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“And in the last days it shall be, God declares, 

that I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh, 

and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 

and your young men shall see visions, 

and your old men shall dream dreams.” 

Acts 2:17 

 

 

 

 

 In 1698 the Pennsylvania Quaker Robert Pyle had a dream.  He had been debating 

whether or not to “buy a negro, or negroes,” and was unsure what to do.  He recalled 

Christ’s message of the Golden Rule, and realized that he would not willingly become a 

slave for life.  He considered that Christ had “die[d] for all mankind”; yet blacks were a 
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part of mankind, “though not yet gathered,” or Christianized.  There was also the matter 

of safety.  The slaves “might rise in rebellion and do us much mischief,” unless “we keep 

a malisha [militia], which is against our principles.”  If the slaves did revolt, Pyle 

wondered, will “our blood . . . cry innocent?”  But he had also heard that Africans made 

war on each other in their own country, “and sold one another for slaves.”1   

 As Pyle contemplated what to do, he fell asleep and dreamed that he and a friend 

were walking down a road.  They came across a “black pot.”  Pyle picked it up, and as 

soon as he did, he “saw a great ladder standing exact upright, reaching up to heaven.”  He 

began climbing, pot in hand, but did not get far.  The ladder was standing “so upright,” 

with no one holding it, that Pyle thought it “would fall upon me.”  Not only that, he found 

he needed both hands to climb.  And so he put the pot down.  Then he saw a man, and 

asked him “what this ladder was.”  It is the “light of Christ,” the man said, “and whoever 

it bee that his faith bee strong in [the] lord, God will uphold that it shall not fall.”  

Suddenly Pyle woke up, and decided “to lett black negroes or pots alone.”2   

 Pyle’s dream points to a number of themes that were a central component of white 

abolitionist thought from the beginning of the abolition movement until the Civil War.  

He penned it just ten years after the famous antislavery petition (in 1688) at Germantown, 

Pennsylvania, by a group of German Friends.  And he probably intended it for 

consideration at Friends’ Meeting for Business.  It would require another eighty-six years 

before the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting of the Society of Friends, in 1774, adopted rules 

forbidding Quakers to buy or sell slaves.  But even at this early date, Pyle’s dream 

contains a number of familiar abolitionist tropes:  the emphasis on the doctrine of the 

Golden Rule; the fear of an insurrection and the tacit acknowledgment that slavery 
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represents a state of war; the attempt to purify the world; the sin of both slavery and 

blacks; black uplift as a precursor to freedom; and characterizing blacks in symbolic 

terms.3   

 Although these tropes inspired white abolitionists in their efforts to reform 

society, they also often became obstacles in their interactions with blacks.  The Golden 

Rule, a central tenet of abolitionist thought, led Pyle to sympathize with the plight of 

slaves4.  But it also fueled his fear of black violence, for he realized that if he were “a 

slave for life,” he would be inclined to rise up in rebellion.5  His attempt to cleanse 

himself from sin necessarily involved the abandonment both of blacks and slavery.  The 

black pot symbolized “black negroes” and slavery, and he could not get to heaven with 

either one.  Blacks, “the victims of the great sin of slavery,” also became “the 

embodiment of sin,” to borrow from David Davis.6  In one sense, Pyle exorcised his guilt 

associated with slavery by repudiating both slavery and blacks.  His rich symbolism also 

prevents him from portraying blacks as individuals and humans.  The white men in his 

dream are characterized as men, while blacks take the form of a pot.  Finally, Pyle 

advocates an early form of moral black uplift and respectability.  After he wakes from his 

dream, he wonders “what shall be done” with the slaves that Quakers own.  They cannot 

read and are not Christian.  If they could learn the ways of the Lord, then “why should 

not” their masters set “them free,” provided that they could bear the financial loss?  For 

Pyle, a black’s right to liberty depended upon his education and piety.7 

 Pyle’s was not the only dream to highlight millennial visions; fears of 

insurrection; white guilt; black uplift; and the symbolic association of slavery and blacks 

with sin.8  Dream narratives are a rich but relatively unexplored aspect of the abolition 
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movement from its beginnings until the Civil War.9  They contain themes quite similar to 

those of Pyle’s.  They reveal how abolitionists, in their efforts to end slavery, could 

construct new barriers to racial equality.  At the same time, they point to an inverse 

relationship between race relations and black-white alliances; as racial barriers in 

increased from the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries, black and white abolitionists were 

better able to come together as equals. 

****** 

 Some one hundred years after Pyle’s dream, around 1780, the great physician and 

abolitionist Benjamin Rush, also of Philadelphia, had a dream.  He found himself 

transported to a country that was the most beautiful, peaceful, and fertile he had ever 

seen.  It was “inhabited only by negroes,” who “appeared cheerful and happy.”  He 

approached a lovely grove, where a group of blacks had assembled for prayer.  When 

they saw him, they stopped praying and became noticeably alarmed.  A “venerable-

looking man” came forward, and said to Rush:  “Excuse the panic which you have spread 

through this peaceful and happy company.  We perceive that you are a white man.  That 

colour, which is the emblem of innocence in every other creature of God, is, to us, a sign 

of guilt in man.”10   

 “But in me you behold a friend,” Rush protested.  The venerable man suddenly 

recognized Rush, ran to him to embrace him, and introduced him to the prayer group.  

