
6. Race and Solidarity
The Test of Rhetoric and Ideology
I desire no fellowship with Slavery, black or white; no annexation or disannexation by violence or bloodshed, with booms or big guns: no intoxication of clear heads and pure hearts.

—— Ransom Smith, NRA New York mayoral candidate


In 1848 Joshua King Ingalls, a self-defrocked minister-turned- agitator toured upstate New York on behalf of the NRA. One Sunday, he delivered his address at Little Falls on behalf on “land and freedom.” By then, NRA spokesmen urged political action to ensure access to land and Nature’s bounty for the nation’s “lacklanders.” Ingalls opened and closed his argument with an invitation for his listeners to join with others in the campaign, to sign a petition, to take the NRA pledge, and to devote time convincing other citizens. In recalling this speech, he hinted at no variation, although Ingalls gave this “altar call” before an entirely black congregation.
 The event underscores the need to reexamine overconfident generalizations about antebellum labor politics, abolitionism and race relations.


As a group, National Reformers opposed slavery, but without the evangelical zeal of the abolitionists, who tended to seek a Christian righting of social wrongs done others through moral suasion. Agrarians favored freedom because of the real impact of slavery upon the political and social health of the entire body politic. Moreover, there is ample evidence that the core of the NRA challenged the assumptions of white supremacy, and deliberate defied the color bar to welcome black involvement in a common movement.

Working-class Antislavery


National Reformers thought it “a peculiar kind” of freedom that “leaves man to perish in the midst of surrounding wealth.” Its principal founder, George Henry Evans explicitly identified wage labor as one of “different grades of slavery” in a system of coerced American labor modified “in a thousand ways” into “different forms and degrees of servitude, but in all forms and degrees it is servitude still.” “The Slaveholder,” wrote Evans of the planters, “has inherited other people’s bodies, and the Landholders has inherited other people’s land; and thereby holds their bodies.” 
 Read from the inside out, the evidence indicates an underlying sense of solidarity.


Initially, the NRA chose to give no “peculiar prominence” to abolition in the South, but it later voted to “give expression to its feelings against Slavery,” sentiments rooted in Agrarian concerns from the days of Tom Paine. Artisan-based freethinkers repudiated the hypocrisy of the “Christian slavery,” the first organized socialists indicted the civilization for African slavery, and Thomas Skidmore had left no room for doubt as to his hatred of slavery, while Evans had denounced the institution decades before founding the NRA. When local Democrats mobbed abolitionists and free blacks, Evans defended the moral and constitutional right of citizens to agitate on any issue with “what zeal they please,” and described the abolitionists particularly as “honest in their principles” which asked “mere justice” to blacks. Slavery appeared in “its most baneful form in the United States” where workers and reformers faced a “complex form of work and whip” which had “never been combined to such a degree as in this Government is manifest.” “Making a man’s body a chattel is the most heinous crime to that of murder,” insisted NRA founder Lewis Masquerier.  Alvan Earl Bovay insisted that “every National Reformer will admit, that Negro-Slavery is a great, an enormous, and a growing evil” in the nation.


Nevertheless, as working class freethinkers, the NRA suspected an evangelical insistence on the conscious, individual rejection of sin, spread by the massive religious revivals of the “Second Great Awakening.” They resisted “any thing like intolerance, whether it proceeds from orthodoxy or heterodoxy, the believer or the unbeliever, from the Presbyterian or skeptic.” As secularists, they viewed the political influence of organized religion as reactionary. Evans, in particular, noted with dissatisfaction that evangelical antislavery leaders usually advocated not only abolitionism but “measures tending to a union of Church and State.” “If they had been educated to believe that it was right to traffic in human flesh as well as in the material of Nature necessary to sustain existence,” wrote Evans of the slaveholders, “we could not blame them from doing so till informed of their error, and till the owners of the bodies in which they were trafficking had claimed their rights.”
 An ever more enlightened understanding and a shifting consensus would, they believed, somehow find reflection in government policies incompatible with all forms of slavery.


