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Introduction
The American antislavery movement brought together enslaved and formerly enslaved people, free
Black communities, writers, religious reformers, women’s organizations, political activists, and
selected white allies who challenged a system of hereditary racial bondage. Comparing antislavery
figures such as William Lloyd Garrison and Lydia Maria Child with proslavery theorists George
Fitzhugh and James Henry Hammond reveals fundamentally incompatible accounts of freedom, labor,
race, and political authority. The proslavery writings are historically important, but they should not be
treated as neutral evidence that bondage benefited enslaved people. Slavery rested on ownership of
human beings, forced labor, family separation, restricted movement, legal inequality, and the threat
or use of violence. Garrison and Child condemned these conditions through moral, religious, historical,
and political arguments, while Black abolitionists such as Frederick Douglass, David Walker, Harriet
Tubman, Sojourner Truth, and many lesser-known organizers supplied indispensable testimony and
leadership. A complete history of antislavery activism therefore centers Black agency rather than
describing emancipation as a gift provided by white reformers. It also recognizes that abolitionists
disagreed sharply about political participation, violence, constitutional interpretation, race, and
gender (Sinha, 2016).

Black Resistance and the Growth of Abolitionism
Resistance to slavery began long before the best-known white abolitionist organizations. Enslaved
people escaped, preserved family ties, created religious communities, learned and taught literacy
despite restrictions, slowed or sabotaged work, filed petitions, participated in revolts, and assisted
others seeking freedom. Free Black communities founded churches, schools, newspapers,
conventions, mutual-aid institutions, and antislavery organizations. David Walker’s 1829 Appeal
demanded immediate justice and rejected paternalistic assumptions that Black people should wait for
liberation granted by others. Frederick Douglass’s narratives later exposed violence, family
separation, and the political hypocrisy of a republic proclaiming liberty while maintaining human
property (Douglass, 1845). Harriet Tubman represented a different form of direct action through
escape assistance and later Union service. These histories matter because the movement was not
created when white Americans discovered slavery was immoral. Black people were already acting
against bondage and shaping the arguments through which the broader movement developed. Their
experience also challenged claims that enslaved people were content, incapable of self-government,
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or dependent on masters for civilization—claims that proslavery ideology relied upon to justify
coercive power.

Garrison, Child, and Moral Antislavery
William Lloyd Garrison became one of the most visible advocates of immediate abolition through The
Liberator and the American Anti-Slavery Society. He rejected gradual emancipation and colonization
proposals that would remove free Black Americans from the country, arguing that freedom was an
immediate right rather than a concession to be postponed for slaveholders’ convenience. The
society’s 1833 Declaration of Sentiments emphasized moral persuasion and condemned slavery as
incompatible with human and Christian equality (Garrison, 1833). Lydia Maria Child’s An Appeal in
Favor of That Class of Americans Called Africans widened the argument by examining law, history,
education, economics, religion, and northern racial prejudice. She challenged the circular logic
through which exclusion from education and employment was presented as evidence of Black
inferiority rather than as a consequence of discrimination (Child, 1833). Garrison and Child were
influential, but abolitionism was never one doctrine. Garrison often rejected electoral politics and
criticized the Constitution’s compromises with slavery, while other abolitionists, including Douglass
later in his career, considered political parties, legal action, and constitutional argument essential to
change.