Rush discovered that he was in the “Paradise of Negro Slaves,” a kind of Protestant 

purgatory where slaves learned the doctrine of forgiveness.  After the “general 

judgment,” or Second Coming, they hoped “to be admitted into higher and more perfect 

degrees of happiness.”  In the meantime, they enjoyed “ample compensation” for “all the 
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miseries” they had “endured on earth.”  They learned, through prayer and religious 

education, that happiness was the child of misery.  As a result, they continually “thanked 

God for all the afflictions our” former masters have “heaped upon us.”  One by one, the 

blacks told Rush of the horrors they had endured as slaves.  But at the end of their 

gruesome tales, they emphasized that they harbored no anger or ill-will.  Instead, they 

hoped their former masters would repent; they longed to bear their prayers “to the 

offended Majesty of Heaven,” and worried about the fate awaiting the unrepentant.11   

 The dream ends as a “little white man” comes toward the Negroes, “his face 

grave, placid, and full of benignity.”  He is their white savior, and carries a pamphlet on 

the unlawfulness of the slave trade in one hand, and a letter on the unlawfulness of war in 

the other hand.  As he approaches, Rush is awakened from his dream “by the noise of a 

loud and general acclamation of—‘ANTHONY BENEZET!’”12  He had fallen asleep at 

an abolition meeting.   

 Rush’s dream restates in different form whites’ fears of black retribution; white 

guilt; black uplift; millennial visions; and the symbolic treatment of slaves and blacks.  

That Rush set his dream in a segregated “Paradise of Negro Slaves” reflected his belief in 

black uplift before interracial equality, even in heaven, could be achieved.  Before 

ascending to heaven, blacks needed to learn the ways of the lord, especially forgiveness.  

Rush also treats blacks, though not whites, as spirits (symbols) rather than men.  The only 

characters who are literally men are Rush and Benezet; they have not yet died, are still 

alive and able to bridge the realms between “Negro Paradise” and earth.13   

 Rush’s dream also reflects a hardening of racial lines.  When blacks perceive that 

Rush is a white man, they immediately become alarmed.  Whiteness connotes superiority:  
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a white man (Benezet) is the blacks’ savior; he and Rush alone can bridge spiritual and 

material worlds; and while blacks hope to ascend to heaven from their half-way home, 

repentant whites presumably get there straightaway.  As a symbol, whiteness is also 

superior; it is “the emblem of innocence in” all but one “creature of God.”  In man, it is 

“a sign of guilt.”  Here Rush attempts to invert traditional color symbolism, which 

depends upon rigid racial hierarchies.14   

 Rush’s fantasy of a “Paradise of Slaves” as a stepping-stone to heaven is 

significant in another respect:  it reflected Rush’s belief that environment, or one’s 

condition, trumped innate racial traits.  In 1782 he wrote that slaves had acquired so 

many “habits of vice” that to free them now in the South “would be to injury them and 

society.”  But their present vices did not prevent them from ascending the human ladder.  

Rush’s abolitionist mentor was Anthony Benezet (which helps explain Benezet’s 

presence in the dream); and Benezet directly challenged assertions of innate black 

inferiority, stating that their “capacity is as good, and as capable of Improvement as that 

of Whites.”  Rush argued much the same thing; Africans’ vices and “ignorance” were 

“the genuine offspring of slavery.”  Rush’s approach to reform “drew from three late 

eighteenth-century intellectual currents,” as Robert Abzug notes: “Republicanism; 

Scottish Enlightenment philosophical and medical thought; and millennial Christianity.”  

He sought to resacralize everyday life, and his environmentalism was central to that 

program.15  

 Yet a new age in which blacks and whites came together as equals was, for Rush, 

a long way in the future.  Blacks needed time to shed the disabling effects of slavery; and 
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whites needed time to repent.  The very setting of the dream—a stepping-stone to 

heaven—suggests just how far in the future this interracial millennium was.   

 This is not to say that interracial harmony did not exist in Revolutionary 

Philadelphia.  In 1793, black and white Philadelphians came together for a banquet to 

commemorate the construction of the African Church of Philadelphia, the first free black 

church in the northern states.  Rush participated in the celebration along with scores of 

tradesmen and merchants.  The whites feasted on an elaborate dinner, and were served by 

about fifty free blacks.  Then they exchanged places, and six of the “most respectable” 

whites served dinner to the blacks.  “Peace on earth and good will to men,” Rush toasted.  

“May African churches everywhere soon succeed to African bondage.”  Yet it is 

significant that blacks and whites ate separately, and not together, much as in Rush’s 

dream, paradise was segregated.16   

 Rush’s dream and the banquet point to the limits of racial equality in 

Revolutionary-era Philadelphia.  The career of James Forten highlights these limits as 

well.  Forten was a student at the Society of Friends African School, which Benezet 

started and oversaw.  He became the most prominent black Philadelphian of his day, 

owing in part to his close relationship to Robert Bridges.  As a sailmaker, he apprenticed 

to Bridges and became his foreman in a shop that employed both whites and blacks.  In 

1792 Bridges purchased a home for Forten, and when he retired in 1798, Forten took over 

the business.  But their relationship was less one of equals than of master-apprentice and 

then master-foreman—benign forms of paternalism.17   

 The example of Paul Cuffe similarly reveals the successes and limits of black-

white alliances among early Republic elites.  The Massachusetts-based Cuffe was a 
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Quaker shipowner and captain, a contemporary of Forten, and the wealthiest African 

American of his day.18  In 1812 he returned to the United States from a mission to Sierra 

Leone, as part of his efforts to discourage slave trading and promote peaceful emigration.  

