not turn and rend you.”

What constitutes the bulwark of our own liberty and independence? It is not our

frowning battlements, our bristling sea coasts, our army and our navy. Teese a

not our reliance against tyranny. All of those may be turned against us without

making us weaker for the struggle. Our reliance is in the love of liberty which

God has planted in us. Our defense is in the spirit which prized liberty as the
heritage of all men, in all lands everywhere. Destroy this spirit and yau hav
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planted the seeds of despotism at your own doors. Familiarize yoursetivesevi
chains of bondage and you prepare your own limbs to wear them. Accustomed to
trample on the rights of others, you have lost the genius of your own
independence and become the fit subjects of the first cunning tyrant who rises
among you'®
The belief that other, non-African, groups could be excluded from the
Declaration was rational because the rationales for slavery wenmairbitrom 1854 to
1859, Lincoln repeatedly highlighted the capriciousness of slavery by drawarggy
between black servitude and divine-right monarchy. In an 1859 letter to a Bostamgmeet
celebrating Thomas Jefferson’s birthday, Lincoln observed that “it is now noscpi&y/
to save the principles of Jefferson from total overthrow in this nation.” The arguments
used to justify slavery—calling the Declaration of Independence aegelént lie” or
insisting that it applied only to “superior races”—were identical in thegceff
“supplanting the principles of free government, and restoring those of dassifi,
caste, and legitimacy.” These arguments “would delight a convocation of atweads
plotting against the people. They are the vanguard, the miners and sappers ofgreturni
despotism. . . . We must repulse them, or they will subjugat& uBtis sentiment was at
the heart of what was perhaps Lincoln’s most unified explanation of his opposition to
popular sovereignty:
Now, sirs, for the purpose of squaring things with this idea of “don’t care if
slavery is voted up or voted down,” for sustaining the Dred Scott decision, for
holding that the Declaration of Independence did not mean anything at all, we
have Judge Douglas giving his exposition of what the Declaration of
Independence means, and we have him saying that the people of America are
equal to the people of England. According to this construction, you Germans are
not connected with it. Now | ask you, in all soberness, if these things, if indulged
in, if ratified, if confirmed and indorsed, if taught to our children, and repeated to
them, do not tend to rub out the sentiment of liberty in the country, and to
transform this government into a government of some other form? Those

arguments that are made, that the inferior race are to be treated miticlas
allowance as they are capable of enjoying; that as much is to be done fosthem a
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their condition will allow—what are these arguments? They are the arguments
that kings have made for enslaving the people in all ages of the world. You will
find that all the arguments in favor of kingcraft were of this class; theyalwa
bestrode the necks of the people—not that they wanted to do it, but because the
people were better off for being ridden. That is their argument, and this argument
of the judge is the same old serpent that says: “you work and | eat, you toil and |
will enjoy the fruits of it.” Turn in whatever way you will—whether it comenf

the mouth of a king, an excuse for enslaving the people of his country, or from the
mouth of men of one race as a reason for enslaving the men of another race, it is
all the same old serpent, and | hold if that course of argumentation that is made
for the purpose of convincing the public mind that we should not care about this
should be granted, it does not stop with the N&jro.

Lincoln then conceded that Americans had no choice but to accept slavery where it
already existed, just as the founding fathers had done. This, he explained, vites afma
necessity. But yielding to necessity did not destroy the principle of univiresdy so

long as Americans continued to look to that principle as their ideal and ultimate goal
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CHAPTER TWO

INFERIORITY

The primary rationalization for slavery was the alleged inferiorityoe
enslaved. Yet despite the inveterate racism of white Americans and the deteonipéti
antislavery leaders to maintain white supremacy, some did recognizefénaftity, as a
justification for slavery, was a nebulous standard, and ultimately a subjecgvén
1849 Henry Clay wrote a letter—later quoted by Lincoln—expressing this concern:

| know there are those who draw an argument in favor of slavery from the alleged

intellectual inferiority of the black race. Whether this argument is foundedtin fa

or not, | will not now stop to inquire, but merely say that if it proves anything at

all, it proves too much. It proves that among the white races of the world any one

might properly be enslaved by any other which had made greater advances in
civilization. And, if this rule applies to nations there is no reason why it should

not apply to individuals; and it might easily be proved that the wisest man in the

world could rightfully reduce all other men and women to bondage.
Lincoln summarized this danger with a simple question: “Who shall say, ‘I am the
superior, and you are the inferior?”

For those Republicans with a clearer abolitionist cast than Lincoln and the
majority of the party, this warning assumed a prominent position. RusselleEhdsy
noted that abolitionists were anxious to demonstrate that if “slavery webbeshsystem
for inferior races, it was also the best for inferior classes, regarmfleace.® In an 1860

congressional speech that was widely reprinted in northern newspapers, Owey bbvej

lllinois (whose brother, the abolitionist editor Elijah Lovejoy, had been murdgrad b
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angry mob in 1837) conceded that blacks were inferior, but asked whether it was right to
enslave people for that reason. “This, to me, is a most abhorrent doctrine,” he explaine
Because “inferiority” was an amorphous concept, people could be enslaved for any
condition that left them in a position of vulnerability—poverty, isolation, physical
weakness, or low intelligence. Such a doctrine “would place the weak everathleee
mercy of the strong,” Lovejoy insisted. “It would place the poor at the nwéritye rich;

it would place those that are deficient in intellect at the mercy of thosarthgifted in
mental endowment.” Two months later, Charles Sumner made a similar point in his
famous speech “The Barbarism of Slavery.” Justifying the enslavemeratoslidy their
inferiority not only consigned an entire race to bondage, regardless of theieapcit
individuals, but also “leaves it uncertain whether the same principle may not kedappli
to other races,” including, he added, “persons of obvious inferiority in the white race.”
The danger is apparent when one attempts to ascertain precisely whichSuhitesr

considered obviously inferidr.

Inferior Races

There was no objective reason why the allegation of inferiority could not be
extended to other races and ethnicities. As noted in the previous chapter, Senator Douglas
had already interpreted the Declaration of Independence so as to exclude srahr™inf
groups as Native Americans, the Chinese, and the Japanese. These people exhibited
nothing but “ignorance, superstition and despotism,” Douglas maintained, and were

therefore “utterly incapable of governing themselves.” So while Douglas dlatheve
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that enslavement was necessarily the appropriate option, the rights dfinfersar
races” were properly subject to civil law—in other words, to the will of the rityajémd
as can be seen in the history of American settlement, characterizatioresiofityf—and
a subsequent deprivation of rights—had never been strictly confined to Afticans.

If it had been possible, white Americans would have enslaved Native Americans
in large numbers. However, Indians had proven to be more difficult to hold in bondage
because of the proximity of their compatriots. Indian slaves could eastgraband
native tribes could mount murderous reprisals against white settlements.g@ma,
strength was a salient factor in the bondsman’s condition.) Consequently, most Indians
enslaved by whites during the colonial period were shipped to the West Indies and
exchanged for African$Yet if large-scale bondage was impracticable, coercion was still
common fare for those defined as intellectually or racially inferior.

Native Americans were by no means the only victims of white expansion.
Mexicans also stood in the way. Manifest Destiny reflected both the grqaiote that
characterized American nationalism and the idealistic vision of socialgtierf that
fueled the manifold reform movements of the period. However, it was highly
ethnocentric. Running throughout the arguments for expansion was an explitly rac
justification. Throughout the 1840s many Americans defended the idea of westward
expansion by citing the superiority of the “American race”—by which theyntnelaite
people of northern European origins. As had been the case with American Indians, white
Americans did not believe that Mexicans had an inherent right to the land they pahssesse
As an “inferior people,” they lacked the capacity to develop a truly republicandfiorm

government.
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Not unlike northerners in the 1850s, thirty years earlier Mexican officials and
newspaper editors had expressed the concern that characterizationsaftinfeould
be expanded. Gene Brack has argued that the Mexican public adamantly opposed ceding
territory to the United States in large part because of their awaren&ssedtans’
treatment of people they considered “inferior.” In the early 1820s, Mexicaspapers
reprinted a letter written by John C. Calhoun in which the secretary of veemmesnded
the forced relocation of Native Americans. Mexican officials assign®¥datshington
D.C. were alarmed by American prejudice against Indians and blacks ansisexitige
belief that Mexicans, due to their culture and appearance, would soon fall under the same
rubric. On the eve of the Mexican War, a Mexican diplomat quoted a New Orleans
newspaper that characterized his countrymen as “semi-Indian” and “sgmu-Néde
then noted that in the United States, blacks and Indians were not considered “part of the
human race”This, of course, could only facilitate the self-justifying belief that
Mexicans would benefit from American hegemony.

Foreign-born Americans, most notably the Irish, also faced pejorative
characterizations. Between 1845 and 1854, nearly three million immigrants arrifaed in t
United States, of whom 1,200,000 were Irish. Economic competition, mixed with cultural
and religious differences, led to widespread friction between the newcanterative-
born Americans. By the early 1850s many nativists couched their opposition to Irish
Americans in racial terms. The character of “Paddy’—dirty, ragged, vjagah
simian—was immutable, not a consequence of his surroundings. As Dale Knobel
explains, “once it became a habit to speak of the Irish as different and thus to think of

them as different, it was not a great leap to treat them as differentusg rather than
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nurture.” A contributor tdarper’s Monthlyin the 1850s, describing two “bogtrotters,”
wrote that “the Celtic physiognomy was distinctly marked—the small and seamew
upturned nose, the black tint of the skin; the eyes now looking gray, now black; the
freckled cheek, and sandy hair. Beard and whiskers covered half the face, andtthe shor
square-shouldered bodies were bent forward with eager impatfefibe.Trish were also
repeatedly portrayed in political cartoons as vicious and apelike. Hence a grohipeof
Europeans could be defined as an inferior race. Then what security wouldhhenbi
Germans have that they and their children would not be “reduced to slavery in this land
of their adoption?” asked thnti-Slavery Bugle‘ls color any protection? No indeed.”

As with their coreligionists in Mexico, Catholicism helped to make foreign-born
Americans objects of condemnation. Many historians have pointed out that nativism and
antislavery were in some respects political cousins, outgrowths of the Se@aid G
Awakening. Northern Protestants hated slavery and Catholicism for the esasnes.

They felt that both were autocratic, repressive, and economicallyystgtifThese two
malign powers have a natural affinity for each other,” noted an antislavemy'fape

Yet many Republicans viewed nativism as a distraction at best or another form of
bigotry at worst:* And they actively appealed to foreign-born voters. Northern
newspapers repeatedly quoted an editorial in John Van Evrie’s NewDéyrBook
which in their view favored the enslavement of poor Americans, including Germans and
the Irish. Van Evrie was rabidly proslavery and a staunch supporter of Bactesnan
in 1856. He argued that impoverished children and their parents would be better off
enslaved: “Let our legislature pass a law that whoever will take thesggpanel take

care of them and their offspring, in sickness and in health—clothe them, feed them, and
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house them—shall be legally entitled to their service; and let the sameatagislecree
that whoever receives these parents and their children, and obtains theissehatie

take care of them as long as they live.” According to an Ohio newspaper, “thnatishe
Democratic party propose to do with the pAanericans, Irish and Germans and their
Children”*? These papers also quoted Robert Wickliffe, the largest slaveholder in
Kentucky and a delegate to the 1856 Democratic convention in Cincinnati, who
intemperately announced that “if there are not niggers enough to supply the demand for
slave labor, he was in favor of making slaves of the damned Dutch and Irish.” Indeed,
Wickliffe voiced his preference for these “white negroes.” A Wisconsin edaoned his
readers that this was simply an honest expression of the true sentiments of the
Democratic Party: “Let them go on; give them their way and the time ismoteavhen
slavery will not be confined to the African racé.”

Northerners also pointed to the use of “inferiority” arguments against thes€hine
and the Japanese. In 1859 they highlighted an editorial that appeared in the Washington
Union, President Buchanan'’s official organ, which appeared to suggest that Chinese
slaves would be an economical option for California’s labor needs: “for one-fouhté of t
annual interest of an African slave, the Californian may have a laborer wtransuter
all the purpose of the negr&*"TheNational Eraexpressed outrage that a party “which
claims to have been founded by Jefferson,” no longer content with the enslavement of
Africans, “should now propose to enslave the oldest civilized people in the world? The
Chinese have no African blood in them, and their enslavement would at once destroy the
peculiarity of slavery in this country, of being confined to the African rati his

speculations on “inferior races,” Sumner alluded to “the polished Japanese,cal offi
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delegation of whom were then in Washington. The federal government had recently spent
$50,000 simply entertaining the Japanese embassy, observed one editor, while ew Yor

City expended $100,000 for the same purpose. “Yet if any of these inferior people should

become residents of the state of lllinois, the theory of Douglas would placettttean a

mercy of the State, and theiatuswould depend solely on legislatiotf”

If non-African races and ethnic groups could be enslaved due to their perceived
inferiority, some northerners feared that anyone could be enslaved for thecsame
Congressman James Ashley of Ohio concluded that the ultimate purpose of southern
slaveholders could be “fairly adduced from the fact that they do not hesitate dab-day
enslaving Indians, Mexicans, Chinamen,” and, he noted, “even whites of American birth
and unmixed blood.” Ashley’s fellow Ohio Republican, Benjamin Stanton, also sought to
clarify the danger: “It will be remembered, if mere superiority githee title, then it is not
simply that a white man may enslave the Negro because he is inferidrabl¢ tmay
enslave another white man who is his inferior. It is the inferiority of the slaste¢he
superiority of the master upon which the right rests. It is not, therefore, @oguefsrace

or complexion.*’

Devils and Democr ats

Even if one were to concede that a particular group of people was “inferiod” it di

not follow that these people should be enslaved. The vast majority of northerners,

including abolitionists and Republicans, maintained that blacks were inferior tewhite

Indeed, Eric Foner has noted that there was “a strong overtone of racism” in the
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antislavery movement. So while antislavery leaders condemned the unjust denial of
natural rights to the slave, there were still widespread legal proscripgaimsBAfrican
Americans in the North. C. Vann Woodward has argued that Jim Crow was born in
northern cities, not in the antebellum South. According to Leon Litwack, “the northern
Negro remained largely disfranchised, segregated, and economically ddpgressong
abolitionists, even Harriet Beecher Stowe contrasted the “rudely indytgsdions of
Africans with “the colder and more correct white race.” The Unitariaigyhean
Theodore Parker suggested that “the Caucasian has hitherto shown the most instinct of
progress.” Yet he went on to reproach the nation for robbing “the feeble Indian” and “the
feebler Mexican,” and for playing the tyrant over the African, “her weattekt.”*®
Indeed, some argued that the enslavement of inferior people was decidedly
unchristian. Senator Henry Wilson of Massachusetts (later vice presidentUlysisas
S. Grant) disclaimed any intention of interfering with slavery as a iosadution in the
southern states. However, he was adamant that it should never become a national
institution (sanctioned by Congress in the territories). In his view, the UnigesSt
should not give its imprimatur to an immoral practice, thus implicating all oftizens.
“I believe, and the people of Massachusetts believe,” he explained, “that skagery i
violation of the holy commands to love our neighbor, and to do unto others as we would
that others should do unto us.” After listening to one of Senator Pettit's lengthy
disquisitions on inferior races, and the foolishness of recognizing them as &dilsds
beseeched the Senate to adopt a more Christian, not to mention democratic, approach.
The Senator from Indiana [Mr. Pettit] has made a long argument tonight to prove
the inferiority of the African race. Well, sir, | have no contest with the Senator

upon that question. | do not claim for that race intellectual equality; but | say to
the Senator from Indiana that | know men of that race who are quite equal in
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mental power to either the Senator from Indiana or myself—men who are scarcely
inferior in that respect, to any Senators upon this floor. But, sir, suppose the
Senator from Indiana succeeds in establishing the inferiority of thatsddsyaice,
is mental inferiority a valid reason for the perpetual oppression of a t&® |
mental, moral, or physical inferiority of man a just cause of oppression in
republican and Christian America? Sir, is this Democracy? Is it Ghmist?®
The phrase “all men are created equal” was not a “self-evident liestaisdRaimed, but
rather a guarantee of protection to the weakest members of society. epubfican
and Christian nation, Wilson argued, should seek to educate and elevate those who were
inferior, not oppress them. Lincoln agreed: “In pointing out that more has been given
you, you cannot be justified in taking away the little which has been given hinfi. . . . |
God gave him but little, that little let him enjo§f”
According to Lovejoy, the principle of enslaving human beings due to their
inferiority was the antithesis of the golden rule: “If a man is a cripppehim up;” if he
is old and feeble, “strike him, for he cannot strike back;” if he is unintelligeke “ta
advantage of him, and if a child deceive him.” This, he concluded, was the doctrine of
devils and Demaocrats, “and there is no place in the universe outside the five points of hell
and the Democratic party where such doctrines would not be a disgrdcel’ovejoy
spoke, he approached the Democratic benches to address southern members directly.
Enraged by this show of impudence, Roger Pryor of Virginia shook his fist and
demanded that Lovejoy take his seat, precipitating a row that garnered considerabl
attention in the northern press. Thirty or forty congressmen surrounded the two men,
shouting and gesticulating wildly. The speaker eventually restored sorb&aseaof
order, but the recriminations continued to fly. “You shed the blood of my brother on the

banks of the Mississippi twenty years ago,” Lovejoy cried. “| am here ttoayk God,

to vindicate the principles baptized in his blood.” William Barksdale of MissisHiepi
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exclaimed that Lovejoy was “a perjured negro thief” and told him that “tlenest slave
in the South is your superiof®

Others argued that inferiority was actually a consequence of slavésy, tizan a
justification for it. Considering the enervating effects of oppression althgsouthern
laws that prohibited the education of slaves, an Ohio newspaper acknowledged that
blacks were inferior, but told southerners that this inferiority was “in consegoé¢iice
degraded condition you wish to keep them in, for their gGdét"the summer of 1855,
thelllinois State Registera supporter of Senator Douglas, offered a justification of
slavery on the basis of black inferiority. In response, the ANeekly Courier
encouraged its readers to consider the effects that centuries of bondage would droduce. |
whites rather than blacks had been placed in that position, “would the white race not be

an inferior race?*

Thelnferiority of Labor

The causal relationship between slavery and inferiority raises whatenaasps
the most important question: Was “inferiority” a necessary prerequisienbavement?
Some southerners subscribed to the “American school” of anthropologists, which
advanced the notion of polygenesis—the separate creation of different human tates. Jo
C. Calhoun, Jefferson Davis, and James Henry Hammond all invoked polygenist
arguments (usually the supposed disparity in cranial measurements betwesrawthit

blacks).
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However, many southerners rejected the theory. While on the surface polygenism
may have strengthened the claim that Africans were inferior, and hence roge&tates
for enslavement, the verbose defender of slavery, George Fitzhugh, opposed such a
claim, not only because it was contrary to scripture, but also because it encouréaled bru
masters to treat their slaves “not as weak, ignorant and dependent brethren,itkeds w
beasts, without the pale of humanify.By this reasoning, slavery was as much a
consequence of weakness and vulnerability as it was of racial inferioriact)n
Fitzhugh suspected that “inferiority of race is quite as good an argumemnstagjavery
as in its favor.” In a recent article, Christopher Luse has observed thaitoaixis and
southern Christians used the same religious arguments to denounce the inhumane
treatment of southern slaves. Both argued that blacks and whites shared a common
humanity, and that all people were moral beings with the capability for inmpemnte
One southern missionary who studied African cultures admitted that “the charge of
African inferiority . . . comes with an ill grace from Americans.” Afédlr one only had
to look back a few centuries to see that Anglo-Saxons had once been “stupid idolators.”
Of course the difference between southern Christians and abolitionists was that
southerners viewed abolitionism as “false benevolence.” Black slaves may kave be
human beings with immortal souls, but that did not mean their enslavement wasycontra
to humanity or Christian doctrirfé.

Furthermore, while southerners may have justified slavery on the basisaanAf
inferiority, in reality they did not always seek inferior people as slavase $lealers,
noted a Milwaukee paper, never dwelt upon the “inferiority” or the dark color of their

property as selling points, “but on the contrary are glad to be able to exhibit tleém as
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light complexion and to recommend them as sprightly and intelligent.” In fact, the very
attributes that southerners advanced as justifications for slaverhéaveny things

which most depreciate the value of slaves and are carefully ignored in offegmdor
sale.”’

Considering that slaves were occasionally employed as skilled laborers
mechanics, potters, blacksmiths—there was no apparent reason why slave labootoul
be extended on a larger scale to employments other than agriculture. A widely read 1860
Republican campaign tract argued that southerners had rejected the infengointye iat
in favor of class-based servitude and sought to replicate the slavery of gntiquihich
members of every profession—from shopkeepers and mechanics to teachers and
doctors—were enslaveél The enslavement of doctors and other professionals may strain
credulity, but when one considers the enormous value of slave property, it is reasonable
to assume that slaveowners, if they had ever faced a reduction in the priyfieeibili
cotton, would have attempted to maintain the value of their investment by applying it to
other vocations, namely manufacturfiig.

Many northerners expressed alarm when white southerners confoundextityiferi
with labor. In his infamous “Mudsill speech,” Senator James Hammond of South
Carolina noted that northern laborers were physically and intellectuaid) txtheir
employers, yet insisted that, due to their poverty and lack of personal sedavityy s
would be as much an “elevation” for them as it was for Africans. According to one
Republican paper, Chief Justice Taney’s invocation of inferiority in the Dred Gsatt
was “a miserable dodge.” Instead, the decision was a blatant proscription oflfabor

those who read Taney’s decision will, where it declares that ‘colored’ nvemloarights
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which ‘white men’ are bound to respect, substitute ‘laboring’ for colored—andsidle
for white men, the real merit and intention of the decision will be arrivelf at.”

Given the widespread belief that slavery stigmatized labor and undermined
personal work habits, northerners could easily posit the degradation of all labdwegs, w
and black. In words very similar to Lincoln’s 1858 campaign speeches, one Whisconsi
editor warned his readers of the dangers of complacency:

We ask those laboring men who do not believe that negro slavery is right, but are

influenced by arguments such as these [that slavery is confined to thenAfrica

race], to consider carefully whether in their selfish indifference toighés of an
inferior class, they are not bringing contempt upon their own freedom. . . . Poor,
degraded, despised by [slaveholders] . . . there is no justification of slavery, based
upon the inferiority of the negro race, which does not apply with equal force and
pertinency to him. . . . With the fact so palpably before us that wherever slavery
exists, the laboring man nominally free is as subject and wretched as the slave
himself, it is folly to suppose that the slave holder will continue always thigest
justification upon the assertion that the black men are inferior to the white, or
upon any other assumption, thimat all men who laboare incapacitated to be

free.

And once the slave power succeeded in spreading the institution across the whole
country, “it will be too late for the poor men of the North who are now recreant to the
cause of justice and their own highest interests, to prevent the imposition upon their own

necks of a yoke which they considered a trivial thing when borne by the necks of

others.®!
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CHAPTER THREE

THE GOOD OF THE SLAVE

“It is of no use to write on this subject,” Thomas R. Bayne replied to a query from
the Kansas State Historical Society in 1895. “The Northern people don’t now understand
what slavery was and never will.” Bayne had been one of the slaveholding settlers of
Kansas Territory. Like many southerners, he felt frustrated by the dedgion of
abolitionists and antislavery politicians to paint slavery as a moral abtoniad
slaveholders themselves as inveterate sinners. Occasionally it wHsatrthes institution
was paternal in nature and not wholly devoid of affection. Marcus Freeman, one of Mr.
Bayne’s former slaves, fondly recalled the relationship. His master Kimd to his
slaves,” Freeman insisted, and he “thought a great deal of me.” FreemarehayMea
as a “gift” to Bayne when they were both infants. With a slight hint of pride, tstaez
noted that at one point someone had offered to purchase him for $1,800. But Bayne
would not hear of it. The experiences of childhood had precluded any such notions.
Bayne and Freeman had grown up together, according to the latter, just ashbthey
been two little puppies'”

Ironically, Freeman was giving voice to a proslavery argument that southern
whites had adopted at least thirty years prior to the Civil War. One of sharid most

influential examples can be found in Thomas R. DdRésiew of the Debates in the
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Virginia Legislature of 1831 and 183Rew, a thirty-year-old professor of political
economy at the College of William and Mary, was alarmed by the support some
Virginians had recently expressed for the abolition of slavery in the commadhweal
Expressing dismay that Thomas Jefferson had provided the “sanction of his gréat name
to the antislavery cause, Dew insisted that southerners had no reason to regret or
apologize for the institution of slavery. In his view, the southern way of life \@is w

within the mainstream of Western history, analogous to Greek democracy and other
slaveholding societies of antiquity. Southerners could also rightfully @aoperior

morality, in which the master’'s economic self-interest protected Afrioadgmen from

the specter of want and extermination that would otherwise haunt such an iafegior r

To emancipate a slave, explained Dew, was to throw him “into the hands of those who
have no scruples of conscience—those who will not perhaps treat him so kindly.” Indeed,
the master-slave relationship was similar in paternalistic affet the relationship

between parents and children and husbands and wives. No one even insinuated, he
observed, “that slaves in Virginia were not treated kindly. And all, too, agrethéya

were most abundantly fed; and we have no doubt but that they form the happiest portion
of our society.” In short, “a merrier being does not exist on the face of the geobéhe

Negro slave of the United Statés.”

As Dew and other Virginians debated slavery’s future, the entire South was
beginning to change its tune in respect to the institution. Just beneath the,surfac
proslavery ideology had already taken shape. Although the Revolution may have
weakened the slaveholder’s position, southerners had demanded the institution’s

continuation as a social and economic necessity. They openly recognized tlsat it wa
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incompatible with the ideals of 1776 and apologized for it as a “necessary eviheput t
also manifested an intense defensiveness when challenged, as evidenced égs@ang
Jackson’s response to Franklin’s abolitionist petition. And as time went on, slavery only
became more profitable and more entrenched in the southern landscape. The early 1830s
proved to be the tipping point. In 1832 Virginia was still reeling from Nat Turner’'s
rebellion. The previous August, Turner and fifty followers had exterminated aroayd s
whites—men, women, and children—in Southampton County. Rather than blame
themselves, white southerners denounced the baneful influence of the burgeoning
abolitionist movement, which had been symbolically inaugurated by the introduction of
William Lloyd Garrison’sLiberatorin January 1831. Dew was not alone when he
contended that slaves were almost invariably content until “the wily philanttiropis
agitated their minds with notions of equality. As the decade wore on, southerners became
increasingly defensive and paranoid, developing a siege mentality tnsegddb tolerate
outside criticisnT.

