A PORTRAIT OF THE REFORMERS

The following excerpts are taken from an article by David Donald called “Toward a Reconsideration of the Abolitionists.”  At the time this article was published Dr. Donald was a Professor of History at The Johns Hopkins University.

Introduction:


Although concerned mainly with one aspect of the reform movements – abolitionism – the David Donald essay raises questions pertinent to the whole humanitarian crusade.  Not satisfied with traditional explanations, David Donald, one of the more perceptive historians writing on the era of the Civil War, asks why humanitarian reform emerged with such vigor when it did and why Americans were more conscious of social evils in the 1830s than in any earlier decade.  In offering his own interpretation, Donald analyzes the leadership of the abolitionist cause, using the techniques of the social scientist as well as the historian.  His conclusions confirm the identification of reform with New England, but he questions the basic humanitarian impulses of the reformers – especially the abolitionists – and he places the origin of reform in the disruptions in Northern society rather than in ideas from abroad. {Copyright 1956 by David Donald.  Reprinted from Lincoln Reconsidered by David Donald, by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.}  Some additional information not in the original essay has been added in parentheses.
· In their elaborate studies of the antislavery movement, Gilbert H. Barnes and Dwight L. Dumond have pointed up some of the more immediate reasons for the rise of American abolitionism {and some of the other reform movements as well}. Many of the most important antislavery leaders fell under the influence of Charles Grandison Finney, whose revivalism set rural New York and the Western Reserve (eastern Ohio) ablaze with religious fervor and evoked “Wonderful outpourings of the Holy Spirit” throughout the North.  Not merely did Finney’s invocation of the fear of hell and the promise of heaven rouse sluggish souls to renewed religious zeal, but his emphasis upon good works and pious endeavor as steps toward salvation freed men’s minds from the bonds of arid theological controversies.  One of Finney’s most famous converts was Theodore Dwight Weld, the greatest of the Western abolitionists, “eloquent as an angel and powerful as thunder,” who recruited a band of seventy antislavery apostles, trained them in Finney’s revivalistic techniques, and sent them forth to consolidate the emancipation movement in the North.  Their greatest successes were reaped in precisely those communities where Finney’s preaching had prepared the soil.

· Most of these abolitionists (Donald selected 106 abolitionists as the hard core of the active antislavery leadership in the 1830s.) were born between 1790 and 1810, and when the first number of the Liberator was published in 1831, their median age was 29.  Abolitionism was thus a revolt of the young.

· My analysis confirms the traditional identification of radical antislavery with New England.  Although I made every effort to include Southern and Western leaders, eight-five percent of these abolitionists came from Northeastern states, sixty percent from New England, thirty percent from Massachusetts alone.  Many of the others were descended from New England families.  Only four of the leaders were born abroad or were second generation immigrants.

· The ancestors of these abolitionists are in some ways as interesting as the antislavery leaders themselves.  In the biographies of their more famous descendants certain standard phrases recur: “of a serious, pious household.” The parents of the leaders generally belonged to a clearly defined stratum of society.  Many were preachers, doctors, or teachers; some were farmers and a few were merchants; but only three were manufacturers (and two of these on a very small scale), none was a banker, and only one was an ordinary day laborer.  Virtually all the parents were staunch Federalists.

· These families were neither rich nor poor, and it is worth remembering that among neither extreme did abolitionism flourish. The abolitionist could best appeal to “the substantial men” of the community, thought Weld, and not to “the aristocracy and fashionable worldliness” that remained aloof from reform.

· In New York, antislavery was strongest in those counties which had once been economically dominant but which by the 1830s, though still prosperous, had relatively fallen behind their more advantageously situated neighbors.  As young men the fathers of abolitionists had been leaders of their communities and states; in their old age they were elbowed aside by the merchant prince, the manufacturing tycoon, the corporation lawyer.