Conversely, early abolitionists insisted upon an antislavery rooted in disinterested philanthropy rather than enlightened self-interest.  While NRA affiliates early sponsored talks by William Lloyd Garrison, he scorned class self-interest as morally inadequate and like-minded abolitionists distinguished between the views of Dr. J.E. Snodgrass who acted on “my humanity, my sympathy with the wronged” and the views of Cassius Clay whose antislavery was “no longer a question about Africans.”  In pieces with titles like “Not to be Trusted,” Garrison’s Liberator denounced the NRA as “destitute of principle, and animated by a vulgar and selfish spirit” unworthy of “the respect or confidence of the true friends of down-trodden humanity.” When Rev. Beriah Green chided the NRA’s William V. Barr about the indifference of Northern white workingmen to slavery, Barr ascribed workers’ “notions of moral, and social duties” from those of “the educated fraternity of law, medicine and divinity” or in business. The exchange was but one of a series of often sharp verbal skirmishes between, respectively, Garrison, Wendell Phillips and Frederick Douglass with William West, Evans and Joshua King Ingalls.  After Ingalls told an abolitionist meeting in 1848 that land reform concerns “complemented” their antislavery work, Douglass had attacked the agitation as a distraction from its rightful focus; recalling how Wendell Phillips had similarly denounced Evans, Ingalls later wrote with some satisfaction: “Mr. Evans did not live to see Mr. Phillips come to his position, on the land question, as I lived to see Mr. Douglass come to mine; but he came to it, quite as soon.”
  


More substantively, abolitionists (and later historians) resented the Northern working class discussion of its “wages slavery.” “The capitalist does not need a manacle upon the limb of his fellow men; he can do better without it, and exert more force on hireling labor by the vacuum, than by attaching a chain to the laborer as a slave,” explained an NRA leader.  Some described their lot as worse than that of Southern slaves, the more astute discussing the wage system as more deeply rooted and central to American development.  Abolitionists described this as a disinterest in justice as a ploy to placate Southern slaveholders, eliciting NRA countercharges that abolitionist indifference to “wages slavery” sought to court Northern business interests. When abolitionists cited the separation of families, brutality, rape, and other atrocities incident to chattel slavery, NRA spokesmen recited similar experiences among “wage slaves.” In any event, as Evans explained, the structure of government made their views on slavery unimportant, for “the white slave states have no more to do with the black slave states on this question, than they have with England.”


The flap over the uses of “wages slavery” confused a well-reasoned analysis with rhetorical flourishes. While some in the NRA did described the lot of “chattel slaves” as better theirs as “wages slaves,” most did not, and likely shared the views of Horace Greeley that “Hireling Labor . . . in spite of the evils” would, in the long run, be more “progressive,” leading “more rapidly and surely toward a better condition,” while Southern slavery “tends towards decline, bankruptcy, dissolution.” Also, some of the same NRA leaders who declared “wages slavery” a greater evil elsewhere described “the Chattel system” in the South as “the worst degree of Slavery that exists,” disclaiming “any desire whatever to represent Southern Slavery in any other light than that in which our Anti-Slavery friends have placed it.”  Indeed, Masquerier, Ingalls, Thomas Devyr, Lewis Ryckman and others sometimes argued that nineteenth century life represented “worse” oppression than feudalism, and Albert Brisbane claimed he saw “less aristocracy” in Germany than America.
  


Such exaggerated rhetoric reflected frustration with an early abolitionist tendency to idealize the lot of “free” labor. In defining liberty simply as the absence of physical enslavement, abolitionists “appear as anxious to rivet their [the wage slaves’] chains as the Southern slaveholders are to bind their colored victims.” Garrison’s knee-jerk defense of Northern labor relations required “the same stereotyped arguments against ‘the National Reformers’ that his Pro Slavery enemies brought against him.” J.E. Thompson shrewdly noted in the Northampton Democrat that it was “much safer and pleasanter for one to lift up his voice against evils which lie at a distance than against those immediately around him, especially when the latter are sanctioned by the customs of society.”