Slavery then ceased to be a “necessary evil” and became “a positive good,”
sanctioned by history and biblical teachings. Not only was it a blessiogttesn
whites, it was a blessing to the slaves themselves. Slaves enjoyed crgudiee
protection. They were not cast aside when they fell sick, got too old to work, or were
unneeded. They also had the comfort of knowing that their family would always be taken
care of. By the 1850s, Senator James Hammond could confidently proclaim that it would
be difficult to find a single southerner “who feels the system to be the slight¢hen on

his conscience®’
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ThePrinciple of Slavery isltself Right

If slavery was the beneficent and paternalistic institution that soutberlaegned,
could it not be applied with equal morality to whites as well as blacks? This question
became a prominent aspect of the antislavery argument in 1856 and would continue to
serve as a lightning rod for northern indignation. Northerners had occasionallgt voice
their concern prior to this time, as in 1839 whenAhé&-Slavery Lecturequoted
Professor Dew’s proslavery defense and then warned that the day would eventually ¢
when all American laborers would be slaves of the rich. The same paper also quoted
South Carolina Governor George McDuffie’s prediction that northern laborers would
soon be reduced to bondage.

But the true smoking gun—the apparent evidence of southern designs—was an
anonymous editorial that appeared iniehmond Enquireon December 15, 1855. It
offered a trenchant and wide-ranging defense of slavery in the abstradtrécertly,
the defense of slavery has labored under great difficulties,” the author eglplaine
“because its apologists took half-way ground.” By confining themselves to a defense
blackslavery, southerners gave up “the slavery principle” and involved themselves in
hopeless inconsistencies. Presenting slavery as a necessary evéxoeation to the
ideal of universal freedom, was to admit that the institution was wrong, thusglaci
southerners in an untenable position. In reality, they had history and religion on their
side. The Bible sanctioned slavery—irrespective of race—as did the societies of
antiquity. A defense of “mere negro slavery” not only yielded this authority, ait al

denied biblical truth. It also failed to recognize the fading of racial taesed by
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amalgamation. Indeed, the author was quick to point out that “the laws of all the Southern
States justified the holding of white men in slavery,” provided that they wererdbsst
from a slave through the maternal line.

The South, however, had changed its line of defense, the author was proud to
note, and now the North was “completely cornered, and dumb as an oyster.” Southerners
could compare their moral, physical, and religious condition with the North, or any other
society, and take pride in their institutions. “They will see that Slagesypiositive good,
and not a necessary evil.”

Let them read history, and balance the evils that have grown out of thehlittte s

lived experiment of free society against those of slavery, and theymilttie

evils of the former a hundred to one compared to those of the latter. Crime,

famine, ignorance, anarchy, infidelity and revolution stare the reader iache f

on every page of the history of universal liberty. A single season of want in

Ireland and Scotland will exhibit more human suffering than Mrs. Stowe could

glean from the annals of slavery through all time and all countries. Slaegysoci

is co-extensive with man in time and space.

This was simply the immutable law of God, he argued, and northerners would eventually
recognize the futility of universal freedom. As for race, the author folhgeded that it

was “far more obvious that negroes should be slaves than whites,” because the former
were unfit for anything beyond simple labor. “Yet the principle of slaverngedfiright,”

he insisted, “and does not depend on difference of comple&ion.”

Antislavery northerners reprinted portions of this editorial in scores of
newspapers. Republicans quoted it again and again on the campaign trail, in state
legislatures, and in the halls of Congress. In their hands the statemeaty'slaes not
depend on difference of complexion” joined “a self-evident lie” as a mantra notoonly f

the South, but for the Democratic Party as a whole. Congressman Mason W. Tappan of

New Hampshire delivered a typical Republican speech to the House of Represemtat
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July 1856 entitled “Modern ‘Democracy,’ the Ally of Slavery.” Expressing fieat the
“hateful badge” of servitude would no longer be confined to the black race, he quoted the
“complexion” editorial as evidence of Democratic designs. A month latel)itioes
State Chronicldwung the article like an albatross around northern Democrats’ necks:
Mr. Douglas says the democracy are the same every where—that they are
identical all over the world. This paper [tBaquirel] contends, that the
democracy has just starteti@vdoctrine, but a few weeks old, which is the most
popular political idea that the world has ever seen. The doctrine is, that the slave
owner, the slave breeder—the black democracy, may carry slavery wherater a
may burrow; or the American flag may flutter in the breeze. . . . This is the
democracy, which the people in lllinois—of Macon county are to respect and
worship, and call glorious democracy. That sheet, confessedly democratic,
maintains, that slavery is correct in principle; that it is the national, normal,
logical condition of the race of man, and that that principle is as applicable to the
whiteman as well as to the black.
Taking their cue from thEnquirer, Republicans repeatedly presented the enslavement of
labor, irrespective of race, as the “crown jewel” of the Democraticoptaff
The editorial’'s apparent relevance as a statement of Democratipi@sneas
enhanced by thEnquirers undoubted status as a respected party organ. The paper was
founded at Jefferson’s behest in 1804, and in the succeeding decades it continued to
endorse the states’ rights principle of the Virginia and Kentucky ResolutigribeB
1840s theenquirerwas widely read in both the South and the North. In his study of the
southern press, Carl Osthaus argues that the paper could be found in “everglvkspect
reading room in the United Statésl’incoln’s law partner, William H. Herndon,
subscribed to thEnquirer, and Lincoln was well acquainted with its arguments. “l have
noticed in Southern newspapers, particularly the Richnimwplirer, the Southern view

of the free states,” Lincoln told a Michigan audience in August 1856. They defend

slavery on principle, he noted, and “insist that their slaves are far betteafllorthern
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freemen.” Later that year he referred to Bmguireras “an avowed advocate of slavery,
regardless of color” and denounced the “mistaken view” that northern laborers
constituted a permanent underclass.

But as Lincoln suggested, tBaquirerwas not the only advocate of class-based
slavery in northerners’ eyes. The Richmdhdminerprinted an editorial that echoed
many of the same sentiments and phrases d&dpa@rer, including the statement that
slavery was “right, natural, and necessary, and does not depend on difference of
complexion.” Because many of these articles appeared in early 1856, thedrslavtd
labor became a major aspect of that year’s presidential campaign. Repebliicas
offered a long list of Democratic quotations lauding slavery as a superioofdatmor.
Under such titles as “Slavery Not to be Confined to the Negro Race,” “Northenmé&ine
Read This!,” and “Northern Laborers But Slaves,” this list circulateeh fone newspaper
to another—with only minor changes—as an indictment of the Democratic Party. On
several occasions, they simply labeled it “The New ‘Democratic’ Daxtt

Along with the Richmondnquirerand RichmondExaminer it included the
following quotation from the Charlest@tandard “Slavery is the natural and normal
condition of thdaboring man, whether WHITE dblack . . . Master and slave is a
relation in society as necessary as that of parent and child; and the Northesmkat
yet have to introduce it. Their theory of free government is a delusion.” Thisfteas
followed by theMuscogee Heraldan Alabama newspaper: “Free society! We sicken at
the name. What is it but a conglomeration of GREASY MECHANICS, FILTHY
OPERATIVES, SMALL-FISTED FARMERS, and moon-struck THEORISTS.” A

guotation from thé&outhside DemocrgVirginia) then announced its hatred for
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everything “free”--“FREE farms, FREE labor, FREE society, FREIE ®REE thinking,

FREE children and FREE schools.” Finally, in addition to the previously mentioned

statements of John Van Evrie regarding impoverished families in New Yorka@ity

Robert Wickliffe in favor of making slaves of the “Dutch and Irish,” the lish als

highlighted Louisiana Senator Solomon W. Downs’ views on the moral superiority of

slave labor:
| call upon the opponents of slavery to prove that the WHITE LABORERS of the
North are as happy, as contented, or as comfortable as the slaves of the South. In
the South the slaves do not suffer one-tenth of the evils endured by the white
laborers of the North. Poverty is unknown to the Southern slave, for as soon as the
master of slaves becomes too poor to provide for them, he SELLS them to others
who can take care of them. This, sir, is one of the excellencies of the system of

slavery, and this the superior condition of the Southern slave over the Northern
WHITE laborer.

As the campaign entered its final weeks, Republicans added new statemenigfrom t
pages of th&nquirer.
Make the laboring man the slave of one man instead of the slave of society and he
would be far better off. Two hundred years of Liberty have made white Iakmorer
pauper banditti. Free society has failed, and that which is not free must be
substituted. Free society is a monstrous abortion, and slavery the healthy,
beautiful and natural being which they are trying unconsciously to adopt. The
slaves are governed far better than the free laborers at the North areegove
Our negroes are not only better off as to physical comfort than free lalimrers,
their moral condition is bettéf.
The list would conclude with a warning that this was “the doctrine which ‘Derrygsa
called, would introduce in lowa’—or Wisconsin, or whatever state the list appigare
And lest there be any doubt about the significance of the upcoming election, it @minde
voters that “JAMES BUCHANAN, the presidential candidate of the men and of tlye part

who hold these odious views,” would surely prove a fit instrument for those “who would

make WHITE MEN slaves'?
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George Fitzhugh

One might ask whether northerners’ fear of class-based slaveryratasail, or
perhaps disingenuous. Was there truly a possibility that southern leaders woojd tite
enslave white laborers? Or were Republicans simply cherry picking theootcsgjeous
statements in an effort to discredit the Democratic Party? To promedyder these
guestions, one must look to the source of this proslavery outlook.

The preceding editorials and arguments are in large part attributable t@one m
George Fitzhugh of Port Royal, Virginia. On the surface, Fitzhugh was ndiculzaly
notable character. Born on the Brenttown tract in Prince William County in 1806, one of
many descendants of Virginia’'s distinguished Fitzhughs, he settled intousdlamgl
less-than-remunerative legal career. In 1829 he married Mary MBtoalkenbrough
and settled into her family’s decaying mansion on the banks of the Rappahannock. With
bats flapping in the crevices of his writing chamber, Fitzhugh reseamtadistory
and his own ancestry. He took particular pride in his first Virginia forebediakvi
Fitzhugh, who had strong ties to the British court and exemplifieddbkesse obligef
the planter-aristocracy. A lifelong insomniac, Fitzhugh spent many a eggting
antislavery papers, including théerator and the New YorKribung as well as
conservative English journals lilBlackwood’s MagazindgheNorth British Revieywand
the Edinburgh ReviewHe was a devotee of Thomas Carlyle, the British philosopher who
argued that emancipation within the empire had been a “short-sighted philanthmdpy” a
denounced democracy as the inarticulate “voice of chaos.” Although he was well

acquainted with Virginia’s political leadership and took an active role in local

79



Democratic politics, Fitzhugh never pursued elective office and servethieilly as a
law clerk in the attorney general’s office during the Buchanan adnaitist. As a
whole, Fitzhugh had the reputation of being slightly absentminded yet altogethal
toward friends and opponents alike.

He was also a bold advocate of southern society, and by 1849 he had embraced
his new vocation as the author of proslavery polemics. His first \#talkery Justified,
by a Southernemwas an unsigned twelve-page pamphlet intended strictly for local
consumption. However, it introduced the themes he would soon bring to a national
audience. “Liberty and Equality are new things under the sun,” he explained.
Furthermore, they had not only failed to ameliorate human misery, but had proven to be
highly injurious to the people’s happiness and well béfng.

Northerners argued that slavery was simply another manifestation of “might
makes right,” but Fitzhugh effectively turned this argument on its head. As he suggested
in the titles of his two book§ociology for the South, or the Failure of Free Socety
Cannibals All! or Slaves Without Mastersiversal liberty was an oxymoronic concept.

By ushering in free competition, universal liberty begot a “war of witsivben the

strong and the weak and fostered a destructive attitude of every man for hirese|f
Society was thus reminiscent of Hobbes’s state of nature, a “dog-eatHi@gfos in

which the most vulnerable members of society inevitably suffered. Northernéesios
harmonious relationship between employer and employee, arguing that evewsthe
humble laborer could reap the rewards of his diligence and work his way up the social
ladder. But to Fitzhugh, this free labor ideal was purely fallacious. Selesttmade

employers and laborers enemies. The former were determined to keep wageasas low
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possible in order to maximize profits, while the latter teetered on the edgevattisin.

The pursuit of profit encouraged employers to cast their employees aside wheetbe
no longer essential to the bottom line, thus depriving families of security when the
breadwinner was sick, injured, elderly, or unneeded. In short, free society gave the
employer as much control over labor as any slaveholder, but allowed him to ahdicate
paternal responsibilities. As a result, northern laborers were, in Fitzhugtds, slaves,
but were denied “the rights of slaves.” They were “slaves without a rfidster

As noted in chapter one, some northerners characterized slavery as unchristian
because it exploited the weakest members of society. Fitzhugh suggestb thas
actually true of freedom, not slavery. Christian morality, he observed, hagléte in
free-market capitalism: “To do unto others as we would they should do unto us’ would
be acts of suicidal self-sacrifice.”

In Fitzhugh'’s view, the iniquities of the modern world were the result of a
historical process that had run amok. With their emphasis on individualism, the
Reformation and the Enlightenment had gone too far, depriving men of the religious and
political institutions they needed for survival. An isolated man was unnatural, sied)si
and would prove to be “as helpless and ridiculous as a bee setting up for himself.” With
the end of feudalism and the decline of the Catholic Church, “might makes right” and
“every man for himself” came into full play, and as a natural consequence, the strong
were able to subjugate the weak much faster than they had ever done before. Beggary
began after the abolition of serfdom, which, according to Fitzhugh, had prevented class
struggle by uniting the interests of tenants and landholders. By this logic,aheusS|

Revolution was a tragic development because it had stripped the prerogatives of the
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crown, the nobility, and the Church, “the natural friends, allies, and guardians of the
laboring class,” in favor of the moneyed interests represented in the House ob@amm
(It was no accident that the Bank of England was chartered shortly theyedtee to
Fitzhugh'’s liking was the subject of John Locke’s criticisnTwo Treatises of
GovernmentSir Robert Filmer, whose bod®atriarchia presented government as an
extension of the family, an institution that brought together people of differess aed
abilities for the sake of their mutual suppbrt.

Nor did his iconoclasm spare the Lockean acolytes of 1776. While Locke was “a
presumptuous charlatan,” Jefferson was “the architect of ruin” and “the iraoigaf
anarchy” who enshrined laissez faire as America’s seminal philosopfeysda had
engineered the disestablishment of the Anglican Church in Virginia, whicletvas
another blow to paternalistic institutions. In short, whereas the Sage of Miantiad
believed “that government is best which governs least,” Fitzhugh subscribedyie'€arl
dictum that “the world is too little governed’”

Fitzhugh's remedy was to “identify the interests of the weak and the strong,”
which slavery did better than any other institution. Slaveholders provided their workers
with all the necessities of life, in sickness and in health, in infancy and in old age, “not
according to his labor, but according to his wants.” In this respect, slavetievbsst
form of socialism. If the master fell on hard times and was no longer abletodee of
his slaves, they were “transferred” and would then “participate in thegirofianother
master. A slave could take comfort in the knowledge that his family would betake
of, with or without him. Unlike free laborers, there was no competition among slaves for

work. Nor was there a war between master and slave. Unlike the northerristapital
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whose self-interest impelled him to pay his employee as little as posklaaster's
self-interest prevented any reduction in the slave’s allowance, lest hehbose the

slave in the process. Furthermore, because slaves were part of the fenaitiedtion for

the bondsman would also keep the master from casting him aside in old age. A master
loved a dependent slave for the same reason that he loved his dog, not because he was
always useful, but because he was the master’s personal responsibility. Cohgequent
Fitzhugh explained, southern slaves had “no dread of the future—no fear of want.” They
could sleep peacefully and luxuriate in mental repose. In fact, they were {ibiesta

and, in some sense, the freest people in the wtld.”

The free laborer, by contrast, was beset with soul-crushing worries. Thieahrea
unemployment made the specter of homelessness and hunger a constant companion. If
his wife or child fell ill, he could not look over their bedside. If he could no longer work,
he and his family would starve. Given this life of uncertainty, Fitzhugh expressdot
that free laborers ever slept at all. “They are fools to do so,” he suggested, “fet, whil
they sleep, the wily and watchful capitalist is devising means to ensnarepoit ex
them.” According to this reasoning, free laborers did not have a fraction obéhneds of
southern slaves. Northerners, moreover, were fully aware of the failuresraivtimei
society, even as they denounced servitude in the South. Why else, Fitzhugh asked, would
northern society be infested with so many utopians, transcendentalists, sefpamd
other assorted “isms*?

Northerners often invoked Fitzhugh’s books, along with the aforementioned list
of newspaper quotations, as evidence of southern intentions. Lincoln never referred to

Fitzhugh by name, but Herndon, who purchased a cofgpablogyfor his and his
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partner’s edification, recalled that this work “aroused the ire of Lincolre i@ most
pro-slavery books? It appears to have aroused Herndon'’s ire as well. In a public letter
to the editors of thélinois Journal, he observed that Fitzhugh described himself as a
Democrat. “This | do not doubt,” he quipped, caustically notingSlatologywas “a
good Democratic book.” The failure of liberty and the desirability of slawarynembers
of all races were “fixed ideas of the southern despots.” There was no escapnuyéepr
Herndon explained. “Slavery is right or it is wrong. If it is justice and right tdwae
race, so it must be to all. The South enslaves one race, so she must necessarilgdif adopt
as a principle, contend for the enslavement of some of the white?fa@erigressman
Israel Washburn of Maine was among several politicians who $idetblogyin the
House and noted that it had been “extravagantly commended” in the slavé®states.
Fitzhugh was also a favorite object of condemnation for William Lloyd Gaxrisho
castigated the Virginian as “the Don Quixote of Slavedom.” Fitzhugh had agtgmpt
without success, to initiate a cordial correspondence with Garrison, as he hadarth ot
abolitionists. In respect to Fitzhugh'’s contention€amnibals All! Garrison observed,
“Such idiocy may pass current as wit and wisdom among the cradle-plunderersrand sla
drivers at the South, but the rest of the world will rate it at its true v&tue.”

Northerners were unaware, however, that Fitzhugh was also the author of the
infamous “difference of complexion” editorials, as well as many off&3bortly before
the release dbociology for the Soutin 1854, he had accepted a contributing editorship
with the Richmondexaminer which then claimed the largest circulation of any southern
newspaper. More than a dozen of his articles appeared bExémeinerthat spring and

summer, many of which presaged his argumengoniology He denounced laissez
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faire, free trade, and free labor; and he appealed to southern educators to téaokrpros
arguments to the next generation. The following year Fitzhugh won an editoriadrnpos

with the RichmondEnquirer, which, as previously mentioned, enjoyed tremendous
authority as a Democratic organ in both the South and the North. Furthermore, Fézhugh’
biographer, Harvey Wish, contends that the other editorials and statements guoted b
Republicans in 1856 were clearly influenced by Fitzhugh’s positions. Consequently,
despite his relatively low profile, the lawyer from Port Royal exetcesmsiderable

influence on the national debate.

But to what extent did Fitzhugh actually represent the mainstream of southern
opinion? By invoking his words time and time again, many northerners implied they were
descriptive of the slave power’s nefarious agenda. Eugene Genovese, wissespre
admiration for Fitzhugh from a Marxist standpoint, has stated that Fitzhughswize
“neither typical nor representative,” but did represent the logical outcorhe of t
slaveholders’ philosophy. However, many historians have maintained that his vieas we
nothing but aberrant musings, albeit highly quotable ones. Albert Beveridge express
doubt that his position on servitude “was held by any large number in the South.” Going
a step further, Robert Loewenberg has argued that Fitzhugh’s proposal to enslave whit
laborers was an outright embarrassment to the southern position. In respect to the
northern reaction, David Donald contends that Lincoln and other Republicans mistook
the “idiosyncratic” Fitzhugh as a representative thinker and erroneoushedahnat the
Democratic Party stood in support of white slavery. Robert Johannsen has likewise
argued that Lincoln “should have known (if he was the reader recent writers aiavecc!

him to be) that Southerners themselves rejected Fitzhugh's extreme argtfithent
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Yet it is not entirely clear that they did in fact reject his views. It isaivhybtrue,
as both Wish and Genovese state, that any “anti-Yankee, proslavery tract” would have
won southern approval in the hysterical years following the passage ohtisad<
Nebraska Act. Still, one cannot dismiss the fact that his works were disssinméhe
most respected southern journals—Examiner theEnquirer, andDe Bow’s Review-
or that they were widely read and received fulsome praise from the most prbmine
southern reviewers. In January 1860 James Doolittle of Wisconsin told the Senate that
southerners had adopted the doctrine that slavery was the natural and normal condition of
the laboring man. James Chestnut promptly denied the charge. It was the Abaran, la
he insisted, not the white, for whom slavery was a natural and beneficial conditi
Doolittle then proceeded to quote Fitzhugh'’s editorials, as well his books, which,
Doolittle argued, had been “commended very generally by the leading Déimpcess
to the people of the South.” In a conciliatory tone, he claimed not to question Chestnut’s
rejection of class-based slavery, but nonetheless insisted that the Southdivagite
that direction:
| do not say that all the leading men and presses of the South today take the
ground that the laboring man is a slave, whether white or black, but | do maintain
that some of their leading presses and some of their leading men do take that
position, and do justify slavery upon the ground that the true way to reconcile this
troublesome question of capital and labor is simply this: that capital should own
its labor, and not hire .
As Lawrence Tenzer points out, Fitzhugh’s anonymous editorials were nevengkell
by printed rebuttals, which in his view implied “a virtually total acceptancé®part of
Southern readers”™—although this is undoubtedly an overstatement. Nor can one deny that

he had a clear impact on southern leaders. According to Genovese, “Miller,dddmm

Holmes, Thornwell, Harper, Simms, Memminger, Hughes, Edmund Ruffin, and a host of
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others moved step by step toward the defense of slavery in the abstract.” Wish notes
Fitzhugh'’s influence on such southern luminaries as R.M.T. Hunter and James Mason. It
therefore seems safe to contend that antislavery northerners were not bding ove
disingenuous when they held up “Fitzhughian” comments as evidence of southern
designs®

It would also appear that the notion of the “wage slave” made inroads into
southern culture. In 1855 the South Carolina lawyer and poet William J. Grayson
lamented the treatment of northern laborers in his fifty-page gdentireling and the
Slave Like Fitzhugh, Grayson stressed the beneficence of servitude and tlabtnee’s
desperate need for a paternalistic master. For the hireling:

Free but in name—the slaves of endless toil . . .

In squalid hut—a kennel for the poor,

Or noisome cellar, stretched upon the floor,

His clothing rags, of filthy straw his bed,

With offal from the gutter daily fed. . . .

These are the miseries, such the wants, the cares,

The bliss that freedom for the serf prepares. . . .
The black slave, by contrast:

Taught by the master’s efforts, by his care

Fed, clothed, protected many a patient year,

From trivial numbers now to millions grown,

With all the white man’s useful arts their own. . . .

Guarded from want, from beggary secure,

He never feels what hireling crowds endure,

Nor knows, like them, in hopeless want to crave,

For wife and child, the comforts of the slave
The same theme can be seen in the multitude of novels southerners penned in response to

Uncle Tom’s CabinOne pithily expressed its intended moral in the titlecle Robin in

His Cabin in Virginia and Tom without One in Bosfdn
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On the other hand, it is not safe to assert that Fitzhugh was actually advtoating
enslavement of white laborers in the United States, although it is not surpriging tha
northerners saw his statements in that light. C. Vann Woodward has suggested that
Republicans took Fitzhugh’s more troubling statements out of context in order to
discredit northern and southern Democrats. But capturing the larger contexhofhis
arguments can be quite challenging, considering that his various writingstameactly
monuments to clarity. His style “suffered seriously from a lack of orgtmizand
tiresome repetition,” which, according to Wish, often led him to “abbreviate hisiidaas
dangerous fashion.” John Ashworth also takes note of Fitzhugh’s “linguistic
inconsistencies” and “penchant for the startling overstatement.” Indedditdravas
especially prominent. “How can we contend that white slavery is wrongliugtzasked
in Cannibals All! “whilst all the great body of free laborers are starving; and slaves,
black or white, throughout the world, are enjoying comfdft?”

The “slavery principle”—or the “patriarchal principle’—transcended racd, a
could not be surrendered if southerners intended to justify and maintain domestic
servitude. Yet despite his vociferous condemnation of free society, Wish makesithe poi
that Fitzhugh was not primarily interested in reforming the North, but rather in
demonstrating the normality and moral integrity of the South. In May 1856, he wurote a
editorial for theEnquirer disclaiming any desire to enslave white laborers: “We do not
hope, nor wish, to see slavery like ours introduced at the North. There is no room for
black slaves, and we never wish to see white men made sfaves.”

As for the question of whether blacks and whites were equally suited for

servitude, Fitzhugh believed that dependence was racially inherent for blagkshhtier
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of circumstance for whites. “Almost all negroes require masters,” he opineainoug

whites only “the children, the women, the very weak, poor, and ignorant” needed the
benefits of paternalism. (Of course, ignorance and weakness are subgrotivg t

Blacks, in other words, were inherently incapable of competing in the “war of wits

while many whitegould successfully compete. So even though he may have rejected
polygenesis at first—by 1861 he declared himself a convert to the raciahst of Nott

and Van Evrie—Fitzhugh never expressed doubt that blacks were inherently inferior. He
fully subscribed to the herrenvolk ideal of confining blacks to menial labor, thus allowing
the southern white man to become “a noble and a privileged character” like the Roman
citizen of antiquity. Black slavery elevated whites “for it makes them ndidttem of
society.” All whites were therefore equal in respectability, he noted, ihrtetms of

wealth. Yet in the hopes of ameliorating economic disparities, Fitzhugh becaal a
advocate of active state governments that would sponsor education and internal
improvements for the betterment of their citiz&ns.