· If the abolitionists were descendants of old and distinguished New England families, it is scarcely surprising to find among them an enthusiasm for higher education.  The women in the movement could not, of course, have much formal education, nor could the three Negroes here included, but of the eight-nine white male leaders, at least fifty-three attended college, university, or theological seminary.  In the East, Harvard and Yale were the favored schools; in the West, Oberlin; but in any case the training was usually of the traditional liberal arts variety.

· For an age of chivalry and repression there was an extraordinary proportion of women in the abolitionist movement.  Fourteen of these leaders were women who defied the convention that the female’s place was at the fireside, not in the forum, and appeared publicly as antislavery apostles.  The Grimke sisters of South Carolina were the most famous of these, but most of the antislavery heroines came from New England.

· It is difficult to tabulate the religious affiliations of antislavery leaders.  Most were troubled by spiritual discontent, and they wandered from one sect to another seeking salvation.  It is quite clear, however, that there was a heavy Congregational-Presbyterian and Quaker preponderance.  There were many Methodists, some Baptists, but very few Unitarians, Episcopalians, or Catholics.

· Only one of these abolitionist leaders seems to have had much connection with the rising industrialism of the 1830s, and only thirteen of the entire group were born in any of the principal cities of the United States.  Abolition was distinctly a rural movement, and throughout the crusade many of the antislavery leaders seemed to feel an instinctive antipathy toward the city.  Weld urged his following: “Let the great cities alone; they must be burned down by back fires.  The springs to touch in order to move them lie in the country.” 

· In general the abolitionists had little sympathy or understanding for the problems of an urban society.  Reformers though they were, they were men of conservative economic views.  Living in an age of growing industrialization, of tenement congestion, of sweatshop oppression, not one of them can properly be identified with the labor movement of the 1830s.  Most would agree with Garrison, who denounced labor leaders for trying to “inflame the minds of our working classes against the more opulent.” The suffering of laborers during periodic depressions aroused little sympathy among abolitionists.  As Emerson remarked tartly, “Do not tell me. . .of my obligation to put all poor men in good situations.  Are they my poor? I tell thee, thou foolish philanthropist, that I grudge the dollar, the dime, the cent I give to such men.”

· Actually it is clear that abolitionists were not so much hostile to labor as indifferent to it.  The factory worker represented an alien and unfamiliar system toward which the antislavery leaders felt no kinship or responsibility.  Sons of the old New England of Federalism, farming, and foreign commerce, the reformers did not fit into a society that was beginning to be dominated by a bourgeoisie based on manufacturing and trade.  Thoreau’s bitter comment, “We do not ride on the railroads; they ride on us,” was more than the acid side of a man whose privacy at Walden had been invaded; it was the reaction of a class whose leadership had been discarded. (Manufacturers were criticized, not for exploiting their labor, but for changing the character and undermining the morality of old New England.)

· Reformers did not object to ordinary acquisition of money.  It was instead that “eagerness to amass property” which made a man “selfish, unsocial, mean, tyrannical, and but a nominal Christian” that seemed so wrong.  It is worth noting that abolitionist Lewis Tappan (who was not at the convocation), in his numerous examples of the vice of excessive accumulation, found this evil stemming from manufacturing and banking, and never from farming or foreign trade – in which last occupation Tappan himself flourished.

· Tappan, like Emerson, was trying to uphold the old standards and to protest against the easy morality of the new age. “This invasion of Nature by Trade with its Money, its Credit, its Steam, its Railroads,” complained Emerson, “threatens to upset the balance of man, and establish a new universal monarchy more tyrannical than Babylon or Rome.”  Calmly Emerson welcomed the panic of 1837 as a wholesome lesson to the new monarchs of manufacturing:  “I see good in such emphatic and universal calamity.”

· Jacksonian democracy, whether considered a labor movement or a triumph of laissez-faire capitalism, obviously had little appeal for the abolitionist conservative.  As far as can be determined, only one of these abolitionist leaders was a Jacksonian; nearly all were strong Whigs.  Not merely the leaders but their followers as well seem to have been hostile to Jacksonian democracy, for it is estimated that fifty-nine out of sixty Massachusetts abolitionists belonged to the Whig Party.  Jacksonian Democrats recognized the opposition of the abolitionists and accused the leaders of using slavery to distract public attention from more immediate problems at home.  “The abolitionists of the North have mistaken the color of the American slaves,” Theophilus Fisk wrote tartly; “all the real Slaves in the United States have pale faces. . .I will venture to affirm that there are more slaves in Lowell (MA) and Nashua (NH) alone than can be found South of the Potomac.”