He brought with him some British goods, and owing largely to anti-British sentiments, 

his brig, the Traveller, was impounded and taken to Newport, Rhode Island, by customs 

officials, who threatened to confiscate Cuffe’s entire cargo, despite a trading license that 

Cuffe had received from King George’s Privy Council.19   

 Cuffe decided to take his case to President Madison.  A number of prominent 

whites wrote letters on his behalf and helped him in legal matters.  The U.S. District 

Attorney of Newport emphasized that Cuffe’s efforts “to aid his unhappy brethren” by 

emigration should not be repaid by confiscation.  Cuffe traveled from Westport, 

Massachusetts, to Washington with his white Quaker friend Samuel Hutchinson, and his 

fame helped assuage prejudice; he “perceived that the people seemed to have great 

knowledge of me,” and traveled, mingled, and ate with whites.  Cuffe and Hutchinson 

eventually met with Madison, a slaveholder and, like Cuffe, an advocate of colonization.  

Cuffe supposedly addressed him in the simple, unadorned language of his faith:  “James, 

I have been put to much trouble, and have been abused. . . . I have come here for thy 

protection and have to ask thee to order thy Collector for the port of [Newport] to clear 

me out for New Bedford, Mass.”  Madison eventually complied with Cuffe’s request, in 

part owing to their similar visions for African Americans.20   

 It was the first time an African American met with a U.S. President on terms other 

than those of servant or slave.  Yet how different was Cuffe’s interaction with the 

President than Frederick Douglass’s some fifty years later.  Although American race 



 9

relations had dramatically deteriorated, Douglass was invited to meet with Lincoln at the 

White House on three different occasions from 1863-65.  Unlike Madison and Cuffe, 

who shared a vision of black uplift and equality that depended on colonization, Douglass 

and Lincoln came together to discuss how blacks could best remain in the Union and 

serve the cause of freedom.  In all three meetings, Lincoln was “glad to see” Douglass.  

And by their third meeting, Lincoln referred to him as “my friend Douglass.”21   

 In their second meeting, in August 1864, Lincoln wanted help with a plan that 

resembled John Brown’s efforts to invade the South and liberate the slaves.  He was 

despondent over northern opposition to the war and his gloomy prospects for reelection.  

“Everybody was thinking and dreaming of peace,” Douglass wrote at the time; and most 

people felt that Lincoln’s “antislavery policy was about the only thing which prevented a 

peaceful settlement with the Rebels.”  Yet abolitionists criticized him for ignoring their 

demands for black rights; they had nominated John C. Frémont for President, while 

Democrats had nominated George McClellan.  Lincoln worried that “a peace might be 

forced upon him, which would leave still in slavery all who had not come within [Union] 

lines.”  And so he proposed to Douglass, “after the original plan of John Brown, to go 

into the rebel states, beyond the lines of our armies, and carry the news of emancipation, 

and urge the slaves to come within our boundaries.”  Such a strategy, both men knew, 

would greatly aid “the Loyal Cause.”  Douglass agreed to organize a band of black 

scouts, but the plan was rendered unnecessary by Union victories.  The meeting revealed 

to him that Lincoln “showed a deeper moral conviction against slavery than I had ever 

seen before in anything spoken or written by him.”  A similar meeting, in which black 
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and white leaders came together in the cause of interracial Union, would have been 

unthinkable fifty years earlier.22 

 During the post-Revolutionary era, lower-class blacks and whites probably had 

greater success intermingling than black and white abolitionists, though not as much 

success fraternizing.  Plebian blacks and whites often lived near or amid each other in 

squalor; and in their struggles to survive, they tolerated each other, often with hostility.  

They worked together in Bridges’ and then Forten's sail loft; and they were on the sea 

together as whalers and mariners.  But there is little documentation of friendship or 

fraternization.  In New York City during the 1790s, poor blacks and whites intermingled 

at cheap oyster cellars, restaurants, and dance halls.  In 1809, when a couple from New 

York City was accused of assaulting and horribly treating their black servants, the white 

servants in the household came to their aid.  They were used to sharing their food with 

them, and now testified on their behalf.23   

 By contrast, when the Pennsylvania Society for the Abolition of Slavery was 

founded in 1775, and when it drafted its first congressional petitions in 1790, African 

Americans were not members.  And despite Paul Cuffe’s example, elite Quakers 

generally did not welcome free blacks into their churches and homes.  Among the lower 

working classes, interracial friendships and fraternization flew in the face of whites’ 

desire to preserve their “manly self-respect.”  But it was also a period in which the 

embrace of whiteness was still in flux.  In a society based on Enlightenment beliefs in 

hierarchy, rationality, and social deference, it was comparatively easier for blacks and 

whites at the bottom of the social ladder “to form alliances based on shared conditions 

and common purposes.”24   
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****** 

 In April 1831, some fifty years after Rush’s dream, a pseudonymous “T.T.” had 

two dreams.25  He published them in William Lloyd Garrison’s new newspaper devoted 

to “modern” abolitionism, as advocates sometimes called it.  That T.T. had his dream in 

April is telling, for it was the spring of a new era:  he had just planted a young tree in his 

garden; and white abolitionists had recently embraced immediatism, in part owing to the 

influence and example of black activists.  Immediatism was both a shift in strategy, in 

which abolitionists repudiated gradualists’ faith in colonization and boycotts; and a 

change in outlook, from a “detached, rationalistic perspective on history and progress, to 

a personal commitment to make no compromise with sin.”  It was an expression of “inner 

freedom” and triumph over worldly conventions, and thus an appropriate doctrine for a 

romantic age.26   

 At the opening of his narrative, T.T. is reading Samuel Johnson on the non-linear 

notion of time.  The next thing he knows, his tree is “full grown,” with its leaves casting 

“a venerable shade over the surrounding lawn.”  The dream is, of course, set in the future; 

but it also conveys the eschatological leap that was central to immediatists’ worldviews.  