Still, in the end he did hope that Americans would adopt the principle “that men
should begovernegnot ‘Let Alone,” and that each person should be governed
“according to his wants, and moral and intellectual capacity.” Preciselytivs meant
is open to debate. Ashworth writes that Fitzhugh did not address the question of whether
his desired form of slavery would allow for temporary or limited bondage. Buttiméa
did. After the success &ociology he began a correspondence with the New York
abolitionist A. Hogeboom, which was published by lti@erator, theExaminer the
Enquirer, andDe Bow’s Reviewin his letters to Hogeboom, Fitzhugh seems to have

envisioned a form of voluntary indentured servitude. In a statement redolent of Van
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Evrie’s proposal in the New YorRay Book he explained that he would allow destitute
women to sell themselves and their children “for life, or for a term of yddesdlso
expressed support for those agricultural laborers who might want to selethiesor a
year at a time.” During this period of servitude, moreover, they would be treatdd m
differently than African slaves. Indeed, this is implied in the oft-quoted “difter®f
complexion” editorials, in which he stated that it was “far more obvious that rsegroe
should be slaves than whites—for they are only fit to labor, and not to direct.” To
Hogeboom he noted that it would be unwise and “unscientific” to govern white men in
the same manner as African slaves due to the former’s superior capAtitiesgh the
New Yorker disagreed with Fitzhugh's ideas, he cordially acknowledged thetmgodf
the Virginian’s positior’

His more vehement criticisms of free society were also mitigatdusby
acceptance of the Jeffersonian conception of land as a safety valve for wageslabor
Although Fitzhugh deemed “free society” in general to be a failure, he drewofrtost
evidence from industrialized European nations where land was scarce and labor
abundant. Ireland, for example, would not have experienced mass starvation in the late
1840s if the people there had not been “freed” from the beneficent protection of feudal
lords. For the foreseeable future at least, American laborers had thetalekicape the
clutches of the greedy capitalist. For this reason, Fitzhugh claimed treth® not a
“sane man in America” who advocated the literal enslavement of white nvesultl be
unwise, impracticable, and inexpedient. “We all agree,” he explained Entipgrer,

“that so long as the poor may become independent freemen and land-holders, by
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emigrating to the west . . . it is better that they should become independereriy¢ieam
sink down into the apathetic, lethargic, but secure and comfortable position of §faves.”
Fitzhugh was a bit inconsistent on this point, however. In response to a critic of
Cannibals Alll he once again disclaimed any desire to promote the enslavement of white
northerners. Despite all his musings on the failure of free society, he cdribatithe
“social forms of the North and South are each excellent, and should not be changed or
tampered with.” Southern society was normal and natural, while that of the North was
exceptional, but the latter could endure until the continent was densely populated, which
might not happen for a very long time. Indeed, Fitzhugh kept postponing the loss of this
safety valve. IrSociology for the Southe suggested that the West would “soon” fill up
with settlers; later he suspected that “several centuries may eltdpse;thousands of
years,” and finally, he conceded that it “may never occur.” And until such tirse, thi
exceptional form of society would continue to answer well for northern workers. But on
other occasions, he seemed to posit an “irrepressible conflict” between thetwonsse
Sociologycontained a prediction that slavery would be everywhere abolished or
everywhere reinstituted. In one of his 18&&quirer editorials, he argued that the “evils
of free society” should not be extended to new lands and future generations. Free society
and slave society were incompatible and could not coexist among civilized men. “The
one must give way and cease to exist,” he contended, while the other became universal.
Wish notes the similarity of this view to those expressed by Lincoln and Séwag&b38
Douglas lambasted Lincoln for suggesting that the nation could not continue half slave
and half free, and for predicting a sectional “crisis” in his “House Divided’cépee

Lincoln later noted that neither he nor Seward deserved the “enviable or unenviable
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distinction of having first expressed that idea.” Unaware of Fitzhugh’s abtphphe
claimed that the Richmortenquirerhad broached the notion of an irrepressible conflict
“two years before it was expressed by the first of us.” In any evestyorth noting that
neither Lincoln nor Fitzhugh believed or hoped that the issue would be decided on the

battlefield®®

Aftershocks

Unfortunately, the subtleties of Fitzhugh'’s position were all too easilynalse
crashing waves of his generalized endorsements of slavery in the absdract a
condemnation of free society. Not surprisingly, antislavery northernatsaed to
invoke them in the years following Buchanan’s election. In an effort to highlight a
longer-term conspiracy than Fitzhugh’s writings alone could provide, they aldaaite
1836 speech in which Congressman Francis Pickens of South Carolina had opined that
American society would eventually divide between capitalists and labotiees tlaan
along strictly racial lines. “Let not gentlemen from the North start atrihils,” Pickens
intoned. “We are yet a people in our infancy. Society has not yet been pressed dewn to i
classifications. Let us live through an era, and we shall discover thigmitbatAll
society settles down into a classification of capitalists and laborergoifher will own
the latter.®®

New ammunition also presented itself. The Panic of 1857 exacerbated sectional
hostilities by contrasting the northern and southern economies and, at least in

southerners’ minds, vindicating the paternalistic principle intrinsic wregja They now
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had undeniable proof that free society was inherently unstable and insecure. The
floundering of the nation’s banking system triggered widespread unemployment,
particularly in eastern cities. Men demonstrated in the streets, attdndeget

meetings” and voiced their demand for government assistance. Republgzosdesd by
stepping up their support for a higher tariff to shield American workers frongforei
competition and a homestead law to provide distressed northerners with grea®tacce
western lands. Congress passed a law lowering the price of public land to-fiwenty

cents an acre, but President Buchanan vetoed it, insisting that laboring men hadeno desi
for the government’s “charity.” Southerners on the other hand, boasted that their
economy had been left relatively untouched. “The wealth of the South is permanent and
real,” crowedDe Bow'’s Review‘that of the North fugitive and fictitious. Events now
transpiring are exposing the fiction as humbug after humbug explddes.”

The chief spokesman for this newly enhanced hubris was Senator James Henry
Hammond of South Carolina. A passionate advocate of nullification and states’ rights,
Hammond had edited tf&outhern Timeand had served in the House of Representatives
and as governor of South Carolina, although his political career had been cut short by
poor health and family scandal. He was elected by the state legislatucededu
Andrew Butler in 1857 and soon enraged the North with a swaggering exposition on
slavery’s morality and freedom’s failure. On March 4, 1858 he proclaimed to theeSena
that southerners were “unquestionably the most prosperous people in the world.”
Southern cotton constituted the bulk of the nation’s exports and had single handedly
saved the North from economic ruin. “You dare not make war on cotton,” he cried. “No

power on earth dares make war upon it. Cotton is Kihg.”
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In response to Senator Seward’s recent condemnation of slave labor, Hammond
clearly echoed Fitzhugh'’s defense of the paternalistic principle. Sewarbdava been
correct that much of the world had abolished slavery in name, but Hammond insisted that
it would always exist in reality. Slavery would only be abolished, he explained, whe
God repealed the inescapable fact of poverty. The northern worker who lived byyis dail
toil, “and scarcely lives at that,” was all too often crushed by the vagéties o
marketplace and the avarice of his employer. The liberty of the northernrlalvaseno
more than a choice of whether to beg or steal, to starve or go to prison.” Consequently,
Hammond informed his northern colleagues that their “whole class of manual $aborer
and operatives, as you call them, are slaves.” The only real differencebdtvese
northern slaves and southern blacks was that southern slaves enjoyed job security and
were well compensated. “There is no starvation, no begging, no want of employment
among our people,” he argued. Nor were southern slaves forced to compete with each
other for jobs or resources. Northern slaves, on the other hand, “are hired by the day, not
cared for, and slightly compensated,” a fact that could be easily proven bytbeadk
conditions in northern cities. “Why, sir, you meet more beggars in one day, in a single
street of the City of New York,” Hammond declared, “than you would meet in arldeti
in the whole South®

Northerners responded to Hammond just as they had to the barrage of proslavery
editorials two years earlier. Although northern Democrats shied aaayHiammond’s
remarks, Republicans presented them as further evidence of “the new Diemocra
doctrine.” A Kansas newspaper captured the sentiments of many when it edpress

outrage that those who earned their bread by the sweat of their brow and “adorned and
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beautified the earth” with railroads and steamers and palaces, and who cbasteele
soil into a blossoming garden, would ever be characterized as slaves. Sueelytlibos
gave their votes to President Buchanan “must feel themselves highdyeithttit
remarked, in being ranked with the chattel laborers of the Sbuth.

This defense of slavery in the abstract continued to serve as a major bone of
contention in the 1860 campaign. In the Senate, southerners voiced their approval of
Hammond’s paternalistic sentiments. According to Jefferson Davis, shaasrput a
“form of civil government for those who by their nature are not fit to govern theesseél
Senator Hunter, in his defense of the “social system of the South,” exalted siavedrg
normal condition of human society,” and “best for the happiness of both races.” His
colleague, James Mason, similarly proclaimed that slavery was “enntdblagh races,
the white and the black.” In response, Sumner announced his dismay that senators
“insensible to the true character of slavery” would presume to laud it as afdigh
civilization. Fitzhugh, on the other hand, expressed delight that the southern leadership in
Congress had adopted his doctrine. They had finally realized that it was safddmrproc
it, he observed, “because it is popular with the people.” With no small degree of pride, he
mused, “Yes! It has been solemnly announced in Congress that Southern society is
normal Northern societgxceptionandexperimental*

Douglas’s choice of Georgia senator Herschel V. Johnson as his running mate
allowed Republicans to tie Douglas even more closely to the southern position.dn term
similar to those quoted endlessly by Republicans in 1856, Johnson had announced that
“capital should own its labor.” And as before, northerners did not hesitate to express thei

incredulity. How could a man who uttered such a vile calumny come before the morther
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public and ask for the second-highest office in the land? “Are you willing to stamelyt
by and hear this Southern slave-driver tagmtwith the name o$lave®” inquired the
Cedar Falls GazetteJust as Lincoln had condemned Douglas’s position for failing to
recognize anything wrong with slavery, others noted that Douglas never rebukeddar f
fault with any of his southern colleagues when they denounced northern workirag men
“mudsills” or “white slaves.#

In short, antislavery northerners had more than enough evidence to convince
themselves that the paternalistic aspect of the proslavery argument etastapthreat
to white laborers. In reality, however, paternalism was not the most prorfagenof
the proslavery defense. Southern slavery was simultaneously an exampleryfisidhe
abstractinda form of specifically racial servitude. Notwithstanding the popularity of
Fitzhugh'’s views, or the politicians who occasionally echoed them, southernerslbe

defended black slavery as a means of enhancing and sustaining white liberty.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE GOOD OF SOCIETY

The facet of the antislavery argument presented in this study can be seen a
counterpoint to the southern argument that black slavery provided a safeguard for the
freedom of white Americans. For many northerners, the rationales faaAfiondage
were not strictly racial, and could therefore be applied to anyone, regastitase. They
repeatedly argued that the South’s societal defense of slavery wasldppboahites as
well as blacks. According to southerners’ own logic, individuals did not threateih socia
stability because they were a particular color—they threatenedysberuse they were
poor.

First, it is important to understand the southern position. Despite the “bleaching”
effects of amalgamation, and the racially unspecific appeal to slavenygnbe
paternalism, most southerners viewed white skin as an unimpeachable badge of personal
liberty. Rather than reject the Declaration of Independence entirely,abghtso defend
the ideal of equality for whites alone. As Genovese points out, most southathers st
wanted to believe, despite the incongruity, that they could have the Reformatike, Loc
Jefferson, and slavery too. They may not have rejected the paternalist rir¢fome

blacks), but it seems clear that their ideal society was divided by raceonon@c
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class. In this respect, the good of the slave took a backseat to the interesistpfs a

wholel

Racial Egalitarianism

On the eve of the Civil War, there were around 385,000 slaveowners in the fifteen
slave states. Out of a million and a half free families in the South, only one-fodrth ha
slaves at their direct disposal. And of those 385,000 individuals, only a small fraction can
be classified as large planters—those who owned twenty slaves or more. The vast
majority owned fewer than ten slaves; fifty percent owned fewer than fiveidéadng
the relatively small number of large slaveholders and the sizeable majority
nonslaveholders, some may find it difficult to explain why the South was so obdurately
wedded to its peculiar instituticn.

For those who personally owned slaves, their bondsmen represented a $3 billion
investment. For other white southerners, the economic benefits were |leggfsinaard,
but not insignificant. Some did resent slavery and the influence of their wealthier
neighbors, but many lived in the orbit of the plantation system. Small farmers depended
on local plantations for access to cotton gins and for financial assistanoesnoti need.
There were also extensive kinship networks. Wealthy planters were notratstn the
European mold, however much they may have attempted to style themselves as such. In
most cases they were new money without a long family history of influence and

privilege. Consequently, the poorest resident of a county might easily beira aiotne
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wealthiest planter. These economic and familial ties undoubtedly helped tolasste ¢
tensions.

In addition to its economic importance, slavery was a powerful social institution
Because the African presence in certain parts of the slave states wederatms—and
nearly overwhelming in states like Mississippi and South Carolina--slleegme an
important form of race control. Southern whites considered the legal servitude of blacks
to be absolutely necessary for the maintenance of white supremacyteDesipi
insistence that slavery was a blessing to those held in bondage, southerners could not
deny their sense of unease, a feeling that was betrayed by the ubiquitieqiatials
and the hysterical reaction that followed Nat Turner’s insurrection and tipeidderry
raid 3

There was far more to nonslaveholders’ support than simple fear, however. As
George M. Fredrickson has explained, slavery created “a psychologicafyisgtsense
of racial superiority” for all southern whites. Most southerners advocateikivéha
sociologist Pierre L. van den Berghe has called “Herrenvolk democracgoréing to
van den Berghe’s explanation, these are regimes like South Africa and tad Btates,
societies that are “democratic for the master race but tyrannicakfsubordinate
groups.” Indeed, democracy in the Old South was “no sham,” as Fredrickson points out.
Universal white manhood suffrage existed in most states, which made nonslavedolders
significant political force. James Oakes contends that southerners atdoé&ltype lead
in the democratization of state constitutions in the 1820s and 1830s—although reform
was somewhat slow to reach the eastern states, South Carolina in partieulararyy

case, given the need to mollify the nonslaveholding majority, the planter élelyac
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appealed to their constituents’ sense of racial pride. Consequently, theirchpjoroa
politics could not be as oligarchic as Genovese suggests. Herrenvolk egasitarzas
the only ideology that could guarantee a white consehsus.

In short, black slavery made southern whites feel better about themselves by
obfuscating class divisions. Prejudice may be accurately defined aseatdeseate the
comparative illusion of superiority for oneself by denigrating people one views a
different. Slavery defined all whites as fundamentally superior. In so doingtgtddsan
assumption that all whites were fundamentally equal, regardless ofAclab#te man
could be as poor as dirt and dumb as a fence post and still wear his skin as a badge of
superiority—a sign of his membership in the “natural aristocracy.” Thsspaeticularly
significant for those southern whites who would otherwise have little reaseel to f
superior. It is therefore disingenuous to contend that nonslaveholders (later thercomm
soldiers of the Confederacy) had no stake in slavery simply because they owned no
slaves. Certainly all the perpetrators of racial violence in the ydargfaé war were not
former slaveholders angry over the loss of their labor force. Nothing was more
humiliating to nonslaveholders than the idea of being placed on any sort of equality with
blacks, of having to compete with them for jobs or for a place in the social hierBsch
diving society along racial lines, slavery raised all classes of whithkg tmaster class.

On the eve of the war, Georgia’s Governor Joseph E. Brown reminded his constituents
that slavery “is the poor man’s best Government.” The poor southern white man did not
belong to a menial class, he claimed: “The Negro is in no sense his equal. He tzelongs

the only true aristocracy, the race of white m&n.”
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Indeed, just as northern Democrats fostered anti-black prejudice in order to court
immigrant workers (those who had to vie with blacks for the second-lowest rung on the
social ladder), southern politicians were not at all hesitant to remind nonsleeshol
their social stake in the institution. “With us,” argued Calhoun in 1848, “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 ahddreate
equals . . . and hence have a position and pride of character which neither poverty nor
misfortune can deprive them.” Virginia governor Henry A. Wise (to whom Fitzhugh had
dedicatedCannibals All) contended that black servitude was the very foundation of
white liberty. “Break down slavery,” he argued, “and you would with the same blow
destroy the great democratic principle of equality among rhen.”

The same ad hominem appeals to white supremacy also found their way into
proslavery newspapers. Despite its publication of Fitzhugh’s much-maligned
endorsements of class-based slaveryRicemond Enquireperfectly expressed the
herrenvolk idea: “The presence of the Negro population, occupying an inferidr socia
position, and excluded from political privileges, imparts to the white laborer agueculi
sense of personal pride and independence.” The southern laborer stood on the same legal
and social level with the rich and the powerful, and hence “exhibits a dignity rafctéra
and an elevation of feeling found among the same class in no other social sistem.”
Cecil-Fronsman notes that Kansas'’s proslavery papers couched theieargimthese
terms because most of the migrant Missourians were small farmersthaimésrge

planters. “Color, not money marks the class,” announcedtttesonSquatter
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Sovereign“Black is the badge of slavery; white the color of the freeman, and the white
man, however poor [and] whatever his occupation feels himself a sovefeign.”
Historians seem to have reached a consensus as to the importance of the
herrenvolk ideology in the southern mind. William Barney argues that nonslaveholding
whites opposed emancipation because their self-respect would no longer fogceein
by a color line separating free from slave.” J. Mills Thornton concurs inudy sf
antebellum Alabama. African slavery, he argues, dispensed with classeg @hites,
and he makes it quite clear that this was the reason the nonslaveholding majority
defended the institution, even to the point of secession and war. Thornton also highlights
the argument promulgated by southern politicians that poor whites would be hurt the
most by emancipation. Unlike the wealthy landowners, who had the means to maintain
their status, it was the working whites who would be thrown into a degrading coorpetiti
for employment and social standing with former slaves. But with bondage recognized a
the natural and legal status for blacks, every white man could rest secure inghinaeli
he was no one’s inferidt.
Although the paternalist and the herrenvolk ideologies were not totally
incompatible, there was certainly tension between the two. Ultimately tienalsts,
with their appeal to slavery’s beneficence (regardless of race), gave wayciferous
appeal to white supremacy. As we have seen, Fitzhugh, the arch pateuiglist, f
conceded black inferiority, and defended an exalted position for whites. Givenehe si
and political influence of the nonslaveholding population, slavery’s “benefits” would be
reserved for blacks alone. In fact, some defenders of slavery denoundedhany

hierarchy within white society. While the paternalists had pointed to histexeatples
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of white slavery as instructive, others rejected them as unnatural. In a paemgldesed

by Jefferson Davis and J.D.B. De Bow, the ethnologistNewl YorkDay Bookeditor

John Van Evrie denounced any type of white subordination as unjust and “artificial.” All
whites, he insisted, were endowed by God with the capacity and right to govern
themselves. In the spring of 1861, the new Confederate vice president, Alexander H.
Stephens, forcefully announced that white equality and black subordination was the only
natural basis for society and would therefore serve as the “cornerstone”navth

southern nation. “Many governments,” he noted, “have been founded on the principles of
subordination and serfdom of certain classes of the samestmtewere, and are in

violation of the laws of natur®ur system commits no such violation of nature’s laws.
With us, all the white race, however high or low, rich or poor, are equal in the eyes of the
law.” The cornerstone of the Confederate States of America would rest upanéette

truth that the Negro is not equal to the white man, that slavery—subordination to the
superior race—is his natural or normal condition.”

At first blush, it might seem that northerners, being equally racist, would have
posed no threat to African slavery. But a quick examination of the 1860 census returns
convinces one that northerners and southerners would have had vastly different
conceptions of race control. In many areas of the South, blacks constitutedity roagor
sizeable minority of the population. Over 57 percent of South Carolinians werenAfrica
slaves. Slightly more than 45 percent of Alabamians were held in bondage. Even in
Tennessee and Arkansas, roughly one in every four people was a black dl&xeidn
on the other hand, it was rather unlikely that 7,628 blacks would overwhelm the

remaining population of 1,704,323. Likewise, the 326,073 residents of New Hampshire

106



were unlikely to be dominated by 494 free blacks. Even the 56,949 free blacks of
Pennsylvania had little chance of overpowering 2,849,266 of their fellow Pennsylvanians.
It is therefore not difficult to understand that southerners would have considered bondage
to be the only reliable means of maintaining “proper” race relations, whilleenoers
would not?®

Because blacks were not property in the North, and because their numbers were
not sufficient to threaten white supremacy, northerners were in a far betigompto
perceive the threat slavery posed to their own freedom. Their white skin aald raci
prejudice notwithstanding, they understood that accepting black slavery dould al
themselves and their posterity to be encompassed by the institution’s sulgettive.
Having accepted the rationales for African bondage, there was no guananthey

would never be defined as inferior or dangerously dependent.

The Republican Paradox

White supremacy was an important component in what many white Americans—
South and North—viewed as a stable and secure society. But there was another
component that had long been stressed in American history—the need for a virtuous
citizenry. A virtuous citizen was both educated and independent. For a participatory
republic to function, those entrusted with the franchise had to possess adequate
knowledge of pertinent issues. Jefferson famously proclaimed that “those whotexpec
be ignorant and free expect what never was and never will be,” a sentiment tihat man

Americans, North and South, fully endorsed. Yet citizens also required personal
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independence, which would protect them from coercion and enable them to pursue the
common good, rather than their own purely selfish interests. And the greatesimapedi
to personal independence was poverty, or simply the absence of economic autonomy.
People without productive property—which in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
meant land—were necessarily dependent on others for their livelihood. They could
therefore be bought, bribed, intimidated, or swayed by a demagogue into attaeking th
property of those whoould maintain the independence requisite for genuine liberty. Said
Jefferson in hi?Notes on the State of VirginidDependence begets subservience and
venality, suffocates the germ of virtue, and prepares fit tools for the designs of
ambition.™

The prevailing fear among landed elites was the possibility of anagra
redistribution of property. This was the paradox of republicanism: property trumped
liberty because private property, in the Lockean sense, was the physicakta#oifeof
self-ownership. As Locke explained in I8econd Treatisdecause each individual owns
his own person, he also owns his labor, and therefore he owns the fruits of his labor.
Whatever individuals mixed their labor with—picking an apple off a tree, building a
house, or working for a salary—they owned the end product. Consequently, private
property became the essence of personal freedom. It was the product of ong;s libert
and, by this reasoning, it could not be taken away without consent. To do so would be an
attack on liberty itself—hence Americans’ insistence on “no taxation without
representation” in the 1760s and 1770s. However, if a person did not own sufficient
property to maintain economic independence, he became a threat to the property of

others. This is why a property requirement for voting was universal duriroplinaal
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period and remained widespread in the United States prior to the 1820s. A typical
assumption had been voiced by Gouverneur Morris during the Constitutional Convention
when he expressed certainty that mechanics and manufacturers, “who tieeeibecad

from employers,” would sell their votes to would-be aristocFats.

In fact, there was a long tradition of justifying not only disfranchisememlso
varying degrees of servitude, as a necessary element of a stable sawetging to
Edmund Morgan, the eighteenth-century commonwealthmen, along with their Virginia
counterparts, considered poverty to be as great a threat as tyranny. Not ugiiki@'¥
blacks, England’s poor were social pariahs—unclean, shiftless, vicious, and decidedly
unworthy to be trusted with political influence that could endanger the propgty of
the elite’?

None of the British proposals for the enslavement of the poor came to fruition,
but, in Morgan’s view, the fact that they were simply entertained sudtjestshe
English poor of this time seemed to many of their betters to be fit for sfa@arg.of the
most notable proposals can be found in Andrew Fletcherts Discourses Concerning
the Affairs of Scotland-letcher, a member of the Scottish parliament and supporter of
William Ill, denounced the Christian Church for coddling his impoverished countrymen.
By establishing almshouses and hospitals, it had enabled them to live without the need
for gainful employment. The result was 200,000 “idle rogues” wandering the caidetry
and destabilizing Scottish society. The most effective solution, he argued, wdaald be
enslave them and put them at the service of men of property. In response to those who
worried about the possibility of ill treatment, Fletcher noted that econorfiimtkst

would prevent even “the most brutal man” from mistreating “his beast.” As Morga
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points out, these words “might have come a century and a half later from a&Georg
Fitzhugh.™*

Virginians, on the other hand, lived under a different, and in their minds,
felicitous, dynamic. After the tumult of Bacon’s Rebellion, in which former indexnt
servants joined Nathaniel Bacon’s campaign against western Indidmesstern elites,
Virginia’s political establishment began to see racism as an effecdyeéonmprove the
material and psychological condition of poor whites and, in so doing, to vent class
animosities. Virginians were therefore able, in Morgan’s analysisstoresthe mantle
of republicanism. They did not have to fear a dangerous mob because their rabble had
already been enslaved and effectively detached from society.

In fact, Fitzhugh presaged Morgan’s argumer@amnibals All! As a corollary to
his defense of herrenvolk democracy, he contended that black slavery allowed the
franchise to be safely extended to non-propertied whites because of thewmé&vot
white supremacy. More so than northerners, southern whites without property felt a
strong sense of racial unity with property owners. This made the South a safdoplac
democracy and, by consequence, the leader in democratic reforms. Along these lines
Fitzhugh proudly noted that “the slaveholding South is the only country on the globe that
can safely tolerate” freedom of speech, freedom of the press, and univetsal whi
manhood suffrage. The South was “the friend of popular government” because “the
interests and feelings of many non-property holders are identified withahase
comparatively few property holders.” It was not necessary to the sedupityperty that
the majority of voters should possess it, he explained. “But where the pauperymajorit

becomes so large as to disconnect the mass of them in feeling and interésefrom
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property holding class, revolution and agrarianism are inevitable.” Fitzhughetetd
assert that northern society was tending in that direction, but he neverthé¢less fel
compelled to observe that property was becoming more concentrated in the North and
that pauperism was increasitrg.

Indeed, since the argument had already been made to enslave impoverished and
disorderly Europeans, it was unclear why American whites were necegsaniye to
the possibility of enslavement when they should happen to become an “unstable
element.” Senator Douglas insisted that the American government had beerb{ntlde
white man for the benefit of the white man.” As for the rights of others, he etliesg
should be respected as long as their exercise was “consistent with thetabeiety.”

Yet if blacks could be enslaved in light of their dependence, what would prevent the
enslavement of whites if they should have the misfortune to fall into pauperism and
thereby endanger social stability?