· Here, then, is a composite portrait of abolitionist leadership.  Descended from old and socially dominant Northeastern families, reared in a faith of aggressive piety and moral endeavor, educated for conservative leadership, these young men and women who reached maturity in the 1830s faced a strange and hostile world.  Social and economic leadership was being transferred from the country to the city, from the farmer to the manufacturer, from the preacher to the corporation attorney.  Too distinguished a family, too gentle an education, too nice a morality were handicaps in a bustling world of business.  Expecting to lead, these young people found no followers.  They were an elite without function, a displaced class in American society.

· Some – like Daniel Webster – made their terms with the new order and lent their talents and their family names to the greater glorification of the god of trade.  But many of the young men were unable to overcome their traditional disdain for the new money-grubbing class that was beginning to rule.  In these plebeian days they could not be successful in politics; family tradition and education prohibited idleness; and agitation allowed the only chance for personal and social self-fulfillment.

· If the young men were aliens in the new industrial society, the young women felt equally lost.  Their mothers had married preachers, doctors, teachers and had become dominant moral forces in their communities.  But in rural New England of the 1830s the westward exodus had thinned the ranks of eligible suitors, and because girls of distinguished families hesitated to work in the cotton mills, more and more turned to school teaching and nursing and other socially useful but unrewarding spinster tasks.  The women, like the men, were ripe for reform.

· They did not support radical economic reforms because fundamentally these young men and women had no serious quarrel with the capitalistic system of private ownership and control of property. What they did question, and what they did rue, was the transfer of leadership to the wrong groups in society, and their appeal for reform was a strident call for their own class to re-exert its former social dominance.  Some fought for prison reform; some for women’s rights; some for world peace; but ultimately most came to make that natural identification between moneyed aristocracy, textile manufacturing, and Southern slave-grown cotton.  An attack on slavery was their best, if quite unconscious, attack upon the new industrial system.

· With all its dangers and all its sacrifices, membership in a movement like abolitionism, offered these young people a chance for a reassertion of their traditional values, an opportunity for association with others of their kind, and a possibility of achieving that self-fulfillment which should traditionally have been theirs as social leaders.  Reform gave meaning to the lives of this displaced social elite.  “My life, what has it been?” queried one young seeker; “the panting of a soul after eternity – the feeling that there was nothing here to fill the aching void to provide enjoyment and occupation such as my spirit panted for.  The world, what has it been?  A howling wilderness.  I seem to be just now awakened. . .to a true perception of the end of my being, my duties, my responsibilities, the rich and perpetual pleasures which God has provided for us in the fulfillment of duty to Him and to our fellow creatures.  Thanks to the antislavery cause, it first gave an impetus to my palsied (atrophied) intellect.”

· Viewed against the backgrounds and common ideas of its leaders, abolitionism appears to have been a double crusade.  Seeking freedom for the Negro in the South, these reformers were also attempting a restoration of the traditional values of their class at home.  Leadership of humanitarian reform may have been influenced by revivalism or by British precedent, but its true origin lay in the drastic dislocation of Northern society.  Basically, abolitionism should be considered the anguished protest of an aggrieved class against a world they never made.

· Such an interpretation helps explain the abolitionists’ excessive suspicion of Abraham Lincoln.  Not merely did the President, with his plebeian origins, his lack of Calvinistic zeal, his success in corporate law practice, and his skill in practical politics, personify the very forces that they though most threatening in Northern society, but by his effective actions against slavery he left the abolitionists without a cause.  The freeing of the slaves ended the great crusade that had brought purpose and joy to the abolitionists.  For them Abraham Lincoln was not the Great Emancipator; he was the killer of the dream.                                                                                     