Both black and white abolitionists dispensed with temporal and worldly categories, and 

envisioned a sharp break with the past.  T.T. projects himself into the future, and 

imagines what the fruits of this new “modern” abolition movement will look like.27   

 In the first dream, immediatism yields a glorious Jubilee of interracial harmony.  

T.T. attends a party, in which the two races “mingle with perfect ease in social 

intercourse.”  Whiteness is no longer a symbol of purity or virtue.  “’Fair is not the word 

of compliment now in vogue,’” says a beautiful woman of “sable hue.”  Black freedom 
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and equality has been achieved swiftly and peacefully through moral suasion.  And 

whites led the way:  “’How fortunate is it,’” a black gentleman remarked, “’that this 

revolution was brought about more by the instrumentality of the whites than our own!”  It 

is fortunate, because he doubts whether or not blacks would have been able to achieve 

freedom “without bloodshed.”  Only through white leadership “could the seeds of 

jealousy and ill-will” among blacks “have been so completely destroyed.”  Now, the only 

traces of slavery and racism that remain are “slight symptoms of shame on the part of the 

whites for their former misdoings.”28   

 Vestiges of “African inferiority” have vanished, largely owing to black uplift and 

education, which resulted in the election of the nation’s first black President.  He was a 

man of “such distinguished talents, that no” self-respecting white “chose to risk” his 

“reputation for discernment by not acknowledging it.”  The rise of the black bourgeoisie 

helped defuse racism:  “In this money loving world, cash sometimes balanced color . . . 

and proved a passport to gentility.”  The few blacks who married into “respectable white 

families” further broke down barriers.  In the wake of such changes, the “national 

character” had greatly improved.  Whites acquired “a certain ease and dignity”; their 

“pugnacious disposition” had been “softened by intercourse with a milder race.”  Blacks 

benefited too; they were now more active and enterprising.29   

 T.T.’s second dream is the apocalyptic counterpart of his utopia.  The seeds of 

immediatism never took root, and American blacks, in alliance with Indians and Haitian 

troops, are in a race war against the whites.  They achieve liberty and establish an 

independent empire in the southern part of the United States, with Charleston, South 

Carolina, as “the seat of the newly established government.”30   
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 At an “imperial council,” T.T. disguises himself as a black man and listens to 

debates on how best to dispose of whites still residing in the new republic.  “Some talked 

of death, and some of slavery for all, or for all above a certain age.”  The council rejects a 

treaty proposed by the United States, for the Cherokee, an ally, laughed at the idea of 

trusting such a treaty.  A man who looks like a gospel minister urges peace and 

“magnanimity.”  Another orator agrees, but says it would be absurd to let whites remain 

in the new black nation:   

[T]o think of their remaining among us on any footing of equality is as 

preposterous as to propose to allow a race of tigers to range our cities with 

the freedom of domestic animals.  We may talk of magnanimity and 

forgiveness, but it is absurd.  The enmity between us is as eternal and deep 

rooted as that between the race of Eve and of the serpent. 

The solution, he says, is to “colonize them” in Europe.  It would restore whites to their 

native soil and ensure a peaceful resolution to racial warfare.  But another orator 

dismisses such humanitarianism:  “Let criminals be treated as criminals.”  As council 

members debate what to do, T.T. attempts to voice a plea for mercy, and then wakes up.31   

 T.T.’s dreams recast and amplify the hopes and fears of Rush and Pyle.  They 

reflect the emergence of a new era, which was responding to massive urbanization, 

deracination, and massive alcohol consumption.  The millennium is closer at hand.  

Rush’s and Pyle’s fears of black revolution are realized in the nightmare dream, and it is 

important to remember that Nat Turner’s rebellion was still some four months away when 

T.T. published it.  His fears of insurrection are embedded even in the utopian fantasy; 

whites pave the way to a post-millennial utopia, and thus prevent “the seeds of jealousy” 

flaming into apocalypse.  And black uplift is a crucial component of T.T.’s integrated 
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utopia and his black nationalist dystopia.  The characters in both dreams are educated, 

thoughtful, and have learned the ways of whites in order to gain power and status.32 

 But there is a moral certainty implicit in T.T.’s dreams, which is absent in the 

earlier two.  The nation will become all one thing, or all the other, to paraphrase Lincoln, 

and so we better do the right thing right now.  It is deeply ironic that T.T. invokes such 

moral certainty in his quest to create order out of the chaos that came with modernization.  

For as Louis Menand has noted, “moral certainty of any kind can lead” more easily to 

chaos and bloodshed than order.  In the wake of the Revolution, reformers were willing 

to compromise with sin in order to achieve order.  After the Civil War, and culminating 

with the emergence of pragmatism, many Americans concluded that “moral certainty” 

was something they “should sacrifice a little of in exchange for order.”33 

 T.T.’s dreams also reflect a hardening of racial lines.  Blacks are “the milder race” 

and have “a certain ease and dignity,” while whites have “a more pugnacious 

disposition.”  T.T. romanticized race, construing blacks’ differences as “flattering or 

laudatory.”  Significantly, though, he suggests that these traits are conditional rather than 

essential; each race, through social “intercourse” and not necessarily blood mixing, will 

improve and share in the other’s strengths, resulting in an improved national character.34   