In light of the South’s critique of northern society, the republican paradox had
apparently not been resolved because southernerstieocenfounding blackness and
poverty. Northerners were quick to note that southerners condemned their “sesgile cla
of mechanics and laborers” as being “unfit for self-government.” Along thase lines,
Governor George McDuffie of South Carolina insisted that it was dangerous to endow
the poor with freedom and power that could be directed against the property of their
social betters: “Hence the alarming tendency to violate the rights of pyrayyesgrarian
legislation.” If slaves, “bleached or unbleached,” were allowed equaicablirivileges,
McDuffie reasoned that no rational man would consent to live in such a society if h

could possibly help it. With these assertions in mind, Benjamin Stanton, the Republican
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candidate for the eighth congressional district of Ohio in 1858 (and future chairman of
the House Committee on Military Affairs), wrote a public letter in whichumarsarized
the southern position:
It will be seen at once that the real issue between the Republican and Democratic
parties is whether the productive labor of the country, the rugged toil which is
required to develop its resources, and augment its wealth, population, and power,
shall be performed by freemen or slaves.
It is now the well settled doctrine of the Democratic party of the South . . . that the
laboring masses of every country, must of necessity be a degraded, ignorant, and
servile class, who have not intelligence enough to govern the country, and that the
tendency of free labor society is constantly anarchy and agrariamdrhat
therefore they should not be entrusted with power, but should be placed under the
absolute dominion and control of that more intelligent class who wield the capital
of the country.
How easy and natural the conclusion is that laboring men, women and children
are property, as much the legitimate subjects of commerce as hatsedtén
Stanton’s political hyperbole notwithstanding, it does seem clear that sorebdaltiers
were eschewing universal liberty in favor of republicanism. The lattefuvalamentally
incompatible with the former because the right to private property eclipsedrsenal
freedom of anyone who threatened property rights.
Within the southern speeches and editorials northerners cited as evidence of the
slave power’s designs, the threat posed by laborers as a political force amasharc
refrain. In one of hig€nquirereditorials, Fitzhugh declared that free society was
insufferable because it was “everywhere starving, demoralized, and itisunaegc.” The
Washingtorlnion—"the national organ of Buchanan"—referred to the northern settlers
in Kansas as “a miserable blear-eyed rabble who have been transferredhi&eys
cattle to that country.” Senator Andrew Butler of South Carolina, whom northern editors

referred to as the uncle of “assassin” Preston Brooks, was quoted as lsalyanghain

had no right to vote in South Carolina unless he owned ten slaves or real estate valued at
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$10,000. And included with Herschel Johnson’s widely denounced pronouncement that
“capital should own its labor” was his observation that the “slaves” in northern
workshops were vulnerable to political intimidation by their employers: “Hneyriven

to the polls at the beck of their masters under penalty of being dischatged.”

But by far the most infamous and clearly stated condemnation of northern
laborers’ political power was Hammond’s “Mudsill” speech. “Your slaves aiteyW he
instructed the North, and “are your equals in natural endowment,” which engeadered
feeling of galling degradation among a potentially unstable sociakekei®outherners
denied their slaves political rights for a reason, and he suggested that ncsthvenner
be wise to consider the possible implications of universal white manhood suffragg. Bei
in the majority, northern slaves “are the depositories of all your political ijoaved
could therefore use that power for their own purposes: “If they knew the tremendous
secret, that the ballot-box is stronger than any army, with bayonets, and coblidesom
where would you be? Your society would be reconstructed, your government
reconstructed, [and] your property divided.” Hammond then issued a warning that
southerners, angered by northern insults and interference with their savdsasily
send forth lecturers and agitators to instruct these degraded northern lahdtrers

potentialities of the ballot boX.

Indentured Servitude and Debt Peonage

Disfranchisement due to a lack of property was one thing; enslavementat a re

of poverty was quite another. Yet the latter was not without a foundation in reality.
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Beginning in 1618 the British government swept up thousands of poor children and sent
them to America to serve as apprentices, with or without their family’s agprova
However, many were sold to southern planters and, not unlike other new arrivals in the
tobacco colonies, were dead within a year. Prior to 1776 the authorities in London also
forcibly transported between 50,000 and 70,000 convicts to the American colonies, as
well as thousands of other “undesirables,” including beggars, prostitutes, Quakers,
Cavaliers, Irishmen, and Scottish Jacobins. Yet these numbers, while noficengni

were dwarfed by the 300,000 indentured servants who took their chances in the British
colonies. Although they willingly agreed to temporarily exchange their li@bdhe hope

of a better life down the road, upon arriving in America they often found that they wer
de facto chattels, and could be bought, sold, and abused with impunity. As Gary B. Nash
has written, “most depictions of early America as a garden of opportunity &irbrus
indentured servants out of the picture while focusing on the minority who arrived free.”
Their indentures may have been temporary (for those who survived), but the anguish of
servitude was no less redl.

Indentured servitude was not the only form of economic bondage that haunted
American society. After 1848, Congress was forced to consider the future of p&onag
the Mexican Cession. Under Mexican law, a creditor could force a debtor tonenhas
employ until the debt was paid—a condition that could also bind the debtor’s heirs.
Southerners tended to look favorably upon the continuation of peonage, viewing it as an
issue of personal property analogous to slavery. Jefferson Davis, for exdefpleled
peonage, asserting that it was a species of property, and denying that Coadrasg

right to interfere with it. In response, Stephen Douglas denounced “this mgv@fstem
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by which white men, our own kindred, may be reduced to a system of slavery rifgefer
to this exchange, James Huston notes that Douglas’s conception of morality would not
allow the liberty of whites to be determined by majority rule, even though popular
sovereignty consigned blacks to the caprice of the majority. Douglas mayglihdee
felt that way, but it is difficult to see an objective principle that could have pied¢he
subjugation of whites if a majority had been so incliffed.

Nor did Republicans ignore the specter of peonage as a threat to white liberty.
The circular issued by the first Republican national committee in April 185€dr¢he
issue: “What will result from the creation of a cordon of slave states abmss t
continent?” The answer, they suggested, could be found in the condition of the nominally
free population of Mexico, where slavery was abolished in name yet sttib@xns
practice. Once the slaveocracy came to power in the new territoriesyahbéd/
inevitably charge their workers more for supplies than they paid them in agdshe
result is, that the laborer is constantly falling more and more in debt, and the laatsubj
him to his creditors until he works out his indebtedness.” The ultimate effect of this
system would be “to compel a man to sell himself and his family.” The cir¢\@artbok
note of the pervasive poverty found in southern society, and, as evidence of the slave
power’s pernicious designs, once again quoted Fitzhugh’s statement that slaesry “do
not depend on difference of complexion.” It concluded that under this doctrine there
would be an even more direct enslavement of the white race than the servitude that
currently pertained under debtor vassalage in Meico.

A related issue arose shortly before the election of 1860. In AtigastVeekly

Oregonianof Portland related a disturbing development out of New Mexico and an
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equally disturbing reaction from Democrats in Congress. A few proslaverhate

settled in New Mexico, and finding it unprofitable or impractical to bring thegkbla
slaves, they had “made slaves of poor white people.” In the same manner as Mexican
landowners, these proslavery men advanced clothing and supplies, but paid the lowest
possible wages, thus imprisoning their workers through indebtedness. But unlike
Mexican landowners, these southerners refused to abide by the laws and cugtbats tha
protected peons from abuse by their masters. “They wanted the privilegelBPING
these WHITE MEN, WOMEN, AND CHILDREN,” explained the editor, and the
territorial legislature accordingly passed a law denying the cpuigsliction over any

case involving the “correction that masters may give their servantsdi@chef their
duties.” Here was the principle of slavery in the abstract carried out. Gsngmvever,

had the authority to nullify territorial statutes under the terms of New M&xarganic

law. Accordingly Senator Henry Wilson of Massachusetts introduced an areentm
abrogate the offensive provision, but Republicans could not overcome Democratic
opposition. Among those voting against the amendment were Jefferson Davis, Albert
Gallatin Brown, James Chestnut, Andrew Johnson, R.M.T. Hunter, Robert Toombs, John
Slidell, and Louis Wigfall. Douglas was not present, but given his earlier opposition t
peonage, one suspects he would have supported the ma@asueekly Oregonianas

also dismayed by the fact that one of Oregon’s own senators, Joseph Lane, had voted
with the southern bloc: “What do you think of this white men of Oregon? How would
you like your employers to cudgel and WHIP you, and when you seek redress, find the
courts shut against you?” It was therefore a sad commentary on the statertf the

Democratic Party that some had sought to make Lane Senator Douglas’s ruat@ng m
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(Not coincidently, Lane did become the vice presidential nominee under John C.
Breckinridge. One of his sons also fought for the Confedefacy.)

Such were the principles of “The New Democratic Doctrine.” Not only were
laborers better off in bondage, the stability of American society depended on it.
“Herrenvolk democracy” may have created an illusion of superiority for southetasw
but the vagaries of economic fortune could expose anyone to the fate of the peon or the
rationalizations of property holders. As history proved time and again, slavery wa

simply another example of “might makes right.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE TRIUMPH OF BRUTE FORCE

The arbitrariness of slaveholders’ views on inferiority, the slaves$avee!
society’s welfare, and the lessons of history makes it quite apparent tifne fimal
analysis, enslavement was determined solely by the desire and abiligysdfchg to
oppress the weak. This made everyone’s liberty contingent on the vicissitudes of
circumstance—namely the transience of strength. Faced with an increasritnt
proslavery defense, some northerners came to this conclusion. They repeaigeiyesl
that American slavery was analogous to other examples of human tyranny. Danie
Webster presaged this argument in his famous Seventh of March address. Although he
was advocating sectional rapprochement and compromise—and would suffer the
opprobrium of his fellow New Englanders for so doing—he could not help but observe
“the wide difference of opinion” between the North and South in respect to skvery’
general nature and character. For southerners, the institution was ezatyowtal,
morally superior, and biblically sanctioned. From the northern perspectiveysteas
morally iniquitous. According to Webster, northerners believed that slaveigufisied
merely in the right of the strongest; that it is oppression.” In the end, slaasrike “all
unjust wars; like all those conflicts by which mighty nations subject wesdtems to

their will.”!
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The Accident of Birth and the Vagaries of Circumstance

Slavery and subjugation were not peculiar products of the African-American
experience. Because of the subjectivity of proslavery rationales, anyman®wnd
themselves vulnerable or unpopular could be oppressed or, if practicable, reduced to
bondage. As illustrated by the Know Nothings’ popularity between 1854 and 1856, there
was certainly no shortage of hostility directed toward foreigners and €atHalthis
vein, a Kansas newspapé&he Herald of Freedonargued that the South was “changing
front on the subject of slavery,” and warned that slaveholders’ historical rasomalld
put its Irish and German readers at risk. As previously noted, Native Americans
Mexicans, the Chinese, and the Japanese were also characterized and tre#tzas “
races.” In response to théashingtorinion's suggestion that the Chinese could serve as
an economical labor force in the absence of black slayesColumbus Republican
Journalexpressed doubt that “the slave power would always remain satisfied with
reducing negroes alone to servitude.” Other races of men, regardless of colorattyethni
“must be brought under the yoke, when the power becomes sufficiently strong to
subjugate.” Slavery in the Roman period was not limited by race or color, dt, ot
there was no reason to assume that the modern slaveocracy would not be “equally
indiscriminate, when it gets the strength to execute its purgose.”

Other northerners employed the same logic. According to Russel B. Nye, the
northern laborer was often warned that he would be the first to be enslaved, “since his
was the weakest political and economic position in society.” In respong&i¢chraond

Enquirerarticle noting that “the strong in mind or body were born to command,” and
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conversely that nature had made slaves of the weak, the editor of a Michigan newspaper
warned that “according to this doctrine, my brother shopman, if you, by reason of
sickness or misfortune are enervated in body and mind, why you are a SLAVE!” This
could only be expected, said the editor, because the difference in color between slaves
and free whites was becoming so slight, particularly in Virginia, thatstalraost
impossible to differentiate between the two. Similarly, Congressman Cyrus iwiha
Indiana declared that slavery could endure only “by the might of [the master’sf,pow
and no longer.” In 1858, William Seward suggested that the freedom of northern laborers
would not last indefinitely given the current proslavery outlook. The only reason they
were not enslaved, he told a New York audience, was because they could not “as yet, be
reduced to bondage.” As a long-time opponent of nativism, he also warned them that it
ultimately would not matter if they were native or foreign born. And at the very
beginning of the speech in which he posited an “irrepressible conflict” betwetn No
and South, he observed that the confinement of slavery to blacks was “only accidental.”
Slavery’s main principle was not racial, he explained. It was the weak badeik
condition of the laboret.

The noted Scottish journalist, William Chambers, also gave voice to this concern.
Along with his brother, Chambers was co-editoCbhmbers’ Journal of Popular
Literature In 1853 he undertook a tour of the United States and Canada that led to the
publication of two booksThings as They Are in AmericahdAmerican Slavery and
Colour. While visiting Richmond, Chambers attended a slave auction, a spectacle he
deemed “the most curious | ever witnessed.” He spoke with slaveowners, lveould-

buyers, and with the slaves themselves, and discovered a surprising degree of
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cheerfulness among all parties, although the slaves facing separatidarfndyn

members willingly expressed their sorrow. Summing up the experience, lesseghr

doubt as to the fairness of selling a man, even if that man was inferior. Afienal

only from “a variety of fortunate circumstances” that his new owner couleh clai

superiority. In any event, Chambers’ American tour gave him a firm undersgeoidihe

southern position—or at least the northern interpretation of it. On the first page of

American Slaveryhe presented the southern argument and noted the dangers it posed to

the weakest members of society.
“Race! Do not speak to us of race—we care nothing for breed or colour. What we
contend for is, that slavery, whether of black or white, is a normal, a proper
institution in society.” So proclaim southern writers in the United States. The
principle of enslaving only coloured persons, descendants of imported Africans, is
now antiquated, and a scheme which embraces slavery of every race and variety
of complexion is at length put forward as a natural and desirable arrangement f
all parties. . . . Any one could have foreseen that it must come to this. The
prodigious and irregular amalgamation of races in the south . . . led to a pretty
nearly pure, nay, absolutely pure breed of white slaves. A new style of reasoning
is consequently required. If slavery is to be at all vindicated, it must not now be
on the narrow basis of colour, but on the broad grounds, that there is an inherent
right in the stronger and more wealthy classes to reduce the poorer, and, it may
be, more ignorant orders to a state of perpetual bondage.

Even the most cursory glance at the southern press—Chambers had apparently read the

RichmondEnquire—would, in his view, disabuse anyone who doubted the accuracy of

this descriptiorf.
In the end, it was up to the American people to repudiate the notion that slavery

was normal and proper, for a supposedly beneficent institution could not be logically

confined to any particular race. In terms similar to Lincoln’s oft-exg@@soncern for

the status of slavery in the public mind, a Pennsylvania newspaper stated that the

“soundness of the popular heart” depended on the nation’s perception of the institution’s
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morality or immorality. This was important, said the editor, because thenpsien that
slaveholding is right and benevolent “confounds all our notions of right and wrong.” If
the American people acquiesced to the southern position, class, color, race, aitgl ethnic
would prove no barrier to an individual’'s enslavement. “A universal degeneracy” would
seize the country. Thousands would join the Democratic Party in denouncing the
Declaration of Independence and insisting that men should own their servants. Then it
would only be “by sleepless vigilance” that the poor and friendless could “avoid

becoming mere chattels and things.”

An Appeal to History

Northerners and Southerners both invoked historical experience in an attempt to
validate their position. The advocates of slavery were particularly eagevve that the
institution carried the approbation of Christian experience. Proslavery newspépeed
lengthy disquisitions on scripture’s recognition of human bondage. The title of a
pamphlet written by a southern clergyman in 1850 was fairly typical of theesaut
thesis:A Defense of the South Against the Reproaches and Encroachments of the North:
In Which Slavery Is Shown to Be an Institution of God Intended to Form the Basis of the
Best Social State and the Only Safeguard to the Permanence of a Republican
Government

Once again, Professor Dew’s apologia provided a model for later proslavery
writers. “There is no rule of conscience or revealed law of God that can conderha us,”

assured his fellow slaveholders. There was nothing whatsoever in the Olal or Ne
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Testaments to even suggest that the southern master committed an offense. As proof, he
pointed to biblical patriarchs who were also slaveowners. “Abraham had more than 300;
Isaac had a ‘great store’ of them.” Even Job had “a very great household.” Nor did Chris
presume to “meddle” with the established institutions of mankind. Jesus had accepted all
Dew insisted, including “the monarch and the subject, the rich and the poor, the master
and the slave.” And with a thinly veiled reference to Nat Turner’s recent raeolt
angrily condemned the supposed philanthropy of northern abolitionists: “What a rebuke
does the practice of the Redeemer of mankind imply upon the conduct of some of his
nominal disciples, who seek to destroy the contentment of the slaves, to rous@steir m
deadly passions, and to lead them on to a night of darkness and confusion!” He then
suggested that northerners misunderstood the Golden Rule. It may properly govern
personal conduct, but it did not mean that men should be wrested from their “calling,”
even if their calling was to be a slate.

The southern historian and novelist William Gilmore Simms also took pains to
highlight biblical passages that seemed to legitimize the southern position.aede et
the angel of the Lord had explicitly enjoined a runaway slave owned by(8araham’s
wife) to “return unto thy mistress, and submit thyself under her hands.” Theeapastl
had likewise urged slaves to submit to their masters and advised a runawaynttoretur
his owner’

Even apart from biblical sanctions, the very fact that slavery and serfdom had
been an integral part of so many great societies encouraged southerners to draw
comparisons. Ancient Egypt, Greece, Rome, Carolingian France, and Norman England

had all rested on some form of paternalistic servitude. These were theesdba had
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produced the greatest art, the greatest literature, and the gregtagstaural monuments

to human ingenuity. These were the societies that Americans consciously sought t
emulate. “There is not a respectable system of civilization known to histooyweédr
Virginia’s R.M.T. Hunter, “whose foundations were not laid in the institution of domestic
slavery.®

Although many southerners may have been unwilling to admit the logical
implications of their religious and historical appeals, northerners were quicketthaot
biblical slavery had beenhite slavery. Of course this was also Fitzhugh'’s purpose in
rejecting race as thene qua norof servitude. In an editorial f@e Bow’s Reviewe
accurately observed that black slavery was “of very recent origimd”tAen, in one of
his more controversial statements, he argued that anyone who suggestdu: tivait
race is not the true and best slave race” contradicted all history. théagtry image of
“Liberty” in the United States (which appeared on almost every Americaraodi
banknote) was a white woman holding or wearing a Phrygian cap, the symbol of
emancipation in ancient Rome.

This is precisely why northerners viewed slavery as yet another ntahdef
“might makes right.” In response to L.Q.C. Lamar’s attempt to show thatithe B
sanctioned slavery, Congressman Sidney Edgerton of Ohio noted that “if it did, it was
white slavery.” Indeed, the Mississippian did not even attempt to sustain slavegy on t
basis of race or color, but “upon the more startling assumption that the strongeaslass
a right to enslave the weaker.” TNational Eraalso expressed alarm over the
capriciousness of historical servitude. The slavery of antiquity had beensheviéey, it

declared in 1854, and “had its origin in just such cause as black Slavery in our day has
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grown out of.” Six years later, it was still reminding its readers thatl#wes held in the
time of Moses were white men, as were those held in the Roman Empire: “They were
either the unfortunate poor sold into slavery for debt, or else they were sapkea in
war” who were then sold into slavery instead of being executed. (Fitzhugh hadhake
latter fact and suggested that slavery was more “durable” if those held in bovetageaf

a different nationality than their masters. But Republicans often took this ded istys

a threat to Irish and German Americaffs.)

William Henry Fry’s 1860 campaign tract was dedicated in large part to
southerners’ invocation of historical servitude, which many viewed as an ominoak sig
of southern intentions. Once the South succeeded in enslaving the white laborers of the
North, the United States would degenerate into a nineteenth-century reproduction of
Roman despotism. Why would it be any different? According to Fry, history provided
indisputable proof that the “cause of slavery was the same everywhere . . . and Is® mus
its highest development.” It was born of warfare and human rapacity. “Cities yesil
are given to flames and pillage, and the inhabitants not killed to the conqueror’s yoke.
Slavery never can be other than its origin made it. It is simply the triumipiutef
force.™

The most widely employed piece of biblical “evidence” for the divine origins
slavery was the Curse of Ham. The original story in Genesis 9:18-27 wasathathé
son of Noah, had looked upon his father’'s nakedness as Noah lay drunk in his tent after
the flood. Precisely what “looked upon” meant has long been the subject of debate. For
some it implies castration, for others merely a lack of reverence. In egtberNoah's

other two sons, Shem and Japheth, carefully covered their father without looking upon
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him. When Noah awoke and discovered what Ham had done, he cursed Canaan, Ham'’s
son, declaring that he would be a “servant of servants” unto his brothers.

David Brion Davis has written that no other biblical passage “has had such a
disastrous influence through human history.” Slaveholding Christians held it upniine a
again as justification for African servitude, the implication being that &fiscvere
descendants of the cursed Ham. It was cetainly more acceptable than the notion of
polygenesis, which denied the idea of a common human origin and, in so doing, flatly
contradicted the story of creation. Davis seems to agree with the conclugiexarfder
Crummell, a respected free African American, who argued in 1862 that thetbatief
black slavery was a consequence of the Curse of Ham was “almost univetbal” i
Christian world?

The obvious problem, which both Davis and Winthrop Jordan are quick to point
out, is that there was absolutely nothing in the story about race or blackness lesuly a r
of Noah'’s curse. In fact, it was not until the mid-fifteenth century, afeefitst
Portuguese expeditions along the West African coast, that the curse besamated
with blackness in the European mind. The subsequent persistence of this idea, as Jordan
explains, “was probably sustained by a feeling that blackness could sda@alything
buta curse.” Similarly, George Fredrickson suggests that the curse, i&sl apfilacks,
was a matter of popular mythology rather than biblical exegesis. Jordamesbdet
black and white were emotionally loaded colors, particularly for ElizabdEnglishmen.
Black connoted filth, debasement, and shame, while white conveyed purity, virtue, and

beauty. Yet at other times, the curse was applied to Asians, the inhabitants ofniedia, a
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was also used to explain European serfdom and the enslavement of Turks, Slavs, and
other people$?

The Curse of Ham, therefore, had been a historically capricious doctrine. The
story had no inherent pertinence to color or race. Fitzhugh, with his penchant for
debunking popular ideas, was happy to point this out. Charles Sumner did as well. Upon
his return to the Senate in 1860, Sumner undertook a detailed rebuttal of a speech
Jefferson Davis had recently made in which the future Confederate president tw
invoked Noah'’s curse upon Ham as evidence of slavery’s divine origins. Sumner
pointedly suggested that Davis’s expertise was military rather thandbilis a former
secretary of war and current chairman of the Committee on Militaryraff@avis “may
perhaps set a squadron in the field,” Sumner noted, “but he has evidently considered very
little of the text of Scripture on which he relies. The senator assumestihatfiked the
doom of the colored race, leaving untouched the white race.” Davis was apparently
unaware that the Polish aristocracy had used the curse as an excuse for hotding whi
serfs, “and that even to this day the angry Polish noble addresses his whit¢ pedsa
‘son of Ham.”

In more recent years, the existence of white slavery in IslamitMdrica had
provided northerners with a compelling analogue to black slavery. From tie earl
sixteenth century to the late eighteenth century, there may have been as many as
1,250,000 slaves held in the North African states of Tripoli, Tunis, Morocco, and, in
particular, Algiers. Although this was only a tenth the number of African slakes ta
the New World during the same period, it is not an insignificant figure. Many were

fishermen and coastal villagers from Spain and Italy, but most were captiloes| sa
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including some taken from the British navy. Very few had the family regsuec
purchase their freedom; many died of disease and maltreatment.

This was another example of historical slavery that Sumner took a particular
interest in. He spoke on the issue numerous times, and in 1853 wrote &\hitek,
Slavery in the Barbary Statels addition to Franklin’s fictitious letter of 1790 (see
chapter one), Sumner recounted John Jay’s reaction to complaints that the Bititish ha
taken slaves from New York in violation of the Treaty of Paris. Jay, then sedaatary
foreign affairs under the Confederation, asked how Americans would respond if the
French were to liberate American captives in Algiers, but then agree to tiedun to
their masters upon making peace. He admitted that he was making unpopular arguments
but Jay nonetheless felt compelled to observe that the only difference betevéen t
cases was “that the American slaves at Algiers are white people, wtieresfsican
slaves at New York were black people.” Nor could Sumner resist observing that the
Barbary regencies were located near the parallel of 36°30’, which maigesAlfunis,
Tripoli, and Morocco the African equivalents of Virginia, the Carolinas, Migg§sand
Texas—or as Sumner dubbed them, “The Barbary States of America.” The “common
peculiarities of climate, breeding, indolence, lassitude, and selfishnesujpested,
were the cause of their mutual “insensibility to the claims of justice andriym&

As noted in chapters two and four, both Lincoln and Fitzhugh drew a parallel
between American slavery and the caste system of medieval Europecarairsions,
however, were diametrically opposed. Fitzhugh made the comparison to establish the
South as being within the mainstream of history, and to defend slavery as a means of

protecting the weak from the strong. Lincoln drew the analogy in order to show that the
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rationales for slavery were capricious and arbitrary. It was not freedomabertys and
past iterations of it, that represented the principle of “might makes riglat/eholders,
just like the aristocrats and monarchs of old, insisted that the people under their contr
were “inferior,” that they were better off enslaved, or that they had bemsigoed by
God to a menial station. Lincoln made this comparison at Peoria in 1854, in the
previously quoted speech in Chicago in 1858, in his final reply to Senator Douglas at
their last joint debate at Alton, and in his recognition of Jefferson’s birthday the
following year. At Alton he waxed poetic in a style not unlike his second inaugxral si
years later. The “real issue’—which transcended the lllinois seraerany other
single campaign—was the “eternal struggle” between right and wrong.diié is the
common right of humanity,” he told his listeners, “and the other the divine right of
kings.” In an appeal to free-labor principles, he argued that the lattesimaly the old
mentality that says “You toil and work and earn bread, and I'll eat it.” Whethami c
from a king who justified living off the fruits of his subjects’ labor or from alsewrer
determined to rationalize slavery, it was “the same tyrannical pririciple.

Nor was Lincoln the only northerner to view slavery as a manifestation of Old
World absolutism. “It might be thought that in a Democracy a slaveholder could be no
more safely trusted with power than a monarchist,” declareNekeY orKTribune
“Neither believes in the theory of popular rights; to either the Declaration of
Independence is a self-evident lie or a rhetorical flourish. Each should belgareful
watched to prevent him from corrupting the minds and subverting the liberties of the
people.” Southerners, with their predilection for tyranny and violence, simply could not

be trusted with questions of right and justice. They were “incapacitated for
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statesmanship.” According to an Indiana editor, northerners should be willing, if
necessary, to take up arms against those who were “endeavoring to re-inatgurate t
regime of the dark ages,” when oppression, crime, and ignorance reigned supreme. Alon
these same lines, Senator Lyman Trumbull gave a speech in July 1857 (which was
suspiciously similar to one Lincoln had delivered a month earlier) in which hreanimasid
that the framers of the Declaration of Independence had not intended to déctee al
equal in all respects, but had meant “to repudiate the idea of a superiority oftyirth,”
which the divine right of kings and a hereditary aristocracy was upheld in the Old,Worl
“and which is now sought by the self-styled Democracy to be transplanted into the
new."®

Trumbull referred to the Declaration as the polar star that Americans sheeld ne
lose sight of, lest they forget the philosophical foundation of the liberty thiearéahad
fought to secure. Lincoln called it a standard maxim and a stumbling block to all those
who would “seek to turn a free people back into the hateful paths of despotism.” But as
the 1850s progressed, it became distressingly clear that the star wasfatlithg

stumbling block eroding under the constant pressure of southern assaults and emocra

qualifications®’
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CHAPTER SIX

SOUTHERNERS AND THE PRINCIPLE OF UNIVERSAL LIBERTY

Because the rationales for human servitude were inherently capricious, the
acceptance of black slavery rendered the liberty of all Americans camttioige
circumstance. Having come to this understanding, some northerners insistad trdy
guarantee of individual liberty was universal liberty. Only by acceptingrnihersal
equality of natural rights could Americans of all races rest secure betie¢ that their
own liberty would always be respected, regardless of circumstance. Thusdiaealion
of Independence assumed a sacred position as the ultimate palladium of human rights.
According to William H. Seward, the American Revolution had been a struggle to
maintain the principle of universal liberty, which he deemed the supreme lawof ma
“That supreme law is necessarily based on the equality of nations, ofaades,men. It
is a simple, self-evident basis. One nation, race, or individual may not oppress or injure
another, because the safety and welfare of each is essential to the conatyosnshf
welfare of all. If all are not equal and free, then who is entitled to be free,leatd w
evidence of his superiority can he bring from nature or revelation?”

