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ABSTRACT

American exceptionalism is the idea that Amergariwas somehow unique or different
compared to other nations throughout history. Mamericans also believed that America had
a special mission to be an example to the res$teofvorld. Many politicians and intellectuals
have debated America’s exceptionality since thediing of the country. The debate over
American slavery during the antebellum era was amynways a debate over American
exceptionalism. Could America claim American exaeplity while they held on to slavery?
George Fitzhugh, an ardent supporter of slaverinduhe antebellum period, argued that
America was not exceptional and should accept sfgust like every other nation had
throughout history. His counterpart Frederick Diasg disagreed vehemently and argued for an
America that he saw as exceptional in its hypoctsy also exceptional in its founding if it
could only live up to the ideals of the Founde@eorge Fitzhugh’'€annibals All'provided
great insight into the anti-exceptionalist argumduning this period. Frederick Douglass’s
speeches from 1841 to 1852 were used to analyzenmésican exceptionalist argument. These
two individuals give us a case study of some ofcibre arguments for and against American

exceptionality during the antebellum debate ovavesty.



CHAPTER |
INTRODUCTION

The basic human need to define one’s self as partasger community is noted by
historians who study nationalism. Benedict Andeisémagined Communities: Reflections on
the Origin and Spread of Nationalistescribes how individuals have come to identify
themselves as part of a specific natioAccording to Anderson, the nation “is an imagined
political community- and imagined as both inherglithited and sovereigré” He further
expounds on this idea by stating, “Communitiestatee distinguished, not by their
falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they imagined® Americans have debated over
the exact identity of their imagined community gnts creation. The question of American
exceptionality is a vital part of this debate.

The idea that America was or is somehow exceptignaicommon theme that American
intellectuals and politicians have put forward tighout history and continues to persist in
scholarly debates. Historians tend to trace igims back to the I7century Puritans who left
England to establish the Massachusetts Bay Colotiyel New England area. Historians note
that Puritans believed that they were startingva @eperiment that would be an example to the

rest of the world. The Puritans viewed their cglas the

! Benedict Andersorimagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin &pdead of NationalisrtNew York:
Verso, 1991). 1.

2 Anderson, 6.

3 Anderson, 6.



new Jerusalem and their leader John Winthrop asNtases who would lead them to
the promise land. John Winthrop’svlodel of Christian Charitgermon warned Purtitans
that the world was watching them and they mustlftiifeir covenant with God.If they
did not then God would punish them and if theykiep the covenant then God would
show his favor. Puritans ministers gave sermoatsubed current events of the day to
prove that Puritans were keeping the covenant,esewot. If the Puritans were
prospering then this was a sign that they had Gedsr and if they were suffering then
there must be sin among them. As the colonial perame to an end, this rationale fused
with a secular tone among Americans who now ennesichemselves as part of a new
world ®

Benjaimin Franklin’s autobiography used Americaceptionalist thought but he
replaced religious providence with his secular giitienment views. The world could be
understood through the principle of reasoningArifericans acted rationally then they
could take advantage of the unique circumstanasftund themselves in. Americans
did not have to worry about titles and monarchies therefore could be a model to the
world of a democratic government where one coulegehiae opportunity to prosper
because of America’s unique situation. This seqotasperity was evidenced by how
much you improved your lot in life. Franklin usk@ autobiography to show himself as
an example of this and thought it was truly an Ainger phenomenoh.

American exceptionalism then evolved into an ided America is or was

4 Madsen, Deborah. American Exceptionalism. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998) 1-6.
> Hanover Historical Texts Project, Accessed 30 March 2014,
http://history.hanover.edu/texts/winthmod.html

® Madsen, 10-13.

’ Madsen, 35-37.



somehow unique, uncommon, or qualitatively diffean other nations, especially
Europe® The defining characteristics of this uniqueness American’s rugged
individualism, freedom of religion, egalitarianisamti-statism, lack of socialism, and
exemption from historical institutions such as falisin and the monarciyDue to its
perceived uniqgueness, America viewed itself as dehio the rest of the world in the
political, economic, and social areffaHistorically Americans were highly influenced
by this type of thought.

This discussion of American character among ietéllals and politicians has
historically become more hotly debated during timesnpending crisis or transition.
The American Revolution marked one the first crise8merican history where there
was no clear consensus on if the colonies shoeakbaway from England. Thomas
Paine publishe@ommon Senga 1776 with the goal of introducing a plan of htive
American colonies could forge their own future et the need for a king. Paine made
a forceful argument that a monarchy was not neadédvas indeed a sin that started
with the Israelites who clamored for a king untdd=finally relented and gave them
Saul* Paine then made a provocative and persuasive argutmat America was
exceptional and should break away from Englandbenan example to the rest of the

world. Between 120,000 and 150,000 copie€a@inmon Sensegere in circulation

within a year of its publication, unheard of intithe. George Washington called

8 Seymour LipsetAmerican Exceptionalism: A Double Edged Swatdw York: W.W. Norton &
Company, 1996) 18.
o Lipset, 19-26; David W. Nobléjistorians Against History: The Frontier Thesis athe National

Covenant in American Historical Writing Since 1880inneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1965),
19-22.

10 Lipset, 18.
" Thomas Paine, Common Sense. (New York: Dover Publications, 1997), 8-12.
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Common Sensananswerable’ and found it to be ‘working a worfdechange in the
minds of many men-* Thomas Paine was able to convince many Amerittaats
breaking away from England was their best coursecttdbn and he convinced them by
arguing for America’s exceptional place not onlyhe world, but also in history.

Although America had gained its freedom and skbfa mission to establish a
unique nation devoid of despotism, it was not &ysthe founders that slavery posed a
severe threat to the new democratic republic. His@rian William Freehling noted that
the Founding Fathers did want to see a nationdfatavery but were constrained by
racism and the financial realities of emancipaslayes. According to Freehling,
Thomas Jefferson was the embodiment of these confiviews on slavery. Jefferson
was not overtly racist by the standards of hislolatydid believe blacks had certain
inferiorities. He made attempts to keep slavenyadiuhe new western territories while
he could not bring himself to free his own slavesduse of his massive débt.

His Notes on the State of Virgin{a781) gives us some insight into his worries
about the peculiar institution. In his commentswttihe customs and manners of
Virginians, he gave an alarming prediction of wivauld happen to America if it did not
eventually rid itself of slavery. Jefferson dickisee an immediate crisis on the horizon
but did see slavery as antithetical to the demmcvalues he and the other Founding

Fathers had espoused in their fight for freedompétedered:

Can the liberties of a nation be thought securerwhe have removed their only firm basis, a coneitin
the minds of the people that these liberties atbehift of God? That they are not to be violabed with
his wrath? Indeed | tremble for my country wheeflect that God is just: that his justice canrieep for
ever: that considering numbers, nature and nataeans only, a revolution of the wheel of fortune, a

12 Robert A. Ferguson, “The Commonalities of Commens®, The William and Mary Quarter|y3®
Ser., Vol.57, No.3 (July 2000) 466.

Y William W. Freehling, “The Founding Fathers andv@lg,” The American Historical Reviewol. 77,
No.1, (February 1972). 81-87.
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exchange of situation, is among possible evends:ittmay become probable by supernatural intenfark
The Almighty has no attribute which can take sidéws in such a contedt.

He could not see how a democratic republic andesjasould co-exist in the long
term. Jefferson wanted to avoid this eventualshy gradually ending slavery. The
North slowly phased out slavery throughout the fiaf of the nineteenth century but
this did not result in avoiding an eventual crisiat Jefferson had foreseen almost ninety
years before it came to fruition.

No greater crisis has ever faced America than thi¢ War. The 750,000 deaths
during the Civil War are almost as much as all pfkmerican wars combined.The
American physical landscape, especially the Souis, devastated while the social order
of life dramatically altered when the slaves wareacipated® Historians now generally
agree that the antebellum debate over slavery leasentral cause of the wirn a
sense, the debate over slavery was really a dabaté American exceptionalism. Was
America exceptional? If so, who was allowed to grijee characteristics that made up
this exceptional society? If not, what exactly wamserica and what ideology should it
follow?

Dorothy Ross’sThe Origins of American Social Scierntages an in-depth look into the
overwhelming influence that exceptionalist thouigad on the emergence and
development of American social sciences from theé-nmeteenth century until well into

the twentieth century but she also points out tleeadence of this thought in the

“ Thomas Jeffersomotes on the State of Virgini&d. Frank Shuffleton (New York: Penguin Classics,
1998), 174-175.
15 pavid J. Hacker, “A Census-Based Count of thdal@#ar Dead,”Civil War History,Volume 57, No. 4
glgecember 2011) 1.

Dan Monroe and Bruce Taghapers of the Great Debate on the Civil \famdon: Greenwood Press,
2005) xiii.
1 peter KolchinA Sphinx on the American LafBaton Rouge: Lousiana State University Press, P003
16. 5



antebellum political and intellectual arena. Siates:

Exceptionalism did constitute the predominant laggiof politics. It became a presumptive consensus,
if not a consensus in fact, deriving its normafimee both from its dominant position in political
discourse and from its roots in national ideology.

As a national ideology, American Exceptionalism \wadntellectual construct, the work of culturatlan
political elites, and hence it had to be propagdestned, and accepted by the diverse strata of
American society. Moreover, as the dominant franmived politics, it did not so much define

agreement as stimulate conflét.

The conflict, according to Ross, was over exactly o realize this exceptionalist vision
for antebellum America, but that was only parttaf tonflict’® The other aspect of the
conflict was that not everyone agreed with the ephof American exceptionality and
thus the debate over American slavery became tedagt stage during the antebellum
period for these conflicting views of American idignto be expressed and articulated.

Two prominent men of the antebellum period weigimeon the debate,
representing both ends of the slavery argumentspecFor the proslavery side no one
was more extreme in his defense of the peculidituion than George Fitzhugh.
Fitzhugh was a proslavery theorist and propagamdiststarted to publish proslavery
writings during the late 1840s and developed thdsas into two booksSociology for
the Souttwas published in 1854 and was followed updannibals All! in 18572°
Fitzhugh took the proslavery argument to its exereronclusion and championed slavery
not only for African Americans but for some whigswell.

The polar opposite was Frederick Douglass. Frekl®auglass, who is known as

one of the greatest orators of the nineteenth cgrangued vehemently for the rights of

18 Dorothy RossThe Origins of American Social Scie@ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991)
29.
19 Ross, 29-30.
20Harvey Wish,George Fitzhugh: Propagandist of the Old SoBaton Rouge: Louisiana University
Press, 1943; reprint, Gloucester, Mass.: PeterhSt#62).
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African Americans to enjoy the same freedoms aseshDouglass was a former slave
who escaped to freedom in 1838. He used his nemdffreedom to champion the cause
of abolition throughout the antebellum period. H®te autobiographies, made thousands
of speeches, and launched his own newspaper tesxpis views on slavery.

This thesis will prove that through George Fitzhagld Frederick Douglass’s
writings and speeches we see the highly chargeatel@out slavery during the
antebellum period but more importantly we see atiehbout America’s identity
couched in terms of American exceptionalism ordémeial of such exceptional status.
Fitzhugh argued for an America that he saw as wemianal and a country that should
accept its ties to a more conservative past. AddBiouglass, on the other hand, did
believe in American Exceptionalism but believedwo different forms of it. He believed
in an America that was exceptionally hypocriticatidg his early years in the antislavery
movement, but as he distanced himself from thei€amans, he also started to believe in
an America that was exceptional in its inceptiod ams on an exceptional trajectory to
realize its true calling, if slavery could be akbkd.

These two individuals’ arguments symbolize thrd&ed@nt strains of the
American exceptionalism argument. One denies thagica was ever exceptional. The
second points out that America is exceptionally baldypocritical. The third type of
argument casts America in a more positive lighhbgicing America’s exceptional past
and its unique mission that it still needs to fulfi

The debate has continued among intellectuals umient scholarship. Modern
scholars debate whether or not America is excegkimncompare America to other
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nations in the present and from the past. The mbe reason they debate American
exceptionality is to define what America was, wihaurrently is, and what the future
might hold. One need look no further than Cullenrphy’s 2007 workAre We Rome?:
The Fall of an Empire and the Fate of AmeritMurphy compares the two superpowers
and finds striking similarities that might pointAenerican decadence, which might lead
to America’s eventual demise. This need to defingeAcan identity also is traced to
some type of impending crisis or transition in Aroan life. September 1brought
significant transition to American life and Murpbgw the event and the aftermath as
possible signs of an America that was on the declin

If we look back to the post World War Il era we $eat the historiography of the
1950s was dominated by the “consensus school”yddbhis Hartz'sThe Liberal
Tradition in America.Hartz argued that America always had a “liberalssmsus” based
on the escape from the European past. He contehdedmerica had an absence of a
feudal or socialist traditiof? He did have to deal with the fact of slavery agferred to
Southern proslavery defenders as reactionariedrtadtto subvert liberalism but could
not “break out of the grip of Locké>The 1970s ushered in severe criticism of the
concept of American exceptionalism. Some histerielaimed America was no longer
exceptional while others claimed that it never badn. The calamities of Watergate and
Vietnam influenced the former while historians wdid not believe in American
exceptionalism pointed to the fact that African Aioans had no part in this “exceptional

history.” It is apparent that the civil rights meent had a large impact on this

2L cullen Murphy, Are We Rome?: The Fall of an Emgirel the Fate of America(New York: Houghton
Mifflin, 2007).
22 ouis Hartz,The Liberal Tradition in AmericaNew York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc, 1955)30-
23
Hartz, 177.
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position?*

The early 1990s saw a reemergence of the argumenionerican
exceptionality. The end of the Cold War also iaflaed scholars to try and define
exactly what America was and what the future wdadk like without its former foé>
The frequent theme that is prevalent throughowddlseholarly debates is a time of
looming crisis or transition, which influences Anoans to contemplate who they are and
therefore try to promote a vision of America thattbeaces American exceptionalism or a
vision that denies its existence and calls forajsction.

Is America exceptional, or should academics acitegtno country is
exceptional? This has been debated extensivelydhcontinue to be debated. This
work is not meant to answer that question. Thezdaax more qualified academics who
should attempt to answer that question, thougtspect no one will ever have the final
word. The rhetoric of George Fitzhugh and FredielDouglass does not help to answer
these questions. They do, however, crystallizewloesides of the American
exceptionalism argument within the antebellum shadebate. More recent historians
have shifted more focus on how American politiciand intellectuals used American
exceptionalistic rhetoric instead of trying to peoer disprove American exceptionalism,
though not alf® Literary works of the 19 century along with contemporary figures like
Oprah Winfrey are analyzed to determine how exoeptist language is used to further

their position. This work is an attempt to addte literature that analyzes these

24 Michael Kammen, “The Problem of American Excepéilism: A ReconsiderationAmerican Quarterly
45, no.1 (Mar, 1993): 11-13.