 Yet T.T. also “disguises” himself as a black man in his nightmare, which 

necessarily involves an essentializing of the other.  And one of his black rebels inverts the 

color hierarchy to describe black-white relations:  “The enmity between us is as eternal 

and deep rooted as that between the race of Eve and of the serpent.”  For the rebel, blacks 

resemble Eve, symbol of prelapsarian innocence, while whites are associated with “the 

serpent.”  In the white mind, of course, the symbolism is reversed, and blacks embody 
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original sin.  In T.T.’s nightmare, the apocalypse has come; blacks are free and have 

formed their own black republic.  But T.T. is horrified at these events, for black salvation 

has come at the expense of whites.35   

 Garrison responded enthusiastically to T.T.’s dreams.  “We have a strong faith in 

the accomplishment of these events,” he wrote of the utopian fantasy.  “The time is 

assuredly hastening, even in our own country,” when “the changes in society, which are 

described in the dream,” will “be sober realities.”  Of T.T.’s dystopian nightmare, 

Garrison felt it contained a “home-thrust,” or fatal blow, to colonizationists.36   

 That T.T.’s dreams were published in Boston point to the geographic evolution of 

the abolition movement.  With the rise of white immediatism and the publication of The 

Liberator, the center of the movement shifted from Rush’s Philadelphia to Garrison’s 

Boston.  Immediatism brought blacks and whites together as allies and friends in a way 

that hadn’t occurred before, except among lower-class blacks and whites in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  Unlike the Society of Friends and the Pennsylvania 

Society for the Abolition of Slavery, blacks were actively involved in the New England 

Anti-Slavery Society and American Anti-Slavery Society.  They were hired as lecturers 

and agents, wrote for their publications, and constituted the majority of subscribers to the 

Liberator in its early years.  And Boston was a locus of black activism and “one of the 

most racially tolerant cities in the North,” according to Jim Horton, even though it was 

more segregated than Philadelphia or New York.37   

****** 

 In August 1859 Gerrit Smith published his hopes and fears of the abolition 

movement.  Smith’s public letter, like T.T.’s dream, took the form of prophesy.  But it 
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was less a dream narrative than an attempt to realize his dream of liberation and racial 

equality.  He had already transformed his community of Peterboro, New York, into a 

model interracial community.  He had helped create a harmonious community at North 

Elba, in the Adirondacks (which residents called “Timbucto”) through his generous gift 

of land to poor blacks and John Brown and his family.38  And he had forged 

extraordinary friendships with Frederick Douglass, James McCune Smith, and other 

African Americans.39  But these local successes did not satisfy him; he wanted nothing 

less than an interracial utopia on the order of T.T.’s.  The immediate end of all sin was 

his most passionate desire, and he defined his millennium in national terms.  Smith was 

now warning the nation that if slavery did not end right now through peaceful means (and 

he had little hope that it would), it would end in apocalypse very soon:   

For many years I have feared and published my fears that [slavery] must 

go out in blood. . . . These fears have grown into belief.  So debauched are 

the white people by slavery, that there is not virtue enough left in them to 

put it down.  If I do not misinterpret the words and the looks of the most 

intelligent and noble of the black men who fall in my way, they have come 

to despair of the accomplishment of this work by the white people.  The 

feeling among the blacks that they must deliver themselves gains strength 

with fearful rapidity. . . . No wonder then is it that . . . intelligent black 

men in the States and Canada should see no hope for their race in the 

practice and policy of white men.  No wonder they are brought to the 

conclusion that no resource is left to them but in God and insurrections.  

For insurrections then we may look any year, any month, any day.  A 

terrible remedy for a terrible wrong!  But come it must unless anticipated 

by repentance and the putting away of the terrible wrong.40 

 At one level, Smith’s prophesy resembled T.T.’s nightmare dream.  Both visions 

embraced black uplift, acknowledged the need for white repentance, and feared slave 
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insurrections.  But in tone and intent, Smith’s vision was much different, for although he 

conceived of emancipation as apocalyptic and darkly romantic, as T.T. did, instead of 

running from those fears, Smith embraced them.  He sought to realize his vision of 

apocalyptic freedom, and remove forever the oppressive burden of sin and its attendant 

racial hierarchies and dualities.41   

 Smith was the lead conspirator in John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry, with a 

band of sixteen whites and five blacks.  They hoped to incite a massive slave insurrection 

that would result in black liberty.  Smith knew that any month, Brown and his men would 

invade the South.  And he felt sure that the resulting insurrection would be successful.  

“Remember that telegraphs and railroads can be rendered useless in an hour,” he warned 

in the same public letter.  “Remember too that many, who would be glad to face the 

insurgents, would be busy in transporting their wives and daughters to places where they 

would be safe from that worst fate which husbands and fathers can imagine for their 

wives and daughters.”  The day of “calamity” and liberation was at hand, complete with 

“fire and rape and slaughter.”42   

 Smith had experienced a psychological reversal relative to most other white 

abolitionists.  He had internalized the racialized fears of black men raping white women; 

but instead of shunning those fears, he sought to realize them.  In doing so he experienced 

an ecstasy of liberation and a sublime sense of terror and delight.  He not only 

empathized with blacks and inverted color symbolism, as other white abolitionists did; he 

viewed the world through African-American eyes, and tried to see himself as black.  And 

based on his friendships with blacks, he concluded that they despaired of their 

deliverance by whites.  And so he advocated the same thing.  As early as 1842 Smith had 
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encouraged slaves to engage in what he admirably called the “black-hearted” measures of 

running away and stealing.  By the late 1840s, he endorsed violence and insurrections as 

a means to bring about the millennium if peaceful measures failed.43   

 For Smith (as well as John Brown), whiteness had become a fluid category 

because blackness held out the promise of a more authentic mode of being for a radical.44  

Yet this kind of racial transformation necessarily involved essentializing the “other” in 

order to achieve otherness.  It became much more prominent in the twentieth century.  