When southerners rejected or qualified the Declaration, they eroded the American
people’s devotion to liberty as a central principle, and in so doing, placed the nation on a

path to despotism. By denying that “all men” were endowed with inalienabls,rigbt
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destroyed the self-evidence of those rights. The Declaration’s meatiagba
prominent theme for northerners and southerners alike, although heretofore it has
received scant attention from historians. In numerous speeches and editursésey
northerners stressed the importance of the Declaration, decrying southats deni
universal liberty, particularly in respect to Chief Justice Taney'saecinDred Scott v.
Sanford

As northerners contemplated the future of freedom in a slaveholding country, they
echoed the fears of Jefferson himself. InNhides on the State of Virginidefferson
expressed particular concern that the people’s liberty could not be sustaingd if the
removed “its only secure basis.” In his view, this basis was “a conviction mittds of
the people that these liberties are the gift of God.” And he candidly admitted that he
trembled for the fate of his country when he recalled that God is just. Becaoke &hd
whites were equally members of the human race, the vagaries of circuenstaitt
someday ensnare whites in the black man’s bondage. “Considering numbers, nature and
natural means only,” Jefferson explained, “a revolution of the wheel of fortune, [and] an
exchange of situation is among possible events.” In fact, he believed such an event could
easily occur through “supernatural interferente.”

Over seventy years later, Charles Sumner informed his southern colleathes i
Senate that “it was the inspiration of Liberty Universal that conductddasgh the Red
Sea of the Revolution.” This was also the principle that gave the Declaration of
Independence “its mighty tone, resounding through the ddgisattly thereafter he stood
before a New York audience and echoed Jefferson’s argument that the libeniyesf w

depended on the liberty of blacks.
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As a man, he stands before you an unquestionable member of the Human Family,

and entitled tall the rights of manYou can claim nothing for yourseHs a

man which you must not accord to hilife, liberty and the pursuit of

happiness-which you proudly declare to be your own, inalienable, God-given

rights, and to the support of which your fathers pledged their lives, fortunes and
sacred honor, are his by the same immortal title that they are‘yours.
According to both Jefferson and Sumner, universal liberty meant that all men viigre jus
entitled to their natural rights simply by virtue of their status as humanshéithout
that assumption, individual liberty would never be self-evident, and, consequently, would
never be fully secure.

This argument points to the critical discrepancy inherent in the American
Revolution. How could a slaveholding nation effectively champion human rights? From
the very beginning, the founding generation struggled to reconcile its idealgswit
actions. Some found it convenient to blame the British for the introduction and
preservation of slavery. It is well known that Jefferson had wanted to include a
condemnation of the slave trade in the Declaration of Independence as part ahis lit
of charges against George lll:

He has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most sacred

rights of life and liberty in the persons of a distant people who never offended

him, captivating and carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere, or to incur

miserable death in their transportation thither. . . . Determined to keep open a

market where men should be bought and sold, he has prostituted his negative for

suppressing every legislative attempt to prohibit or to restrain thisadstecr
commerce.
Not surprisingly, Congress excised the entire passage, in part becauseeit streadulity
to blame the young king for the continuation of African slavery in the Britisimas.

Jefferson, however, contended that Congress made the change “in complaisance to South

Carolina and Georgia’— which was undoubtedly true. According to Don Fehrenbacher,
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southerners may have been particularly disturbed by the moralistic torfeecdales
denunciation, which could easily have extended from the slave trade to slavéfy itsel
Thus at the moment of America’s independence, the ideal of universal liberty
bowed to the reality of slavery’s existence. Jefferson expressed hope thavthatiBn
would eventually abate “the spirit of the master,” and prepare the way faata t
emancipation.” As Lincoln later noted, northerners and southerners could not hagte unite
if the former had grasped for the immediate abolition of slavery. Nevesthédie insisted
that this submission to necessity, by itself, did not “destroy the princiglesttiee

charter of our liberties””

Our Progress in Degeneracy

The Declaration of Independence may have been the sheet anchor of American
liberty, but its legacy was more nebulous than Lincoln and other antislavengments
cared to believe. In the end, the “Spirit of Seventy-Six” was just that—a spilikeldhe
Constitution, it was not the supreme law of the land, or any law for that mattemdlrowa
the end of his life, Jefferson explained that his purpose in writing the Declaration had
been “to place before mankind the common sense of the subject,” and to do so “in terms
so plain and firm as to command their assent.” But as the decades passed, whH&t was se
evident to some Americans became an inconvenience and anathema td others.

The incongruity of human slavery in a nation dedicated to human liberty had
always been painfully obvious. At the time of the Revolution, half a million Amesica

were slaves, constituting more than a sixth of the nation’s population. For those who
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viewed whites and blacks as members of the same family, the fate of omeagace
inextricably tied to the fate of the other. “It is astonishing,” wrote a Penmsgivan

1777, “that men who feel the value and importance of liberty . . . should keep such
numbers of the human species in a state of so absolute vassalage. Every arpichent w
can be urged in favor of our own liberties will certainly operate with equal fofesor

of that of the Negroes; nor can we with any propriety contend for the one while we
withhold the other.” Indeed, every argument that could be urged in favor of black slavery
could operate with equal force in favor of the subjugation of whites.

Prior to the 1830s, most southerners agreed with northerners that slavery was
incompatible with the ideals of 1776. Yet once slavery ceased to be a necessany evil a
became a “positive good,” southerners began to sound increasingly iconoclessigect
to the Declaration’s pronouncement that “all men are created equal.” In @satilthe
Senate on the crisis surrounding the Mexican Cession, John C. Calhoun contemplated
what a future historian might say about the dissolution of the Union. “If he should
possess a philosophical turn of mind,” he could trace America’s destruction to “the most
false and dangerous of all political errors,” the proposition that “all meeh@n free and
equal.” (This was the wording of the Massachusetts Bill of Rights. Calhoun causider
the wording of the Declaration of Independence to be only slightly less objecégriabl
an effort to discredit such an insidious doctrine, Calhoun treated it as a li¢eaient
rather than a philosophical expression. Men did not come into the world free or equal, he
intoned. They were born in a state of abject dependence, and slowly grew “to all the
freedoms of which the condition in which they were born permits.” To claim otherwise

was palpably absurd. And, therefore, it was also absurd to argue that the notion of
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equality had any logical place in the colonists’ separation from GréatrBor in the
governments they subsequently establisfled.

Some southerners, such as Calhoun, denied the principle of universal freedom
entirely, while others, along with the northern advocates of popular sovereigntfieduali
it in an attempt to exclude blacks. In either case, the Declaration Ipsivts as a
palladium of individual liberty—a dangerous development, given the caprice of
Jefferson’s “wheel of fortune.” Consequently, northerners often lamented what the
sensed as a declension in the American public’s devotion to universal liberty. “Our
progress in degeneracy appears to me to be pretty rapid,” Lincoln wrote to hisrmdd fri
Joshua Speed in 1855. “As a nation we began by declaring that ‘all men are created
equal.” We now practically read it ‘all men are created equal, excepbdgejrOnce
again comparing black slavery to the subjugation of whites, he speculated thatehen t
Know-Nothings get control, it will read ‘all men are created equal, excepbbiegnd
foreigners and Catholics™

Antislavery editorials and speeches were full of jeremiads on the South’s, and by
extension the nation’s, retrogression in respect to the Declaration’s preamithea
incongruity of human slavery. On a symbolic level, northerners deplored the fact that
streets named after revolutionary heroes served as venues for auctionsetere
women, and children were sold to the highest bidbee. Methodist Quarterly Review
referred to this degeneration of the public mind as “the Great American Apbstas
Washington, Henry, Madison, and Jefferson had all lamented the prejudicial influence of
slavery, noted the editor, and had hoped for its ultimate extinction. But as the decades

passed, it became “the self-complacent folly of pretentious, but puny-mindedmoag a
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us, to laugh at the assertion of human equality, made in the Declaration of
Independence’?

In short, as southerners became more and more strident in their defense of their
peculiar institution, and as northern Democrats acquiesced to their demands, the
incompatibility of slavery and freedom became too jarring to ignore. “Hamge the
spectacle,” lamented thidational Erg “that less than thirty years after the death of
Jefferson, the very basis of our free institutions, which his own hand laid in the
Declaration of Independence, should be rooted up and cast aside by the party which he
founded in his native state.” It then suggested that no one currently residingimaVvirg
would dare to stand up to the slave power and defend the principles that an earlier
generation of Virginians had staked their lives and sacred honortipoming the
debates over the Wilmot Proviso, the old conservative Thomas Corwin told the Senate
that the men of 1776 did not believe that any man was born “booted and spurred” to ride
another. And in an attempt to analogize southern apostasy with European tyranny, he
noted that “in those days, Virginia and Virginia's sons, Washington and Jefferson, had as
little respect for that maxinpartus sequitur ventrenas for that other cognate dogma,
‘Kings are born to rule.*" Similarly, a local schoolmaster delivering a Fourth of July
oration in Ottawa, lllinois exclaimed to his audience that the Declarapoinsiple of
universal freedom was consecrated by the blood of their fathers and had once been held
as an axiom by all Americans. But now the people “hear it almost daily asls@viéan
on the floor of Congress. We are gravely told that it is a silly abstradt@intod did not
create all men free and equal; that he designed some for hewers of wood ansl drawer

water—some as slaves, and some as masters!” The people should thank God, he
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remarked, that the founders did not live to see what their children had become. While
they had once declared slavery to be a national disgrace and contrary to thequdhli
Americans were now “required to believe and declare Slavery to be a (etkidieaven-
ordained institution, the only true basis of a free government; that the capdiatistd of
right own the laborer; [that] the Declaration of Independence is a lie, anathieesf of
this republic were silly bigots. Such are the sentiments advocated in broadhdiayigs
free Republic . . . ALL THIS IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, and in the United
States!*®

In response to Senator Albert G. Brown'’s resolution in favor of a federal slave
code for the territories, Henry Wilson lamented the “complete revolution” ipdhigcal
sentiments of the nation’s public men. At the time of the Constitutional Convention, all
Americans had cherished, “as a living faith, the creed that ‘all meneated equal,”
and had voiced their hope that slavery would eventually perish. But seventyayegrs |
those who dictated the policies of the national government shamefully satthe
rights of man to the economic interests of the slaveholding mirt8ifsederick
Douglass likewise decried slavery’s regressive influence. In his vievinshtution had
quite literally “bewitched” the people. “It has taught us to read historymads. It has
given us evil for good—darkness for light, and bitter for sweet.” If the signene of
Declaration could rise from their graves, they would be “banished from the councils of
the nation.” Their struggle for human freedom had been supplanted by the political
apostasy of unworthy successors—men who accepted or defended the view that slaver

was a natural and necessary condition for at least some members of the humyar fami
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Moreover, if the defenders of slavery succeeded in overthrowing the belief that
“all men are created equal,” the American Revolution would be stripped of itspatinci
legacy. No longer a struggle for the rights of man, it would stand as just another
rebellion, a war undertaken by fractious colonials for the limited goal egeedrnment.
“If slavery is right,” announced the Indiana abolitionist Philip S. Cleland, “thenaxset
forth in [the Declaration of Independence] are glaringly false; the Am@ifiRevolution
was but a successful revolution; and our fathers should be regarded as a band, of rebels
engaged in unlawful resistance against the lawful authority of Georg?# Iifi.4 more
facetious manner, although no less serious, Lincoln suggested that thensjanti
qualifications of the Declaration eliminated any need to celebrate the ezamyvef
America’s independence. Why should Americans bother commemorating ttedied
when it had little or no relevance to the present day? Southerners had “becomeygo gree
to become masters” that they called the same maxim “a self-evidenClamequently,
“on the question of liberty as a principle, we are not what we have been.” 8éll, “t
Fourth of July has not quite dwindled away,” he told a Kentucky correspondent. “It is
still a great day—for burning fire-crackers?”

To make matters worse, America’s retrogression exposed the United tat
ridicule and charges of hypocrisy. As immigrants from New England whaitevay
west to Kansas, they often sang “The Freeman’s Song.” One verse posiad a tell
guestion:

Men, who bear the Pilgrim’s name,

Men, who love your country’s fame,

Can ye brook your country’s shame
Chains and Slaver§?

143



In a similar vein, William Lloyd Garrison argued that his supposed “fasatic
amounted to nothing more than his insistence that Americans either abolisk staver
cease to “prate on the rights of m&hIt was simply too easy to convict them of
duplicity. This hypocrisy also undermined America’s influence on the world atage
symbol of freedom, while the slaveholding ascendancy provided a comforting analogue
to the enemies of reform. Lincoln pointedly warned that “the one retrogradatinstin
America is undermining the principles of progress, and fatally violating thestobl
political system the world ever saw.” As he reiterated during the war,iéansrhad a
solemn responsibility to maintain the world’s “last best hope” and ensure that a
government dedicated to the principle that “all men are created equal” would 8t peri
from the earti?

Southerners, however, were naturally compelled to reject or qualify the
Declaration if they intended to justify slavery as anything more than @otany
aberration. Senator Hammond suggested that Jefferson, while a great patriot, had been
overly attached to “sentimental French philosophy,” which later led teeite of
terror?® The New YorkEvening Posteprinted a speech John C. Breckinridge delivered
in 1856 in which the soon-to-be vice president dismissed the Declaration as a dangerous
abstraction that had no bearing on the Constitution. If the Declaration had the force of
constitutional law, he warned, it would compel the government to “protect every man in
his right to ‘life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,™ thus undermining the righise

states and leading the nation “rapidly to destructfn.”
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Freedom’s Face Value

In addition to political speeches, newspaper editorials, and private lditers, t
increasing acceptability of slavery in the United States can be dasibrned in popular
imagery. One of the most abundant sources of popular imagery during the antebellum
period was the multitude of banknotes that circulated throughout the nation’s economy.
Although we may not think of it when making a purchase, examining the contents of our
own pockets can offer ample proof that there is more to money than spending power. In
addition to providing a circulating medium, currency and coins are works of art. While
the most obvious reason for such artistry may be the need to deter counterfeitsag, it al
transforms our money into a powerful patriotic device. From the lowest to the highest
denominations, for thousands of years people have used money as a means of gelebratin
leaders, institutions, and ideas.

Faced with the exigencies of the Civil War, in 1861 the United States began to
develop a nationalized monetary system, complete with a national currency.sift a re
of this system, our monetary iconography typically commemorates our ndtentabe.
However, with the exception of the continental bills issued between 1775 and 1779, prior
to the Civil War paper currency was a state and local creation. Byt¢ht3a0s, there
were roughly seven thousand different banknote varieties in circufatisom a strictly
economic perspective, this diversity lent itself to considerable confusibe amited
States developed a national market. It also provided highly fertile ground for the
proliferation of counterfeits® Yet from a historian’s perspective, this diversity of local

notes not only allows us to compare northern and southern iconography; it allows us to

145



examine changes in the iconographic representations of liberty and slavetiidrom
Revolution to the Civil War.

Despite the potential for local variety, northerners and southerners employed
many of the same vignettes on their currency. One of the most common was the
allegorical representation of liberty as a woman holding or wearingréyliceg.

Moreover, while every state, and many towns, chose to commemorate their ows leade
and historical figures (for example, nearly every note issued in South Carolireyedr

the less-than-benign countenance of John C. Calhoun), they frequently chosasdikenes
of Washington, Franklin, and the other founding fathers, as well as images of shipping,
generic pastoral scenes, and depictions of women that occasionally bordered on the
salacious’

Southern currency differed from northern currency in one key respect: Southern
notes often displayed images of slaves. Considering the enormous monetary value of the
institution, it is perhaps not surprising that southerners included illustratioressefysbn
their money. Representing nearly $3 billion, the investment in slaves was more than the
national investment in railroads and manufacturing combih&te use of slave
vignettes also demonstrates its importance to southern society as a whaikpIBying
images of happy, hardworking bondsmen, southerners attempted to validate their belief
that African bondage was a blessing to blacks and whites alike.

The emergence of slavery vignettes over time is perhaps the clearésFnan
the early eighteenth century to the adoption of the Constitution, the colonies and states
issued bills of credit adorned with allegorical and sometimes fanciful snagese were

often accompanied by moralistic mottos, which, during the years of the Revolution,
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became fervently patriotic and anti-British. Benjamin Franklin suggeséey of the
designs found on the Continental notes, which explains their instructive, “Poor Richard”
quality. Given the symbolic importance of monetary design, it is telling thatesinth-
century southerners never used their currency to defend the enslavemertasf-Afri
Americans. Indeed, anyone unfamiliar with Britain’s southern colonies ayte
looked at their currency and assumed that the South was home to lions, elephants, and
unicorns, but they would have had no idea that it was home to even a single slave. The
references to slavery that did appear were both general and decidedly negaglandvar
issued an entire series of bills in 1775 that depicted a female represent#troarafa
offering a petition to her British counterpart. At the same time, Amedoabe seen
trampling on a scroll marked “slavery,” while George Ill stands to ther&eftling on
the Magna Charta and personally setting fire to an American town! Qm-ddbfar note
issued in 1776, Georgia announced that “freedom is more precious than gold,” a
sentiment that future generations of Georgians actively sought to qualiffollidveing
year, South Carolina issued a twenty-dollar note with the image of a bird esfrapn
its cage and the mottba Patria Ubi Libertas—"Our country, the land of freedom.” The
thirty-dollar note of the same series presented the rivitera Servitus Ominis-“All
slavery is wretched.” The irony of these sentiments is palpable when one cotisade
more than half of South Carolina’s population was enslaved. Yet while these mottos may
have been somewhat hypocritical, they do suggest that eighteenth-centurynsosither
considered slavery to be at best a necessar{’euvil.

The first slave vignettes appeared in the 1830s and rapidly proliferated over the

next twenty years. Not coincidently, this was also the period in which southerners
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launched their counterattack against the burgeoning abolitionist movement.iRgflect
the new interpretation of slavery as a “positive good,” one popular vignette daaies
cheerfully riding on a wagon loaded with cotton. Another shows an idyllic depiction of a
slave mother and her child, while another portrays a field hand with a basket of cotton
and a very distinct smile on his face.

Although northerners were expressing increasing hostility to the South’sgpecul
institution, northern engraving firms were happy to oblige the aesthetic thshesr
southern customers. During the antebellum period, the vast majority of notes issued by
both northern and southern banks were engraved by printing firms in New York and
Philadelphia. (Seven of the most prominent engraving firms came together in 1858 to
form the American Bank Note Company, which still produces financial and other
security documents today.) This explains the considerable degree of repetitieruset
of popular images. After the development of reusable, interchangeable dies (which
produced notes that rival, and perhaps even exceed, the quality of today’s curremicy), ba
representatives were able to choose from existing stocks of decorative poodeasts,
and vignettes, including a wide variety of slavery-related images.

Southerners clearly used these images to demonstrate the moral and historica
acceptability of African bondage. Although Jefferson’s observations on human equality
had fallen out of favor, they were anxious to associate slavery with therstatasd
military heroes of the Revolution. This is dramatically illustrated in aettgrused by
South Carolina and the Confederate government that includes the only slave to appear on
paper money who can be personally identified: Oscar M&tiGscar, the personal

servant of General Francis Marion, appears in the famous image of the Revojutiona
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hero inviting a British officer to partake in his dinner of sweet potatoes. Thisrsgem
unabashed connection of slavery with the American Revolution is quite unlike the
sentiment South Carolinians chose to express in the 1770s. Similarly, other southern
notes depicted images of slavery next to portraits of George Washington, James,Monr
Henry Clay, and even Daniel Webster. In an act of historical revisionism, ttodduhés
and Planters Bank of Savannah, Georgia went so far as to position Benjamin Franklin
next to a scene of an overseer addressing a Slave.

Despite the association of liberty and slavery, there was a clear indgnagrthe
use of the liberty allegory and the use of slave vignettes. For Southernehg Libarty”
was potentially subversive. She was not merely a symbol of individual freedom-ashe w
a symbol ofemancipationWhen Americans think of “Lady Liberty” today, our most
prominent mental image is undoubtedly that of the Statue of Liberty. Howeves tias i
the traditional allegory. For Americans in the eighteenth and nineteenth ceriheies
female personification of liberty was most readily identified by héetly cap.” This
soft conical cap had been associated with freedom for two thousand years. Wken a sla
was emancipated in ancient Rome, he went through a ceremony in which his owner
would touch him on the shoulder with a staff and present him with the traditional
headgear of the working citizen. This cap was known agilies although most
historians refer to it as the Phrygian cap, due to its prominence in the ancient cbuntry
Phrygia in Asia Minor. Because of this ceremony, the Phrygian cap was & widel
recognized symbol of freedom in the Roman Empire, and throughout the Middle Ages as

well 3
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Notwithstanding her association with manumission, southerners often failed to
perceive the incompatibility of the liberty allegory with the institutioslafery. This is
due in large measure to the widespread adoption of “Lady Liberty” and her Pheggian
during the Revolution. Paul Revere was the first American to employ the synihgljtus
on an obelisk he designed to commemorate the repeal of the Stamp Act i 1766.
Throughout the Revolutionary period, the liberty cap could be seen on currency,
newspaper mastheads, and regimental flags. In an obvious reference nitgatory
connotation, it figured prominently in tli@enius of America Encouraging the
Emancipation of the Blackghe first abolitionist painting created by an American. The
French also adopted the liberty allegory during their own revolution in the 1790s. Named
“Marianne,” she remains an important symbol of France today. Yet thernenoa of
“Liberty” and the liberty cap in the United States can be most direttigwed to their
use on American coins. (Although the Senate proposed using Washington’s image, the
president thought it would smack of monarchy and convinced Congress to adopt an
emblem representative of American freedom.) Until the early twenesituigy, the
majority of coins were struck with the image of “Liberty” wearing hgr aaholding it
aloft on a pole. Consequently, it is not at all surprising that banks chose to use similar
images on their paper money (which, after all, was supposed to represent goldeand si
coins). On both northern and southern banknotes, the liberty vignette was more common
than any other image.

Nevertheless, southerners may not have been totally ignorant of the
incompatibility of the liberty allegory with African bondage. As secketdiwar,

Jefferson Davis adamantly opposed the use of the liberty cap on the statselofffr
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that Thomas Crawford was designing for the new United States Capitol dome. The
supervising engineer of the Capitol expansion, Montgomery Meigs, told Crawédrd t

Davis “does not like the cap of liberty introduced into the composition; that American
liberty is original, and not the liberty of the freed sla¥eCrawford therefore had little

choice but to replace the offending cap with a helmet. Moreover, while the pereassiven

of the liberty allegory on southern banknotes would suggest that most southerners did not
share Davis’s aversion to the liberty cap, there is reason to believe that teayoive
completely unaware of its incongruity with black slavery. Although there Weusands

of banknote varieties issued in the South, in only five cases do “Liberty” and slavery
appear together on the same note.

Bank representatives were not explicit about their motivations for choosing
particular images. However, their reasoning can often be inferred. Manytegre
cornucopias and strongboxes overflowing with coins, canals and railroads, Heenes
Roman god of commerce—were intended to inspire confidence and optimism, whether
such confidence was justified or ri6tAs for the images of slaves, southern bankers may
simply have been reflecting the world in which they and their customers lived|daimvor
which slavery had become an acceptable status for at least some human beings.
Furthermore, while the classical attributes of “Lady Liberty” maybi@miliar to
Americans today (she has not appeared on circulating coins or currency since 1947), and
while images of black laborers may be an uncomfortable reminder of white southerners
devotion to the institution of slavery, their coexistence on southern paper money is a
striking illustration of the complex relationship between liberty and slavethel

antebellum South.
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The Declaration and Dred Scott

According to many antislavery northerners, one of the chief architects of the
nefarious effort to qualify the Declaration of Independence was none other thaethe c
justice of the United States Supreme Court, Roger B. Taney. After two decades on the
high court, the chief justice was old and frail, and though a Marylander, he had not
always been a vociferous proslavery apologist, having emancipated his own bondsmen.
In fact he had once defended the free speech rights of an abolitionist minstetgumssg
Harry Jaffa describes as Lincolnesque). However, by the 1850s he wageatidimgavhat
he saw as antislavery aggression, warning his fellow southerners thanifgnefkhe
assassin is at their throats.” Nor was Taney alone in this assessment. lisdelkdw
justices were residents of slave states. According to Don Fehrenbachee, Battr
Daniel of Virginia was “a brooding proslavery fanatic,” while the others were
“unreserved defenders of slavery.”

In fairness to Taney and his colleagues, Congress had spent nearly ten years
trying to give the Court the final say on slavery’s status in the terstokiethe height of
the controversy over the Wilmot Proviso, the Senate had passed a compromise, dponsore
by John M. Clayton of Delaware, granting territorial tribunals authority ay@estions
of personal freedom” and allowing expedited appeal to the Supreme Court. Although
Clayton’s bill failed in the House, its language was incorporated into the Utaheand N
Mexico Acts of 1850, prompting Senator Thomas Corwin of Ohio to remark that

Congress had passed a lawsuit rather than a law. Nevertheless, Congggsanasly
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comfortable with this provision, for it was copied once again into the Kansas-kizbras
Act.

As it turned out, however, the Taney Court’s opportunity to rule on this issue—
one that had confounded the nation for decades—did not emanate from the Mexican
Cession or from Kansas. The origins of Bred Scotidecision could be traced back
nearly a quarter of a century and to the northern reaches of the Louisiahaseutn
December 1833, Dr. John Emerson reported for duty at Fort Armstrong in lllinois,
accompanied by his recently purchased slave, Dred Scott. Emerson expressed his
displeasure with the decrepit accommodations at Fort Armstrong for oveetu® y
before he finally received a transfer to Fort Snelling in Wisconsin Tetrigortly
thereafter, he purchased another slave, Harriet, who soon became ScetfheiScotts
traveled with their master to assignments in Louisiana and Missouri, but afédisyze
hired out to other officers at Fort Snelling. When Dr. Emerson took a position in Florida
in 1840, his wife returned to St. Louis along with Dred and Harriet.