% For a collection of essays on this debate co®yuibn E. Shafer, edls America Different?: A New

Look at American Exceptionalisf@®xford: Clarendon Press, 1991).

%% Jason A. Edwards, “An Exceptional Debate: The Championing of and Challenge to American

Exceptionalism.” Rhetoric and Public Affairs Vol.15, No.2 (Spring 2012).
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exceptionalist arguments in a historical context.

The antebellum debate over slavery was a platfomthie debate over American
exceptionalism during a period where Americans @segle arguably the greatest crisis in
U.S. history on the horizon. George Fitzhugh aretErick Douglass provide us with the
core strains of this argument. They exemplify hoffiecently Americans viewed their
past and their identity. Douglass himself shows leeen one individual could
encompass changing and different views of Ameridantity within his or her lifetime.
Fitzhugh gives us a view of how sharp the proshkacetique of American
exceptionalism could be, but he went further tharstnof his proslavery colleagues were
willing to go. He was willing to take the proslayergument to its logical conclusion.

If slavery were compatible with democracy and Armami values, then why would
Southern whites only accept slavery for blacksRis hakes Fitzhugh’s argument one of
the most compelling on the proslavery side. Theatiebver American exceptionalism
continues to the present and these two individoigide us with a fascinating case
study of the main arguments put forth to refutprmmote American exceptionalism

during the antebellum era.

10



CHAPTERIII

FREDERICK DOUGLASS: EARLY YEARS OF EXCEPTIONALISTHETORIC

The term exceptional many times is used to desdiberica in a positive light
but Frederick Douglass did not view America asxeptionally good country, at least
in his early years of the antislavery movementinstead saw America as exceptionally
hypocritical in its pretensions of freedom and ddyéor all. He chose to attack
American slavery by noting all the facets of Amaridgdentity tinged with hypocrisy due
to slavery. By contrasting Americans’ ideals witle reality of southern slavery,
Douglass was able to highlight just how exceptilyniaypocritical Americans were when
it came to American slavery.

Religious freedom, individualism, equality, andaald of a monarchy had always
been a part of an American exceptionalistic arguraera unique experiment of freedom
and liberty. He took these key components of Anagriife that were thought to be what
made America exceptional and emphasized how Afrkiaericans were systematically
denied the right to partake in these perceivedia@al qualities. In addition, he
contended that America was the most exceptiongihptritical country in the history of
mankind because it championed these ideals theswehile slavery continued to thrive
and even expand. This rhetoric continued throughmuearlier years in the anti-slavery
movement until he broke away from the Garrisonems evolved in his thinking on

11



many different issues of the day.

Frederick Douglass was a prodigious writer and lspreaho left plenty of
material for historians to analyze. The Nationadtbliical Publications and Records
Association started a project in the early 1970soltect all of Douglass’s known
documents and publish them for public access. Wénahe year of 2014 and the
project is still not complete. The focus of thihislarly work is Douglass’s rhetoric and
so the sources used are primarily his speechesXBsh through 1852, along with his
autobiographies. Douglass always believed tha@peras the most effective means to
communicate and agitate for his cause. Douglamstspany hours preparing his
speeches and had a strategy for each speech he Ayayedeas Douglass put forth in
public speeches were well thought out in advancehaknew exactly what audience he
was speaking to, what points he wanted to convay tlae technique he wanted to
employ. The same could be said of his autobiogesphHe used these specific
platforms to tailor his American exceptionalism segge to each audience.

Historians over the years have had different vievabolitionists such as
Frederick Douglass. The first half of the twertieentury was a time when many
historians created the narrative that abolitionigtse extremists who should have
allowed Americans the time to gradually allow skavi® dissipate instead of demanding
something Americans were not yet ready to do. blBonnell Phillips is considered in
many ways to be one of the most influential histiesi for this type of thinking. He
focused more on Southern slavery and thought the¢isy was a benevolent, although an
unprofitable institution, that would have endedhaitt abolitionists’ interference.

12



He saw abolitionists as fanatics that pushed thetpinto a needless waf.

Gilbert H. Barnes and Dwight L. Dumond were gradustidents who studied
under Phillips but came to the conclusion thatlPisiilmay have been wrong about
abolitionists and may have been too quick to disrthem. Up until this point, most
studies on abolition focused heavily on William ydoGarrison and his followers.
Barnes and Dumond shifted their focus away fromNtbe England theater and more on
abolitionists in New York and further West such Blseodore Weld, the Tappan brothers
and James G. Birney. Their shift in focus led wHer criticism of Garrison while noting
the influence that other abolitionists FfdDumond’s interest in the Western and New
York abolitionist also led him to believe that iagvthe South that was too irrational and
caused the crisis to escalate into the Civil Waouthern historians, such as Frank
Owsley and E. Merton Coulter countered wiliheir own revisionist history that blamed
the abolitionists completely and defended the S8Uth
The 1960s did bring some change from progressiveEswanted to revisit abolitionist
history and cast the abolitionists under a morétipedight. The argument of whether or
not abolitionists were reckless faded. The CivglRs movement coincided with this
trend to portray abolitionists as reasonable peaple used many different methods to
abolish slavery. Historian Merton Dillon hypothesi that many historians of the 1960s

found it much easier to relate with abolitionisexause of the similar tactics used by

7 Stanley Harold, American Abolitionists. (New York: Pearson Education, 2001), 5-6.
28 Betty L. Fladeland, “Revisionists vs. Abolitionists: The Historiographical Cold War of the 1930s & 1940s”
Journal of the Early Republic Vol.6, No.1, (Spring 1986): 1-3.
% see: Dwight L. Dumond, AntislaveryOrigins of the Civil War in the United States. (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press).
30 Fladeland, 9.
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abolitionists and Civil Rights activists to furtheir causé' James M. McPherson
argued that abolitionists did act with moral ferboit also understood the realities that
came with abolishing slavery.

The late 1960s into the 1970s brought forth othumstjons such as the role of
African Americans and women in the abolitionist rament. Benjamin QuarlesBlack
Abolitionistsnoted that racism was a large part of the dynabetseen white and black
abolitionists, and it also hampered the effectigsna the movement. Historian Blach
Glassman Hersh reviewed the rise of the womenfsagid movement by analyzing
women activists involved in the abolitionist move® Dwight L. Dumond’s 1930’s
argument that Garrison was not as influential @vipus historians had thought
eventually led to the inclusion of a range of pasdities in abolitionist literature.

Many historians throughout abolitionists’ literagustill point to William Lloyd
Garrison’sThe Liberator which was published in 1831, as the beginninthef
abolitionist movement. This presumed that whiteshthated the abolitionist movement
and that they allowed African Americans to be & péit. More recent work suggests
that African Americans were organizing for abolitias early as the American
Revolution. This new argument points out that ¢dn Americans played a key role and
were not just followers. It is also noted that #f®litionist group was not a monolithic

group that agreed on the means or the end. Tekspiscially true among black

** Merton L. Dillon, “The Abolitionists: A Decade of Historiography, 1959-1969” Southern Historical
Association Vol.35, No.4, (Nov 1969): 501-510.

*? Dillon, 513.

33 Elizabeth Pleck review dhe Slavery of Sex: Feminist-Abolitionists in Ameaby Blanche Glassman
Hersh Feminism and Suffrage: The Emergence of an Indegggn®yomen’'s Movement in America, 1848-
1869by Ellen Carol DuBoisThe GreatLakes Reviewol.6, No.1 (Summer, 1979): 102-105, accessed 30
March 2014 http://www.jstor.org/stable/20172500
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abolitionists**Frederick Douglass, if examined closely, is a prerample of the
heterogeneous nature of the abolitionist movemkelet started his career under the
tutelage of William Lloyd Garrison and in many wachoed the beliefs of Garrisonians
who believed in immediate abolition of slavery, wenis rights, peaceful agitation, anti-
colonization, and no direct participation in thdifocal arena, to name a few. As
Douglass ventured overseas and met other promafattionists such as Gerrit Smith,
Douglass demonstrated how the abolitionist arguroeunld change and differ over time
and space. Douglass also represented how Africaerigans played a key role in
developing the antislavery argument. His view&wferican exceptionality and his use
of this rhetoric gives historians insight into htve antislavery argument could evolve
over time.

Frederick Douglass was born into slavery in 181i8.1itthplace was in the
county of Talbot, Maryland where his master Capfsanon Anthony resided. There is
some dispute over what year Douglass was actuaily ue to slave owners not always
keeping legitimate records. Most historians recbgtim as one of the greatest orators
of the nineteenth century and one of the leadiggrés in the debate over American
slavery. He escaped from slavery in 1838 and be@amember of the Massachusetts
Anti-Slavery Society in 1841. He then went on takm#éhousands of speeches, write
three autobiographies, and edit many newspapeirs thié effort to end slavery. This
gave him a prominent platform to speak from andvedid him to meet with leaders such
as Abraham Lincoln who called Douglass his friddduglass went on to hold different

political appointments during the years after tinl@Var. He also continued to publish

34 McCarthy, T. P. & Stauffer, J.(Ed.) (200€xophets of Protest: Reconsidering the History ofefican
Abolitionism. New York: The New Press. ix-22.
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his newspaper, which by that point was calledNle& National Era His whole life was
devoted to abolishing slavery and furthering thesesof African Americans after slavery
was abolished’

Frederick Douglass initially joined the AmericantA8lavery Society after
attending one of their conventions in NantuckeAugust, 1841. According to William
Lloyd Garrison, Frederick Douglass was asked hyead to address the people at the
meeting since Douglass had experienced the evakwéry first hand. After Douglass’s
speech, Garrison convinced Douglass to join theegoand to lecture at all the major
events. From this time onwards Douglass beganrfegiehis craft as a speaker and
writer 3

Frederick Douglass believed that lectures werartbst effective way to promote
the anti-slavery cause. He gave over 500 spedmhesen the 1841 and 1846 aldhe.
His speeches were typically two hours in lengththist was not unusual for most
nineteenth century speakéfsHe used a plethora of techniques to get his @mirgss to
his audience. He started many of his speechetabgghow unqualified he felt to be in
front of the audience, which allowed his audieraestate with him. He often used
humor and wit to keep the crowd engaged but guaadachst too much humor and
storytelling because he didn’t want the audiendeettome distracted from the main
message he was trying to convey. One of his namsblis ways to receive a laugh was to
mimic pro-slavery politicians such as John C. CaihdHe often used his opponents’

words against them and pointed out the absurdithi@f statements. The historian John
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Blassingame referred to this techniquéesiction ad absurduror reduction to
absurdity.®® He used these techniques along with a largerlifeamoice and presence to
sway his audience.

His audience varied in their praise and criticisnbouglass’s speeches. During
Douglass’s time he was not always considered thi@enost talented orator among his
peers. Frederick Douglass did receive high remfadks professors, politicians, and

newspapers of the day such as the New York Triplihe New York Supand other

leading newspapers of the day. There were, oottier hand, critics of Douglass. Many
thought he was too harsh on Americans and too bgtier Much of the criticism came
from Northerners who also criticized Garrison attteo abolitionists but specifically
disliked Douglass because of his race. The maptising and severe critics were other
African Americans. Many of the free black leadefshe North disliked Douglass’s
positions on colonization, separate black churcaed,were particularly troubled by his
unwavering attacks against American religffn.

Whether he was liked or disliked, no one can displiat Frederick Douglass was
one of the most influential people to weigh in ba slavery debate. It is through his
carefully written speeches that we are able taaekxtnis core arguments about many
topics including colonization, women'’s rights, gatin, politics, and, most importantly,
slavery. If we analyze these speeches more clegelyan also see how he used the
concept of American exceptionalism to argue aganseérican slavery by highlighting

the exceptional hypocrisy he felt Americans dispthyhen it came to slavery. He
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continually pointed out that America was exceptlynawful, especially when it came to
the gap between the professions of American idwadsthe reality of African Americans.
This exceptionalist argument is prevalent througlinsiearly speeches all the way up to
his change of opinion on the constitution.

Frederick Douglass became part of the abolitianstement just when the
political climate was starting to intensify on thebject of American slavery. 1835 was a
landmark year that saw the South inundated witlslanery mail. Southerners, even
from the states that were trying to slowly eradicslavery, were taken aback by the flood
of mail and saw it as a ploy by abolitionists tovdrslaves to revolt. Even President
Andrew Jackson had to get involved to calm soutlbetrage. This was followed up
shortly by the U.S. Congress receiving an avalanclaati slavery petitions. The
infamous “Gag Rules” were implemented by the Cosgjte try and stifle antislavery
dissent. The “Gag Rules” were challenged by Johm&uAdams until they were finally
lifted in December of 184%. Frederick Douglass had read about John Quincy Adam
and the congressional debates about the antisl@etitions while he was still a slafe.
This was the political scene as Frederick Dougiéaded his journey to end slavery in
the early 1840s.

Of course, Douglass did not believe in using elattpolitics to fight against
slavery. Douglass was closely tied with Garrsiosiamo did not believe that the United
States had a legitimate government since it wasded upon and perpetuated by slavery.

Garrisonians believed that the only true governnieey were responsible to was that of

“william W. Freehling, The Road to Disunion, volSecessionists at Bay, 1776-1854 (New York, 1990).
287-351.
2 James Oakes, The Radical and the Republican: ikckd®ouglass, Abraham Lincoln, and the Triumph
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God. They saw their mission as a journey to eadesly and restore peace and order to
earth again, thus realizing the millennium. Theymbt believe this could be
accomplished either through electoral politicstwotigh violencé?® In Douglass’s early
speeches he tended to follow this line of thinkimgleed, Douglass would challenge
other more militant blacks such as Henry Highlarair®t who was more likely to
promote violence as a tool to end slav&rylnstead, he used the Garrisonian tactic of
moral persuasion in his early speeches.

Douglass was also influenced by Garrison whenntec#o the critique of
American churches. Douglass attacked not onlyhewntchurches that allowed slavery
to continue in their midst but also castigatedNleethern churches who continually
discriminated against blacks. Douglass framed blattthern and Southern churches as
exceptionally hypocritical. He used America’s beln freedom of religion to show that
its own religious institutions were not promulgatiineedom but instead propping up
despotism. Douglass argued the South used theutiwst of religion to sanction slavery
while the North didn’t see anything odd about blaoiegated to separate seating on
Sunday morning.