Norman Mailer’s thought experiment, “The White Negro” (1959) was a classic example 

of white-to-black identity shifting.  Although Mailer was totally different from Smith and 

Brown, he found that his literary effort to embrace blackness led him to accept violence 

and an apocalyptic vision of a new age, even though the source of his vision was 

existentialism rather than Scripture.45 

 As a result of his identity transformation, Smith abandoned the practice of 

characterizing blacks in symbolic terms.  He sought to become one with them, as it were.  

He continually tried “to make myself a colored man,” as he put it, in actions as well as 

words, and so did John Brown.46  Smith continued to embrace black uplift; “intelligent 

and noble” black men were more authentic radicals than ignorant or inebriated ones.  Yet 

uplift no longer played as important a role in the program for racial equality as it had for 

abolitionists from the Revolution through the late 1830s.47  “God and insurrections” were 

more important to the cause, as Smith noted in his letter.  God was immanent or 

indwelling; He was an active and earthly force in helping radicals achieve their new 

age.48  And insurrections were an extension of Smith’s political actions; they were the 

“last resource,” given the failure of peaceful means, for fulfilling the nation’s 
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Revolutionary ideals.49  Smith and Brown saw themselves as peacemakers; slavery 

represented a state of war, which needed to be vanquished in order to preserve the peace.  

Blacks had long known this to be the case.  Although insurrections were rare, black 

leaders from Toussaint through David Walker, Nat Turner, Henry Highland Garnet, 

Douglass and McCune Smith had been comparatively tolerant or accepting of them as a 

means to end slavery.50 

****** 

 That Gerrit Smith was based in upstate New York points to another geographic 

shift that had taken place in the abolition movement.  By the mid-1840s blacks had 

increasingly lost patience with the Garrisonian doctrine of nonresistance, and embraced 

political abolitionism.  African Americans were “especially attracted to the Liberty 

party,” and western New York, its home, was a hotbed of political action in general, 

owing in part owing to suffrage restrictions on blacks in New York State.  By contrast, 

there were no restrictions on black suffrage in Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Vermont, 

and Maine.  When the Liberty party splintered, evolving into the Free-Soil party in 1848 

(and eventually the Republican party), and the National Liberty party (and its successor, 

the Radical Abolition party), political abolitionism became even more viable, for activists 

had more choices; they could put their energies behind highly principled and often 

militant candidates, or more powerful but conservative antislavery advocates.  Political 

action facilitated black-white alliances, for reformers were united in both means and 

ends.51 

 Political action took root especially in rural communities, where abolitionists like 

Gerrit Smith could wield considerable local influence, and in smaller cities like Rochester 
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and Syracuse.52  Smith’s county of Madison was the most abolitionist county in the 

country in the 1850s (based on voting trends), and he was elected to Congress in 1852.  

His village of Peterboro was so revered by blacks that Henry Highland Garnet, after 

visiting Smith in 1848, declared:  “There are yet two places where slaveholders cannot 

live—Heaven and Peterboro.”  When Frederick Douglass moved to Rochester in 1847, 

the city was already a center of political abolitionism; but when he turned his newspaper, 

which became the longest-running black newspaper in the Civil War era, into a political 

paper, Rochester became even more visible as a beacon of political action.53  By the late 

1840s, the Burned-Over District in upstate New York, so named for the spiritual fires that 

had swept through the region after the completion of the Erie Canal, rivaled or surpassed 

New England as a region where blacks and whites came together in the battle against 

slavery and racial oppression.54   

 Political action meant an adherence to Revolutionary ideals; it also implied 

intervention, with force if necessary, into those parts of the country that refused to end 

slavery.  This was in contrast to Garrison’s doctrine of disunion, which in theory 

separated the sacred and profane elements of the country.  Radical Abolitionists 

conceived the whole country as a heaven on Earth within its very platform, and through 

its advocacy of violence, spelled out the means for ushering in the advent and achieving 

their country.55    

 It was while Douglass lived in Rochester that he forged his closest interracial and 

egalitarian friendships—with Gerrit Smith, John Brown, and a number of women, 

including Ottilie Assing, Julia Griffiths, and Amy Post.56  The differences between 

Douglass’s relationships with Garrison and Wendell Phillips, and his bond with Gerrit 
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Smith, can be attributed in part to setting and upbringing.  Perhaps if Garrison or Phillips 

had been forced to work alongside their father’s slaves until the age of sixteen, against 

their will, as Gerrit Smith did, they would have acknowledged, more forcefully than they 

did, New England’s own slaveowning past.  But as it was, most white New Englanders 

engaged in a kind of collective amnesia about slavery in their region, which led them to 

explain the degraded condition of free blacks in essentialist terms, as Joanne Melish has 

noted.  In the absence of such amnesia, perhaps Garrisonians would have been less 

inclined to so demonize the South as to advocate disunion.  Perhaps, too, they would have 

been more tolerant of national political action.  Perhaps if Garrison had grown up 

wealthy, or if Wendell Phillips had, like Gerrit Smith, plunged from great wealth to near 

bankruptcy, both men would have acquired the kind of humility and generosity—

emotional, spiritual, and material-that Smith was famous for.  But owing to Phillips’s 