Unused to being criticized on moral grounds, abolitionists rarely responded convincingly, with some notable exceptions. A New York Liberty Party candidate pointed out that the Agrarians wanted a limit on land ownership but seemed to accept “unlimited property in human flesh,” “in the bodies and souls of millions of your countrymen.” So, too, Dr. D.S. Grandin, an abolitionist supporter both land reform and the cooperative Protective Unions used an oft-repeated anecdote to make the essential point. In reply to the Ohio Homestead Journal, he recounted the visit of a runaway chattel slave to a meeting of Northern white wage slaves who questioned him about his decision to escape. Under questioning, the fugitive confessed to having had no personal complaint about his former condition other than being a slave. Further pressed, the black man simply announced that his old position was now vacant, should any present wish to apply.
 None ever did.


Simply put, the NRA focused on land reform as “the great step stone of universal freedom.” “Could Slavery, in any form exist,” asked John Pickering, “if all men had the equal use of the elements?” For Jeriel Root, land monopoly anchored slavery, law-making and alcohol abuse. Lewis Masquerier described it as the key to the broader struggle to secure the “right to your Domain, Person, Labor, Life, and Sovereignty” against a system run by “profit-mongering,” “tax-consuming,” capital-punishing,” “war aggressing,” “office-hunting,” “earth-usurping, leading and rent-extorting,” “non-producing, body selling, whip driving, and labor-robbing masters and bosses.” In contrast to struggles over “quarter, half or one-idea fragmentary reforms, such as abolition of capital punishment or slavery,” the NRA literally grounded social injustices of all sort in the land question.
  What mobilized this implicitly antislavery sentiment was a realization that the institution represented less a residue of ancient injustice than a dynamic threat to the survival of the American republic  
In Defense of a Republic


NRA called itself “Young America” (and Evans changed the name of his Workingman’s Advocate to Young America) to reecho the concerns of “Young Europe” and its mid-century national affiliates.  This has caused some confusion among scholars because the label is also applied to an expansionist literary circle around the Democratic Review. Participants in the Agrarian “Young America” and the expansionist “Young America” shared an earlier proclivity for the party of Andrew Jackson and romantic vision of American destiny, what they advocated was not only different but mutually exclusive.

 Working class radicals feared that imperial ambitions threatened the well-being of the American republic. John Cluer, a recent immigrant, warned of the effects of empire on the British people. “The debasement of a people,” declared Commerford, starts with “an unjust principle in trampling the rights of every nation” to slake a “Roman thirst for the land of others,” whereby a “principle of rapacity” “marched with the common soldier as well as the general.” Wright denounced introducing Americans to “military lying” Although an atheist, Wright published an antiwar sermon and called the conflict “a war not only against Mexico, but against justice, climate, and God-Almighty.” That American soldiers were “suffering more terrible than those of ‘Valley Forge’ in the cause of human oppression is too horrible to be thought of.” Reprinting this piece, the Voice asked, “How long shall nations steal the name of Christians in which to practice the arts of war, devastation and heathenism.”
  As in antiquity, they warned, war linked land monopoly and the expansion of slavery.

The NRA made a clear contribution to an increasingly widespread Northern perception of a “Slave Power Conspiracy.”  The perspective of the land reformers owed less to their own “paranoid style” than to the moral high ground of classical republicanism. Thompson thought it “remains to be seen” whether wage slavery or chattel slavery would be first abolished. William West, with characteristic tact, labeled the entire debate over priorities “ridiculous.” “We would not apologize for Slavery in any form,” insisted an Ohio Agrarian, “but would be glad to strike the manacles from every slave whether white or black.” Root wisely suggested that “if we saw the magnitude and power of these evils, we could not stand isolated, contending about the greatest, for all of them are deadly enemies to Christianity and Liberty” and “either of them if left alive, will consume our Republic.”  “Bring not my brother in bonds to me and say that I shall not investigate the question of Slavery here,” declared Bovay to an 1845 conference. “I will introduce the question of Slavery here.”