From 1841 until 1844 Frederick Douglass gave alldmieeches primarily in the
New England area. One of his first speeches aslelda®ligion specifically. In
Hingham, Massachusetts, on 4 November 1841 Douglass a speech title&imerican
Prejudice and Southern Religiorde did not use the speech to outline the many

injustices found in Southern slavery. To the camytrhe scolded the Northern churches
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for not upholding equality and allowing racial preice to pervade throughout every
Sunday meeting. He told a story of how he usdzkta Southern Methodist who
worshiped in the same church as whites even thbaghas a slave. He then contrasted
this image with one of his first experiences in@tNern Methodist church. He
explained that the white members were allowedke tammunion first while blacks had
to wait until all whites had been served. The ster then called the blacks of the church
forward and said, “you know God is no respectgrasons!*> Douglass used this
imagery to point out the hypocritical thoughts Amans had about slavery and
prejudice. It was not a Southern problem in Dowgjtamind but an American problem.
He saw the American church as the “bulwark” of Aiwem hypocrisy.

In this same speech Douglass used humor to tedittrg of a young lady who
had made it to heaven and came back to earth latlyevas asked if she saw any blacks
in heaven and the lady replied that she did noteniiedo the kitchef® He used
Christianity’s belief in an afterlife to show theaen in heaven blacks needed to have
their proper place in the minds or sub-consciouno$t Americans. Douglass was
pointing out how strong prejudice was in the Nowthjle at the same time using
America’s belief in religious freedom against thbynshowing that blacks were not
allowed to enjoy this unique religious freedom tbatild only be found in a place like
America.

The disdain for American religion was something thauglass most certainly

heard from Garrison and this did influence thesiaiery speeches of DougldSs.

5 John W. Blassingam@he Frederick Douglass PapeiSpeeches, Debates, and Interviews (1841-1846).
Yale University Press, 1979. Print. Series 1, Vaduln 10-11.

46 Blassingame, 12
47 James Oakes, 9-10. 20



Garrison would often introduce resolutions at thestslavery meetings that condemned
the American church and clergy before Douglass dgiie his speech. What should
also be noted is that Douglass used his own pdrs@parience in many of these
speeches to depict the exceptional hypocrisy of dgae religion when it came to
slavery. Garrisonian doctrine was not the only sed3ouglass made it a point to
consistently attack the American church. Douglaas not just repeating what his
colleagues were espousing but genuinely believattiie American church was one of
the main reasons slavery was allowed to prospedbas his personal experience.

Frederick Douglass went on to publish Nisrrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass, an American Slave (1849)he book gave an autobiographical account of
Douglass’s life as a slave but it also developethoethemes about American slavery.
He was able to express the physical brutality @fesly in a personal way. More
importantly he was able to explore the psycholdgca emotional issues that were the
consequence of American slavery. The themes ofrigarereligious hypocrisy and no
equality of opportunity were present throughout §lags’s account.

He used the story of his master Thomas Auld'gji@lis conversion to display
the hypocrisy of religion among Southerners. Dasglheld out a small hope that his
master would free his slaves after being convedstédiescribed how his master in many
ways became more cruel after Mr. Auld’s conversibouglass noted how slave
masters, including Mr. Auld, would use the scriptto justify beating slaves who did not
obey. Douglass also described how his master wanalg for material blessings while

Mr. Auld would allow his own slaves to go hungryeevthough there was food available.
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His master was not just any Christian convert basg wonsidered one of the leaders of the
church who regularly had ministers over for dinaethis house. Douglass’s personal
account showed the hypocrisy of Southern religimh @emonstrated that it was
supported by the leaders of the chuth.

Douglass also told the story of how he learnedéa and write. Mrs. Auld
initially took it upon herself to teach Douglassahto read but was eventually scolded by
Mr. Auld who was extremely upset that any slave Mde learning to read. Mr. Auld
thought that no good could come from slaves leartorread. He thought that slaves
would only grow more discontent because of thigs.Muld changed her tone and no
longer taught Douglass and actually took everygugon to make sure that he was not
learning to read on his own. Douglass did evehtuahch himself how to read and write
without the help of Mrs. Auld. Douglass used th@gto express the inequality of
American slavery and how Southerners went aganest bwn natural instinct of equality
of opportunity. According to Douglass, Mrs. Aulddchnever been directly in charge of a
slave before and instinctively treated Douglasslifferently than the white children.

Mr. Auld represented how American slavery couldpt this initial instinct. Douglass
painted a picture of American slavery that wasired contrast to individual freedom
and equality, which was what Americans prided thedues in. Instead of promoting
equality of opportunity Americans were denying bHasic right of education that would

allow blacks to possibly succeed. These two dffestories in Douglass’s
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autobiography attacked American religious hypocasg pointed out the lack of equality
for blacks?®

The publication of his autobiography led to incexhattention on Douglass —
much of it hostile- and many abolitionists, inclogliGarrison, believed Douglass needed
to leave the country for a while until tensionssghsited. It was decided that Douglass
would go to Ireland and he arrived in Ireland inglat of 1845. He was met by
members of the Hibernian Anti-Slavery Society, whnad close personal ties with the
Garrisonians? Douglass was treated somewhat like a celebrityranthe Irish.
Newspapers in Ireland generally remarked aboutthkitudes that turned out to hear
Douglass speak.

At first he continued to critique the American ctiubut the tone changed
slightly. He started to place America within aglar context of the world and human
history. This was in part due to Douglass speatorg European audience but it also had
to do with the fact that for the first time Douglasas outside of the United States and
saw how blacks were treated in Ireland in compartscAmerica. He often recounted
how he was treated as an equal in Ireland and afi&strope that he traveled through.
Most of the churches received him with open ariar the first time, Douglass was
received as a man.

In a barrage of speeches delivered in Cork, Irelar@ctober of 1845, Douglass

49 Library of Virginia, Electronic Text CenteDouglass, Frederick, 1817?-1895. Narrative of tlife lof
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further expounded on the exceptional evils of tleefican church. In his speech
entitled:l Am Here TdSpread Light On American SlaveBouglass again critiqued
Southern clergyman for upholding the system ofestaand all its cruelties, but he also
started to develop other strands of his Americareptionalist argument. He used the
American church as an example of a whole systetmtiteonly was double minded
about religious freedom but actually used religaowl scripture to withhold
enlightenment and learning from blacks. He gawegles of ministers of the gospel
who quoted scripture to bolster the Southern pwsithat blacks were either not capable,
or not made to learn. Douglass stated, “They &the wretched slaves that God made
them to do the working, and the white men to dothireking.”™* Douglass used this
story in a humorous way and was able to point loatt American religion stifled
intellectual growth for blacks, which was contrémyAmericans’ belief in individualism
and equality of opportunity. The path to self madesn and equality for all was impeded
by the very institution that should have aided kéaithe most.

In a speech Douglass gave three days later hencewctito drive home these
points but also placed America within a larger glladnd historical context. He painted a
picture of America as a nation that started with tighest and noblest principles of
freedom and said that no other nation on the gébloeved more clearly how slavery

could dissolve these principles of equality andvitihalism. He exclaimed,

Yes, she started and proclaimed to the world that@nkind were created freeborn; and for the
maintenance of that principle she solemnly swofereehigh Heaven that she would vindicate and uphol
it by force, at expense, at the sacrifice of l#ad everything that was dear to honour and intedsitit
alas! How had she carried out her pledge: whatth@sondition of slavery there? Did they not gee i
disregarding the rights of property, outraging lthes of God and nature, and setting decency andaititgr
at nought? But in no case did they see its comggtifluences more dreadfully portrayed than in the
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religious organization of the countty.

Frederick Douglass extolled the ideals Americamdgased but quickly
highlighted the chasm between the public professidreedom and the reality of
American slavery. He ranked America’s religioustitutions as the organization that
suffered the most because of slavery and the ahiotoay nature of American rhetoric
and reality.

Within the same speech he noted that as he gbefuaivay from America the
more influence he felt he had on persuading pugioion not only in Europe but in
America®® Douglass consciously tried to use public opirioEurope to shame
Americans into dealing with the problem of slaveHe purposely placed America
within the larger context of the globe and histbty more often contrasted America with
Europe. He would state that he was trying to alpjeal humankind, which was true,
but Europe in his eyes represented to America wiatpart of a flawed past.

One of the core beliefs of American exceptionalistates to the unique
circumstances in which the United States was fodndiewas a country that had no
history of despotism and had formed for the purpdgaursuing liberty for all. It had
broken away from Great Britain for that exact readno its young history, America was
not held down by the old institutions such as mohias or a feudal system, which
allowed rank and position to define one’s life imérica. Douglass seized on this type
of exceptionalist thinking about Europe. He coudilty held up Great Britain as an

example that America should aspire to be. He &s&dpe as a way to show how
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exceptionally hypocritical America could be whegaime to slavery.

This rhetorical strategy became common for Douglassg his time in Ireland
as political events unfolded in the United State$845. The major political event of
1845 was the possible annexation of Texas intdJthieed States. There was talk of
Texas trying to reach a settlement with Mexico thatld give Texas official recognition
by Mexico and avoid war. Great Britain was seen psssible mediator between the two
parties and there were also theories that Gre#iBrivanted to eventually emancipate all
slaves in Texas, thus creating a place like Camdutaie slaves could go to find refuge
from American slavery. President Tyler would ewealtly take the necessary steps to
annex Texas but it had plenty of opposition frofrsiles including some Southernéts.

Douglass delivered one of his first speeches comogithe annexation of Texas
on the &' of November 1845, which was shortly before Texasaime part of the United
States. He immediately made it clear that hetlieit the Congress and the President
wanted Texas for the sole purpose of securing anatiarket for surplus slaves to go to.
He explained that both the middle states like Vilgiand the more southern states were
experiencing a sharp decline in the price of slaressaw Texas as a place that would
drive up demand and recapture higher pri€es.

This was not a thought that was unique to Doudlas$ie seized on this
opportunity to introduce England as a sharp contoagn America that was trying to
expand slavery while England had already officialtgdicated slavery among all of its

empire. Douglass singled out the West Indies, wmost abolitionists did, as a prime
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example of how slavery could be abolished by a ttguhit had the will. He lamented
the fact that a Monarchical government could finel ineans to end slavery among its
people but the United States democratic republidccoot. Not only did it not have the
will to abolish slavery but was trying to expandhito new territories. Douglass used
despotic England to showcase how hypocritical Aogewas when it came to pretenses
of liberty and equality for all. He finished theeech by clearly laying out his intentions

of shaming Americans into doing the right thinge stated,

| want the Americans to know that in the good oityCork | ridiculed their nation---I attempted troite
the utter contempt of the people here upon thentha®America were freed from slavery! Her brigida
would then dazzle the eastern world. The oppreséall nations might flock to her as an asylurmiro
monarchical or other despotic ruléfs.

Abolitionists in general used the West Indieshasrtspecial case to show the
world how blacks could free themselves from bondagk prosper. They held
emancipation day on thé'df August each year to celebrate the day thaesjawas
abolished in the West Indies. It was in many wagsnt to mirror America’s Fourth of
July celebrations. So Douglass used the Westgriike many abolitionist but left the
door open for America to redeem itself by changiagosition on slavery. He even
concluded the speech with almost an accidentalrsitiethat America had the elements
for becoming a great nation but then quickly chandieections and concluded that he
was an outlaw there. It was one of the first sigihlsow Douglass’s rhetoric would
change from a harsh tone of American exceptionalssenmore optimistic one, but it
was a baby step in that direction with a quickeaatr

Douglass even used Canada to represent Amerigathyy and to provide a

polar opposite to Texas geographically and ongbed of slavery. Douglass referred to
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America’s democratic republic as “America’s bastapublicanism.” America boasted
the loudest about being the freest place in thédamut failed to mention slavery. He
described how the United States had reached intadd¢o expand slavery while many
blacks were fleeing to monarchical Canada in theosjte direction® Time and time
again Douglass would portray Great Britain as tbacon of freedom where the
oppressed went to find freedom. Texas was adniistéige United States in late
December of 1845 and Douglass would continue toudece the acquisition.

In March of 1846 he was now in Paisley, Scotlanénrshe delivered a speech on
why the Free Church of Scotland should not accegptay from Southern churches that
supported slavery. This was a major controversydaotland at the time. The Free
Church had broken away from the Established Sto@isurch in 1843 and had secured
3000 pounds from American slave owners who were beesnand leaders of Southern
churches in America. Douglass chastised the Fregad of Scotland for accepting the
money and eventually the phrase “Send Back the WMomas shouted at every speaking
event he attended.Douglass highlighted how American slavery coulesiato every
crevice of the world but a more important parthed speech was when he spoke about the
United States Constitution directly, one of thetfiimes he had done so.

Douglass believed that the United States Congiitutias a fraudulent document
that propped up a fraudulent American governméttthis point, Douglass was still
heavily influenced by Garrison’s point of view dretConstitution. Garrison thought that

the Constitution should be done away with, and tikatentire United States government
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would have to be discarded in favor of a new gowemt accountable to God. To
Garrison, the Constitution was a contract madesagned by slaveholders and
symbolized a nation founded on the evil of slaveDpuglass echoed this philosophy
throughout his early years in the abolitionist muoeat.

The speech in Paisley, Scotland March of 1846 detnates Garrison’s influence
on Douglass’s position on the Constitution. Doagleeferred to President Polk as a
man-thief and talked about how the constitutiotestall men were created equal but in
practice this was not the case. He then quickifgeshfrom the constitution to religion
again. He contrasted how Americans wanted to s@ssionaries to people on the other
side of the globe but hated blacks at their owrr déte went on to contrast the Bible and
the slave trade, the church and the prison, sldger®whipping their slaves then leaving
to preach at their local church, and sermons orviie of stealing while slaves were
being sold in the marketplaé®.Douglass did quickly mention the Constitutiorttiis
speech and denounced it, but pivoted back to o#lifpr the rest of the speech. This was
an early indicator that Douglass would eventua#ivd more into the political side of the
argument against slavery but at that time herstlinly focused on American religious
hypocrisy and lack of equality for blacks. He atemtinued to place that argument
within the larger context of the world by mentiogiAmerica’s attempts to send
missionaries to all parts of the globe while disgnating against blacks. Douglass
argued that America was an exceptionally awful @labere all institutions would
declare equality and freedom but would deny thag#s to blacks, whether it was the

government, churches, or the educational system.
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Just a month later Douglass followed up with anogipeech on the6of April in
Paisley, Scotland. It was entitlégnerica’s Compromise With Slavery and the
Abolitionists’ Work The change of Frederick Douglass’s message a@sting more
apparent. The harshness of his tone towards Amerds changing slightly. He still
used an American exceptionalist rhetoric that attarzed America as exceptionally
hypocritical. The slight change was Douglass’swos America. He stated, “They
started from a high, and noble position---theirstdgation based on human equality. With
equal rights emblazoned on their fronts, they vadatermined to establish freedom; but
they committed a fatal mistake, they allowed a cammse with slavery® Douglass
was still critical throughout the speech but hedu$e word mistake to describe
America’s relationship with slavery. He contenlatithis mistake has allowed slavery to
weaken Americans’ love of freedom and desensitizes to the evils of slavery. He
also argued that slavery desensitized Americapsets from the groups that were being
wronged by slavery while those same pleas were igriaghe ears of slaveholder&.”