“Beacon Hill superiority,” Douglass found himself feeling inferior to him.  And partly as 

a result of Garrison’s hard-scrabble upbringing, he became a proud, competitive, self-

made man, and felt threatened by Douglass’s greater success at self-making.57   

 In the 1840s, as Douglass became more famous and increasingly asserted his 

independence, Garrison and his clique sought to control him.  They treated him either as 

their symbol of black success, as Henry Mayer notes, or as a rebellious son.  When 

Douglass moved to Rochester, Garrison got upset.  When he embraced political action, 

and aligned his paper with Gerrit Smith’s National Liberty party, Garrison was outraged, 

and attacked Douglass’s character.58   

 By contrast, Gerrit Smith loved Douglass’s independent nature; he neither felt 

threatened by him, nor treated Douglass’s independence as an act of betrayal.  In 1854, 
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when Smith resigned from Congress out of disgust and frustration, he suggested 

Douglass as his replacement, felt his friend would be a more effective congressman, and 

told him so.  In 1856, when Douglass began endorsing the Republican nomination of 

John C. Frémont, rather than Gerrit Smith’s own candidacy for President as a Radical 

Abolitionist, Smith understood, even though he was still funding Douglass’s newspaper.  

He realized that Douglass’s shift in allegiance was based not on his frustration with the 

Radical Abolition party, but on fears that he could not sustain his newspaper.  In other 

words, whereas Garrison had been a “father figure” to Douglass, Gerrit Smith became his 

“mentor,” as David Blight aptly noted.59   

 Yet by the 1850s a number of Garrisonians were also turning away from 

nonresistance and endorsing some form of political action.  With the spread of slavery 

and the South’s increasing belligerence, especially the draconian Fugitive Slave Law, 

such prominent leaders as William Nell, Wendell Phillips, Edmund Quincy, and Samuel 

Joseph May linked their struggles to the “spirit of 1776”; they treated the Bible, the 

Declaration, and at least the Preamble of the Constitution as sacred texts in advocating 

not only an end to slavery but racial justice.  Such shifts led them to forge closer ties with 

blacks, and to follow Smith and Brown in accepting violence and abandoning the very 

foundation on which white abolitionism had originally been established.60   

 Perhaps the high point of race relations in the abolition movement occurred in 

1855.  It was a decade in which many black and white radicals had effectively abandoned 

their hopes in a pluralist America, and instead accepted colonization (or emigration) as 

the solution to America’s dilemma.  Yet in late June, Gerrit Smith, John Brown, 

Frederick Douglass, and James McCune Smith, came together, along with about one 
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hundred other men and women, to found the Radical Abolition party.  Members 

embraced immediate abolition, full suffrage for all Americans regardless of sex or skin 

color; the redistribution of land so that no one would be rich and no one poor; and violent 

intervention against the growing belligerence of the Slave Power.  And they heeded 

“pentecostal visitations” (messages from God) to help them pave the way to a new 

world.61  The black physician James McCune Smith chaired the party’s inaugural 

convention.  (The next time a black man chaired a national political convention was in 

1988, when Ron Brown chaired the Democratic National Convention.)62  Radical 

Abolitionists were considered extreme even by Garrison; he called them “madmen.”  But 

the party was a way for members to act on their utopian dreams and maintain a dynamic 

balance between their vision of a pluralist new world and the sinful present.63   

 Two months earlier, in April 1855, Massachusetts governor Henry Gardner signed 

a law prohibiting segregation based on religion and color in Massachusetts public 

schools.  The desegregation law was a culmination of a fifteen-year struggle among black 

and white abolitionists led by William C. Nell, John T. Hilton, Benjamin Roberts, 

Charles Sumner, and Wendell Phillips.  The struggle involved boycotts of black schools, 

petitions to the state legislature “praying for the abolition of separate schools for colored 

children,” and legal cases.  Although Massachusetts desegregation was a regional rather 

than national issue, it succeeded, whereas Radical Abolitionists failed to achieve any item 

in their platform.  Yet both groups established a united biracial front against racial 

injustices, which was fueled by a prophetic and millennial impulse.64   

 The religious impulse behind the desegregation case has at times been 

downplayed.  But William Cooper Nell, who led the movement, vowed that, “God 
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helping me, I [will] do my best to hasten the day when color of skin [will] be no barrier to 

equal school rights.”  Like Radical Abolitionists, he received instructions from God.  And 

his vision of emancipation and equality was the language of a millennialist:  he looked 

forward to the day when blacks, “redeemed from the long night of ignorance,” would 

express their gratitude “that the stars, which shone in our horizon, have ushered in a most 

glorious dawn.”  Charles Sumner, who is often described as a secular humanist, delivered 

a speech one month after the desegregation law was passed, and declared that the “great 

change” in the North’s willingness to fight for Revolutionary ideals was a “herald of the 

Transcendent Future.”  He referred to the sympathies of state legislatures, and then 

quoted a stanza from the late eighteenth-century English prophetess, seer, and poet 

Joanna Southcott: 

 “Hark! A glad voice the lonely desert cheers: 

 Prepare the way! A God, a God appears! 

 A God! a God! the vocal hills reply, 

 The rocks proclaim th’ approaching Deity.” 