Most directly, the NRA concluded that slavery and the imperative of waging war on its behalf had subverted the Democratic Party. Agrarians traced the Democratic view of slavery as a regrettable evil imposed by a colonial past and the evolution of that view into a morally laudable and politically defensible labor system. “A monopolized soil must produce an enslaved people,” argued Van Amringe. Southern sympathizers of the NRA warned that Calhoun’s followers “would make the laboring freemen of this country slaves to slaves.” Bovay noted of Calhoun that it had become “part of his philosophy that the laboring masses must be enslaved” for the sake of order.


The term “Free Soil” emerged from a state convention at Albany in October 1846. To its questioning, Henry Bradley, Liberty candidate for governor declared for all NRA measures but land limitation on which, he wrote frankly that “had I thought as much as you have done . . . I should perhaps agree with you fully.” Another abolitionist candidate agreed that land reform “would produce an amazing change in the business and order of society, yet I must conclude it would be for the better, and if any evils resulted it would be because of the wrong so long indulged!” In the end, the overlapping “Free Soil” ticket battled against a heavy rain that kept voter turnout in the city low, Tammany’s adoption of land reform resolutions, and the usual amount of fraud. Nevertheless, two Democratic assembly candidates endorsed by the NRA won (including Walsh). John Ross, Commerford, Ryckman, and John Delamontayne—the exclusively NRA Congressional candidates in the Third, Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Districts—won a total of 579 votes, comparable to the gubernatorial vote in these districts, 550 for Masquerier and 60 for Bradley.  Statewide, the Whigs won by “about ten thousand majority, all Anti-Rent voters.” Noting that voters had also rejected black suffrage, Evans still took heart.  They had sought not a majority but a balance of power; insurgents in the Fourth Congressional District, for example, did not aim at the 4,749 votes to win but the 712 that separated the major parties, and Commerford with the two other independents got almost 1500 votes.
 Clearly, the fall elections of 1846 showed that, if united, third party forces could wield the balance of power.


As Agrarians became more forthcoming on black slavery, some abolitionists addressed the NRA’s broader view of slavery. Agrarians described their concerns as those of “the serfs of Russia, the Ryots of India, the Peons of Mexico, the Chattel Slaves of Brasil and of our Southern States, and the landless Wage Slaves of Great Britain and of the United States,” and Agrarian papers eagerly reprinted a similar declaration by Wendell Phillips “that the rights of the peasants of Ireland, the operatives of New England, and laborers of South America will not be lost sight of in sympathy for the Southern slave.” When Phillips repudiated the statement, advising wage workers to reform themselves through thrift, self-discipline, and sobriety, abolitionists as well as Agrarians expressed disappointment in his paternalism. The Libertyman, George Bradburn angrily wrote Gerrit Smith complaining of fellow abolitionists who thought “that it is purely the fault of the masses themselves, if every thing is not right with them, in this glorious country of ours!” “Ought our fellow citizens to regard class legislation with complacency?” asked Beriah Green. “Our enslaved countrymen are especially entitled to the benefit of our One Idea, but by no means exclusively.”


By the close of the 1846 campaign, Gerrit Smith spoke for many radical abolitionists when he declared National Reform “the greatest of all Anti-Slavery measures. Abolish Slavery to-morrow, and Land Monopoly would pave the way for its re-establishment. But abolish Land Monopoly—make every American citizen the owner of a farm adequate to his necessity—and there will be no room for the return of slavery.” Libertymen in Smith’s district reorganized as the “Poor Man’s Party.” Evans promoted common “Free Soil” politics so thoroughly within the NRA that even Devyr, a cantankerous Irish Democrat mistrustful of abolitionists came to see Smith “as politically pure as Greeley was politically villainous.” In meeting with the Libertymen, Ingalls and others discovered that “when the merely political issues were not involved, the discussions were profitable, spirited and harmonious.”