Within the same speech Douglass brought up thel€Adtair, which was a slave
revolt in 1841 aboard théreole. The slaves were successful in their revolt and
eventually landed on the Bahamas, which was cdettdly the British. The British
allowed the slaves to remain free and justifiedrhwelt as necessary because the slaves
were illegally obtained® Great Britain had already abolished slavery iB418Douglass
brought up the Creole Affair to describe the reacttf American government and used

the names of Henry Clay and John Calhoun who desesuthe insurrection and the
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position taken by Great Britaff. Douglass divulged the nature of American double-
mindedness with a story of slaves running to “mohigal freedom” in Great Britain as
they ran away from the American republic, while UC®ngressmen complained about
individuals gaining their freedofi. He continued to use the exceptionalist rhetdwit t
contrasted the United States with Great Britaire dreated a clear juxtaposition between
the monarchy of England who abolished slavery withdemocratic republic of

America, which continued to defend slavery vorasigpu He then finalized the speech by
saying that America is a brilliant example to therdd and could be a “noble example” if
it just abolished slave}f. Again he backed off from this statement by sayireg he

would not talk well of America until his race wasé from slavery. The tone of his
American exceptionalist rhetoric was changing ibtluways. He was still pointing out
America’s flaws but also noted some of its excemlaualities that were positive. He
would back off these statements, although thereandefinitive and subtle shift in his
argument.

In May of 1846 the United States was just gettmgplved in the Mexican-
American war. At the same time Douglass made hig tw England and gave speeches
on slavery that still focused mainly on Americampbgrisy in religion and equal rights,
but along with a slightly more positive tone, Doagg also began to focus more on the
political aspects of slavery. By August of 1846ex@ounded more fully on the U.S.
Constitution and put forth the familiar argumerdttmany Garrisonians would use

against slavery. He noted that the fugitive slaa@se of the Constitution required all
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Americans to return slaves to their owners. Helubes fact to critique the laws and
government of the United States. He also reast @fiSouthern slave laws that laid out
how many lashes should be given to slaves for ginmftactions such as the stipulation
that eight or more slaves grouped together witlouhite person present would be
punished by receiving 20 lash¥sLater, in the same speech, he went back to his mo
traditional approach by stating that moral andyrelis power were the best tools to
combat slavery and that it was a problem for alhknad, but he did not dismiss political
action as a tool and did consider it a part ofaherall strategy. He wrapped this
evolving argument within the familiar context ofltimg America up in direct contrast
with Great Britain and felt that Americans weresarisitive people, and particularly so to
the opinions of Britain® This was all part of his American exceptionatigproach that
specifically pointed out how old Europe was moreaasted than America when it came
to slavery. He never abandoned the attack on Avareypocrisy but his tone and
strategy was changing slowly, even as early as.1846

A speech delivered at the end of August, 1846 ist&8lf England encompasses
Frederick Douglass’s overall argument that he hreghldeveloping for the past five
years. He called America the “Nation of Professaiso professed the freest nation on
earth where the oppressed came to find refuge. rigares professed civil and religious
freedom while denying three million people the tighmarry, educate themselves, or

read the very Bible needed to practice Americarisiianity®® He used America’s own
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rhetoric against itself in a global context andstantly critiqued American religion for
its blatant hypocrisy but did it in a less harsmmer that did acknowledge America was
unique in many ways. It just needed to live ughtwse ideals for blacks.

Frederick Douglass was still very much under tHkiémce of Garrison and this is
seen throughout his speeches from 1841 all thetlwaygh his conflict with Garrison
that eventually led to a severing of their tied851. Douglass did though start to
develop his own style and strategy of how he thbuaghcould effectively impact the
slavery argument much earlier than 1851, and eeéoréd Douglass changed his position
on the Constitution as a pro-slavery document.ustgl an American exceptionalist
argument that scolded America for its exceptionyglderisy when it came to religion and
equality for all in education and American lawse ¢ld this while trying to place
pressure on America by purposely contrasting Anaeniith a Europe that was supposed
to be the place where despots ruled and liberfigrad, but instead was able to paint
America in that very light on the subject of slaxeHe did all of this while slowly
changing the harshness of his tone towards Amariddeaving the thought that America

could be as exceptional as it professed.
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CHAPTER 111
FREDERICK DOUGLASS: A SHIFT IN AMERICAN EXCEPTIONAIST
RHETORIC
1847 was the last year of Frederick Douglass’s tblurope. It was a year in
America where the Mexican-American War continuedl@vpolitically the U.S.
Congress debated the Wilmot Proviso, which propdtisatdany territory gained from the
Mexican-American war would not be allowed to haleery. David Wilmot was a
democratic congressman from Pennsylvania who weaganst slavery for moral
reasons but did not want to see the South gain pualitcal strength by expanding
slavery into the new territories. He had initiahyroduced the Wilmot Proviso in 1846,
which failed in the Senate, but re-introduced titlarb1847. Frederick Douglass always
followed American politics closely and saw the WalhiProviso as a shift in the battle
against slavery. Northerners were starting to takee action to prevent Southern
slavery from gaining more power. This would hay#@ound impact on Douglass’s
views of how best to approach the argument agalasery’®
He would give approximately 650 speeches betwedid 48d 1854. During his
last months in Europe he continued some familiams in his speeches but further
developed his own thoughts and strategies as hsificmed to life back in America.

Many factors influenced Douglass’s glacier-likeng#ion from an American
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exceptionalist argument that was abrasive to oaertbted America’s shortcomings, but
started to praise America’s noble beginning. Hgguarent also called out America for
being exceptionally hypocritical but started tayue that eventually America would live
up to its unique promise and mission in the world.

Some of the factors that influenced Douglass’s @@ in thinking and strategy
were external and some were internal. One of xkermal factors was the political scene
Douglass was coming back to in the late 1840s atadthe early 1850s. The antislavery
movement was diversifying at a rapid rate. Theas still the Garrisonian non-
government and nonviolent resistance approachhiené twvere more abolitionists who
were willing to advocate violence in the name ekfng slaves and more abolitionists
who were willing to use political means to topplievery. The historian Stanley Harold’s
The Rise of Aggressive Abolitionisimcumented how abolitionists from the 1840s up
until the Civil War became more aggressive in th@proach and not only tried to
convince the North that slavery should be aboligh#dlirectly addressed the slaves of
the South to either escape from slavery or usentaheans to gain their freedom.
Harold focuses on Gerrit Smith and Henry Highlaratr@t's more militant approach to
fighting slavery. They were in stark contrastte Garrisonian brand of abolitionisth.
Douglass had correspondence with both and becaraesanal friend to Gerrit Smith
who helped fund Douglass’s newspapers. Gerritlsmés heavily involved in the
political realm of abolition and believed the Condion was actually an antislavery

document? This would have a major impact on Douglass aedsttift in his American
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exceptionalist rhetoric. It would eventually Idaidh to embrace the Constitution as an
antislavery document, which also allowed him teleeme of the harshness towards
America’® It also allowed him to express admiration for Aiwe's founding principles
while still imploring Americans to live up to thepenciples and realize its true mission
to civilize the world.

The internal factor that influenced Douglass’s glatiery approach the most was
his providential view of history, which led him believe that there were no accidents
and that there was a divine purpose for Ameridaetmome a “Nation of Nations.” He
believed in human perfection and progress and\elidmerica could be the place
where this could be realized. This caused him tewethat slavery served a greater
purpose and that it would be abolished in the lamg* Garrison was well known for
this type of thinking but Douglass did not comeftose conclusions just because
Garrison influenced him. His life in slavery and Bscape from it allowed him to come
to the conclusion that God had not intended Dosgla®e a slave for his whole life. He
took this same view of American slavery based amplkrsonal experience.

Even though he had a providential view of histbigttassumed that God’s hand
was in everything he also had a humanist philosapatymade him believe that humans
created the change they wanted to see. This sgamadoxical but it was a way that
Douglass could come to terms with American slavédymans had caused this great sin

and it was up to humans to bring resolution. Gmheed humans to do the necessary
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things to bring about the change that was alreadgined by God®> These external and
internal influences caused Douglass to shift frorhedoric that could only see America
as hypocritical in his early years of abolitionisma more nuanced approach that found
greatness in the founding ideals of America butdgmb Americans for not living up to
them. He used this idea of America as a uniquemxgent that could realize its
exceptionalism if it could only abolish slavery.

Frederick Douglass remained in England until lapgil’of 1847 when he made
his way back to the United Stat@sWhile still in England in February of 1847 Dousga
gave a speech entitleflhe Skin Aristocracy in AmericaHe continued familiar themes
of American hypocrisy. Associating aristocracy witimerica was another way of
Douglass contrasting America with Europe. He codéel that Americans practiced an
aristocratic tradition that did not allow 500,008€ colored people to enjoy the same
freedoms as whites. He referred to blacks fightilopgside whites during the American
Revolution but stated that “the musket was takemftheir shoulders, the whip applied
to their backs, and they were driven back to thkl$ of slavery.”” This contradicted the
picture drawn by Alexis De Tocqueville, a Frencistaicrat who had come to America in
the 1830s and wrotBemocracy in Americavhich noted that Americans did not have as
much respect for titles, did respect hard work, tmdled to promote individualism,

though he saw slavery as an is§ué meritocracy was what Americans proclaimed

"> Waldo E. Martin,The Mind of Frederick Douglas$he University of Carolina Press: 1984: 48-50.

6 Benjamin Soskigieroic Exile: The Transatlantic Development of Feedk Douglass 1845-1847.
http://www.yale.edu/glc/soskis/fr-6.htrtaccessed 1 March 2014).

" 30hn W. Blassingam@he Frederick Douglass PapeiSpeeches, Debates, and Interviews (1847-1854).
Yale University Press, 1979. Print. Series 1, (Viad2) 4.

8 Gerald E. Bevan (TranslatoAlexis De Tocqueville: Democarcy in America and Bgsays on
America.Penguin Books: London (2003).

37



while Douglass argued that it was more like a skistocracy. If blacks did possess any
intellectual capability they were despised by wiitaericans. Douglass also stated his
goal was to provoke Americans to think about tleisadox. He noted that Americans
were always interested in what others thought eftipersonally but also what foreigners
thought about their country. The picture of blacks fighting in the Americanv@kition

for freedom alongside whites was an attempt to sgpbe fatal flaw in American
thinking. It was also a sign of Douglass’s shoftvairds invoking the origins of America
to persuade Americans to live up to the idealdql by the founding fathers.

Frederick Douglass gave his farewell speech tdtitesh on the last day of
March, 1847. He used the opportunity to specifycattack the U.S. Constitution. He
highlighted two key articles of the constitutioratlexpressly supported slavery. He first
mentioned Article |, Section 8 that allowed for Qoess to call forth a militia to suppress
insurrections. He then went on to mention ArtiteSection 2, which allowed
Americans to recover fugitive slaves and bring therok to their owner®. So though
Douglass was starting to refer more to Americagins, he was still not willing to see
much good in those origins. His critique of thenSi@tution was right in step with
Garrisonians who thought it was a pro slavery doentm Douglass’s exceptionalist
rhetoric was changing slowly but had not evolvetitye point where he could
acknowledge some of the positive aspects of Amisrlxeginnings.

Douglass was received with open arms by most op#aple in England who

came out to hear his speeches. Garrison notegqte treatment Douglass received
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from whites in England and recalled the differeetvepapers that gave Douglass glowing
reviews. Douglass himself felt that for the firghé in his life he was treated like a free
man®

In late April of 1847 Douglass boarded thambriato go back to America and
was forcefully segregated from the white first slpassengers of the ship. He wrote
angry letters to different English news outlets aad eventually given a public apology
by the owner of the shiff. His reception in America by the New York presswat
warm either. Thé&lew York Sustated that Douglass had piled on abuse after alyuse
America and thought this was especially distur@oming from a black man. At the
thirteenth anniversary meeting of the American /Alavery Society on 11 May, 1847,
Douglass made his first speech in America sincedukeleft in 1845. He made it very
clear that he “had no love for America, as sudue no patriotism® It was a rhetoric
that he had used extensively while in England bwbuld be the last time Douglass
would make this type of harsh statement withoulityirag his position with a careful
rationale of why he would say it. Douglass wagpratic enough to know that he would
not be well received by Americans if he continue@mploy the harsh language of an
exceptionally hypocritical America without also @ating it with a measure of respect
for the founding principles of America and the bethat America was capable of
change. The historian James Oakes described hogl&ss became more pragmatic in

his approach as he returned to the United St&deges asked, “How many Americans,

even northerners with antislavery sympathies, cbeldhoved to anything but revulsion
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by such strident denunciations of their churchesiy toeloved Constitution, and their
democratic politics? Oakes also thought that Douglass probably redlizis before he
came back to the United States. Douglass’s spsdotard the end of his stay in
England indicate that this shift in his antislavemgtoric was already taking place. It was
a shift in small degrees that continued duringinme back in the United States.
Douglass gave a speech in late September of 1@4Aaddressed one of his
typical targets, the American church. Douglass gasgenples of Southern slaveholders
who used the bible to defend their ownership ofedaDouglass had used these
examples in many speeches and often mimicked évelsblders. This time, however,
the speech went in a different direction. Douglasaded with his audience to not
misunderstand his critique of American religione iMade it clear that he was not
someone who despised religion in any fashion. aii@ditionists were often accused of
having no religion and called infidels. Douglassthe audience know that he loved
Christianity while clarifying the type of Christiap to which he was referring. He
guoted scripture of a religion that “came from adewvhich is pure, peacable, gentle.....
and without hypocrisy® This is a well known scripture that religious Argans in the
audience would have been familiar with. He themtiasted the religion he loved with
the religion he deplored. He referenced the retigif the Priest and the Levite who in
the story of the Good Samaritan allowed the wounded to lie on the street while they
continued on their way to their house of worsHiifDouglass employed a different

approach to a topic he had covered many times éeflaistead of railing against the evils
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of American churches he chose to define what heghioreligion was supposed to be.
This was something that his American audience cmifte to and showed that Douglass
knew a good deal of the bible and was not just sabaditionist that wanted to rid
America of all its institutions. In this same splede also used the story of the Good
Samaritan as an analogy of what Americans weregdehen they allowed slavery to
flourish in the United States. This included slaslders, Southerners in general, and
Northerners who were all guilty of playing the roliethe Priest and the Levite. It was a
way to demonstrate America’s exceptional hypoconghout completely offending the
American audience he was trying to win over. Obgeover of the speech noted that the
audience winced at many of the things Douglassttiady about American religion but
he also noted that the audience felt that what ssgsaid was trd€. Douglass used
scripture in a way that implored Americans to ligeto a higher religion and realize an
America where true religion was practiced and ost @ religion that was for show.