After the doctor’'s death in 1843, Eliza Emerson became the Scotts’ legal owner
Although Dred’s whereabouts for the next three years are unclear, the Swetdearly
reunited in Missouri by the spring of 1846. That April they initiated legal actiansiga
Mrs. Emerson in the state circuit court in St. Louis, thus beginning theirndiipe
course through the state and federal legal systems.

Unfortunately for Dred and Harriet, the increasing political rancor oveerslan
the territories was beginning to bleed into the judiciary. Scott lost his case on a
technicality in late 1846, but in 1850 a jury reported a verdict in his favor. Mrs. Emerson

appealed the circuit court’s ruling to the state supreme court, which, déespidelier
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decisions upholding the freedom of those who had lived in free territory, remanded the
Scotts to slavery by a two-to-one decision in 1852. Speaking for the majority, Judge John
F. Ryland conceded that the court had previously freed slaves in circumstani@@gim
those inScott v. Emersqrbut candidly noted that the changing times were undermining

the principle of interstate comity. In the previous ten years, individuals aed bt

been “possessed with a dark and fell spirit with respect to slavery, whoseajiatifis

sought in the pursuit of measures, whose inevitable consequence must be the destruction
and overthrow of our government.” Under these circumstances, Ryland concluded, “it
does not behoove the State of Missouri to show the least countenance to any measure
which might gratify this spirit>’

At this point, the only recourse left to Scott was the Supreme Court of the United
States. But the Court had recently refused to hear a similar case onfeppeal
Kentucky—Strader v. Graham-thus leaving Dred and Harriet with little hope for a
favorable outcome. The dynamics of the Scotts’ case had changed, however, wdien Eli
remarried and transferred control over Scott and his family to her brother, John F.A.
Sanford. Consequently, Scott’s attorney was able to file an entirely new sngtaga
Sanford in federal circuit court under the diverse citizenship clause of thet@oorst
The presiding judge (a slaveholder and former attorney general of Missouttipgaast
Scott in 1854, paving the way for an appeal to the Taney Court.

The Court was in no way obligated to pass judgment on the larger issues
surrounding Scott’s suit, namely the constitutionality of the Missouri Comprande
by extension, the principle of congressional prohibition. That it ultimately chagasp

the needle struck northerners as yet another example of the slave poveiisatiens.
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First the justices decided to hold the case over for reargument the follovaing ye
conveniently postponing it until after the presidential election. Before Buclganan’
inauguration, however, they voted to reaffirm 8teaderprecedent and uphold the
previous rulings of the federal circuit court and the Missouri supreme couandfyTand
his colleagues had stuck to this course, Dred Scott would have receded into obsdurity a
the Court’s voice would not have exacerbated the national debate over slavery’s
expansion and the scope of human liberty. Yet within a few days, the Court reversed
itself and announced its intention to issue a comprehensive ruling. Its reasoningdor doi
so has long been the subject of debate. Given their majority, southerners weuéapartic
eager for a judicial settlement. Another interpretation is that the two noo®ats,
Benjamin Curtis of Massachusetts and John McLean of Ohio, provoked a reaction from
the southern majority by announcing their intention to issue detailed dissents. Not
wanting the dissenters’ endorsement of black citizenship and the constitutioh#tiey
Missouri Compromise to be the Court’s only statement, Taney agreed to writdeddeta
defense of the southern posititin.

Taney first had to consider whether Scott, as a slave and a black man, was a
citizen of the United States with the right to sue in federal court. Prior tattheation
of the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868, there was no constitutional definition of
American citizenship. Consequently, Taney turned to the nation’s seminal doctiment
Declaration of Independence, and sought to determine whom the signers included as
citizens of the new nation. Through an examination of contemporary laws and attitudes
regarding race, he carefully considered the historical context in which tier &em

was written. He came to the conclusion that neither Africans imported as, slavéseir
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descendants (whether free or slave), could be included under the rubric “all men.”
According to the chief justice, Americans of the 1850s had difficulty compreigetite
ubiquitous denigration of Africans in the colonial and revolutionary periods: “They had
for more than a century before been regarded as beings of an inferiomaadier,
altogether unfit to associate with the white race, either in social orcpbhi@lations.” In
fact they had been considered so far inferior, “that they had no rights which tee whi
man was bound to respect.”

This was a universal axiom, Taney explained, which no one, North or South, had
ever questioned. As evidence, he pointed to colonial and state statutes, partioosar|
enacted in the North, that placed legal barriers between blacks and whitexHussta,
for example, passed laws in 1705 and 1786 invalidating interracial marriages and
prescribing harsh penalties for anyone who presided over interracial weddingde (R
Island followed suit in 1822.) New Hampshire passed a law in 1815 prohibiting the
enrollment of blacks in the state militia, which in Taney’s view was indispaitabl
evidence that blacks were not considered citizens, who alone had the privilege and
obligation to defend the state. In the end, the North had abolished slavery because of the
absence of economic need and a determination that the institution was socially
inconvenient. It had not been an egalitarian impulse.

To a point, Taney was undoubtedly correct. Racism had been, and continued to
be, widespread in the northern states. Yet it was highly disingenuous to suggest that
blacks had never exercised the rights and privileges of citizens. As Curtis aedrMcL
pointed out in their dissents, northern blacks had possessed numerous legal rights in

1787—the right to make contracts, seek redress in court, and to hold property—and had

156



cast their votes in five states to ratify the Constitution. Taney attemptedumeent
these inconvenient facts through the specious (and constitutionally inaccuyategar
that blacks could be citizens of individual states without being citizens of the United
States.

Nor was Taney correct in his suggestion that blacks actually enjoyddrgrea
privileges in 1857 than they had in the early days of the republic. After quoting the
Declaration’s preamble, the chief justice opined that the words “all meneatedr
equal” “would seem to include the whole human family, and if they were used in a
similar instrument at this day, would be so understdddihcoln noted that two of the
five states that had given free blacks the right to vote—New Jersey atdQ¥woolina—
had since restricted the franchise to whites, while New York had imposed additional
restrictions on black voters. Meanwhile, even as states did away with property
gualifications, no state, old or new, had extended voting rights to African Americans
Southern states had also passed laws making it much more difficult forsraster
emancipate their slaves. It was therefore “grossly incorrect,’blnnmoncluded, to
assume that public sentiment or policy was more favorable to blacks in the 1850s than it
had been in the 17705.

Nevertheless, Taney insisted that it was “too clear for dispute” that the feunder
had never intended to include Africans among those created equal in their rigiets to li
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. To argue otherwise would be to charge the signers
of the Declaration with gross hypocrisy. Like Senator Douglas, he coatémataf
Africans were included in the Declaration of Independence, the conduct of the founders

“would have been utterly and flagrantly inconsistent with the principles thexteds
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and instead of the sympathy of mankind, to which they so confidently appealed, they
would have deserved and received universal rebuke and reprotfation.”

In his dissent, Justice Curtis foreshadowed Lincoln’s argument that the founders’
actions could not and should not be taken as a statement of their principles: “A calm
comparison of these assertions of universal abstract truths, and of their own individual
opinions and acts, would not leave these men under any reproach of inconsistency.”
Although many of them had clearly expressed disapproval of the institution, neither
Jefferson nor any of the founders could launch a frontal assault on slavery wrese it w
already entrenched on both an economic and a social level. As Lincoln was quick to poi
out, this had been nothing more than a concession to necessity. They had not intended to
legitimize the institution. According to Curtis, they had been ready andwsto bring
the ideal of universal liberty to fruition “whenever a necessary regarcctorstances,
which no statesman can disregard without producing more evil than good, would
allow.”*® Therefore it would be neither just nor true to assert that they had intended to say
that white men alone were endowed by God with natural rights.

The effects of the Court’s decision were manifold. Taney and his colleagues
consigned Dred Scott to slavery, although he soon secured his freedom in a bigarre tw
of fate. As previously noted, Eliza Emerson had remarried in 1850. Her new husband,
Calvin Chaffee, was elected to Congress from Massachusetts in 1854 as aveantis|
Know Nothing and reelected as a Republican two years later. At what poineé€haff
learned that his wife owned the most famous slave in America is a matter oédmuut
with the uproar over Taney'’s ruling, the connection became a severe embantasstin

to the congressman and to the Republican Party. Chaffee hastened to transfer Scott t
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Taylor Blow of St. Louis, the son of Scott’s original owner, so he could be emtattipa
under Missouri law. Sadly, Scott succumbed to tuberculosis the following ydavéfe
though he died as a free man, it was only through the largess of his master, ntigby vi
of his extended residence in free territory, or his status as a human being.

On a political level, the consequences of the Court’s decision were dramatic.
Taney ruled that Scott’s residence in free territory had not emancipateddaasbdhe
exclusion of slavery north of 36°38ad been unconstitutional, a violation of the property
rights guarantee of the Fifth Amendment. This was clearly an attemmtaticdiate the
Republican Party’s principal goal of prohibiting the expansion of slavery into the
territories. Republicans, however, argued that the Court, having denied Statissbip
and right to sue, had no authority to pass judgment in a case that was not properly before
it. As David Potter explained, the obiter dictum theory was “a psychologicalrgtidse
Republicans in that it allowed them to defy the Court without seeming to defy the law.
On the other hand, Taney’s assertion that Congress lacked the constitutional authority to
ban slavery in the territories, and could not delegate this authority to a tdrritoria
legislature, undermined the northern interpretation of popular sovereignty, activelye
drove a wedge in the Democratic Pdlfty.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the Court gave its imprimatur to the
rejection of universal liberty as a fundamental principle. The potential iatiolits of this
rejection sparked a heated debate between the pro-administ&sinngton Uniomand
theNew York Tribuneln response to thEribunés condemnation of the Court’s
judgment, theJnion's editor demanded to know how the decision posed any conceivable

threat to the rights or liberties of northern whites. Thbunethen explained that the
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decision constituted an outright denial of “the rights of human nature’—the ideal for
which the founders had risked their lives to maintain. Unlike their descendants,
southerners of 1774 had understood that an assault on the rights of others—the Coercive
Acts—destroyed the inviolability of their own rights. Americans, North and South, had
therefore gone to war for the universal principle expressed in the Demai@ficourse

it was true, th@ribuneadmitted, that Dred Scott was black and the descendants of
Europeans were white. It insisted, however, that the rights of man “know no distincti
founded on this difference of origin and color.” Thus Americans could not afford to
predicate their rights on the “fickle breath” of popular or judicial majsritidneir

security could only rest “on the firm basis of eternal justice,” and “whategailga or
defies that basis renders all rights unstable, our own inclddéulits sneering rejoinder,
the Union congratulated th&ribunefor “its full appreciation of its own color,” and
criticized its “fanatical” theories and “general homilies upon humaniityalso repeated
Taney'’s reasoning that the inclusion of slaves in the Declaration of Indepenie
directly in the teeth of all our history.” Indeed, if slaves were included, why did Sat
claim his freedom by virtue of “the rights of human nature” instead of the convadyati
limited principle of the Missouri Compromis&?

Although, in theUnion's view, “the Tribune utterly fails to meet the case we put
to it,” other northerners offered similar arguments. The editor dPititburgh Gazette
viewed the court’s decision as an affront to American principles that wouldkéavthe
friends of freedom to renewed efforts.” TGhicago Tribundikewise warned its readers
that the Court was “part of a grand conspiracy against freedom.” Its decigieep's

away all the legislation of the fathers against the extension of slaaa jrovided
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cover for the slave power’s “efforts at despotism.” Thurlow WeatbanyEvening
Journalannounced that “the three hundred and forty-seven thousand five hundred and
twenty-five Slave holders in the Republic” had succeeded in converting the Supreme
Court “into a propagandist of human slavet{Weed then appealed to “all who love
republican institutions and who hate aristocracy” to prepare for the struggleh“whi
threatens your liberty and will test your manhood.” In Milwaukee, Shermath& Free
Democratlabeled the decision “the most important public document that has been
published in this country since the founding of the government.” It was a “counter-
revolution” that “subverted the public liberties of the nation” by declaring freedom
unconstitutionaf?

According to the editor ofhe New Englandethe consequences of the chief
justice’s ruling could easily redound to the detriment of white Americans. Bijygug
the Declaration, the Court “absolutely destroys the fundamental principles updn whi
our democracy is built.” If men were not entitled to liberty by virtue of thefustas
human beings, the rationales for oppression could be applied to anyone, white or black:
“The Amendment which Judge Taney would make in the Declaration, that ‘all men are
created equal,” destroys teelf-evidencef the truth. It is not self-evident, nay, it is not
true, that white men, as creatures of God, are different from the rest of tlas race
creatures of God. The whole self-evidence is founded upon the common nature of man,
and the moment the proposition is limited, so as to be applied to one only of the branches
of the human family, it becomes an idle vaunt of the superior race, founded on no
universal necessity, but on a mere consideration of external circumstdndesd,

without universal liberty, the vicissitudes of circumstance would place thk airely
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at the mercy of the strong. If the slave power could reinterpret “all neecreated equal”

to mean “all men, but negroes, are created equal,” and if, as Taney suggested, “the
citizens of each state” could be converted to “a portion of the citizens of etghtbiare

was nothing in the Constitution that could stand firm. “It can be made to mean anything a

dominant party chooses to have’t.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE SLAVEOCRACY

As Americans’ devotion to the principle of universal liberty appeared to decline in
the face of slavery’s deepening entrenchment in southern life, northernedstfeare
concomitant rise of an aristocracy in the United States. This fear wasitmmphorthern
denunciations of the “slave power,” the “slaveocracy,” and the southern oligasdhy, a
was in their comparisons of southern slavery with medieval serfdom and divine-right
monarchy. All the arguments southerners advanced in favor of slavery had been
advanced by previous generations in favor of hereditary privilege. They insigted tha
laborers were better off in a state of servitude, and that society beffiefitethe
suppression of the poor and the contributions of the leisure class. Consequently, as some
northerners came to believe that Americans of any race could fall vacpnoslavery
arguments, they could not help but conclude that southern masters would be the ones
making these arguments.

Antislavery northerners clearly worried that slaveholders, debauched ley pow
and luxury, would use their wealth and political influence to transform America’s
egalitarian experiment into a European-style hierarchy. First, they thetdited
understanding of the constitutional provisions and political arrangements that gave

southerners a disproportionally large share of political power in the national gomérnme
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Second, they believed the experience of mastery fostered a tyrannicaitidis@ysong
slaveholders. In short, slavery taught behaviors contrary to those necessaviable
republic. It effectively destroyed the republican principle of “virtue.’tlkemmore, the
degradation of the southern work ethic led to a disparity of wealth that could not sustain
an egalitarian society.

Fear of the slaveocracy was one of the most common themes in the antislavery
movement. In 1853 the abolitionist William Jay estimated that there werenmotinan
248,000 slaveholders in the United States. “Yet this small body of men engross the
greater portion of the slave region, forming in fact a powerful feudal arisypcrac
possessing nearly three millions of serfs, and governing and oppressing @wiepieas
rest of the population”In addition to the South itself, many northerners believed that the
slaveholding minority dominated the federal government, riding roughshod over the
people’s rights and molding national policy to serve their own interests. Slaveholders
consistently controlled the presidency, the Senate, the House of Represgrdativine
Supreme Court. During the debate over the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, Henry Bennett
of New York argued that southern slaveholders had more political influence “than any
aristocracy of Europe”William Lloyd Garrison likewise believed that the evils inflicted
by the slave power “are worse than ever were inflicted by the most kangtgcracy, or
the most despotic tyranny.And according to Moses M. Davis of Wisconsin, “the
tyrannical Slave power has got possession of the people, and will crush out thisliber
before many more years pass By.”

Nevertheless, historians have long debated the legitimacy of the “slave-powe

conspiracy.” Writing in the early 1870s, Henry Wilson suggested that “freedom &ecam
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timid, hesitating, [and] yielding” after the Missouri crisis, whileaigtry became bolder,
more aggressive, and more dominatifgVilson, of course, was recounting his own
experiences as a Republican senator in the 1850s. After the publication of Chauncey
Boucher’s influential article “In Re That Aggressive Slaveocracy” in 192hyma
historians dismissed the slave power thesis, viewing it primarily as arpéxaf
paranoia in American politics. This view dominated until the publication of Russel B.
Nye’s Fettered Freedonm 1949. Nye contended that abolitionists were genuinely
convinced, particularly after the annexation of Texas and the Mexican War, dwaét s
agreement existed among southern slaveholders “to foist slavery upon the natioy, destro
civil liberty, extend slavery into the territories (possibly to whiteg)pem the slave trade,
control the policies of the Federal government, and complete the formation of an
aristocracy founded upon and fostered by a slave economy.” Yet he also doubted that
this “conspiracy” was at all organized in the sense that Lincoln suggelsexdhs
condemned “Stephen, Franklin, Roger, and James” for their attempt to nationalize
slavery® Also taking issue with Boucher, William Gienapp argues that historians often
underestimate the significance of the slave power argument. In his mindgt is t
“essential key” to understanding the Republican Party, in that it united northegzers’ f
for “white liberties,” their animosity for southern planters, and their coaigpial
mindset’

Similarly, Leonard Richards has demonstrated that the slave power wadfa rea
not a well-organized, phenomenon. While Boucher was correct that southerners could be
“hopelessly divided” politically, they still enjoyed tremendous advantagesltbated

them to dominate the federal government from the 1780s to the 1850s. Contrary to
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Boucher’s postulate, Richards insists that northerners had never agreed on a common
group of conspirators. They did, however, agree on the political assets behind the slave
power’s success. These advantages made the slave power thesis petitadly irathat

they supported a powerful tendency, if not a unified conspftacy.

The Slave Power and the Federal Gover nment

Among the South’s most obvious advantages was the three-fifths compromise.
The Constitution permitted the slave states to count three-fifths of thezrpbpulation
toward the apportionment of congressional representation, thus enhancing their voice in
the House of Representatives and the Electoral College. At the Constitutional
Convention, Gouverneur Morris contended that slavery was “the most prominent feature
in the aristocratic countenance of the proposed constitution.” He predicteldethat t
equation’s application to direct taxes would be meaningless, considering#uatakes
would be avoided in favor of import duties (which proved to be the case). The only effect
of the three-fifths clause would be to give southerners disproportionate repieseaga
a reward for an institution that was utterly incongruous with the nation’s founding
principle? Morris foreshadowed the frustrations of many when he argued that southerners
“will not be satisfied unless they see the way open to their gaining a majottiy
public councils.” A mere thirteen years later, so-called “slave spatsided Thomas
Jefferson’s margin of victory over John Adams. Driven from power, Federalistsaslatc
with alarm as new slave states came into the Union, expanding the Jeffiessanfair

advantage. At the same time, Jefferson’s party was increasingly dechinat
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southerners, driving the president’s northern followers to exasperation, palgtieath
the economically devastating foreign policy of the Virginia leadership. Mkeltheir
Federalist opponents, they began to echo Elbridge Gerry's argument that southern
“property” was no more deserving of representation than northern pigs and cattle.
Richards contends that these frustrations help to explain the actions of JdmesiJal
and his supporters in 1819.

The three-fifths rule continued to be a thorn in the side of northern politicians in
the 1850s. William Seward referred to slaveholders as “modern patriarchs” who, unde
the aegis of the three-fifths clause, had become “political patriatthde then asked
whether they would show “the modesty of their Jewish predecessors” and relingaiish thi
unjust advantage. Lincoln, despite his fidelity to all constitutional provisions, could not
help but note that it was “manifestly unfair” that South Carolina and Maine had equal
representation in Congress, even though Maine was home to more than twice as many
free whites. Here was yet another reason to stop slavery’s expansiovadftiuly a
“sacred right of self-government” for a man to go to Kansas and “decide whetlgll
be the equal of me or the double of me,” Lincoln predicted that the day would soon arrive
that northern liberties would only be detectable through a microscope. “Theunglif s
be too small for detection with the naked eyeWilliam Jay also pointed out that six
slave states—South Carolina, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Alabama, anssijsis—
had an “aggregate free population of 189,791 less than Pennsylvania.” Yet the people of
those states had six times as many senators and an additional twengfettical

votes®®
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Second, the principle of state equality in the Senate enabled southerners to at leas
partially counteract the burgeoning population of the North. Admittedly, this was not the
intention of the framers. Most of the delegates to the Constitutional Conventioretlelie
the “Great Compromise” would be a boon to the geographically limited states of the
Northeast. Every slave state, with the exception of Maryland, wanted reptieseinta
both houses to be based on population. Virginians were particularly vocal about the
sacrifice they had made to appease states like Connecticut and Rhode Islatate@nly
as new slave states entered the Union with comparatively small free populatatis, w
the Senate become a bastion for the South. It was the Senate that scuttleldéig€al
amendments and the Wilmot Proviso. Conversely, pro-southern measures like the Indian
Removal Act, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, and the Lecompton Constitution faced far les
resistance in the Senate than they did in the House. Even after the South lost Senate
parity with the admission of California in 1850, a fair number of northern senators felt
sufficiently insulated from antislavery pressures (given their six4gems and election
by state legislatures) to vote with their southern colleagues.

Indeed, northern politicians who supported southern initiatives—the so-called
“doughfaces”™—helped to turn the South’s minority status into a majority @dlitic
position. Although the dominant parties of the antebellum years—the Jeffersonian
Republicans and Jacksonian Democrats—were based in the South with subservient
northern wings, the three-fifths clause and Senate parity were aloneciesufto
maintain southern hegemony as the northern population continued to outstrip that of the
slave states. Consequently, those northerners with southern proclivities begarato play

central role.
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Despite their proud opposition to all forms of legal favoritism, northern
Democrats seemed to lie prostrate before a mere 350,000 southern slaveholders. What
explains their support for southern measures? According to Jay, slaveholders won the
support of their fellow southerners by identifying their private intereststiwe public
welfare (meaning white supremacy). However, the ubiquity of racism in thia bemnot
explain the rise of the doughface. Many northeropgosedslavery (or at least the
extension of it) because of their antipathy toward blacks. Instead, it app&ange been
the result of political calculations. Troubled by the destructive potential abisaitsm
displayed during the Missouri crisis, Martin Van Buren and his New York “Biilskt
promoted their reliability to the Virginia leadership—in contrast to Republildesns
DeWitt Clinton and James Tallmadge. In addition to their desire for partyomgrt
northern Democrats who harbored presidential ambitions needed southern approval.
Southern Democrats exercised great influence in the party’s national convenhierss, w
a required two-thirds majority for nomination allowed them to veto any candidatie not
their liking (which, ironically, would derail Van Buren in 1844 and Stephen Douglas in
1860). Although southern measures like the Indian Removal Act and the gag rule were
unpopular in the North, Van Buren and the Bucktails supported them, which undoubtedly
helped to make the New Yorker palatable to southern Democrats in 1836. As noted in
chapter one, Douglas’s Kansas-Nebraska Act also seemed like a apitataton to
southern demands. “This indifference [popular sovereignty] was all the slaepowd
ask,” declared the Leavenworth, Kan3ases “If a house was on fire there could be but
two parties. One in favor of putting out the fire. Another in favor of the house burning.

But these popular sovereignty fellows would stand aloof and argue against imgerferi
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The house must take care of itself subject only to the constitution and the conditions of
fire and wood.**

Because of these factors, slaveholders were able to maintain thanlascgin
the federal government. However, this does not mean that their vision for the nation’s
future was undemocratic. As noted in chapter three, many southerners were devoted to a
“natural aristocracy” of whiteness, which in their minds was the only stabkefbas
democracy. For Calhoun and others, their laudation of herrenvolk democracy was the

natural corollary of their denouncement of universal liberty.

The Psychology of Aristocracy

Even paternalists like Fitzhugh and Hammond fully endorsed the principle of
racial aristocracy. During the debates over the acceptance of abolitiditiehpen
1836, Hammond, then a member of the House of Representatives, examined the
abolitionists’ comparison of southern slaveholders with European aristocrats.r{Slave
does indeed create an aristocracy” he admitted. “I accept the teisrs government of
the best Nevertheless, he insisted that the southern aristocracy avoided the
disadvantages of the European variety. Slaveholding did not foster “the pride, the
exclusiveness, the selfishness, the thirst for sway, the contempt for tiseofigithers,
which distinguish the nobility of Europe.” The southern aristocracy was openvibitsl
men, whether they were slaveholders or not. This neutralized class anisnbsitie
explained. And in so doing it prevented the “prostitution” of the Declaration of

Independence by “the ignorant, uneducated, semi-barbarous” masses who pursued their
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“ultimate agrarianism” in Europe and the NofttUsing similar terms, Congressman
Thomas F. Bowie of Maryland accused northern capitalists of being an i@tstoé
brute strength—*“the cold, heartless, selfish, cruel, and despotic power di-asadiich
brings to its feet, as a humble supplicant, the labor of the white man.” In the INorth t
poorer classes “are ground down to the earth; and the only question among them is who
can make the othevork for him,a species ofvhite slaverythat | utterly abhor.” The
southern aristocracy, if it could be called that, was the aristocracy of étisehe
aristocracy of enlightened intelligence, of love, of kindness, of magnanimipnofr, of
generosity, of valor, of independence, of hospitality, and, above all, of indomitable
energy. And if, in the patriotism of the North, they can hate aristocracylgd tlo not
envy them the emotion of their heart§.”

Jefferson, on the other hand, had argued that only a prodigy could avoid the onset
of a tyrannical disposition after a childhood surrounded by masters and slaves.
Northerners agreed, maintaining that slavery did in fact engender a “thisstdy” and
a “contempt for the rights of others.” Accustomed to wielding the lash and having thei
every command obeyed, slaveholders naturally developed an imperious, tyrannical, and
intolerant temperament. The Ohio abolitionist John Rankin—the man Williaydl Llo
Garrison called “my anti-slavery father’—argued that slavery “cubiva spirit of
cruelty” by causing slaveholders to “think lightly of human misery.” It feestéyranny
because “it is directly opposed to the fundamental principles of republicanisrtamed
in that part of the Declaration of Independence, which declares ‘that all meeatedc
equal.” Given these influences, it was not surprising that slaveholders “istedife

propensity for the unjust acquisition of power.” And as a result, the slave states “
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practically maintain the fundamental principles of absolute monarchy.teaction to a
Richmondenquirer editorial defending the superior social character of slave society, the
New York Timeasked whether the consciousness of absolute power over others actually
inspired the Christian virtue of brotherly love: “Unless all history is a liegtgxthe

reverse is the effect produced.” Arbitrary power inevitably begot an agbieiaper; and

an unchecked dominion over others induced “a skeptical forgetfulness of higher duties
and of high obligations'® TheKansas Free Statikewise argued that “the servility of

the slave naturally increases the spirit of intolerance and tyranny in ther mdsch is
exercised not only toward the slave but towards all otHérs.”