Fitzhugh, Hammond, and Proslavery Ideology
George Fitzhugh and James Henry Hammond reveal how proslavery intellectuals converted
domination into claims of social order and benevolence. Fitzhugh attacked free-labor capitalism and
argued that enslaved workers received protection from masters, but the comparison concealed the
absence of consent, legal personhood, wages, mobility, family security, and meaningful power. His
paternalism assumed that restrictions created by slavery demonstrated a need for continued control
(Fitzhugh, 1857). Hammond’s “mudsill” theory argued that civilization required a permanently
subordinated laboring class and presented southern slavery as a stable version of a hierarchy
supposedly present in every society. His “Cotton Is King” argument further emphasized the economic
leverage of plantation production. These theories connected racial ideology with material interest:
enslaved labor generated wealth, and political arguments were developed to protect the ownership
system producing that wealth. Proslavery writers also drew on biblical interpretation and pseudo-
scientific racial classification, illustrating how religious and scientific language can be organized
around existing power. Studying these texts is valuable not because their moral claims deserve equal
standing, but because they reveal recurring rhetorical strategies used to make coercive hierarchies
appear natural or protective.
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Women, Fugitive Slaves, and Expanding Political
Conflict
Women played major roles by organizing fairs, circulating petitions, raising funds, writing, sheltering
fugitives, and entering public speaking despite gender norms that restricted female political
participation. Angelina and Sarah Grimké, Maria Stewart, Lucretia Mott, Sojourner Truth, Harriet
Tubman, and many others linked antislavery activism with wider questions about women’s public
voice and legal status. Disagreement over women’s leadership divided some organizations, showing
that reform movements can reproduce inequality even while challenging another form of domination
(Sinha, 2016). Federal fugitive-slave laws intensified northern involvement by requiring assistance in
the return of people claimed as escaped slaves and penalizing those who aided them. The 1850 law
expanded federal enforcement and weakened procedural protections, while free Black people also
faced kidnapping risk. Vigilance committees, legal defense, rescue efforts, and personal-liberty
measures turned enforcement into a contested public issue. John Brown’s 1859 raid on Harpers Ferry
further exposed strategic division because some opponents of slavery condemned armed action while
others regarded violence as an inevitable consequence of a system maintained through force.
Abolitionism therefore contained moral suasion, electoral work, legal strategy, escape networks, and
militant resistance rather than one unified method.

Civil War, Emancipation, and Reconstruction
The Civil War began after secession by slaveholding states seeking to protect slavery and related
political power. Union policy initially emphasized preservation of the nation, but enslaved people who
fled to Union lines, Black abolitionist pressure, military necessity, and evolving federal policy pushed
emancipation toward the center of the war. The Emancipation Proclamation declared freedom for
enslaved people in areas under rebellion and authorized Black military service; it did not immediately
abolish slavery everywhere. Approximately 180,000 Black men served in the Union Army, with
additional service in the Navy, confronting unequal treatment while directly participating in the
destruction of slavery. The Thirteenth Amendment ratified in 1865 abolished slavery and involuntary
servitude except as punishment for crime. Reconstruction then addressed citizenship and voting
through the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments while Black communities built schools, churches,
businesses, and political institutions. These constitutional changes were profound but incomplete.
White supremacist violence, political retreat, segregation, disfranchisement, convict leasing, and
labor exploitation followed. Legal abolition therefore ended chattel slavery without erasing the
institutions, wealth inequalities, and racial ideologies that slavery had helped create.
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Conclusion
The antislavery movement transformed American political debate by insisting that liberty and
ownership of human beings could not coexist. Garrison and Child made influential moral and
intellectual arguments against slavery and northern prejudice, while Black abolitionists supplied
indispensable leadership, testimony, political thought, and direct resistance. Fitzhugh and Hammond
defended slavery through paternalism, hierarchy, and economic claims that obscured the absence of
consent and treated elite interests as social necessity. Reading these opposing texts together reveals
why arguments about labor and order must be evaluated in relation to the legal power people possess
over their own bodies, families, movement, and work. The movement itself was diverse and
contested, encompassing moral suasion, electoral politics, constitutional debate, women’s organizing,
fugitive assistance, journalism, armed resistance, and wartime emancipation. The Civil War and
Thirteenth Amendment ended legal chattel slavery, while Reconstruction and later civil-rights
struggles confronted continuing racial exclusion. Abolition should therefore be understood as both a
decisive historical achievement and an unfinished political transformation whose participants
expanded the meaning of citizenship while exposing how deeply economic interest and racial
ideology had been embedded in American institutions.
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