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 “What counts as radical abolitionism” is a question without a clear or consistent answer 

among historians. Scholars now use the word “radical” to refer to many different kinds of 

abolitionists, even those once considered moderates or barely abolitionists at all, and some 

abolitionists seem to be considered more radical than others. If “radical abolitionism” is not 

simply a redundant phrase, then historians who use the term presumably have in mind some 

answer to the question of what counts as radical. Yet that question has rarely been explicitly 

asked. Why? 

In the abolitionists’ era, the majority of Americans viewed all antislavery reformers as 

radicals—David Wilmot and Charles Sumner, no less than Susan B. Anthony, William Lloyd 

Garrison, John Brown, or Frederick Douglass. “What counts as a radical abolitionist” was 

seldom asked because the answer was obvious: all of the above. Abolitionists alone conceived of 

the issue as a multiple choice question. In 1840, when the American Anti-Slavery Society 

splintered into factions, Garrison and his allies claimed that only they represented “radical 

abolitionism.”1 Garrison’s critics, like Lewis Tappan, favored working through churches and 

electoral politics to attack slavery, while Garrisonians refused to vote, labeled the Constitution 

and most churches as proslavery, and welcomed members of various reform movements into 

their societies. But even after the 1840 schism, “what counts as radical abolitionism” was not 

really a live question: both Garrison and his critics would have agreed that the answer was 

Garrisonism. Later, however, political abolitionists and eventually some Republicans claimed 

the term “radical” themselves; in 1855, for example, a coalition that included Douglass formed a 

Radical Abolitionist Party. 
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For a brief moment before the Civil War, then, “what counts as radical abolitionism” 

was a comprehensible question about which some abolitionists disagreed. But in retrospect, this 

moment was brief. After the Civil War, abolitionists downplayed their differences, constructing 

triumphal narratives that gave all factions important roles. Meanwhile, reconciliationist 

narratives about the Civil War once again cast all abolitionists as fanatics, little caring about 

differences.2 These trends largely continued until the work of historians Gilbert Barnes and 

Dwight Dumond beginning in the 1930s. In contrast with Civil War “revisionists” who cast all 

abolitionists as destructive nags, Barnes and Dumond rehabilitated abolitionists like Theodore 

Dwight Weld and James Birney. But they did so by insisting on the very distinction Tappanites 

and Liberty Party men drew between themselves and “ultras” like Garrison. Rather than 

wondering “what counts as abolitionism,” Barnes and Dumond took for granted both that the 

answer was Garrisonism and that radicals were marginal mischief-makers.3 

The next generation of abolitionist historians were less likely to deem “radical” or 

“ultra” dirty words. Many scholars writing in the midst of the Civil Rights movement were 

instead more interested in recovering a tradition of radicalism that stretched from abolitionists 

to the New Left. Some historians agreed with Barnes and Dumond that there were crucial 

differences between Garrisonians and the mainstream but reversed their negative judgments on 

Garrison and his agitational style. Indeed, many historians now agreed with Garrison that 

political abolitionists had been forced to compromise their calls for racial egalitarianism in order 

to make electoral gains in the fight against slavery, thereby forfeiting the moral high ground 

held by agitators who remained outside formal politics. Yet it is worth noting that scholars who 

celebrated Garrisonian means and ends were not significantly challenging earlier estimates of 

what counted as radical abolitionism so much as they were advancing new estimations of what 

radical abolitionism counted for.4 
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Other historians in the 1960s and 1970s contested the work of Barnes and Dumond by 

emphasizing what abolitionists shared in common instead of what divided them. Many 

scholars were impressed by the demand for “immediate emancipation” as a key marker that 

distinguished all genuinely radical abolitionists from more diffuse antislavery sentiments or 

half-measures like colonizationism. Indeed, for most scholars since, “abolitionism” and 

“immediatism” have been synonymous. Yet historians who tracked the rise of antislavery 

immediatism as a coherent movement did not dwell much on the question of what counted as 

radical abolitionism, because the question seemed tautologous: to be an immediatist abolitionist, 

not an “antislavery” temporizer, was by definition to be radical. Consequently, the contested 

question for historians of the Civil Rights era, broadly defined, was not “What counts as radical 

abolitionism?” but, to cite the title of a 1965 essay, “Who was an abolitionist?”5 

In the 1970s, as intellectual and cultural historians worked to understand who the 

abolitionists were, other unifying themes in the abolitionist movement began to appear, which 

put pressure both on the old distinctions drawn by Barnes and on the assumption of more 

recent scholars that Garrisonians were significantly—and admirably—more radical than political 

moderates. For example, Lewis Perry’s 1973 book Radical Abolitionism argued that the 