It was an axiom among the founders that republicanism required a virtuous
citizenry—one that prized widespread independence over personal aggramtlizeme
George Washington wrote to Lafayette that “the general government . . . cabh&ave
danger of degenerating into a monarchy, an oligarchy, an aristocracy, or any othe
despotic or oppressive form, so long as there shall remain any virtue in the bogly of th
people.?® As John Adams famously put it, “liberty can no more exist without virtue and
independence, than the body can live and move without a soul.” No matter how perfectly
crafted the frame of government, liberty would not be secure if a significamrpof
the population put its own status and the pursuit of wealth ahead of the publfc §god.
this reasoning, a love of “luxury” was every bit as perilous as poverty. Conslgguent
having developed an imperious mindset and a sense of entitlement, slaveholders were
rendered unfit for republican government. They violated not only the language of the
Revolution, but also its spirit. This apprehension can be discerned at least as far back as

the debates over the Constitution in the late 1780s. According to “Cato,” a prominent
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New York Anti-Federalist, the new national legislature would enable somettsetio
spread their anti-republican tendencies across the entire nation.

The people, who may compose this national legislature from the southern states,

in which, from the mildness of the climate, the fertility of the soil, and the value

of its productions, wealth is rapidly acquired, and where the same causedynatural

lead to luxury, dissipation, and a passion for aristocratic distinctions; where
slavery is encouraged, and liberty of course, less respected, and pratécted;

know not what it is to acquire property by their own toil, nor to economize with

the savings of industry—will these men therefore be as tenacious of thiedibert

and interests of the more northern states, where freedom, independence, industry,

equality, and frugality, are natural to the climate and soil, as men who are your
own citizens, legislating in your own state, under your inspection, and whose
manners, and fortunes, bear a more equal resemblance to yodf own?

Given the debauching influence of luxury and arbitrary command, slaveholders
often seemed as intolerant of dissent in the political arena as they weespbantation.
Northerners could point to the gag rule, the annexation of Texas, the Mexican War, the
Fugitive Slave Act, and the Kansas-Nebraska Act as evidence of southern dmminati
And when placed on the defensive, southerners would brook no criticism or oppaosition.
On May 22, 1856, two days after Charles Sumner decried the slave power’s “Crime
Against Kansas,” Congressman Preston Brooks of South Carolina approached the
senator’s desk and thrashed him repeatedly with a cane. According to the New Yor
Times the Sumner assault provided conclusive proof that the slaveocracy would stop at
no extremity of violence to subdue the people of the North “and force them into a tame
subservience to its own dominioft To be sure, the analogy between slaveholders’
behavior on the plantation and their behavior in the halls of power seemed obvious.

When did it come to pass, asked the New YEvkning Postthat northerners had to

“speak with bated breath” in the presence of their southern masters? éAoe slaves
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for life, a target for their brutal blows, when we do not comport ourselves to please
them?**

Northern settlers in Kansas had perhaps the most compelling reasons to ask this
guestion. Those with proslavery proclivities frequently resorted to violence and
intimidation. In one incident, a gang of “pukes” in Atchison threatened to hang the
Reverend Pardee Butler when he refused to sign a resolution denouncing & eeestat
After berating him for two hours before a crowd, his assailants sent him downriver on a
raft with orders never to return. On another occasion, a group of Missourians seized an
antislavery lawyer in Leavenworth, shaved one side of his head, tarred ancefdather
and drove him out of town on a rail. Many others were assaulted and condemned in
similar fashion. Southerners, announced the Cincit@ezette could not tolerate free
speech anywhere, and would soon stifle it in Washington with the bludgeon and the
bowie-knife, “as they are now trying to stifle it in Kansas by massagae and
murder.”® Ohio congressman Samuel Galloway told the House that if he and his northern
colleagues were to go to Kansas “and express the very common, and as we yhink ver
reasonable, sentiments that free labor was more profitable and vastly meamptban
slave labor, and that the people would be richer, happier, and holier with the benefits of
freedom than with the blessings of slavery” they would be liable to afaest; although
perfectly freewe might in a short time have the glorious experience gbeénkectionof
our freedom within the walls of a prison—a place not usually regarded as affording the
largest liberty.” In fact the founders themselves, along with such Amduoanaries as
Henry Clay, would suffer a similar fate were they to reappear and give wdiceit

original sentiment&®
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In addition to the apparent link between slaveholding and the development of an
imperious, intolerant demeanor, slavery also produced a psychological aversion to
physical labor. Benjamin Franklin argued that the presence of slaves ‘&hediiwhites
because their children became habituated to luxury. They were “proud, disgitbted w
labor, and, being educated in idleness, are rendered unfit to get a living by in8ustry.”
Slaveholding clearly violated the labor theory of value, which had dominated Anglo-
American economic theory since John Locke’s defense of private propengSedond
Treatise Private property, according to Locke, was sacrosanct because it derived from
the labor of free individuals, and was thus a physical manifestation of persortg| libe
which a legitimate form of government could not take away without consent. Yet
slaveholders, like other aristocrats, were able to live a life of leisunedog@iating the
fruits of other people’s labor, and they could pass this unfair advantage from one
generation to the next. As Lincoln explained, slavery rested on the samadgtapirit
that says “you toil and work and earn bread, and I'll e&fithe abolitionist John Rock
told the Massachusetts Antislavery Society that the slaveholder’'s promacgrn was
not race, but the dollar, “artat he is determined to get without working for it.”
Therefore, it only stood to reason that “he would as soon enslave white men as black
men.” This was a key aspect of the northern critique of slave society.

It was not just the slaveholders themselves who developed a psychological
aversion to personal industry. Because slavery stigmatized manual lalssobiating it
with servility, any kind of work performed by slaves was automaticallgeaged by
southern whites. During the debates over Missouri statehood, James Tallmbxge’'s ¢

friend and congressional colleague from New York, John W. Taylor, decried teéutbal
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consequences” of slavery’s expansion. Free laborers would never settle in a region
“where they must take rank with negro slaves,” he explained. They would “labor
cheerfully while labor is honorable; make it disgraceful, they will despi¥®u cannot
degrade it more effectually than by establishing a system wherebyl ivsipeerformed
principally by slaves. The business in which they are generally edghg it what it
may, soon becomes debased in public estimation. It is considered low and unfit for
freemen.” This was true regardless of their social class. Consequenttyystzade the
poor whites of the South just as hopeless and degraded as the slaves théhselves.
The result was a stagnant, backward society inhabited by the subjugated poor and
a bloated aristocracy. Egalitarianism simply could not survive such an unbaladced a
inequitable distribution of wealt}. The southern states, according to Theodore Parker,
had already jettisoned their “republican form of government.” And unless theimo#ue
was checked, the same would soon hold true for the entire nation. Henry Ward Beecher,
among the most eloquent critics of slave labor, denounced the South’s attempt to
introduce this type of society to the plains of Kansas.
The men of the South, reared where labor was a disgrace, are without mechanic
arts, without habits of industry, without organizing tendencies, without the
creative force which builds up new societies. They come to curse the land with a
system of husbandry which the earth detests, as well it may, for the foot of the
slave burns the soil like fire. It is the agriculture of exhaustion. It is the hugbandr
of impoverishment. If the South inoculates the State with her leprosy, the plains
of Kansas are fairer and richer today as a wilderness, than they #\er again.
For Slavery robs first the slave, and then the soil. It sucks the blood from
everything it touches. And nothing can fatten upon it, except the cunning few that
sit upon the middle of the web—over-swollen spiders—while the rest swing in the
edges thereof, mere skeleton insétts.

Even after the outbreak of war in 1861, northerners continued to argue that the

South represented a reactionary force, committed to the preservationaufratist
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principles. The war was a “slaveholders’ rebellion,” launched by would-bediga
order to halt the advance of human rights. Alantic Monthlyobserved in 1862 that
logic naturally compelled “the Confederate oligarchs of today” to pass frofieaseeof
mere African slavery to a defense of aristocracy in the ab&trecane of the earliest
accounts of the conflict, written while it was still being waged, the histdiwhn Abbott
concluded that slavery destroyed the master’s republican virtue. Nothing\mrtys

could so corrupt the conscience as to convince a father to sell his own daughter as a
“fancy girl” to the highest bidder. Thus the ultimate question to be decided by the war
was “shall there be, in the United States, an aristocratic class, mathtai the
Constitution, who are to enjoy exclusive privileges, living without labor upon the
proceeds of the toil of others?”

Impoverished by the enervating psychology of slavery, and politically dominated
by an imperious master class that qualified or denied the principle of univeesa,li
Americans of all colors faced the possibility that the United States would baoenely
another rotation in an endless historical cycle of might makes right. Angaihe
Boston abolitionist Joshua P. Blanchard, slaveholders had become “an aristbtinacy o
most oppressive and debasing nature, in which no trace is discernable of the btaial rig
of men.” He then warned northerners that this aristocracy, through iteaoliti
machinations, was in the process of overwhelming “every principle of revolutionar
freedom” in the free states as w#ll.

As antislavery northerners united under the Republican banner in the 1850s, it

remained to be seen whether they would stem the tide and restore the principle of the
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Declaration. To do so, they would need to convince their fellow northerners that blacks

could not be excluded from the phrase “all men are created equal.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

REPUBLICANS, NORTHERN DEMOCRATS, AND THE PRINCIPLE OF
UNIVERSAL LIBERTY

Shortly before the inauguration of James Buchanan, Joshua R. Giddings captured
northerners’ attention when he challenged his Democratic colleagues in theetblous
uphold the principles of the Declaration of Independence: “I ask any member of the
Democratic party, North or South, whether that party is ready to stand by those
principles? | pause for an answer. | hear no reply. Sir, such is the responags| gétvto
my well-defined interrogatories.” Southerners unequivocally rejected uniVibesdy, he
observed, while northern Demaocrats sat in silence. In fact, the lateima&most
uncomfortable position. If they were to renounce the Declaration, they would lzgfcast
by their constituents; if they sustained it, they would be repudiated by the Stuts
they vibrate between heaven and hell.” Giddings then took note of Senator John Pettit’'s
characterization of the Declaration as “a self-evident lie,” and contenddtetentire
Democratic Party now sanctioned that libel, whether tacitly or explicitly.

While southerners, under the banner of slavery’s beneficence, threatened
American liberty by rejecting or qualifying the Declaration of Inefegience, northern
Democrats did the same under the banner of popular sovereignty. The latter coyld hardl
define slavery as anything less than legitimate, given their adoption ofd3®itgtare

not” philosophy in respect to the institution’s future. Consequently, as Giddings
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suggested, antislavery northerners believed that southerners and northearddeboth
stood guilty of maligning and distorting the founding fathers’ legacy. And theyedffer
the same arguments in response to northern Democrats’ denials and qualificatens of
Declaration as they did to southerners’ denials and qualifications. In fact Repstdnd
northern Democrats both went to great lengths to align themselves witlvéhdiomary
generation. It is important, therefore, to evaluate the purposes and histaroakcgaof
their respective arguments—not only in respect to their territorial policies)do in
regard to the differences that underlay their mutual opposition to secession.

As a national policy, popular sovereignty implied a national acceptance of the
institution of slavery whenever and wherever a local majority wanted itolanc
therefore contended that Pettit only said “what consistency and candoreceglhiof
Douglas’s supporters to sayndeed, Pettit was not the only northerner guilty of
egregious apostasy. Antislavery northerners also denounced the influentiatiMiastis
senator Rufus Choate. Troubled by the sectional character of the Republican Party,
Choate had declared for Buchanan in 1856 and, in a letter to the Whig Central Committee
of Maine, had criticized Republicans for quoting “the glittering and soundimgygities
of natural right which make up the Declaration of Independence.” Many Newritlegta
expressed dismay that such a sentiment had come from one of their own. f@litteri
generalities!” cried Ralph Waldo Emerson when he learned what Choate kttad:wri
“blazing ubiquities, rather®Charles Francis Adams, the grandson of John Adams,
likewise criticized Choate for undermining the ideals of the Revolution and subverting

the people’s liberty with his “poison to freedoth.”
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Although northern Democrats may have had no love for the institution of slavery,
their acceptance of it logically compelled them to join the southern apologists w
discarded the principle of universal liberty or qualified it to exclude blacks. In sg,doin
they unwittingly destroyed the self-evidence of human liberty andigdtiie exclusion
of others. They sustained the host of arbitrary proslavery rationales thaydddtre
inalienable rights of man. Shortly after Pettit's infamous speeciNeheYork Evangelist
chastised the senator for his inability to distinguish mankind’s equalitgtds from
men’s inevitable inequality afondition “The truth is, the doctrine of equality in original
rights is founded uponlamited, and not on universal similarity among men. All are
MEN; all rest upon the generic and central trunk of a common humanity, a common
nature as intellectual and moral beings, a common origin and relation asahees of
God. Itis not necessary to be a Senator in order to be a man; neither is it ggoessar
have a white skin, or an expanded intellect.” This universality of natural rights was
necessary, explained the editor, given the transience of circumstance anbj#céve
lens through which human conditions could be viewed. Strength, intelligence, wealth,
and beauty were all fragile foundations for the enjoyment of personal freeBssertial
humanity as the basis and criterion of rights, is compatible with a grestyvarthe
condition of beings.” Without this foundation, “the whole doctrine of rights is a mere
fiction. . . . Even the Senator from Indiana might justly be a freeman one moment, and a
bondsman the next, but for that equality of right which he spurns, and whose assertion in

the Declaration of Independence he calls a ‘self-evidentie.”
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Getting Right with the Founders

Republicans and northern Democrats each accused the other of misrepresenting
the intentions of the founding fathers who signed the Declaration of Independence.
According to Douglas, the Declaration was not a grand statement of univeeskdrh. It
merely proclaimed that Americans, having been denied their inalienable agBtritish
subjects, were justified in their repudiation of the British crown. Less thamiownths
after the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, Douglas attendeith afawly
celebration at Philadelphia’s Independence Square. After listening tdad oéthe
Declaration, the Little Giant spoke for over an hour, defending his measamethgr
triumph in the American people’s original and continuing struggle for self-goestam
Nothing that occurred in the following years shook him from this conviction. As he told
Senator Seward in response to the New Yorker’s defense of the Topeka Gonstitut
1856, he would not sacrifice “the political and constitutional rights of twentyommsllof
white people for the benefit of three millions of negrdeBdllowing his return to the
Senate in 1859, Douglas expounded on the conformity of popular sovereignty in the
territories with the American colonies’ struggle for self-government @amgthy
exposition he wrote fadarper’s MagazineWith the assistance of the historian George
Bancroft, he presented the resolutions of colonial assemblies and the FireeGi@nhti
Congress to prove that “the Declaration of Independence was founded and the battles of
the Revolution were fought” for Americans’ exclusive right to pass legslativolving
“all local and internal concerns, slavery included.” It was not the rightsaaffor which

they fought, but rather “the inalienable right of local self-government.” Cuesely, the
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Republicans’ broad misinterpretation of the Constitutional provision giving Congeess t
right to make “all needful rules and regulations for the territories”amasogous to the
tyranny of the British Parliament as expressed in the Declaratary Ac

Whether Douglas’s logic convinced many readers is open to debate. Robert
Johannsen doubts that it did, noting that the Little Giant’s reasoning was tediidis,
and contrived, and by attempting to frame it as a historical precedent, mayydtave
hurt popular sovereignty’s appeal as a practical solution. Nevertheless, othemnorthe
Democrats offered similar historical arguments. The Democratic BaRgnnsylvania
resolved that popular sovereignty extended to the territories “the rule of &agliaxact
justice to all men,’ of all sections of the confederacy, which was desynihe framers
of our government, and which was defined as one of its essential principles by the
immortal Jefferson.” The Republican insistence that their policy agrebdhvait of
Jefferson was “an old fraud,” announced the Democratic Club of Syracuse, New York.
Treating the territories as “infants” rather than self-governing conmnes was in
opposition to the “doctrine of Jefferson and Jackdon.”

Given this inclusion of black slavery in the prerogatives of a self-governing
majority, Douglas, like Chief Justice Taney, contended that the founders had never
dreamed of including blacks under the rubric of “all men.” They had referred only to
“men of European birth and European descent.” This, he maintained, was amply proven
by their actions.He repeatedly asked whether Jefferson could possibly have meant to
declare that his own African bondsmen, “which he held and treated as property, were
created his equals by divine law.” If he had, would he not stand guilty of violating God’s

law every day of his life by holding them as slaves? Jefferson had irefactie owner
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of over 175 slaves when he wrote the Declaration, and he made little effortrioigata

them over the course of his life or upon his death. For Douglas, the answerawvas cle
Jefferson had not intended to include blacks among those men who were “created equal”
and therefore entitled to self-government. He noted that neither Jefferson mbhany
slaveholding delegate had emancipated his bondsmen during the Revolution.
Furthermore, when the Declaration was signed, slavery was legal in el@mny,avhich

meant that every delegate represented a slaveholding constituencyotAnglling to

have it said,” Douglas demanded, “that every man who signed the Declaration of
Independence declared the negro his equal, and then was hypocrite enough to continue to
hold him as a slave, in violation of what he believed to be the divine law?” This was
precisely what Republicans were doing, he insisted—charging the sigrniees of

Declaration with abject hypocrisy.

While Douglas viewed the Declaration as an endorsement of self-govermment f
those of European descent, Republicans viewed it as a palladium of individual liberty,
regardless of race. At their first national convention, held at Philadelphia in 1856, the
new party resolved that “the maintenance of the principles promulgated in the
Declaration of Independence and embodied in the Federal Constitution areabssenti
the preservation of our Republican institutions.” Therefore, “with our Republidaersat
we hold it to be a self-evident truth that all men are endowed with the inaliendiblorig
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” It had been “the primary object” of the
national government to secure these rights to all persons “within its exclusi
jurisdiction”—which included the District of Columbia and the territories. Onlyhios/

means (restricting slavery to the states where it alreadydxisbuld Americans define
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slavery as a temporary aberration and thus maintain freedom as a natidnalAdea
Republican meeting in Brooklyn, James A. Briggs (a supporter of Salmon Chase who, in
an effort to weaken the presidential prospects of William Seward, invinedlh to

speak at Cooper Union) announced that he was a Republican “because he believed that
all men were created free and equal . . . that no man had a right to hold another man in
bondage . . . that freedom was the natural condition of every man, of every woman, and
every child on God’s eart? Congressman James Humphrey of New York likewise
observed that the Republican platform rested on the Declaration of Independence. He
then predicted that America was about to face “the conflict of the centurychwiuuld
decide whether the United States was to be a slave nation or a free"hittiomphrey’s
colleague in the House, Anson Burlingame, struck at Douglas’s conception of the
Declaration as a guarantee of self-government for political comrasittit not a

promise of universal human liberty. “We hold that this government was not formed to
protect the rights of States alone, but the great rights of fian.”

In respect to the argument that the founders could not have included a race they
held as slaves, Lincoln, as noted in chapter one, argued that Douglas’s logic dnmunte
“nothing at all.” The Declaration of Independence was not a reflection dfyreahn
edict of emancipation. Acquiescing in the existence of slavery where dlveasly
entrenched had been a matter of unavoidable necessity. However, the Declastion
expression of the ideal of universal liberty, and should therefore serve asna amaki
guide for the nation’s future. As for the argument that Jefferson’s proclamation of
“equality” contradicted the obvious reality that some men were superior to,athers

true, as Pauline Maier has suggested, that Jefferson’s language wadeet as it
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could have been. The phrase “all men are created equal” was not directly linked to t
enumeration of inalienable rights—"life, liberty, and the pursuit of happirféaset
despite those who would dismiss it as a ridiculous proclamation that all meeguaite

in condition, the Declaration’s defense of “equality” applied only to these naiyintd.

It applied to all (at least in theory), transcending the vagaries of condition and
circumstance, and thus ensuring the self-evidence of each individual’s libertiesChar
Sumner agreed:

The primal truth of the equality of men, as proclaimed in our Declaration of
Independence, has been assailed, and this great charter of our country edscredit
Sir, you and | will soon pass away, but that will continue to stand, above
impeachment or question. The Declaration of Independence was a Declaration of
Rights, and the language employed, though general in its character, must
obviously be restrained within the design and sphere of a Declaration of Rights,
involving no such absurdity as was attributed to it yesterday by the Senator from
Indiana [John Pettit]. Sir, it is a palpable fact that men are not born equal in
physical strength or in mental capacities, in beauty of form or health of body
These mortal cloaks of flesh differ, as do these worldly garments. Dyersi
inequality, in these respects, is the law of creation. But, as God is no regpecter
persons, and as all are equal in his sight, whether Dives or Lazarus, anaster
slave, so are all equal in natural inborn rights; and pardon me if | say it is a vain
sophism to adduce in argument against this vital axiom of Liberty the physical or
mental inequalities by which men are characterized, or the unhappy degradation
to which, in violation of a common brotherhood, they are doomed. To deny the
Declaration of Independence is to rush on the bosses of the shield of the
Almighty, which, in all respects, the supporters of this measure seentto do.

It was in this spirit that Lincoln pointedly reminded Douglas that Jefferson, iheoug
slaveholder, had “used the strong language that ‘he trembled for his couatrjhe/h
remembered that God was just.” By this reasoning, the acceptance of 'slavery
expansion and indefinite continuation, either through the indifference of popular
sovereignty or an explicit defense of the institution, was contrary to thegesici

espoused by the founding fathers and inimical to the liberty of the American people.
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For these reasons, antislavery northerners adamantly denied that theivfeanbve
was dangerous or novel. They saw themselves as the political heirs of the founding
fathers. Like Washington, Jefferson, and Adams, they were combatants iertia et
struggle between freedom and tyranny. Southerners may have echoed therarglut
generation’s hostility to distant and arbitrary government, but unlike the foutioeys
feared centralized government as a threataweeryrather than liberty. Henry Wilson
offered a litany of quotations to prove that the framers of the American government
considered slavery to be incompatible with the legacy of the Revolution. Washington
“wished as much as any man living to see slavery abolished by legislatharity.”
Franklin regarded slavery as “an atrocious debasement of human naturesbividle
father of the Constitution, pronounced slavery “a dreadful calamity,” andhbedht it
wrong to admit in the Constitution the idea that there could be property in man.”
Gouverneur Morris, who edited the final document, denounced slavery as “a nefarious
institution.” Luther Martin believed that “God was Lord of all, viewing with ecpyed
the poor African slave and his American master;” and he would “authorize theaGene
Government to make such regulations as should be most advantageous for the gradual
abolition of slavery and the emancipation of the slaves which were alredoy $tates.”
George Mason declared that slavery produced “the most pernicious effecnoers;’
that “every master of slaves is born a petty tyrant;” and that “it brought tbe ctr
Heaven on a country®

Notwithstanding their differences on immediatism, both abolitionists and
Republicans embraced the argument that antislavery constituted a rehtveal

founders’ policy. As early as 1845, Salmon Chase had insisted that the new Libgrty Pa
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was actually “the Liberty party of 1776 revived.” Indeed, it was the sametpattizad
struggled throughout history against “the party of false conservatism aedysI&

Fifteen years later, James Doolittle proudly exclaimed that the RepuBlardy “stands
today upon precisely the principles of the old Republican party of Thomas Jefferson,”
The New YorkTribunepointedly noted that “the doctrines of Jefferson” had found their
natural home in the Republican Party. And according to the abolitionist Henrahighl
Garnett, the endorsement of equal rights in the Declaration of Independence ‘&eolld |
the framers of it, were they now living, to fight in our caude.”

Not surprisingly, Republicans and northern Democrats were somewhat selective
in their use of the founders’ legacy. Douglas pointed to the Ordinance of 1784, which he
deemed the “Jeffersonian Plan” for the territories, as a philosophical p@totythe
Kansas-Nebraska Act (in that the ordinance granted settlers full contrahewreswn
internal policies). Yet he quickly brushed aside Jefferson’s proposal thatvall ne
territories, North and South, should be closed to slavery after 1800, a proposal that, much
to Jefferson’s regret, had fallen one vote short of passage. Republicans, on the other hand,
repeatedly pointed to the Northwest Ordinance, which had prohibited slavery in all the
territory the national government had controlled in 1787 (a point Douglas conspicuously
ignored in hiHarper’s article). In addition to Douglas’s frequent reminder that the
founders had made no effort to eliminate slavery, or even to emancipate theirwegn sla
when they signed the Declaration of Independence, other Democrats were quiek to not
that it was Jefferson who had acquired Louisiana, and had signed the measurg allowin
slavery in the new territory. Furthermore, it was the same Thomassdeffeho had

lamented the creation of an artificial dividing line between free and favity—the
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very line that the Kansas-Nebraska Act had abolished. It therefore stoaddao that
Jefferson’s language in the Declaration contained “a full and complete emeéotsef

popular sovereignt$’

American Scripture?

Douglas may have been on firmer historical ground than Lincoln realizedeor ca
to admit. As Philip Detweiler pointed out almost fifty years ago, and asiedudkier has
noted more recently, the founders spent surprisingly little time debatinglvehat t
Declaration’s preamble actually meant. “Attention centered upon the conetd$ien
announcement of independence.” In one of the first histories of the Revolution, David
Ramsay wrote in 1789 that the Declaration was essentially “the act of ted colonies
for separating themselves from the government of Great-Britain"—a @ourtw that,
according to Detweiler, prevailed in most of the histories and textbooks produced in
Jefferson’s lifetime. Consequently, the modern historian who would assehéhgirase
“all men” was understood by the delegates to the Continental Congress to infriada A
slaves “has a fragile foundation on which to bufltl.”