Such sentiments fueled Sumner’s abolitionism.65   

 I have already suggested a few reasons why some black and white abolitionists 

were able to unite during a time of deteriorating race relations.  The millennium seemed 

much imminent; and in varying degrees, blacks and whites came together based on their 

shared faith in prophesy and a pluralist new age.  Additionally, while the emphasis on 

respectability often fueled white paternalism, the shift toward political action brought 

black and white radicals closer together, for they shared the same strategies and goals.   
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 It is also significant that blacks and whites increasingly united in their quest to 

fight a common foe.  As the South became more belligerant, and slavery more national in 

scope, both groups felt threatened by a slaveholding republic; and this threat made it 

easier to forge interracial alliances.  Ira Berlin has recently characterized black 

northerners as maroons living in a slaveholding republic.  But many white abolitionists 

thought themselves to be marooned as well.  They felt isolated from the nation’s laws:  

The Fugitive Slave Law required them to form a posse to round up suspected fugitives, 

and made them feel culpable in the sin of slaveholding.  The Kansas-Nebraska Act 

repealed the Missouri Compromise, opened northern territories to slavery, and threatened 

(in abolitionists’ minds) to extend the evil into every state and enslave whites as well as 

blacks.  The Dred Scott decision declared the Republican party to be unconstitutional, 

owing to its platform of nonextension.  White abolitionists often felt isolated from their 

own countrymen, who, especially in the 1830s, had physically attacked them.  As a result 

of these feelings, both black and white abolitionists defined themselves as outsiders; and 

they often lived like maroons, congregating in abolitionist communities.66   

 The sense of white alienation in a slave republic is perhaps best revealed by John 

Brown.  After going bankrupt and losing his home and almost all of his worldly 

possessions, he entered a world of American desperation best understood by slaves.  He 

attributed his financial straits to the Slave Power, and relied more and more on God, 

violence, and his vision of the new age to vanquish slavery.  The slave republic, in other 

words, threatened the liberties of all Americans, prompting its enemies to fight it with 

force, to embrace the nation’s founding ideals, and to transform corrupt laws into the 

laws of nature and of nature’s God.67   
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****** 

 In June 1860 Gerrit Smith had a dream.  It differed from those of Pyle, Rush, or 

T.T., for it was a living dream.  “Much of the year 1859 is a black dream to me,” he 

wrote Charles Sumner; “and much of it hazy and uncertain.”  His black dream was not a 

good thing, for blackness no longer held out the promise of a more authentic mode of 

being.  It was now something to shun, to run away from.68   

 Smith’s black dream, and his career, highlight the limits of interracial alliances.  

In the wake of John Brown’s raid, Smith experienced a profound crisis of faith and 

identity.  He suffered a mental collapse from which he never fully recovered.  On 

November 7, 1859, a few days after Brown was sentenced to die, Smith’s wife and 

family, fearing he would take his own life, committed him to the state asylum for the 

insane at Utica.  He returned to Peterboro at the end of December, after being treated by 

John P. Gray, one of the nation’s foremost psychiatrists.  But he was never the same.  He 

felt culpable for all the lives lost in the disaster, and blamed what he considered to be his 

transgression to violence on two factors:  his faith and blacks.  He abandoned his belief in 

a sacred and pluralist society and doubted that God could enter into and affect the affairs 

of the world.  And he concluded that his black identification, his close interracial 

friendships, and his belief in prophesy represented the dark sources of his violent 

proclivities.  In his mind, he had aligned himself with the wrong crowd by befriending 

blacks and viewing himself as one.  He distanced himself from Douglass and McCune 

Smith as well as other blacks.  And for the first time in his life he openly began to 

embrace the widespread beliefs in innate black inferiority and difference.  He could not 
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forgive himself for his sins, and racism became a way for him to exorcise his feelings of 

guilt.69   

 The dreams of Pyle, Rush, T.T., and Smith highlight their struggles to collapse 

cultural dichotomies that had long served as a source of order and hierarchy and had 

posed obstacles to the new age:  heaven and earth; sacred and profane; black and white; 

and civilization (or respectability) and barbarism.  By attacking the Aristotelian belief 

that some men were born to rule, and others to do the basic work of society, some 

abolitionists were led to question other dichotomies—as opposed to more conservative 

reformers, who contained their assault and legitimated the status quo by separating 

slavery from other institutions.   

 It was in the antebellum era, and especially the 1840s and 1850s, that abolitionists 

went furthest in dismantling these dichotomies.  They were at the center of an effort to 

literally “rebuild the structure of Heaven and Earth” and achieve a “broad sacralization of 

the world,” to quote Robert Abzug.  But in the absence of traditional boundaries and 

hierarchies, they constructed new ones.  At times they elevated blackness over whiteness 

as a more authentic and virtuous mode of being.  They distinguished virtuous individuals 

from the unrepentant defenders of slavery.  Some of them separated the sacred from the 

profane regions of the country.  And others embraced the doctrine of blood atonement to 

redeem the sins of the nation.   

 As Gerrit Smith came to realize, violence could be as much a barrier as a bridge 

in achieving a pluralist society.  The dissolution of his interracial alliances in the wake of 

John Brown’s raid points to the power of the surrounding white culture and its racist 

solution to America’s paradox.  For over a decade, Smith and a few others were more or 
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less able to burst free from white society.  But after Harpers Ferry, he found refuge in 

traditional racist answers to the American dilemma.  In a way, his estrangement from 

blacks after Harpers Ferry foreshadowed the North’s abandonment of freedmen and 

women after Reconstruction:  the war itself became for the North what Brown’s 

bloodletting was for Smith.  It destroyed many reformers’ vision of a heaven on Earth, 

justified racism as a way to atone for the bloodshed, and created a crisis of faith in their 

hopes for reform.  The apocalypse had come, but the new age was nowhere in sight.   
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