Racial Equality


Perhaps no aspect of National Reform has been less well served by scholars than the oversimplifications and misrepresentations of its views on race. Decades before Lewis Henry Morgan’s influential work on the Iroquois, Lewis Masquerier, Dr. Joseph R. Buchanan and Evans studied Indians, as did John Greig, the Rochester Fourierist to whom the young Morgan carried a letter of introduction. Evans placed the words of Black Hawk alongside those of Jefferson in his publications, which included such pieces as “Which is the Best, the Life of the Indian Savage, or the White Operative?” in which an immigrant tailor living among the Seminole said, “There’s a great deal of talk about liberty, equality, and such great things among white people, but the divil a bit of liberty or equality did I ever find till I came amongst the Indians.” The Agrarian press protested Indian removal at home, and U.S. involvement in suppressing a Mayan rising in the Yucatan. A New York City NRA meeting gave “loud applause” to Bovay’s declaration that “the Indians have a right somewhere, and it was certainly time now that their oppression should cease.” Andrew E. Elmore became known for his friendship with the Indians and his advocacy of “all rights for all men.”


This is not to say that the NRA remained untarnished by white racism. Fitzwilliam Byrdsall, a native Floridian and the chief historian of the Locofocos tried to ally the Northern Agrarians to Sen. John C. Calhoun’s wing of the Democratic Party. Then, too, immigrant radical John Campbell compiled a volume of pseudoscientific racial arguments, published as a warning against the Negromania that threatened to disrupt the American politics. Even the iconoclastic Devyr accepted race as “a distinction fixed by the Creator of us all.” However, Byrdsall’s planter-labor alliance not only failed but was to center on free trade rather than slavery, and Campbell’s openly embraced white supremacism after his brief involvement with the land reformers.  Indeed, both turned up so rarely in or around land reform meetings, that, by the mid-1840s, they were really less Agrarians supporting Democrats than partisans seeking movement votes.  Then, too, Devyr’s faith in immutable racial barriers did not preclude his admiring men like Gerrit Smith for dealing on “terms of equality to any honest man, in whatever coat or of whatever color.”
  

Indeed, the experience of an ethnically diverse work force shaped the idea of interracial labor solidarity. NRA leaders asserted “that Labor on the Soil, in the workshop of factory, is, and of right, ought to be free, without reference to sex, color or condition.” Evans complained of the ‘unreasonable prejudice against color,” and Masquerier, John H. Keyser, Lucius A. Hine, Henry Beeny, William West, and Appleton Fay made similarly explicit egalitarian statements.  Hine pointed out that proponents of racial exclusion were “enemies of liberty, even the liberty of white men.” The “National Reform Club” at Rosendale, Wisconsin required a pledge from candidates not only to promote land reform and to oppose slavery but also to end discrimination “on account of birth-place or color.” Philadelphia’s Association of the Daughters and Sons of Toil listed among their regularly published grievances the failure of the authorities “to pass laws for the accommodation of large districts of laboring people, because they were so unfortunate as to be born of Black Mothers, and Black, White, and Indian fathers.”

Forty Acres and More


A generation before the Reconstruction agitation for “Forty Acres and a Mule,” some white and black Americans linked radical land redistribution with abolition. The prospect of mere emancipation concerned the slaves with whom Skidmore had spoken, “as they would have no property” and he proposed that they get “lands, and other property also” to give substance to their freedom. Evans wrote Smith that not only did “the slaves have a natural and moral right to take possession of themselves, but of land enough to live upon.” Masquerier argued that the only justification for the American seizure of Mexican territories in 1848 would have been a national commitment to “invite every landless American, Mexican, Indian, White or Black Slave throughout the earth to claim his right to an equal, individual and inalienable homestead” there. West, too, described the goals of the NRA as “a free soil for humanity, the whole of it, without regard to sex or color.”
 Genuine personal liberty and independence for blacks, as for whites, required economic and social rights.