The story of the Good Samaritan also appealedrnericans’ need for equality in
the realm of religion. The Priest and the Lewtbjch Douglass referred to as Pharisees,
was a symbol of church hierarchy. The Phariseeaya prayed the loudest and did
things to make sure their good deeds were seendyyane but never seemed to get the
point of true religion in Jesus’s eyes. This syhdno would have been well understood
by his audience. Slaveholders and Northerners wdwichinated against blacks, were
for all intents and purposes, the Pharisees of ttegi. As Douglass had said in many
previous speeches, they professed the loudest #imuteligion and equality for all but

lived a life among blacks who were not allowed ¥erestrive for equality.

87 John W. Blassingame, 94.
41



As Douglass’s tone and strategy changed, so didelationship with Garrison.
Douglass wanted to start his own newspaper asa@®be got back to America but this
was discouraged by Garrison. Garrison thoughtttieae were not enough readers to add
another abolitionist newspaper. There was sontk tauthis because many of the papers
were not profitable and when Douglass did starbhia paper he did need money from
Gerrit Smith to keep the newspaper functioningraes®® Garrison also thought that
Douglass still needed advice and counsel from thadsehad more experience. Douglass
initially took Garrison’s advice, but by the endX@47 Douglass had reached the
conclusion that he had to start his own abolitibpaper. Théorth Starwas first
published on the3of December, 1847 in Rochester, New York. His entivNew York
is seen by some historians as a symbolic gestumehvallowed Douglass to further
distance himself both physically and mentally airayn Garrison and to continue to
develop his own ided§.

As Douglass was shifting to more independence fBarrison his antislavery
argument continued to evolve into one that recaghikmerican uniqueness, especially
when he talked about the nation’s founding. He ala@e to point out the noble cause the
founding fathers fought for while placing Americslaves in the same category.
Douglass would often remind his audience that ddad fought side by side with
whites during the American Revolution, but were petmitted to enjoy the same
freedoms as whites.

He also saw America as a unique place where titmbtebate on slavery would

be seen by the whole world and a final answer erstavery debate would come for one
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side or the other. This did not mean that he cetept abandoned all severity when
describing America. In a speech given in May o488®ouglass asked the audience to
suppose that they were black. He then explaineddiaves were sold to pay for the
expenses of missionaries. The sarcastic toneeadkech and the tough words for
American churches in both the North and South wawenuch for half of the New York
audience. They proceeded to walk out. He agatedthat he had nothing against true
religion but hated the hypocritical nature of tis¢éablished churches in America who
supported slavery or stood by and did nothing wierf

Abolitionists always celebrated their own emantigpaday, which was the™lof
August every year and marked the day when thesBrébolished slavery in the West
Indies. 1 August 1848 was no exception and Dosglask the opportunity to use his
evolving exceptionalist rhetoric to put the dayistorical context. He stated, “We live
in times which have no parallel in the historyloé tvorld. The grand commotion is
universal and all-pervading...The grand conflictibélty with the monster slavery, has
at last come® He mentioned that the advances in technologyshaghk the globe so
that slavery was an issue for humankind. Thisglabntext was part of his rhetorical
strategy from his earlier speeches when he wasiiofe. The difference in the
emancipation day speech was the sense of a divihtnat could not be altered. He
referenced the book of Revelation, which he betlgw®phesied the shrinking of the
world into an interconnected continéAtHe mentioned these occurrences to emphasize

that it was an inevitability that slavery would ceto an end and he connected the
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demise of slavery with the ever progressing wdikt tvas moving closer and closer to a
universal bond. He mentioned the French Revoluong with the other revolutions
taking place in Europe in 1848 and depicted thgsats as evidence of an inevitable
march towards equality among all, which meant foeedor slaves at some point.
Douglass noted that the French people were noessfid in their revolution and spoke
about how slaveholders pointed to France as an @eashwhat happens when
individuals try to “make equal what God has madequral.®® Douglass countered that
argument by giving the analogy of a baby just leayio walk. He saw these revolutions
as an indicator of things to come.

Within the same speech he then pointed out thedngy in American religion
and America’s profession of equality. He laid th@me on every American citizen who
allowed slavery to continu¥. These were familiar themes throughout his antisia
career, but he placed America within a context pfavidential plan that would not allow
slavery to continue much longer. This part of Dagg's exceptionalist argument was
influenced by outside forces such as Garrisonidms were progressives that believed in
the eventual perfection of mankind. He was alsmaraged by the revolutions in
Europe that were reshaping the hierarchy that leed In place so long. At home the
Free Soil party formed in 1848, which was a majgnal that slavery could eventually be
in trouble. Free soilers wanted slavery to be @ioed within the South and did not want
to see slavery expand into the new territoriesweae captured during the Mexican-

American War. They supported the Wilmot Provisat thould have essentially met
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those goalg®> These were clear signs to Douglass that slavesyin retreat and that
God had ordained it to happen.

The other half of Douglass’s thinking was thatretteough God had ordained it,
it was up to humans to carry out the plan. He Bemself as an agent of this change and
was trying to convince other Americans to join hingluding slaves. In 1850 the
Fugitive Slave Act was enacted. It allowed slaveéis to track down slaves in the
North and bring them back to slavery. It also padalties for Northerners who tried to
help blacks and gave no protection to free blacideuthe law® Douglass used this law
to advocate action among free blacks, slaves amth&ers, including violence if
necessary to prevent slaveholders from taking kléekck into slavery. In a speech
titled, Do Not Send Back the FugitiiBmuglass advocated violence if necessary and he
noted that “he had never seen a meeting more umasiend strong™ He coupled this
call for human agency with his providential belieft slavery would come to an end. In a
speech a couple of days after, he talked aboutsregainal right to liberty that could not
be stopped by any human institution, only hindeasdl he believed “that their career
must be short, for Eternal Providence will speedlihdicate the right®® He believed
that equality in the world was just a matter ofdirbut he portrayed America as a
possible example to the rest of the world if Amanig could abolish slavery.

In the same speech he warned the North that tverpaf slavery was tainting the

founding principles of the Declaration of Indepemck2 He cautioned that the “genius of
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American institutions” were in conflict with slawer This was much different from
Frederick Douglass’s speeches during his earlysyideurope. He wouldn’t have said
that slavery was in conflict with American foundipgnciples and their institutions. He
would have blamed the institutions themselves.didenot abdicate the responsibilities
that Americans had to repair these wrongs but haentaa point to persuade Americans
to live up to their founding principles insteaddsgrading the founders themselves. He
called slavery a “blot on the American name” argl‘tbnly national reproach which need
make an American hang their head in shame, inrtgepce of Monarchical
governments® In a way, Douglass was complementing Americansifiche good
gualities while expressing how slavery was ruiramgotherwise stellar reputation around
the world. He mourned the fact that America cawdt carry out its mission to help
others experience freedom because other countdaklwoint to the sin of slavery and
ask why America is trying to help others gain freedwhile the Fugitive Slave Act was
the law of the land at home. The unique missiod Gad ordained for America could
not go forward unless slavery ended.

He then invoked patriotism to finalize the speeBluglass had initially said that
he could never have patriotism when he first reddrio America. Now he was
advocating patriotism, but not its traditional aéfon. He explained that he would
invoke patriotism to inspire sincere repentancees of trying to hide the sin of slavery.
He would use patriotism to induce Americans to teaill our energies in the grand effort
to remedy that wrong"®

He then stated it was in the spirit of patriotigrat he warned Americans that God
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would not allow slavery to continue no matter haway a country America was. He
referred to the Passover angel from the Bible wdraecand killed the first born of all the
Egyptians because Pharaoh would not let the Iseaado from slavery?* This was a
definite shift in Douglass’s American exceptionafisgument. The focus had shifted
away from just a view of America as exceptionapabcritical. He still noted American
hypocrisy and inconsistencies but now he was inmuothem to repent from their sin
before God judged them. Repentance was the keyfilbthe plan that God had for
America. Douglass always assumed that individnatsto take the action for God’s plan
to be fulfilled and could not just sit idly by waig for God’s mission to be fulfilled.
Historians refer to speeches like Douglass’s eendiads, which had three main
components to it. The jeremiad consisted of aebalithe promise of human perfection,
lamentation of the present decline of the natiowl, @ prophecy that America would
fulfill its mission. Puritans who came to Amerigalieved that America was destined to
be a beacon to the rest of the world, a new Ishatlhad escaped from the corrupting
traditions of Europe to fulfill God’s mission ofé¢lmillennium in the new world.
Historians also note that many abolitionists usedi¢remiad to argue against slavery.
Douglass did not use this type of rhetoric unti$ thoint in his antislavery campaidft.
Much more of his speeches thereafter used the jadetm try to convince Americans that

slavery was an evil that Americans needed to repietat truly fulfill their destiny.
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Within all of these speeches Douglass consistelrlylayed optimism. The
jeremiad itself relies on an unshakable optimismthere were times when Douglass did
express despair. In January of 1851 Douglass ga@eeiple of speeches that focused on
recent events where blacks had been taken fromY¢etvback to the South via the
Fugitive Slave Act. One of those individuals waenH, Long who had escaped from
slavery in 1848 but was taken back to Virginia oheavas found®® Douglass lamented
the Fugitive Slave Act and the increased enforcenemperceived. He also spent a
considerable amount of time decrying the effortdonize blacks out of Americ&?
Colonization was especially odious to Douglasiough he had these moments he
would always follow them up with a belief that hetdarkest times America was coming
closer to ridding itself of slavery.

Douglass continued to shift his rhetoric to oregt flaced America in a position
of uniqueness to impact the rest of the worlda Bpeech in May of 1851 he
characterized American slavery as a “grand obstmitto progress not just in the United
States but throughout the world. If America cooitdy deal with slavery it would
become that beacon of liberty it always professdoet® He continued to couple this
strategy with a praise for America’s founding pipies. Indeed, by 1851 he had
completely changed course on the Constitution anldmger considered it to be a
proslavery document. This came after extensiveespondence with Gerrit Smith who
thought that it would be helpful if Douglass wouwaldyue for the Constitution as a

antislavery document. Douglass even participatealdouple of debates where he argued
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for the proslavery side. He would use all the skmithat seemed on the surface to
support slavery as evidence that the Founders waaterotect slavery. Through this
process he convinced himself that the Constitutiaa not a proslavery document. He
now believed that the Constitution could only badreith no attempt to interpret the
intent of the Founders. The words on the docunssuiprding to Douglass, did not
support slavery. This was the last link betweeniddass and Garrison that was severed.
Garrison never forgave Douglass after that andafigtattacked him for it. James Oakes
argues that this allowed Douglass to not only fgjavery through moral persuasion but
through political mean¥?

The speech that culminated Frederick Douglasaisstormation in American
exceptionalist rhetoric was his most well knownesgeWhat to the Slave is the Fourth
of July? He delivered the speech in Rochester, New Yorther8" of July in Corinthian
Hall. The 4" of July in 1852 fell on a Sunday, which meant thatRochester citizens
did not celebrate it until thé"s Traditionally many abolitionists waited untikt/" of
July as a form of protest. So this would not hagen unusual for Dougla$¥. Douglass
had practiced the speech for two to three weeldidgaip to the occasioi®

He started the speech by referring to tHe#July as America’s national
Independence day, not Douglass’s. He also compheed of July to the Jews
celebration of the Passover. He invoked the intdgeod’s people from the very
beginning of the speech. He then went on to pirociaat America was still a very

young nation, which gave Douglass hope that thexe still time for America to make
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changes. Within the first few minutes of the sjrelee explained how America had been
born under unique circumstances and how the fogditners were great men who had
done great deeds and should be remembered withra@mi®® This was the
exceptionalist rhetoric Douglass had been devetpfunyears leading up to this speech.
He used the uniqueness of America’s beginningstadunding fathers as a way to
endear himself to the audience.

He then used the founding fathers fight for freedomparallel the plight of blacks
in America. If the founding fathers were venerdtmoshedding blood in the name of
freedom why were slaves allowed to stay in bondalge?also employed the analogy of
Abraham who was the father of the Jews. Israelésgected Abraham but then rejected
all the prophets and Jesus that followed. Dougtassended that Washington gave up
his slaves when he died but Americans did not ¥olhds example. Douglass held up the
founders to show Americans their hypocrisy.

Douglass’s shift away from overly harsh criticiamd an appreciation for the
founders did not mean that he did not criticize Aigge He criticized Americans
throughout the speech for their hypocrisy andguigd American religion, the internal
slave trade, and American politics. All of the aistinings that Douglass had railed
against for years were on display in this lengthgesh. He was able to do this without
alienating his audience because he had already ineldar that there were positive
aspects to American society. He then ended thebpmean optimistic tone, which
summed up his American excpetionalist argument:

I, therefore, leave off where | began, with hojéhile drawing encouragement

199 John W. Blassingame, 360-364.

19 j5hn W. Blassingame, 366-367.
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from the Declaration of Independence, the greatqples it contains, and the

genius of American Institutions, my spirit is atéeeered by the obvious

tendencies of the adé*

Douglass had shifted his rhetoric to acknowledgeeAcan exceptionalism while
he still required Americans to live up to theseeptmonalist ideals such as individualism,
equality of opportunity, and a break from the ttiadis of a despotic Europe. He did all
of this while he placed American slavery in a glatentext for the entire world to judge
if America was living up to these ideals. Throwhof this Douglass continued to

remain optimistic because he did truly believe thaierica had a unique destiny to fulfill

and he needed to do his part to make that happen.