“anarchistic” abolitionists—that is, “non-resistant,” non-voting reformers like Garrison who 

argued that all human government was predicated on force—were neither a lunatic fringe nor 

lonely forerunners of the New Left. Instead, these “radical abolitionists” actually shared key 

premises with a variety of abolitionists. What Perry described as an anarchistic impulse 

characterized some political abolitionists like William Goodell no less than Garrison. A second 

but related historiographical trend in the 1970s, exemplified by Ron Walters’s The Antislavery 

Appeal, was to qualify and complicate the radicalism of the entire movement by identifying 

continuities between antebellum culture and even the most eccentric abolitionists.6 Works like 
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these eroded the Barnes-Dumond position as surely as scholarship that rehabilitated the 

Garrisonians, and in fact these two streams of scholarship in the 1960s and 1970s often flowed 

together. Yet neither historiographical camp offered an explicit consideration of “what counts as 

radical abolitionism.” Indeed, for historians like Perry and Walters, this was simply the wrong 

question to ask, given profound continuities within the movement and between it and the 

surrounding culture. As Perry explained in his preface, “It is not my purpose to argue that one 

faction of abolitionists, for better or worse, was more ‘radical’ than others.”7 

Understanding the history of this historiography is important because it helps explain 

how we have gotten to where we are now. On the one hand, it explains why historians still 

often refer to abolitionists as “radical,” because one legacy of both the Barnes-Dumond era and 

the scholarship of the 1960s is the presumption that some or all abolitionists, for better or worse, 

were radical. Yet this historiographical survey also helps explain why, despite continued usage 

of the word “radical,” “what counts as radical abolitionism” is a question whose answer 

remains implicit. These trends have only been strengthened by an enormous proliferation of 

scholarship on abolitionism in the last twenty-five years, which has been both cause and 

consequence of a significant expansion in the cast of characters now included in studies of 

abolitionists and in the range of questions asked about them. In particular, the last quarter 

century has witnessed the full flowering of new scholarship on abolitionist women and black 

abolitionists.8 Yet greater appreciation for the array of issues engaged by abolitionists—from 

women’s rights to the nature of interracial sex, from the legitimacy of violence to the nature of 

wage labor—has multiplied the number of issues on which a particular reformer can be 

adjudged “radical” or not. The same reformer called a “radical” in one book because of his 

racial egalitarianism, for instance, may appear in another book, or even the same book, as a non-

radical because of his coolness towards working-class concerns. 
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Moreover, the movement of groups like black abolitionists from the periphery to the 

center of our historical narratives has often been accompanied by claims that some previously 

neglected individual or group needs recovery precisely because he, she, or they were more 

radical or radical earlier than the movement’s usual suspects. Whereas the turn to immediatism 

was once seen as the hallmark of white abolitionist radicalism, for example, scholars now 

emphasize that black abolitionists were the first immediatists. That abolitionists like Garrison 

still did not agree in every particular with black immediatists like David Walker only 

underlines now that calls for immediate abolition were a lowest common denominator for 

“radical abolitionism”—what was left in the absence of other markers of radicalism like the 

open advocacy of slave insurrections, or full political equality for black men, or full political 

equality for black women. The incorporation of women and black abolitionists into movement 

histories has also led to greater scrutiny of abolitionist practice as well as theory, and of the 

frequent gaps between them. As a result, Garrison’s radicalism on the question of racial equality 

is no longer viewed only in the light of what he said, but in light of black abolitionists’ charges 

that Garrison’s antislavery society was not sufficiently advanced in the hiring and promoting of 

black reformers.9 

In sum, historians searching for “radical” abolitionism must now survey a much more 

diverse field than the largely bipolar movement considered by Barnes, Dumond, and their early 

critics. And at the same time this diversity has destabilized classifications that were once widely 

accepted. Consider, for example, the titles of Perry’s Radical Abolitionism and John Stauffer’s 

prize-winning 2002 book, The Black Hearts of Men: Radical Abolitionists and the Transformation of 

Race. Whereas for Perry, “radical abolitionism” described “non-resistant” anarchistic thinkers 

like Wright and Garrison, Stauffer’s “radical abolitionists” were those who, in direct opposition 

to the Garrisonians, embraced “Bible politics” and ultimately came to embrace violence as well. 
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As the late George Fredrickson noted in his review of Black Hearts of Men, counting a variety of 

“political abolitionism” as “radical abolitionism,” rather than the “non-violent, generally 

apolitical perfectionism” of Garrison, was something of a break with historiographical 

precedent. Yet Stauffer’s definition of “radical abolitionism” betokens a more general flux in 

usage, one especially evident in recent books on John Brown, which have refocused attention on 

Brown as the premier radical, and books on Abraham Lincoln, which have argued that Lincoln, 

once the clear foil to “radical abolitionism,” was more radical than we thought.10 

Given these kinds of reassessments, it is no wonder that historians entering the thicket of 

historiography on abolitionism now emerge with multiple definitions of “radical abolitionism.” 