Agrarian national lecturer, Henry H. Van Amringe stumped Wisconsin on that platform. “I am an abolitionist, as well as a National Reformer,” he declared. “I advocate a free soil as well as personal freedom to all, to a free soil for all people, whether God has painted them white, read, or black.” “We do not say free to native citizens only,” he explained. “For red men, all persons of African descent, although domesticated among us, and born on our soil, are not, under our national laws, recognized as citizens.” Land “should be free to each one of either sex, and of all complexions of skin,” he insisted. It should be given “free without money or price, to any landless actual settler, man or woman, a native of the United States or Territories, and to all foreigners who under the laws of our country may become naturalized.”


Even in the shadow of “the peculiar institution,” the NRA linked “free homes for the people” to “freedom from the curse of chattel slavery.” They dramatically sounded the theme at the “National Reform banquet” on May 1, 1848 at Cincinnati, a city separated from slavery only by the Ohio River and torn by recent racial strife. There, “not less than a thousand persons” heard Hine’s praise of the general movement for social change and the complaint of John Allen, a Fourierist-Agrarian that “Working men, as Reformers, had not always been just to labor. The cause of labor was one. The time had come when the laborers of the North must make common cause with the laborers of the South; and the prejudices of color be done away with. Land reformers were especially called on at this juncture to give the weight of their influence on the side of freedom.” Allen then saluted: “Universal freedom and homes for all—for the colored man no less than the white!” (Reportedly, participants offered, “applause, mingled with some slight sounds of displeasure.”)


Indeed, the Cincinnati movement had already begun to involve blacks. Thomas and Marie Varney, former Owenites operating a printing business in the city corresponded with Masquerier, Greeley and Josiah Warren. They almost certainly participated in that 1848 “National Reform banquet” that heard John Allen’s call for abolition, equal rights and land reform. That year, they took into training eighteen-year old Peter Humphries Clark. Their young black apprentice became particularly close friends with the Southern-born William Haller of the local NRA. Years later, as the leader of Cincinnati’s black schoolteachers, Clark left the Republican Party to rejoin Hine and Haller in a state-wide Workingmen’s party and the socialist movement.


At times, NRA spokesmen explicitly defended black rights to resistance. By enslaving people, charged Hine, the slaveholder had declared a “state of war, and must meet the consequences.”  Masquerier’s father had actually gone to Santo Domingo to aid the slave rebellion there. Even the exaggerated accounts of how Nat Turner and his fellow slave rebels of 1831 had massacred white Virginians did not deter Evans from his unique defense of the right of slaves to revolt; Turner and his followers may have been “deluded, but their cause was just,” he argued, for “they expected to emancipate themselves, and they no doubt thought that their only hope of doing so was to put to death indiscriminately, the whole race of those who held them in bondage.” By 1848, the NRA included such figures in the “underground railroad” as James H. Collins and Charles V. Dyer in Illinois, while their Milwaukee cothinker, Sherman M. Booth organized a mass protest, which ended by physically storming the jail and liberating the black prisoner; another National Reformer, Byron Paine served as Booth’s attorney in the years of litigation that followed to test the constitutionality of the Federal law. Later, in the Kansas Territory, John Brown, another abolitionist supporter of land reform defied government and law that sustained slavery. Among his comrades in the west were such transplanted eastern Agrarians as William A. Phillips and the Wattles brothers, Augustus and John. His later plans for a final general slave revolt had the active collaboration Gerrit Smith and others with Agrarian connections. 


Evans’ egalitarian and democratic faith in peoples’ capacities for self-government shaped his own speculations about the future of black America. “I harbor no prejudice against color; still there is a prejudice against color,” he wrote Smith. Race riots and lynching testified to a mistaken view among most whites quite capable of stifling the efforts of free blacks to live among whites. Leading National Reformers suggested that a radically transformed United States would permit all peoples to choose their own destinies, and Evans applied such goals in arguing that some lands “be set apart” for those blacks wishing to live unfettered by the “prejudice against color.” Just as Agrarians argued that a democratized America should permit and respect the formation of an autonomous Indian state, they discussed the idea of “an independent Negro State.” Evans envisioned one alternative for the nation twenty years after the adoption of NRA measures: “In the Southern States chattel slavery is gradually dying out . . . The emancipated Negroes have formed a settlement on the Public Lands almost large enough for a State and are debating whether they shall follow their brethren to Liberia or ask to be recognized as an independent State.”