1 1ohn W. Blassingame, 387.
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CHAPTER IV
GEORGE FITZHUGH’S ANTI-EXCEPTIONALIST RHETORIC

George Fitzhugh represented the extreme defernsdawary during the antebellum
period. He is famous or infamous for suggesting ¢éivan whites should be enslaved if they
could not take care of themselves. Even southemerns cautious when it came to this line of
argument. Fitzhugh rejected the idea that Ameriaa wnique in any sense and thought that
America should look to history to inform its presdnstead of promoting American
exceptionalism, he outright rejected it. Fitzhugledi an anti-exceptionalist argument to refute
any notion of American exceptionalism while promgthis vision of what America should be.
His vision included an American society based anilial slavery that purported to take care of
all the slave’s needs by providing shelter, foddtheng, and the watchful eye of the master.
Fitzhugh wanted to do away with individualism, égailanism, and invited more government
instead of less. He thought that equality among wasa theory that could not hold up under
the scrutiny of any nation throughout history. fidk that history clearly proved that inequality
was natural and slavery was the best system taeéuaill effects of social hierarchies. These
ideas were contrary to the idea of American exogalism and promoted a vision of America
that would embrace much more conservative prinsiple

George Fitzhugh was born November 4, 1806 in Phlidkam County.
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Fitzhugh'’s father owned a moderate sized plantdiidrthe plantation was sold after his father’s
death. The northern neck of Virginia, which wasgperous during colonial times, experienced
a severe economic decline in the 1820s, which widected by the fortunes of George Fitzhugh
and his immediate family who lived a meager existdi? Fitzhugh’s education consisted of a
modest formal education at a local school, whick described as a log cabin. He was required
to memorize Latin, which he was particularly praidhroughout his life. Beyond this semi-
formal education during his early years, he wakeslcated?

His greatest reading interests were British Reviemigen mainly by Tories and the

knowledge he gained from these reviews would hagatgnfluence on his later writing career.
Fitzhugh'’s biographer stated, “He was ever to berfare detailed and specific in dealing with
European trends than when discussing the affai@oath Carolina or Mississippt** Those
who reviewed his books did make it clear that Ritgfnlacked the serious erudition normally
attributed to philosophical works and Fitzhugh attiei this fact:’> One renowned southern
historian put it this way: “George Fitzhugh was amwho wrote too much and read too
little.” *+°

What Fitzhugh lacked in knowledge he was able tkemg with wit, sarcasm, and an
aptitude for making a compelling argument. Som#e$e characteristics may be attributed to

his first profession as a small time lawyer. Hd ha great interest in the day-to-day legalities of

112 Harvey WishGeorge Fitzhugh: Propagandist of the Old SoBaton Rouge: Louisiana University Press,
1943; reprint, Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1967 .

13 \wish, p.8-9.

114 ish, 20.

15 wish, 20.

116 Eugene Genovesghe World the Slaveholders Mafi¢ew York: Pantheon Books, 1969) 128. Though
Genovese was highly critical of Fitzhugh in thistement he started his analysis of Fitzhugh by tihgi “I do not
deny some bias, for, as often happens to a histerie dallies with an attractive historical figfor some years, |
have come to think of him as an old friend"(Gen@y&9). This shows that even those who appreckitedugh’s
importance could not ignore his lack of erudition.
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his job but he did enjoy the challenge of persugaifury**” This would lead his lone
biographer, the scholar who arguably knows Fitzhihghbest, to label Fitzhugh a propagandist.
Fitzhugh would also hold a job as a law clerk i@ Buchanan administration under Attorney
General Jeremiah Sullivan Black, but he is beserabered for his writing career and
particularly his defense of slavel}

Fitzhugh's career as a proslavery defender anémbsgggan in 1849 during a time when
the southern proslavery defense had already inetlgadts militancy. Most historians, until
recently, agreed that the 1820s but especiallgény 1830s marked a point when the southern
defense of slavery took a turn towards a more aggre argument to defend their peculiar
institution. The defense of slavery can be tracecblonial times but southerners of the colonial
and early national period tended to use a “necessal’ argument to defend the institution.
This conceded that slavery might be wrong but ithaas necessary for the economy of the
South. The 1820s marked the beginnings of a sahdage to more of a “positive good” theory,
which no longer admitted the evils of slavery mgused on the benevolence of the institution.
The Missouri debates, the Denmark Vesey plot, Badittivities of the American Colonization
Society all drove southerners to take a more pioaeipproach to defending slavery.

Historians argued that the early 1830s crystallthed‘positive good” argument that
started to develop in the 1820s. Historians pdintethe establishment of Garrisonian
abolitionism in 1831 with the advent of the Bostaberatoras an irritant that forced the South
to defend chattel bondage in a more rigorous manvélliam Lloyd Garrison used his

newspaper to attack slavery in an unprecedentéibfas Also, the Nat Turner Rebellion (1831)

117 \wish, 11.
118\wish, 214, 313.

19william Sumner Jenkingroslavery Thought in the Old SoutBhapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
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caused the Virginia state legislature to debatieay wanted to emancipate their slaves, which
prompted Thomas R. DewReview of the Debate in the Virginia Legislatured 881-1832%°

If there is one written work that almost all hiséms singled out for the full development of the
“positive good” theory, Dew’s review was the dfié.

More recent works by historians have noted thati#fense of slavery did not follow a
linear path from a “necessary evil” argument tgasitive good” one. Charles Irons argued that
Southern evangelicals actually did convince thewesethat African Americans needed to be
enslaved for the sake of saving African Americamlls. So southern evangelicals did not use
the religious proslavery argument out of convengelngt believed they were doing the right
thing. 122

Lacy Ford, taking a page out of William Freehls@yook, noted that the South was not a
monolithic entity and that there was much disages#over what type of proslavery defense
should be put forth. Due to their different circuarses, the Upper South and Lower South often
disagreed with how to deal with slavery and howletend it**® Ford did think that the
paternalistic argument eventually became the mestgtent proslavery argument closer to the

middle of the 1830%*

1206w Gilpin FaustThe Ideology of Slavery: Proslavery Thought in Ameebellum South, 1830-18¢Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1981)21.8

121 There are some historians who disagree with itésdf thinking or think that it is too rigid to ply to thewhole
South. Larry Tise argues that the proslavery argureristed well before the 1820s and that origithdtethe North
among the New England clergy, not the South. RaterelLarry E. TiseProslavery: A History of the Defense of
Slavery in America, 1701-1848thens, Georgia: University of Georgia Press, J98¥illiam Freehling did note
that Dew’s work did mark a transition, but pointg that it took another 20 years for most of thetS8do embrace
the “positive good” theory put forth by South Camal perpetualists. Instead, Freehling believespbakets of the
upper south held on to Jefferson’s conditional teation (a slow dwindling of slavery under the tiglonditions).
Reference: William W. Freehlind;heRoad to Disunion: Seccessionists at Bay 177@-(@%ford: Oxford
University Press, 1990) 190-194.
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123 Lacy K. Ford,Deliver Us from Evil: The Slavery Question in thiel South(Oxford University Press, 2009).
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The mid-1830s only heightened Southern fears atlauery becoming extinct. Northern
abolitionists inundated the South with antislavetyers addressed to Southern citizens. To add
fuel to the fire, abolitionists sent antislaveryipens to Congress asking for the emancipation of
bondsmen in Washington D.C. They specified Wasbhm@.C. because Congress did have
jurisdiction in Washington D.C., unlike the stat@hese two strategic moves caused great
consternation among Southern politicians and spdwimedebates over the Gag Rules, which
would go on until early 1844 when they were repgdfe During these debates, John C.
Calhoun coined the term “positive good” in referemna the institution of slavery during his
famous speech to the Senate in 1837 where he syaliest the antislavery petitioffS.

The conflict over slavery only heightened in substaand rhetoric during the late 1840s
and continued into the 1850s. In 1848, the WilRPwatviso attempted to ban slavery by
congressional power in all the states acquired fiexico after the Mexican-American War.

The accusation by Northern politicians of a “Sl&aver” [referring to the South] started to
become more pronounced. David Wilmot, the authdhe Proviso resented what he perceived
as a “Slave Power” that held control of the natigmvernment due to its 3/5’s advantdge.

The 3/5’s advantage referred to the clause fourtdar.S. Constitution, which gave
Southerners disproportionate representation whéng/éor the president and the House of
Representatives because slaves were counted ppsigent of a person, thus adding much
more representation for the South. After much ledebate, the Compromise of 1850
temporarily settled the issue by not banning siavent by making concessions to both the

North and the South. The admission of Califorrsadree state and the implementation of a

125 Freehling, 287-352.

126 paul FinkelmanDefending Slavery: Proslavery Thought in the OldtS¢Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2003)
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strict Fugitive Slave Law were two of the key piete appease both sid&8. Although it
temporarily settled the dispute, the contentiorr @l@very was only growing.

This was the political and intellectual contexihich George Fitzhugh began to publish
his writings defending the institution of slaverlso Fitzhugh was influenced by the political
revolutions in Europe and the stirrings of socralisvhich was championed by individuals such
as Louis Blanc in France. He interpreted the mnuisl of Europe and the suggestion of socialism
as a solution as a clear sign that “free socied failed and that free competition would cause
the destruction of all decent society. Fitzhughwéd socialism as an outgrowth or attempted
solution to capitalism, and therefore flawed framinception because it grew out of a theory of
“free society.” The North also provided many exaespbdf how “free society” had produced
dissident elements within Northern society, sucbhasalists, bloomers, shakers, and those who
believed in “free love **®

Fitzhugh used his writings to respond to the ofsthe Republican Party and their
ideology of “free soil, free labor, free men.” TRepublican Party was officially established in
1854 with the debacle of the Kansas-Nebraska Refpublicans believed in free labor as the
key to a successful democracy and touted its sonitgrio slavery. Along with this line of
thinking the Republicans also believed in a corapital “Slave Power” and thought that this
elite group had control of the federal governméhtTheir belief in free labor was combined
with a belief that social and physical mobility werucial to maintaining free labor. If workers
were allowed the opportunities to move upwardsalycihen there would be an incentive to

work hard and sustain a free market economy. @rddcialists or Fitzhugh, Republicans did

128 o1t 86-87.
129\njish 55-58.
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not believe that wage workers had to stay in a veagring position. Republicans thought that
working Americans should take advantage of the dppdies that came through hard work to
ascend up the economic ladder. Essential to timisisand economic mobility was the idea that
the western territory provided an escape from tham centers of the east [wage-work]. The
self-made American was synonymous with the frordfehe west>!

Coinciding with the belief in free labor and soaw@bbility, Republicans preached
equality of opportunity and individualism [at ledst whites]. According to Republicans, if
slavery were allowed to extend into the territotlesn American opportunities to realize social
and economic mobility would vanish and be replaogd completely contrary system where
there was no hope for advancement and where egaalik individualism were scorned. Using
their free labor ideology, Republicans critiqueavglry as an archaic and inefficient labor system
that degraded labor itself. They noted that theeAoan economy needed an educated
workforce that could manage a diversified econorignerican workers also needed incentives
to be the most productive. Slavery impeded botthe$e goals because it kept a large part of the
Southern populous [blacks &poor whites] uneducatad held no incentive for working hard
because there was no hope of advancement. Regubktso labeled Southerners as individuals
who were adverse to hard work, lacked frugality ha inventiveness, and were economically
backwards. This was all due to the system of sjat/é

The Republican Party’s belief in free labor, egyabnd individualism were all
components that could be used to argue for Ameegaerptionalism. Republicans believed that

there was enough geographic space in Americadw dlese ideals to become reality and could

131 Foner, 13-27.
132 Eoner, 43, 45-46, 50.
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defy the Malthusian theory that seemed to fit Eersep well. The only thing that could derail
this vision for America was a slave labor systelovegd to extend into the new territories,
therefore keeping out free labor. William Sewardfsepressible Conflict” speech in 1858
embodied this type of thought and would be usedelsor the proslavery defend&

George Fitzhugh's two major works we&eciology for the SouttmdCannibals All!
Both were filled with a philosophy that clearly pesded to the political context of his time
while especially addressing the free labor ideolofyRepublicans. He used an anti-
exceptionalist argument to combat Republican idgglavhich embodied many of the ideas of
American exceptionalism. Fitzhugh started outingipproslavery pamphlets suchSlavery
JustifiedandWhat Shall Be Done With the Free Negroiesthe late 1840s and early 18565.
This would eventually lead to a job as a contribgieeditor of theRichmond Examing1854-
1856) and for th&®ichmond Enquire(1855-1857), two well-known proslavery southern
newspapers. He also wrote a multitude of artifde®eBow’s Revievand theSouthern Literary
Messengefrom1855 to 1867 Fitzhugh would use these different platformsewealop his
thought, which remained quite consistent leadingougne Civil War. His two books were the
product of these articles written in the differaptvspapers and magazines. For this reason this
analysis of Fitzhugh'’s proslavery argument willdsanainly on his second bo@annibals All!
(1857).Considering that his thought did not change muaHditeg up to the Civil War and that
his books were outgrowths of his earlier writinGsinnibals All'represents a culmination of his
earlier writings, includingociology for the SouthCannibals All'Does not present anything

that deviates dramatically from his earlier thoyghonly tries to organize these thoughts in a

133 Eoner 69-70.
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more coherent manner.

Fitzhugh did believe the South should developws titerature and thought he could
help this cause. He corresponded quite regulatly abolitionists leading up to the release of
Cannibals All!(1857) and used the dialogue with abolitionisthetp refine his main arguments
for the book. He even went as far as writing Willialoyd Garrison to provoke a response to the
book*® The book was published by the same individuals kéub publishe®ociology for the
South.The title of the book came from Carlyldatter Day Pamphletsvhich also critiqued
capitalism. Thomas Carlyle was a Scottish philbsopvho did not believe in capitalism and
critiqgued it vehemently. Carlyle did not think decnacy and capitalism were the answer to
society’s problems and thought that social ordes meeded for society to function. Fitzhugh
relied mostly on British journals to help illumieathe struggles of the free wagework¥r.