One recent book begins by reporting that “many historians” have used the term “radical 

abolitionists” to refer to the Liberty Party, political abolitionists, and the “radical wing” of the 

Free Soil movement. And a recent biography of Brown describes the American and Foreign 

Anti-Slavery Society, founded by the anti-Garrisonian Tappanites after the 1840 schism, as “a 

more radical counterpart of … the Garrisonian American Anti-Slavery Society.”11 As these two 

examples suggest, what may be most striking about recent trends is that Garrison’s once secure 

position as the locus classicus of abolitionist radicalism is no longer unquestioned. That Garrison 

epitomized radical abolitionism was a point on which almost all historians could once agree, 

but Garrison’s role as a benchmark for radicalism now competes with claims that an alternative 

tradition of “black radicalism” was more revolutionary than anything Garrison proposed. 

According to recent works on Brown and some books on political abolitionism—such as Bruce 

Laurie’s tellingly titled Beyond Garrison—Garrison’s insistence on “moral suasion” made him 

less confrontational, perhaps less sympathetic to black abolitionist concerns, and implicitly less 

radical than abolitionists willing to employ violent or formal political means. The appellation 

“radical” has also been attached, in just the last decade, to figures as different from Garrison 
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and each other as Benjamin Lundy, David Walker, Lydia Maria Child, Thomas W. Higginson, 

Theodore Dwight Weld, and Alvan Stewart. Literati like Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David 

Thoreau, and Walt Whitman are also making bids for inclusion in the “pantheon” of radicals, 

and in John Stauffer’s new biography on Douglass and Lincoln, even Caleb Bingham’s reader 

The Columbian Orator is described as a very “radical” book. Meanwhile, “radical abolitionist” is 

often still used in its conventional senses as a reference to either immediatist or to Garrisonian 

abolitionists, broadly defined.12 

Far from settling the question of “what counts as radical abolitionism,” this variety of 

usages calls attention to the need for asking it, and to the potential confusion that can result 

from deploying the word “radical”—as I myself have in the past—without an explicit answer to 

the question in mind. Yet when we do ask explicitly the question of “what counts as radical 

abolitionism,” we are immediately confronted with the question of what counts as radical. 

Consider the range of meanings one could give to “radical” or the rough cognates sometimes 

used in its place, like “militant,” “aggressive,” “revolutionary” or “confrontational.”13 Is 

radicalism a personal temperament—a willingness to go to extremes? A measure of one’s 

wholeheartedness or commitment to a cause—perhaps judged by the congruency between 

one’s views and one’s actions? Is “radical” a sociological word for measuring the observable 

differences between the habitus of a reforming minority and that of a putative mainstream? Or 

are certain doctrines about rights, or political economy, or social organization, inherently 

“radical,” so that one can track the fate of “radicalism” over time as a tradition of thought? Is a 

“radical” ideology, unlike “conservative” ideologies that appeal to the precedent or authority of 

the past, one that is future-oriented and new?14 

How one answers such questions matters, if only because not all answers are compatible 

in individual cases: for example, if radicalism is a measure of temperament or willingness to run 
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to extremes, it has no necessary correlation with the substance of a radical’s views. As a clipping 

printed in Garrison’s Liberator in 1864 put it, if radicalism “implies thoroughness, completeness, 

opposition to half-heartedness,” then “it may apply to a good man or a bad man—to a good 

object or a bad object. A man may be a radical saint, or a radical villain—a radical anti-slavery 

man, or a radical pro-slavery man.” Yet even if consensus could be reached, as this writer 

presumed it could, on what a “good object” is, other complications arise. One of Lincoln’s 

friends once quipped that Lincoln was “conservative as to means” but “radical … so far as ends 

were concerned,” raising a question so familiar to abolitionists themselves—if we could agree 

on which ends are “radical,” what “means” are radical means? There is also the question of 

time: calling someone radical sometimes indicates the degree of change in their personal views. 