In fact, the Declaration as a whole received relatively littlentitie in the fifteen
years after its promulgation. Because Jefferson was known to be an excetiemt-amnd
a miserable debater—Congress gave him the task of composing a documeahthat m
saw as little more than an ornamental formality. Although it was signiferanigh to
shift Independence Day from July 2 (when Congress approved Richard Henry Lee’s

resolution dissolving the colonies’ political ties with Britain) to July 4, it woushséhat
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the Declaration itself was quickly forgotten after it had served its purfasky. Fourth
of July orations rarely invoked it. Its wording was not incorporated into arey stat
constitution prior to that of Wisconsin in 1848. The delegates to the Constitutional
Convention largely ignored it, as did the authorSloé Federalist PaperdNor did the
Antifederalists appeal to the Declaration in their protests against th&tGims>

The Declaration soon gained new life, however, with the development of party
politics in the 1790s. Prior to this time, it was not widely known that Jefferson was the
principal author. Most Americans thought of it as the work of the entire Conguss (
unfairly, considering the revisions to Jefferson’s original draft). Buetisrdon became
the leader of the Republican opposition, the Declaration became an indelible part of his
legacy, both in the eyes of his supporters and his critics. The former laudedadésfers
words as the seminal expression of the nation’s political philosophy. In termalame
to Lincoln’s interpretation, Republican newspapers suggested that thedflenlahould
be celebrated not only “as affecting the separation of one country from thecpiwisaf
another; but as being the result of a rational discussion and definition of the rights of
man, and the end of civil governmeft.Federalists, on the other hand, denounced
Jefferson as a revolutionary pro-French demagogue and a howling atheist. And they
dismissed the Declaration as a fanatical anti-British screed. AanStmNewman has
demonstrated, Federalists often celebrated Washington’s birthday in Ireifedarth of
July. Others attempted to downplay Jefferson’s importance. When John Marshall
recounted the drafting of the Declaration inlhife of George Washingtohe consigned
Jefferson (then the sitting president) to a footRdteurthermore, given the obvious

influence of John Locke’Second Treatisen Jefferson’s ideas and phrasing, some
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Federalists hinted that the Sage of Monticello was little more than a pdagiadi
suggested that it was Locke who truly deserved credit for the Declaration of
Independence.

But once Republicans gained the political ascendancy with Jefferson’siaoces
to the White House in 1801, they were in a position to write the Declaration’s legacy on
their own terms. In her influentidistory of the Rise, Progress, and Termination of the
American RevolutignMercy Otis Warren lavished praise on this “celebrated paper,”
which had “done so much honor . . . to the genius and heart of the gentleman who drew
it.” She believed the Declaration should be “read by the rising youth of the demeri
states, as a palladium of which they should never lose sight.” Its principles we
“grounded on the natural equality of man, their right of adopting their own modes of
government, the dignity of the people, and that sovereignty which cannot be ceded either
to representatives or to kings.” Perhaps not surprisingly, Jefferson was weddpleish
this “truthful account,” and promptly ordered copies for himself and his entire cabinet.

This was the legacy of the Declaration that gained widespread atoepfter
the Treaty of Ghent. According to Maier, it was the second generation ofcamemwho,
finding themselves somehow lacking in comparison to their fathers, lifted ther&temh
up to the status of “American scripture.” As part of this effort, Congresscssioned
the artist John Trumbull to paint a grand (and ultimately ahistorical) tableau of the
signing ceremony, which was later exhibited in several easternlitiese its final
installation in the Capitol rotunda. Publishers also catered to the public’s intéres
biographies of the signers, of whom only four were still alive in 1820: William Floyd,

Charles Carroll, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson. In its appraisal of one such work,
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theNorth American RevieWweaped encomiums on both the book and its subject: “The
declaration of Independence—a national monument, not more lasting than brass, but as
durable in its effects and associations, as the republic itself and the nasedofi—
still deserves every illustration, which documents, tradition, or the arts foad. 4f’

The Declaration also assumed a special place because, in the end, it was the only
national document that proclaimed the inalienable rights of man, making it a much
sought-after ally to those battling injustice. It was this legacyttimabln and the new

Republican Party appealed to in the 1850s.

Excluding Africans

Lincoln was correct when he observed that some southerners had denied the truth
of the Declaration “for a period of years” prior to Pettit's “shameful” ptoro@ment that
it was “a self-evident lie.” But he was wrong to accuse Douglas and Béheyng the
first to assail it “in the sneaking way of pretending to believe it and theniagsedid
not include the Negro.” Indeed, Douglas missed an opportunity to severely embarrass hi
opponent after Lincoln announced that it would be “a matter of great astonishmeifit to me
if it could be shown that a single American had ever attempted to exclude btankisér
Declaration prior to the Kansas-Nebraska Zct.

In fact the congressional debates of 1819-1820 included arguments quite similar
to those made by Democrats and Republicans over three decades later.alknaelgd
based his amendment to the Missouri enabling bill on the Declaration of Independence.

In terms similar to Lincoln’s, he warned his colleagues that “the eyes op&wvere
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upon them: “You boast of the freedom of your Constitution and your laws; you have
proclaimed, in the Declaration of Independence, ‘That all men are createptegutidey
are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that antbegstare life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness;” and yet you have slaves in your cotinfwd

days later, Timothy Fuller of Massachusetts argued that the acceptatasenf s the
South had been a necessary exception to the “republican principle.” Any attempt to
extend slavery past its present limits would therefore violate the clads® in t
Constitution that guaranteed a republican form of government to the states. And in his
view, it was the Declaration that provided “a definition of the basis of republican
government.® By this logic, the founders had effectively quarantined slavery as a
temporary evil, allowing the Declaration to remain as the foundation of Aameri

society. An antislavery memorial from Connecticut also conceded that tiogopeiof

the Declaration had been “waived” in regard to those states where slaeadyalr

existed. “But this was done in the spirit of compromise,” it reminded Congress. “The
original principle which was avowed in the Declaration of Independence revivdigisn a
primitive force, with reference to any new States which may be admittethmt

Union.”*

In response to this reasoning, some southerners began to dismiss the Dedaration’
impact on American life. Senator William Pinkney of Maryland presaged @dpPettit's
interpretation when he observed that “the self-evident truths announced in the
Declaration of Independence are not truths at all, if taken liter&lliohn Randolph
expressed the same sentiment as he looked back upon the Missouri controversy in 1826.

Invoking the Declaration was dangerous business, he argued. Taken to its logical
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extreme, it meant that “all men are born free and equal.” This he could not abidbg"f
best of all reasons, because it is not true.” In his mind, the Declaration welg ene
“fanfaronade of abstractiond™

Unbeknownst to Lincoln, southerners had also attempted to exclude blacks from
the term “all men.” Don Fehrenbacher goes so far as to argue that, 2fletHe&vast
majority of Americans subscribed to the southern interpretation that the &rriaof
Independence did not proclaim universal human rights, “but rather applied to whites
alone.” In the course of the debates over Missouri’s admission, Senator Jabws B&
Virginia, exasperated by northern invocations of the Declaration, demanded: lé¢ha
that to do with this question? Who were the parties—the slaves? . . . Did it enter into any
human mind that it had the least reference to this species of popul&tionrar
southerners presaged Douglas’s argument that the Declaration waaraegiaf self-
government for whites only, with black slavery as a legitimate subject ofitgaple.
Congressman Louis McLane of Delaware announced his concurrence with the
Declaration’s principles, but denied that Africans were included: “The Reeolfound
them in a state of servitude, the acknowledgment of our actual independetizenteso,
and the Constitution of the United States perpetuated their condition.” He mairttzane
the principle of “equality” should be extended to the white citizens of Missouri, thus
granting them the right to choose their own institutions as they s&wrfithe same vein,
Congressman John Tyler of Virginia, later the tenth president of the United, State
expressed his love for the principle of equality “as an abstract truth,” but did restebeli
it could be appliedh extensoTherefore, since Congress could not raise the black man to

the same level as the white (constitutionally or otherwise), it should agleasntee the
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political equality of white Americans. “Extend an equality to the people afdvis,” he
implored. “Place them upon a footing with the people of New York, Connecticut, and of
the other states.” This “equality” did not pertain to life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness, but rather to the people’s right “to alter, to amend, [or] to abolish their
constitutions.?® A future vice president, Senator Richard M. Johnson of Kentucky,
agreed. The Declaration was “the foundation of all civil rights, and the palladium of our
liberties,” he averred, yet like Tyler, he interpreted these rights laedidis as the
foundation of self-government for whites alone. To him the Declaration’s overriding
principle was that “all communities stand upon an equalitifhis was precisely

Douglas’s position after 1854.

The Anti-Jefferson

Yet while the Republican interpretation of the Declaration may not have been
dominant for as long as Lincoln suggested, and while Douglas’s analysis ditl in fac
antecede the Kansas-Nebraska Act, it was not disingenuous to contend that Bouglas’
measure constituted a dangerous turning point. The principle of popular sovereignty, as
applied to black slavery, was an ipso facto qualification of the principle of universal
liberty. And Douglas presented Kansas-Nebraska as thaatsmal policyfor
addressing slavery’s expansion.

Accordingly, Lincoln and other Republicans pilloried Douglas as a traitor to

Jeffersonian principles. “I understand you are preparing to celebrdkeotiréh,”
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Lincoln told a Springfield audience in 1857. “What for? The doings of that day had no
reference to the present.”
But | suppose you will celebrate, and will even go as far as to read the
Declaration. Suppose, after you read it once in the old-fashioned way, you read it
once more with Judge Douglas’s version. It will then run thus: “We hold these
truths to be self-evident, that all British subjects who were on this continent
eighty-one years ago, were created equal to all British subjects born and then
residing in Great Britain.”
And now | appeal to all—to Democrats as well as others—are you redilygwil
that the Declaration shall thus be frittered away?—thus left no more, at most tha
an interesting memorial of the dead past?—thus shorn of its vitality andtaract
value, and left without the germ or even the suggestion of the individual rights of
man in it?®
Less than a month after Douglas’s nomination for president by the northern wing of his
party, a Wisconsin editor likewise presented this “new Declaration of Indapeeides a
limited and ultimately capricious guarantee of individual freedom. “We holeé tineths
to be self-evident: that the European race on this continent, and their descendants, and
emigrants who shall come here, are created equal . . . We hold this truth to be equally
self-evident: that negroes, the Chinese, the Indians, the Japanese, and all other inferi
races, should have every right, every privilege, every immunity, consigtarthe safety
and welfare of the State; and each State and Territory must decide faastszlthe
nature and extent of those rights, privileges and immunitfes.”
In a rousing speech later that summer, Senator Carl Schurz contrasted the
Jeffersonian view of the Declaration as a great manifesto of human kiagrty
Douglas’s less-inspired analysis. In the latter, the Declaration wasgetiure than a
“diplomatic dodge” intended to secure foreign support by inveigling “noble-hearted

fools” with disingenuous protestations of Americans’ devotion to human freedom. Schurz

therefore argued that it was Douglas, not the Republicans, who had maligned the
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founders as “a batch of artful pettifoggers,” “accomplished humbuggers,” and

slaveholding hypocrites who had said one thing and meant another. “There is your grea
American Revolution,” he exclaimed, “no longer the great champion of universal
principles, but a mean Yankee trick.” He then suggested that if the authors of the
Declaration could rise from their graves they would surely have some choicefarords

the Little Giant. Jefferson, “his lips curled with the smile of contempt,” dbelheard to

say “Sir, you may abuse us as much as you please, but have the goodness to sgare us wit
your vindications of our character and motives.” In the end, Schurz assured his audience
that the progressive ideas of the Declaration would prevail. Because only those with a

dull or disordered mind could fail to understand its principles, it was in vain “for

demagogism to raise its short arms against the truth of higfory.”

A People’s Contest

The belief that individual liberty depended on universal liberty persisted through
the 1860 presidential campaign and its aftermath. A particularly dramatiemdook
place in May at the Republican national convention in Chicago. Although Don
Fehrenbacher and Eric Foner have disputed the view that the new party platform wa
substantively less radical than the 1856 version (the declaration that slavery could not
constitutionally exist in any territory remained in place), the dedsgdid attempt to
soften their condemnation of slavery in order to appeal to moderate northerners,
particularly in Pennsylvania, Indiana, and lllinois. They dropped the refer@stavery

and polygamy as “twin relics of barbarism,” denounced John Brown'’s raid on Harpers
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Ferry as “the gravest of crimes,” and affirmed “the right of each staieder and control
its own domestic institutions'” The platform committee also eliminated the party’s 1856
endorsement of the Declaration of Independence. Incensed by what he peasaave
craven surrender of principles, Joshua R. Giddings blamed Horace Greeley fovihi
insidious effort” to muffle the party’s invocation of the rights of man. He promptly
introduced an amendment stating “that the maintenance of the principle promuigated i
the Declaration of Independence . . . is essential to the preservation of our republican
institutions.” The amendment was rejected, whereupon Giddings moved to exit time hall i
a show of opposition. “It seemed to me,” said George William Curtis, “that thts syir
all the martyrs to freedom were marching out of the convention behind the venerable
form of that indignant and outraged old man.” Curtis then rose to renew Giddings’
motion, which provoked an enthusiastic response from the convention. According to a
witness who recounted the scene inBloston Heraldwenty years later, Curtis “spoke
as with a tongue of fire in [the Declaration’s] support, daring the represestat the
party of freedom, meeting on the borders of the free prairies in a hall dedx#ted t
advancement of liberty, to reject the doctrine of the Declaration of Independenc
affirming the equality and defining the rights of man.” His speech ‘if@la spark upon
tinder,” and the convention adopted the amendment with deafening shouts of affproval.
Following Lincoln’s election, northerners were quick to note the absurdity of
southern secession as a “revolution” in the defense of human bondage. Yet many
southerners did in fact couch their arguments in the language of 1776. “The tea has been
thrown overboard,” proclaimed tt@&harleston Mercury“The revolution of 1860 has

been initiated* TheNew Orleans Picayunebserved that the Confederacy was “acting
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over again the history of the American Revolution of 178 his inaugural address,
Jefferson Davis announced that the South had “merely asserted the right which the
Declaration of Independence of July 4, 1776 defined to be ‘inaliendbledeed,

according to South Carolina’s “Declaration of the Causes of Secession,” theesdiad
struggled for the “right of self-government,” as expressed in the proctanmhbat the
colonies “are, and of right ought to be, free and independent states.” Not coiycidhent!
new declaration concluded with the announcement that South Carolina was “a separate
and independent Staté®”

Northerners responded to these arguments with adamant denials that the endefinit
preservation of slavery was a cause analogous to that of the American Ravoluti
Leaders from across the antislavery spectrum—from Wendell Phillips to Abraha
Lincoln—conceded that the right of revolution was undeniable when minority righés wer
consistently violated. But this was surely not the case for the South. thégmtincipal
aim of the new Confederacy directly violated the purpose of legitimatergoeat—the
preservation of life, liberty, and property. (Once again, northerners and southerners
disagreed as to whether slavery was a form of property or a denial of.)ider
highlight this point, northerners compared the goals of the founding fathers to the
secessionists’ aims. “Mr. Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence agesimthe
interest of natural rights against Established Institutions,” observedketey ork
Tribune while “Mr. Jeff. Davis’s caricature thereof is made in the interest of antunjus
outgrown, decaying Institution against the apprehended encroachments af Nataan
Rights.”’ Despite his self-proclaimed paralysis, even President Buchanan noted that

southerners had no justification for revolution, which could only be invoked against

206



intolerable oppression. William Lloyd Garrison went even farther, arguinghi&&outh
was going to war for “the subversion of the Declaration of Independence.” “Werappea
be on the eve of the oddest revolution history has yet seen,” annound&atitral Anti-
Slavery Standardt was a revolution “for the greater security of injustice, and the firme
establishment of tyranny.” And while it had been disingenuously launched as aedsfens
popular liberty, it was a strictly reactionary movement, “such as has more theaseinc
up again a throne that had been toppled down, and brought back a discarded monarch.”
Thus the new Confederacy would be “one of the most horrible despotisms that ever
blackened the earth, for the white man as well as the bffck.”

But while Republicans and northern Democrats both denounced secession, their
motivations reflected their divergent views on the nature of America’s exgerin
popular government. Douglas continued to condemn Republicans for their racial
fanaticism and political inflexibility, yet he would ultimately sustdiarh in their
opposition to disunion. Alan Guelzo has recently observed that Douglas and his
supporters “knew no law but tivex populi—a law that secession put at riskWhen a
political party comes to power through a fair democratic process, the tyjmarimatter
how disaffected, is obliged to acquiesce. If it does not, popular government becomes an
untenable proposition. As Locke had explained inSbeond Treatis€if the consent of
the majority shall not in reason be received as the act of the whole, and conclude every
individual, nothing but the consent of every individual can make any thing to be the act
of the whole. But such a consent is next impossible ever to be had.” Consequently, when
individuals refused to submit to the determination of the majority, government would

“signify nothing,” and men would then return to the state of naflirsncoln made
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precisely the same argument when he noted in his first inaugural address that
secessionists necessarily flew to anarchy or despotism. In shorsiseegsuld prove to
the world that the American experiment in popular government had been a faitlire, a
that democracy simply did not work.

Yet Republicans, unlike northern Democrats, defended the American union as the
exemplar of majority ruleircumscribed by the universal rights of m&respite
Douglas’s constant appeals to self-government, popular sovereignty violated that
principle by tolerating the indefinite continuation of human slavery. “When the whit
man governs himself, that is self-government,” Lincoln explained, “but when hengove
himself and also governs another man, that is more than self-government—that is
despotism.” Therefore, as he would later observe in the Gettysburg Addressirithiad
fathers had not only created a government of the people, by the people, and for the
people, but one “dedicated to the proposition that all men are created @qual.”

The fate of the Declaration of Independence was clearly on Lincoln’s mimel as
made his way by train from Springfield to Washington in February 1861. After an
exhausting journey, and a seemingly endless succession of expectant crowds, the
president-elect found renewed inspiration as he traveled through the scenesiodAme
revolution. Speaking at the New Jersey state assembly in Trenton, he recasinted hi
boyhood fascination with the “struggles for the liberties of the country” and, ticuar,
Washington’s victory against the Hessians in the winter of 1776. “I recollect thinking
then, boy even though | was, that there must have been something more than common
that those men struggled for.” That something was not national independence alone, he

maintained, but rather an “original idea” that “held out a great promisel’ noaakind.
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He then expressed the hope that he could serve as a “humble instrument” in the current
struggle to maintain that principle and perpetuate the liberties of the Amegcale’?

On February 22, Washington’s birthday, Lincoln woke up at Philadelphia’s
Continental House and prepared for his first visit to Independence Hall. The ¢rouble
state of the country had been dramatically confirmed the night before whemi¢ked
Seward, the son of the incoming secretary of state, had arrived with a atidrig
father and General Scott. The letter corroborated the private detedivéikerton’s
discovery that southern sympathizers in Baltimore had hatched a well-oyplorzéo
kill the president-elect as he traveled by carriage through the ckpitBe¢he heightened
alarm, Lincoln refused to forgo his scheduled engagements. Standing bgfoféiaéls
in the hallowed hall where the Continental Congress had declared America’s
independence, he expressed his “deep emotion” and determination to maintain the
foundation of American liberty. He noted that “all the political sentimentserm
have been drawn, so far as | have been able to draw them, from the sentiments which
originated in and were given to the world from this hall. | have never had rgfeel
politically, that did not spring from the sentiments embodied in the Declaration of
Independence.” As he had done at Trenton, Lincoln then pondered the dangers faced by
the Congress and the Continental Army and asked what “great principle or iddzlta
the country together for so long. “It was not the mere matter of separation ofdhes
from the motherland,” as Douglas had argued, “but that sentiment in the Denlafat
Independence which gave liberty not alone to the people of this country, but hope to all

the world, for all future time.” It was a promise “that in due time the teig/ould be
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lifted from the shoulders of all men, and that all should have an equal chance. This is the
sentiment embodied in the Declaration of Independetice.”

“Now, my friends,” he asked in conclusion, “can this country be saved on that
basis? If it can, | will consider myself one of the happiest men in the wadrbduf help
to save it. If it cannot be saved upon that principle, it will be truly awful. Butsf thi
country cannot be saved without giving up that principle. . . .” He paused. “I was about to

say | would rather be assassinated on this spot than surrerifer it.”
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AFTERWORD

In the century and a half since Lincoln stood in Independence Hall, Americans
have struggled to comprehend the reasons why the United States careened oitalfratri
conflict. It is obvious to most that slavery, as Lincoln stated, was “somehevcalise of
the war. One can easily discern slavery’s integral role in southeaslibeth an
economic and a social institution. However, northern hostility to the institution has
proven much more difficult to explain. Historians have offered numerous interpretations
in an effort to answer a seemingly straightforward question: What d&legince did
southern slavery have for most northerners? The result has been fruitful, but nigt entire
satisfying.

These interpretive frustrations may explain the appeal of the ethnocultural
analysis. Unlike slavery, foreign immigration was an immediate and uaddedtly
visceral experience for many northerners. Given the massive influxtodlica
immigrants (and the consequent expansion of the Democratic Party), northesn Whig
were primed for revolt even before the spring of 1854. Yet while the collapse of the
Second Party System may help to explain the nation’s inability to contain sectiona
animosities, it does not explain the existence of northern animosity. Those historians

perhaps most notably Michael Holt and William Gienapp, who stress the impact of
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ethnocultural hostility and the decline of traditional economic issues haveghighl
importantcatalysts but not the fundamental causes of the Civil War.

Likewise, political partisanship may have exacerbated the conflict, but odlg ha
be said to have created it. The revisionists of the 1930s and 1940s, led by Avery Craven
and James G. Randall, argued that better statesmanship might well hae taeenar’

By this logic, the conflict was not the result of fundamental or structural preblem
American society. Yet as John Ashworth has recently noted, it makes at leasthas
sense to argue that the conflict over slavery produced the failure of stategnaasnis

does to contend that the failure of statesmanship produced the conflict over slavery. And
as tempting as it may be, one cannot assume that the vast majority of America
politicians were wholly irrational or self-aggrandizing. Lincoln, for exampisisted that

he would be content never holding political office, if only Americans would once again
place slavery on the course to ultimate extinction. Nor can moral fervor enffyci

account for the antislavery movement. Sympathy for the slaves and religroustion

may have been driving impetuses for some northerners, but not enough to significantly
influence the North as a whole.

Northerners’ economic opposition to southern bondage was undoubtedly a salient
facet of antislavery, considering the institution’s threat to free laboty ffears after its
publication, Eric Foner'sree Soil, Free Labor, Free Men remains one of the most
influential single volumes on antebellum politics, in part because its emphasis on
slavery’s threat to the North’s economic and social values provides us witittaistr

explanation of antislavery, not just an explanation of its timing or intehsity.
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Still, in the end, historians need to accept that the sum of antislavery was greate
than any of its constituent features. As | have indicated, | believe northals®rsewed
slavery as a threat to the philosophical structure of free society. Thas Was
inextricably linked to their economic opposition to slavery and to their fear of thee sla
power. Any American, of any race or ethnic background, could fall victim to the
argument that they were “inferior,” that they would be better off in a statebpdgation,
that society would be better off if they were enslaved, or that history anidmgligtified
their enslavement. In short, all the arguments Americans used to just#ydiusion of
blacks from the rights of man destroyed the self-evidence of those rights.

William H. Herndon warned that the dismissal of the Declaration of
Independence, and the concomitant argument that it was “right to enslave atilack
andwhite,” would destroy the main pillar of American liberty and set the nation on a path
toward despotism Precisely what that “despotism” would have meant for white
Americans is difficult to say, however. Most antislavery writers and palits were
inexplicit, allowing northerners to form their own conclusions. Considering that
Americans had long believed that economic monopolies and unchecked political power
were inimical to republican government, it may have been sufficient simply to point out
that slaveholders denied the universal rights of man, destroyed the dignity of labor, and
dominated the national government. As Lincoln suggested in his tribute to Jefferson, such
an arrangement would inevitably lead to an aristocracy, in which governmstetdetar
the good of the few and a rigid social hierarchy crushed the free laborer’safream

personal advancement.
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Given the arbitrary nature of proslavery rationales, and the consequent possibility
they could be employed against any vulnerable group, one might assume that
complacency and indifference toward slavery would be the greatest possibl# folly
freedom was truly a failure, as southerners insisted, and slavery was iagoleskbse
who were weak or “inferior,” it only stood to reason that, as a matter of pringiple, i
should be extended to the weak and inferior members of all races. Surrendering to
southern demands in Kansas and the West would legitimize and perpetuate these
rationales, and would therefore destroy the security of freedom’s future. Thiuerners
could ill afford to ignore the designs of the slaveocracy. Southern argumegataate
only “dangerous to you and me,” Herndon insisted, but “to the whole race of men.”
Northerners, in their “ease and comfort and fancied security,” may have beleve
was no danger that these infamous opinions would ever be popular; that there was no
danger they would ever be enforced. To this Herndon simply replied “THERE IS
DANGER,” especially when southerners found such malleable instruments (northe
Democrats) in the free states.

Abraham Lincoln, Herndon’s law partner, clearly agreed, as did many
abolitionists and northern politicians. Whether or not political speeches and newspaper
editorials can reveal the actual depth of these antislavery arguments anttieem
consciousness is certainly open to debate. But these are by far the mosttinéor
sources we have, and if the repetition of an argument by numerous individuals can be
taken as evidence of its prominence, the antislavery positions examined todiibad

a significant impact on the northern psyche. Consequently, the fear that black slavery
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posed a threat to white liberty cannot be dismissed as a mere conspiracy tltebyyahe
paranoid minority.

This threat to American liberty grew dramatically with the passadeedfansas-
Nebraska Act. Even if natural forces would have prevented the extension of atdwery
new territories, the national indifference undergirding popular soverefghigh
Douglas explicitly expressed) undermined universal liberty as a nati@aél @nly by
prohibiting the institution’s growth could Americans define it as a wrong, thereby
signifying their belief that slavery was merely a temporary anomalyatian still
dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. The promotion, or even the
toleration, of slavery’s expansion and indefinite continuation effectively vatidae
host of proslavery rationales. Consequently, Lincoln had always included Douglas and
his supporters among those who failed to see the danger of slavery and theitetbte fa
treat it as a wrong.

As the new president delivered his inaugural address, Douglas sat in the
background, holding Lincoln’s hat and expressing approval as Lincoln condemned
secession as a fatal violation of the democratic process. One can onlytepaculhat
Douglas may have thought as the president gave his views on the conflict’s origins.
Lincoln argued that the national crisis emanated from the inability to réeohei
South’s belief that slavery was right and ought to be extended with the Northf<etlie
slavery was wrong and ought to be restricted. One of the key motivations behind the
Republican Party’s effort to halt slavery’s expansion had been the desire laivanyis
northerners to signify national disapproval of the institution. Indeed, the moral and

philosophical implications of the Republican platform were not lost on southerners.
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According to theRichmond Enquirer, accepting the confinement of slavery to the states
where it already existed would be “pregnant with the admission that slawergng,

and but for the constitution should be abolisheti.ivould be tantamount to an
admission that human beings should not be reduced to bondage, regardless of their
perceived “inferiority,” their “fitness for liberty,” the alleged ¢at they posed to society,
or the historical examples of servitude. Unlike southerners and northern Desnocrat
antislavery northerners understood that these rationales were too arbitrapptdibed

to men and women of African descent. The preservation of American freedom would
therefore depend on the American people’s belief that the liberty of all nsea self-

evident truth.
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