Fitzhugh used an offensive strategy to make a etimg argument in the defense of
slavery. Instead of defending the institution laiery, he attacked the free labor system that
was touted by the Republican Party and exposedate distasteful side. The first chapter of
Cannibals Alllcompared the “white slave trade” to the black skaade. The “white slave
trade” according to Fitzhugh was the exploitatibmvorkers by those who owned all the capital.
The worker traded his labor for the subsistenceesagven by the owner of the capital.
Fitzhugh believed that labor was more valuable tepital but felt that the free labor system
allowed the owner of the capital to exploit thisda without compensating the worker for the
product of his labor. Thus the black slave in Ifkitgh’s mind received more compensation for

his work in the form of food, shelter, and the ‘grat@l” affection of his master than the free

136 \wish, 166-1609.
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laborer who only received the minimum amount of @satp live and was left to fend for himself
and his family®

To drive home his indictment of the free labortegs, Fitzhugh used the words of
socialists and the abolitionists themselves to masthe failures of the free labor system.
Fitzhugh notes that socialists only appeared whemlabor became the norm. He stated that
socialist arguments “contained the true defensstavery.®*® He then followed this up by
stating, “although socialists have signally failedhe objects of their pursuits, they have
incidentally hit upon truths, unregarded and urgdiby themselves, which will be valuable in
the hands of more practical and less sanguine fénrhe problem he had with socialists was
not their critique of free labor but their solutiorle believed that their ideas of an egalitarian
society were utopian and highly unrealistic.

Fitzhugh saved his harshest criticism for the isibaists, naming all the well-known
names like Horace Greeley, Gerrit Smith, and Whilliloyd Garrison. He put them under trial
and called them into court [Fitzhugh’s analogy]duese he believed that they were the South’s
best witnesses in defending slavery and condenfnéegsociety. He pointed out that the
abolitionists wanted to abolish slavery but thesoalvanted to abolish marriage, parenthood,
private property, and Christian churches. AccaydmFitzhugh, they wanted to reorganize
northern society, which proved that abolitionistdidwed that free society in the North was a
failure. He then took each abolitionist name bsnaand provided ample evidence that each of

these abolitionists believed that free societyrditlwork and must be chang&d. Fitzhugh

138 George FitzhughCannibals All! or, Slaves Without Masteesl. C. Vann Woodward (Cambridge: Belknap
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is no evidence that he knew Karl Marx.
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argued that the abolitionists were a product af Beciety and that their solutions to free
society’s problems would ultimately lead to no goweent whatsoever, complete individualism,
and isolation:*?

Fitzhugh then presented familial slavery as théegeform of labor. Fitzhugh'’s familial
slavery involved a close master-slave relationgipre the slave worked hard for the master
and the master in turn provided for all of the slawneeds. It was very much a form of
paternalism. For Fitzhugh, this type of labor wasleast exploitive and formed human
associations, which Fitzhugh deemed crucial tosamyety’*® Fitzhugh believed in a
hierarchical society, which he said had existedughout history. He did not believe in equality
and that it was only natural that a few would nulale the rest would submit. To enforce this
type of society, Fitzhugh believed in a strongesgvernment that would regulate slavery and
would help improve the infrastructure of the Sotatlexpand the econont{’

It is important to note that the substance of @edtitzhugh’s argument was no different
than proslavery theorists before him and the attemgefend slavery in the abstract was
consistent with the growing intensity of proslavengtoric in the 1850s. Many other proslavery
defenders such as James Henry Hammond, EdmunadRarfii John C. Calhoun would attack
the free labor system in a similar fashion. WieatFstzhugh apart from other proslavery
theorists was his over-the-top style. The @knnibals Alllitself raises the eyebrow of the
reader. Fitzhugh believed in presenting his arqunmea shocking and provoking manner
because he thought that this would be the mosttaféeway for his book to sell and reach a

wide audience. Fitzhugh admitted that he purposelgle his writing ‘odd, eccentric,
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extravagant, and disorderf$#® Drew Gilpin Faust, a respected southern histosaggests that
many modern scholars have studied Fitzhugh beauss provocative style and his flare for
the dramatic. She says, “This modern interesitehEgh may in part be a result of his very
unrepresentativenes¥!® Of course, Fitzhugh's claim that slavery is good only for blacks
but for whites too, clearly distinguished him frdéms peers.

Historians such as Harvey Wish [his biographer] @h&ann Woodward thought that
Fitzhugh’s argument was mainly propagandistic dralkl not be studied to understand the
typical southern slaveholder’s philosophy, but Ehegg&enovese believes that Fitzhugh is crucial
to understanding the principles that slaveholdet®bed in**’

Peter Kolchin admits that he is not the typicaledeler of slavery but that the substance
of his argument did conform to other proslaveryuangnts:*® It is hard for historians to agree
on Fitzhugh’s representativeness and importancausecof his provocative style. Was it just
propaganda or was he really putting forth a legiterargument? These are important questions
but they miss the point. Whether or not Fitzhugiresented Southern thought is only partially
important. The greater importance lies in Northeenception of Fitzhugh’s argument.
Republican politicians and anti-slavery men view#dhugh's argument as representative of
Southern thinking'® William Lloyd Garrison devoted more pages in tierator to Fitzhugh'’s

Cannibals Alllthan any other proslavery wot¥. This set the stage for a debate that
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transcended an argument over slavery but was le loatr two distinct visions of what America
should be. Republican ideology embodied many @idieas of American exceptionalism while
George Fitzhugh countered with an anti-exceptishaligument. That is why Fitzhugh'’s
proslavery thought is important to analyze. Hevpated the ultimate antebellum example of an
anti-exceptionalist argument, which was ultimatamguccessful in convincing his audience
because it did not conform to an exceptionalisbni®f America.

Fitzhugh attacked the notion of American excegtimm through his main argument,
failure of free labor. According to Fitzhugh, fredorers in America were not really free but
were slaves of those who employed them or enslthesd, to use Fitzhugh's terminology. The
laborer works for the profit of the employer whilaving little free time for himself. Fitzhugh
notes, “when the day’s labor is ended, he is fbegjs overburdened with the cares of family
and household, which make his freedom an emptydahgive mockery®* Also, the employer
is under no obligation to pay for food, clothingdashelter for the laborer. The laborer must live
off of the meager amount of wages given to subdisis is far from any ideal of individualism
and self- sufficiency. The laborer has little ipdadence according to this account.

Instead of describing free Americans as individgstaiand independent, Fitzhugh
portrayed them as worse off than African-Americlvas. He explained this further by noting
that men without property can never be independ€&he ultimate piece of property is man
himself, which through his labor brings value te firoperty of the employer. The free laborer
has neither land property nor property in humamdpei Therefore he is actually the asset of his

employer and is free in name onfy. Fitzhugh was attacking the ideas of American
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Exceptionalism by trying to show that capitalisrd dot make individuals free but enslaved
them at a higher price than chattel bondage. Heealthat at least African-American slaves are
fed, clothed and sheltered, while the master haecanomic interest in taking care of his
investment, which was not the case with free Whiter'>>

He also attacked the idea of egalitarianism, wknels prevalent in American society and
a large part of Republican ideology. He refutedligégrianism by pointing out the lack of
equality between the free laborer and the ownéhetapital. He saw no ideal of equality in the
north, but instead referred to the employers as\bafs. He stated, “You are a Cannibal! And if
a successful one, pride yourself on the numbenpaf yictims quite as much as any Fiji
chieftain, who breakfasts, dines, and sups on hufftaesh.”>*

Fitzhugh also used history and lived experiendeytto prove that egalitarianism or
equality was unnatural for any society. He belgethee state of revolution was “socially
abnormal and exceptional” and the principles onciwhihey were founded were “true in the
particular, and false in the gener&l> He was referring to the founding of America. Ttiea of
equality conflicted with government and propertyanmot in a state of revolution, according to
Fitzhugh. The very purpose of government was tesmme type of hierarchy in place to
preserve order. Rome and Greece were his model®¥oa government and society should

operate™™® He used an example of the military to show tHass of equality do not work in a

society that has a hierarchy in place. The fatisenead of the family is another example of

153 Eitzhugh, 31.
154 Fitzhugh, 17.
1% Eitzhugh, 7-8.
156 Fitzhugh, 8.
65



where equality did not make sense because it wadermine his authority’ Fitzhugh tried to
use the very basic institutions of life to showtttnae equality cannot work in an ordered world.

To further prove that equality is an erroneousomtFitzhugh challenged both Locke
and Jefferson. He said that man is not bound hyract as Locke would have us believe, but by
nature to restricted liberty for the bettermensociety. He denied any existence of “natural
human liberty.**® He was even harsher when dealing with Jefferstesarcastically agreed
with Jefferson that all men have natural and imaide rights, but quickly clarified that these
rights are concerning “order” and “subordinatidr®. He said, “We conclude that about nineteen
out of every twenty individuals have a ‘natural analienable right’ to be taken care of and
protected... they have a natural and inalienablé tigbe slaves™° Fitzhugh was clearly
trying to show that nature, history and lived exgece are quite different from the theories of
revolutionaries; theories he believed to be irratévto everyday life. Instead, Fitzhugh argued
for a society founded on truly conservative pritespand a hierarchical system, which was the
only type of society that could sustain slaveryddong period of time. He was denying the
exceptionalist, egalitarian character of Americahde suggesting the alternative extreme of a
slave society.

Along with his anti-individualism and anti-egali@nism, Fitzhugh as mentioned earlier,
also believed in a strong government to rule awdegot the people. This is quite contrary to the
belief of many Americans during the antebellum @eri As Seymour Lipset points out,

Americans were and are highly sensitive to any tfpgovernment authority, which was and is a
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part of their individualistic tendencié$: Fitzhugh was in favor of more government, nos 8%
He proclaimed that the liberty party wanted to aboéll institutions, including: churches, legal
system, government, and marriage. He believedlaatwas lawmaking and law abiding by
nature and therefore these institutions must beikggace'®® Without these institutions society
would become chaotic and unruly.

Fitzhugh traced the origins of the state’s dedimEngland to the introduction of the
House of Commons, which was the beginning of tllefengovernments based on rank. Selfish
capitalists who did not have any concern aboutékéare of their workers, only profits,
operated the new type of governmé&fit.Fitzhugh wanted a government that was hierarthica
but also concerned with the lives of its citizeilte described the Crown and church as natural
allies of the laboring class. He went on to nbtd the English laborers replaced the rule of their
king and church with a worse despotism, capitalisterests®

Fitzhugh also attacked the basic tenets of whag¢riaa was theoretically founded on.

He depicts the Bill of Rights and the Constitutasicompletely contrary to a stable government
and thought that the American government wouldribee the worse off” if the citizens threw
away these documents and retained the establisggtliiions that actually supported
freedom*®® He deemed the government itself, legitimate Haut little use for the abstract

principles it was supposed to be based upon. WWkeatiscussed the necessities that begot

government, he was referring to slavery, at leaghé south. He compared the southern

161 Lipset, 53.
162 Fitzhugh, 94.
163 .

Fitzhugh, 101.
164 Eitzhugh, 107.
185 Eitzhugh, 108.
188 Eitzhugh, 133.
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situation to Greece who also kept its society togeby keeping slaves’ Fitzhugh tried to
demonstrate that America’s aversion to governmedtadlegiance to abstract principles was a
recipe for disaster. He especially thought this Wee case for the south where slavery must be
protected by a very conservative government, nettbat is prone to change. Slavery was a
benevolent institution that protected the weak igndrant, but needed the support of a strong
government to enforce it. His ideals of a powertoinservative government completely
countered the resistance to a strong central govenhthat many Americans had. He knew that
future Americans would have to change their belifsut the role of government if slavery was
to have a chance of surviving. Anti-statist attéa do not correlate well with the institution of
slavery, which needs a community and governmenttetfb sustain it.

In keeping with American anti-statist attitudes, émsans also have never embraced
socialism to the degree that Europe has. Its enrete government interference has made it very
hesitant to implement any socialist type prograffisThis is true throughout American history
and the antebellum period was no different. Figghwas aware of Americans’ aversion to
socialism and used this fear to try and discrdatifiionists, who he associated with socialists,
Mormonists, promoters of free love, and advocafemaovernment®® Not exactly flattering
terms, but he was trying to get at a larger concématead of debating abolitionists on the merits
of slavery, he tried to offer the slave system amhble option to what the abolitionist would
offer if they had their way. He painted a pictoféhe abolitionist group who were just as

unsatisfied with capitalism as he was, but inst&galoposing a stronger government, they

wanted to do away with all forms of government whiggdistributing the land and wealth. He

187 Fitzhugh, 133-134.
168 Lipset, 22.
189 Eitzhugh, 214.
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said that abolitionists see that all institutionslsas the government, church, and family, restrict
liberty, and therefore abolitionists want to remdivem all’’® He proposed slavery as the only
solution stating, “the only cure for all this i fioee society sternly to recognize slavery astrigh
in principle, and necessary in practice, with maréess modification, to the very existence of
government, of property, of religion, and of sogistence*”* He knew that Americans were
against any significant form of socialism and tere not going to let anyone tear apart the
family or interfere with their religious beliefddis alternative was the system of slavery.
Possibly the strongest endorsement of an anti-éxeehst argument was Fitzhugh's
tendency to pine for days when there was a feumtaéty. He believed that the feudal system
was actually better than a capitalist system. étestantly referred back to Medieval England as
the standard of good institutions. He describeadl@ilum America as a paradox. He thought
Americans believed in a more liberal ideology upractice they acted politically
conservativé/? He argued for America to accept a system thattigdsclosely with feudalism
(slavery), but this was contrary to everything aetkim Americans believed in especially the
political leaders of the North. Americans would/@eendorse a system they were proud to
leave when they first arrived in America. Antebell Americans lacked any connection to a
feudal past, a monarchy, or aristocra€y The one exception to this was wealthy slavehslder

who saw themselves as aristocrats and lords aohdrmer.

170 Eitzhugh, 214.

17 Eitzhugh, 215.

172 Fitzhugh, 8.

173 plexis De TocquevilleDemocracy in Ameriga(reprint, New York: Penguin Books, 1956) ed.Hid D.
Heffner, 49-55. De Tocqueville was a French acistbwho came to America for the specific reason of
learning how a democracy worked. He spent ninethsotouring both the North and the South and was
stunned by the great equality he observed andatttedf any aristocratic institutions. His obseiwas about
American democracy during this period were amagipgrceptive and political scientists still quoterh De
Tocqueville often.
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Fitzhugh's anti-exceptionalist argument receivatdoism from both Northerners and
Southerners. He received particular attention filditiam Lloyd Garrison. Fitzhugh’s
biographer mentions that Garrison gave more atieritiCannibals All'in theLiberator than

almost any other work. Garrison stated:

Mr. Fitzhugh is the Don Quixote of Slavedeamly still more demented than his “illustrious
Predecessor.” As the latter saw in a harmlessmwilhd giant of frightful aspect, and lustily adedi it with all the
success possible under the circumstances, sortierfeees in freedom a terrific monster which isodeing its
millions, and valiantly essays to drive it from ta@rth?’*

This sarcastic review of Fitzhugh'’s proslavery thloiuclearly illustrates that abolitionists
rejected his argument completely, which is to beeeked.