A “radical” is someone who has been “radicalized.” But that means someone once radical could 

later be less radical, or vice versa.15  

One seeming way out of this morass might be to use the etymology of the word “radical” 

as a guide to usage. Yet the original meaning of the word as “relating to the root” does not 

always clarify the issue. Reformers who advocate “root and branch” social change sometimes 

have in mind the creation of an entirely new social order, an “uprooting” and new planting. Yet 

in calling for reform that goes to “the root,” some self-described radicals depict their demands 

as a return to some earlier order, an attempt to prune back corrupt overgrowth and quicken a 

long buried idea. “Radicalism” might refer to a demands for a new system or a restoration of 

first principles, to “revolution” in either of its two, contradictory meanings as rotation and 

innovation. To say that “what counts as radical” is “whatever goes to the roots” would also be to 

answer one question with another, since one would then have to decide what counts as the root 

of a social problem. 
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This panel’s purpose is to raise such questions about what counts as radical abolitionism 

rather than to answer them definitively. Here I’ve attempted to explain why the question of 

what counts as radical has seldom been asked, despite continued and sometimes contradictory 

usage of the term “radical abolitionism,” and then to explore some of the ways the question 

might be posed. In closing, however, let me say why I believe the question is worth asking. 

First, without spelling out what we mean by the term “radical,” we may hinder our ability to 

ask questions worth answering, like whether abolitionists, in general or in specific, became 

more or less radical over time. If radicalism is a sociological or anthropological term, then 

asking who and what was a radical minority in antebellum America is also another way of 

asking what the mainstream was. Of course, those questions might be answerable without even 

using the shorthand of the word “radical.” Perhaps it would be possible to dispense with 

ambiguous terms like “radical” or “militant” or “revolutionary” in favor of the specific 

adjectives cloaked by these words, like “immediatist,” “Garrisonian,” “non-voting,” “anti-

party,” “political,” “non-violent,” “feminist,” “racially egalitarian,” “non-pacifist” or “actively 

violent.” But even then, of course, we may find that these words are as slippery as “radical.” 

Generalizations about what or who counts as radical or Garrisonian or “non-violent” break 

down in individual cases and at individual moments in time.16 

But should we abolish “radical abolitionism” entirely? To use Lincoln’s words from a 

very different context, my own feelings will not admit of this; and if mine would, we well know 

that those of the great mass of people will not. We talk about what counts as “radical” because 

that word goes to the root of what we believe about the roots of social problems and bedrock 

principles. An article published in the New York Times a year ago this week contained an 

interview with a then-college freshman who belonged to the new Students for a Democratic 

Society. Brian Kelley told the Times reporter that “I actually think violent action isn’t radical at 
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all. … Radicals go to the root of the problem, and they want to change society. Violence doesn’t 

change society, and if it doesn’t go to the root of the problem, it’s not radical.” As this statement 

shows, to ask what counts as radical is to raise the still contested question of what changes 

society and what needs to be changed.17 

My own view is that Kelley’s position—that violence is less radical than non-violence—

is still a defensible one even with regard to the history of abolitionism. As we’ve seen, it was 

once widely assumed by historians of abolitionism that “radical abolitionism” referred to the 

Garrisonian non-resistants, but today, that meaning is no longer self-evident. Yet by almost all 

of the metrics listed above, “non-resistance” still qualifies as “radical”—its adherents were a 

minority, many of whom were certainly “extreme” in their degree of personal commitment; it 

represented an especially uncompromising version of key principles often identified as part of a 

“radical” tradition, like individualism and the equal worth of all human beings; and if 

“radicalism” is identified with innovation, it would be hard to imagine an antebellum American 

worldview more future-oriented than the millennial outlook of many abolitionist pacifists. 

Their view was especially radical given that the antebellum United States, by any measure, was 

a violent society in which vigilantism and lynch mobs were customary, the nation was 

imagined to have been born and baptized in patriotic gore, and praise for the willingness to 

fight for freedom was central to reigning ideologies of masculinity and race.18 Those who said 

“peace” in this environment might be condemned as impractical or dismissed as pusillanimous, 

but it would be difficult not to call them “radical,” especially if we are concerned, as scholars 

like Professor Perry have been before us, less with “delineating a tradition of American 

radicalism” than with “understanding … the time in which” abolitionists lived. But my answer 

to the question of what counts as radical abolitionism is only one among many. If the question 

of what counts as radical abolitionism were posed explicitly, what answer would you give?19 
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