Besides abolitionists, there were Republican cesginen who used Fitzhugh to accuse
the South of extreme proslavery views. On May8B(l Representative Henry Waldron from
Michigan made a speech about how the Democratity Ras derailing American demaocracy.
He stated, “It [Democratic Party] no longer sympegk with man, white or black, who is
struggling to recover his rights or amelioratedosdition.™”® He quoted directly from
Fitzhugh'’s writings and pointed to Fitzhugh'’s asiserthat slavery was right for blacks and
whites, which he found despicable. The Michigapri@sentative associated Fitzhugh's thought
with the Democrats policy. He completely rejedtdaecause he could not fathom how anyone
in America could promote slavery for whites. Raergative Ashley of Ohio also quoted
directly from the writings of Fitzhugh in his spéebat attacked slavery, the Democratic party’s

support of slavery, and the attempt by the Demectatl by John C. Calhoun, to take over the

174 BostonLiberator, March 6, 1857. Quoted in Harvey Wigkeorge Fitzhugh: Propagandist of the Old South
S?gton Rouge: Louisiana University Press, 1943ringpGloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1962), 200.

Congress, House of Representatives, Represent@igron from Michigan speaking for the Homestedlt] B
36 Congress.,”1sess.The Congressional Glob&873.(1 May 1860) accessed Nov 2007, availabie fr
http://www.memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampagkaternet
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judiciary for the purpose of sustaining and expagdilavery:’® Again Fitzhugh’s comments
about white slavery were mentioned and were lirthettie Democratic Party. So we see a
pattern of Northern Representatives linking Fitalisghought to the Democratic Party, which
emphasizes the importance of his writings upomtimels of some Northern politicians. It also
shows how they used Fitzhugh for propaganda agBestocrats.

If we turn our attention to the South we find tR#zhugh found a friendlier audience
who agreed with most of his principles, especihlg/critique of free society, but there were two
main critiques that almost every reviewer mention€te first had to do with Fitzhugh’s lack of
organization and a propensity to cover too manicopThe second critique was the more
crucial one. The Southern reviewers commentedhemrxtreme conclusions that Fitzhugh came
to and thought that he could benefit from more mnatilen. The reviewers never said exactly
what these extreme conclusions were, but one gatfully infer that they were referring to
Fitzhugh's defense of not only black slavery butte/klavery also.

One reviewer made the comment that Fitzhugh’'sngstwere “a little fond of
paradoxes, a little inclined to run a theory intoremes, and a little impractical” James
DeBow, who spoke highly of Fitzhugh'’s proslavergulght but does mention that “the author
strains too far” at certain points of his argumehtAlso, George Fredericksore Black

Image in the White Mind: The Debate on Afro-AmariCharacter and Destiny, 1817-1914

176 Congress, House of Representatives, Represenfethiey from Ohio speaking on ti&iccess of the Calhoun
Revolution 36 Congress,*isess.The Congressional Glob&ppendix 375.(29 May 1860) accessed Nov2007,
available fromhttp://www.memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampagkternet. Also consult: Congress, House of
Representatives, Representative Tappan from Newpishine speaking oModern Democracy34" Congress, 5
sess.;The Congressional Globéppendix 954. (29 July 1856) accessed Nov 20@Fiable from
http://www.memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampagkternet

177James D. B. DeBow, “Editorial Miscellany,” in Det#’s Review, Vol 26 (1859), 481. Accessed 2 OA20
available fromhttp://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/pageviewer-Rix

178 beBow's Review of Fitzhugh, “Cannibals All! or Skes Without Masters,DeBow’s Reviewyol. 22 (1857),
543. Accessed 11 Sept 2007, available fhdtp://quod.lib.umich.edu/cqi/t/text/pageviewer-tix
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explains that DeBow enthusiastically supportedhtitth’s critique of free society but also
agreed with Samuel Cartwright and Josiah C. Noti défended slavery using anthropology that
supposedly proved black men were inferior to whitegs providing a foundation to argue for
black enslavement only, which was too limited fazRugh!’® Other Southern reviewers also
praised Fitzhugh’s proslavery defense but agairethere reservations. One reviewer took
exception to Fitzhugh's attack on liberty. Theiegwer went on to say that it was probably a
misunderstanding of what liberty means to Fitzhagimpared to the reviewé¥? George
Frederick Holmes, a respected proslavery theotst befriended Fitzhugh, used phrases like
“too broadly asserted” and “want...of moderationtescribe Fitzhugh’s argumetit. Adding
to these critiques in another review, Holnegpressed his regret that Fitzhugh “deviated itito a
manner of unnecessary disquisitions and extravagaesies

Fitzhugh did receive mostly praise from the Sorrthetelligentsia despite their aversion
to including whites as part of the “benevolenttingion. Possibly the most scathing Southern
assessment came from Representative Etheridgenoke$see who spoke eloquently against the
reopening of the slave trade. He attacked themdrwing of the Democratic Party who he
accused of attempting to tear the Union apart bpducing the slave trade issue. He then
guoted extensively from Fitzhugh’s proslavery argatalong with Southern newspapers who

endorsed Fitzhugh'’s claims and made similar claifrteir own®® He summed up his

179 George Fredericksoithe Black Image in the White Mind: The Debate an-Aimerican Character and
Destiny, 1817-1914New York: Harper & Row, 1971) 60-61.

180 c. Grammar, “Failure of Free SocietidéBow’'s Reviewyol. 19 (1855), 31. Accessed 11 Sept 2007,
available from http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/t/thpdgereviewer-idx?c

181George Frederick Holmes, “Failure of Free SocieBouthern Literary Messengerol. 21 (1855), 129.
182 George Frederick Holmes, “Slavery and Freedd@othern Quarterly Reviewpl.1 (1856), 65.

183 Congress, House of Representatives, RepresenEtiegidge from Tennessee speaking orRaeival of the
Slave Trade34" Congress, 8 sess.The Congressional Glob&ppendix 364-370. (21 February 1857) accessed
Nov 2007, available frorhttp://memaory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampagkaternet.
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thoughts about Fitzhugh and other southern prosfaagvocates by stating:

These opinions are advanced by southern DetsocraAs | said before, such opinions, if atterdpte
to be enforced, will and ought to arouse tleersbpposition of every free man in the South, wghoot
the victim of partisan madness or foff§.

It is important to make clear that RepresentatitheeEdge was a former Whig now a part of the
American Party but he made it perfectly clear thiaite Americans whether North or South
would not accept an argument that trampled onrgedbms of free whites.

It is simple to see why Northern abolitionists goaditicians would reject Fitzhugh'’s anti-
exceptionalist argument. It is even more evidemenvone considers Republican ideology that
embodied many of the ideas of American exceptisnaliThe more complicated question is
why didn’t southern intellectuals and politiciarecept Fitzhugh's full argument. Why were
they willing to endorse his indictment of free ssgiand his championing of slavery but could
not follow him to the conclusion that whites shobklenslaved? If slavery as an institution was
preferable to free society, why exclude whiteseesdly poor whites. The answer lies in the
theory put forth by the historian George FrederacksFrederickson contends that Americans
embraced a “Herrenvolk democracy,” which is “denaticrfor the master race but tyrannical for
the subordinate group$® He believes that the South had a double mind eraans bought
into the excpetionalist ideas of individualism, igaianism, anti-statism, and an
aversion to socialism, but only for those who wahate. Fitzhugh'’s anti-exceptionalist
argument ran contrary to the ideas of American gixaealism but would have been acceptable,
at least in the South, if he had kept his argurtealdred to African Americans.

The Civil War changed many aspects of life andHtigh had to endure these changes

184 Congress, House of Representatives, RepresenEttieeidge from Tennessee speaking orRbeival of the
Slave Trade34" Congress, "8 sess.The Congressional Globdppendix 369. (21 February 1857) accessed Nov
2007, available frorhttp://memory.loc.gov/cgi-binf/ampagkternet.

185Frederickson, 61.
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just like many other southerners. In an ironicstvaf fate, Fitzhugh took a position with the
Freedman’s Bureau in 188% Fitzhugh gradually accepted more racially changeds of the
freedmen than he had entertained before the waadoplted the belief that blacks were inferior,
which he had explicitly denied before the Wir.He continued to write all the way up until 1872
and even came to endorse free labor as the optimad systent® This was a complete reversal
of his proslavery thought before the war. He waand his life in utter poverty.

His sudden change in key ideas caused many lassto believe he was nothing more
than a propagandist who made an argument for #teecfashock and for the sake of argument
but it is hard to say exactly why Fitzhugh changedviews. The Civil War caused many to
reevaluate their thinking. Nevertheless, it is smmuch important if Fitzhugh was just a
propagandist but whether or not Northerners took $eriously. It is pretty evident that some
northern politicians and abolitionists believedzkiigh was serious and represented a large part
of the slaveholding class. More importantly theized on his rhetoric to portray the South in a
certain light.

Fitzhugh used the anti-exceptionalist argumentytéa persuade Americans that slavery
was fundamental to American society and had albags so. He wanted to do away with any
thought of egalitarianism or individualism, whick thought had led to the flawed system of free
labor. He attacked some of the core tenets of Asaarexceptionalism and offered a competing
vision of familial style slavery where everyondaken care of in some form or fashion. His
argument for slavery gives the reader a clear intsigo a line of argument that refuted any

notion of American exceptionality and therefore \@asi-exceptionalist in its nature and tone.

186 \wish, 313.
187 Wish, 325-326.
188 \vish 336.
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CHAPTER YV

CONCLUSION

The antebellum debate over slavery was in a largetext, a debate over American
exceptionalism. Frederick Douglass and George &gjatboth exemplified the counter-
arguments in the debate over American exceptianadisd slavery. The 1840s and the 1850s
witnessed an expansion in both abolitionist andlpreery arguments that intensified as the Civil
War drew near. No one during that time could hareglicted with certainty that the Civil War
would come but politicians and intellectuals knéattSouthern slavery, and what to do with it,
was not a question that was going to go away.

Frederick Douglass did not want the question ofesiato go away. He believed the
more that the question was brought up, the belti@nae that America would eventually abolish
it. Douglass’s early speeches from 1841 to 184&waainly aimed at the American church,
with tougher criticism of the Northern churchese tised a sharp tone to attack the hypocrisy of
the Northern church that segregated blacks. Hedvoaritinue to scold the American church as
he eventually made his way to Ireland in 1845. titne in Europe allowed him to gain a larger
perspective about slavery and America. His reoaph Europe made him realize that he could
be treated as an equal.

During his time in Europe, he used his speechetae America in a larger
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global context by contrasting American republicamisith England’s monarchy, which seemed

to show that England was more egalitarian than Acaevhen it came to slavery.

This was a strategy that many abolitionists useédowglass had the unique perspective of a
slave who had experienced Southern slavery, Narttegism, and European acceptance. He was
more than qualified to speak of the exceptionaldayisy of the American church, both North

and South. Douglass painted America as exceptiongpocritical as it chastised Europe for its
monarchies but allowed slavery to flourish.

Douglass’s American exceptionalist argument chamgéone and substance once he
came back to the United States in 1847. It wasdugl shift that had even started before he left
Europe, but became more pronounced as he madehggaadAmerica. He still chastised
America for being hypocritical but he started taramvledge that America did start as a country
that believed in freedom and equality for all. l$=d the Founders, and eventually the
Constitution, to show how America was founded oigue principles and only needed to live up
to them. He no longer just attacked America fanpexceptionally hypocritical, but called on
America to hearken back to its beginnings. He alamed that America would incur the wrath
of God if it did not rid itself of slavery. The Rianical belief in keeping God’s covenant or
punishment would come, was very apparent in Dos@ashift in his American exceptionalist
argument.

George Fitzhugh epitomized the anti-exceptionaligument that called for America to
realize that it was not exceptional. He thoughtefica should accept that people were not
created equal and that slavery was the only ingtituhat could deal
with this harsh reality. Fitzhugh'’s proslavery argnt attacked at the core of Northern
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beliefs in free labor. He thought it was much mexploitive than slavery. Fitzhugh wanted
Americans to look to history and recognize thatetg had always existed, and for good reason.
Many proslavery defenders extolled the virtueslafesry but weren’t willing to go as far as
Fitzhugh did. Without hesitation, Fitzhugh couldwe for slavery for blacks and whites because
he truly believed that equality and individualisrare theories, not reality. He firmly believed
that America was not exceptional and should embaaoere conservative approach.

Frederick Douglass and George Fitzhugh’s argumeptesent three core strains of the
American exceptionalism argument that can be se#mei debate over slavery. Douglass’s
speeches embodied two different strains of thepam@alist rhetoric, which was due to his
evolving thoughts on America that changed gradusgife experienced Europe, broke away
from Garrison, and eventually accepted the Conglitlas a antislavery document. His
speeches in the early years were harsh and acémsexca of being the most exceptionally
hypocritical nation in the world because Ameridawed slavery and racism to thrive while it
professed its unique status in the world. As hengbd his mind on different issues of the day
and responded to the growing crisis, his rhetdso ahanged. His speeches from 1847 to 1852
show a clear pattern of accepting that America evxagptional in its inception and only needed
to live up to their exceptional place in histofhis is the second strain of the exceptionalist
argument found in the slavery debate. Douglassearthat America could be the “city upon a
hill” if it could abolish the one glaring stain as record. Fitzhugh represented the anti-
exceptionalist strand of the exceptionalist arguncencerning slavery. Fitzhugh did not
waver in his beliefs and strove to convince Amergcthat any thought of America asexceptional
could be disproved by the very facts of history.
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Historians have debated American exceptionalisnaestively through the years, with
neither side able to prove its case conclusivel/way or the other. There is no doubt that they
will continue to do so and will open up new areheesearch much like Louis Hartz did over a
half of a century ago. His arguments have in maays been derided by historians who came
after him, but the inquiries into American excepaibism, or lack thereof, continues to expand. |
argue that historians should focus more on how Agarrexceptionalism was used by
politicians and intellectuals during times of imgerg crisis to garner support for their cause.

Frederick Douglass and George Fitzhugh are a greanhple of this.
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