Taking the “Negro state” from the context of Evans documented views on race, some scholars have incorrectly described an NRA vision of an America with “no place for the emancipated blacks.” No less an authority than Frederick Douglass warned against confusing the white colonization of blacks with the libertarian position of some NRA leaders. Perhaps most fundamentally, Evans’ stance reflects the usual NRA effort to accommodate other radical concerns within Agrarianism. To them, it seemed reasonable and fair that a radically transformed America would offer its resources for the use of such contemporary black leaders as Martin R. Delany who already advocated the physical separation of blacks from the suffocating prejudices of white American society. NRA spokesman never advocated that blacks “be separated from the rest of society” or make irreversible choices about their future, for black settlers could reenter the framework of the U.S. individually or as a group.
 Rather, the Agrarian discussion centered on what a very rare consideration for antebellum whites: the right of blacks to make their own decisions—what would, in a later day, be called black self-determination.


Beyond this, land reform became a multiracial movement through the direct and deliberate efforts of NRA leaders. Philadelphia Agrarians voted to consult Mexican revolutionary, José Maria Jesus Carbajal” and “Wild Cat,” a Seminole leader who had resisted both the U.S. military and the wider Indian assimilation of slavery. Growing collaboration with the abolitionists was essential to this process. It naturally brought NRA leaders into direct political contact with “the colored people who are endeavoring to emancipate their brethren in the Southern States from slavery and themselves form the degraded condition in which slavery has left them.” In the process, racial egalitarians like Evans encountered, even in reform circles, what John Murray Spear called “colorphobia” when he declined to address a segregated temperance meeting. 


As we have seen, free blacks themselves had shared less confusion about the implications of early labor agitation. During 1829-30, black voters in New York City seem to have shifted briefly from their usual Whig preferences to the local Workingmen’s Party; some likely responded to the unusually egalitarian views of leaders like Skidmore and Evans. When the NRA began to make strides in New England, Evans specially noted the participation of “a colored man who had been a slave” in a workingmen’s meeting at Milford, Massachusetts as a hopeful sign of a growing interest in land reform activism among blacks. So it was that Ingalls’ interracial gathering on “land and freedom” at Little Falls was likely not exceptional. Then, too, black leaders like William Wells Brown “wished success to the Land Reform movement,” Describing abolition as “the first step towards ensuring their [the land reformers’] ultimate success. Labour is degraded by Slavery. Its abolition will elevate labour, and secure to men their manhood.” Despite earlier clashes with the NRA, Frederick Douglass, by 1851, praised Rochester’s National Reformer and its “great cause” which had “engaged some of the noblest heads, and most philanthropic hearts of their age.”


By then, experience, as well as ideological predispositions, drew the NRA towards standards rare in early American history. Masquerier well expressed where they ended.

Then rouse “ye mudsills,” white and black,


The time has come to strike,

Strike for God-given equal rights—


Your causes are alike.

* * *


Historians and social scientists have rightly emphasized the peculiarly American long coexistence of wage labor and chattel slavery.  The most recent of these notes that free workers often embraced standards of “whiteness” that elevated them over other workers.  However, the evidence cautions against a simplistic view of working class hostility to abolition and of a “wholesale rejection” of labor concerns by abolitionists.  Both groups held much more complex and diverse views about each other and their relationship to slave labor, characterized by clear convergences.  White wage workers called their lot “wages slavery” and protested against measures tending to reduce them towards “slavery” in such a way as to persuade some scholars that they supported slavery for others with very little evidence for doing so.  In fact, a National Reformer like William West addressed other National Reformers as “Fellow Slaves.”
  Extrapolated into evidence of racism, such a use of the term actually demonstrated a sense of solidarity no less profound that moved radicals at any point in American history.


At the time, however,  antislavery land reformers like William West expected that both chattel and wages slavery might be “peaceably abolished only by the political action of the legally qualified voters of the states in which it exists and to secure this action, the cause of the chattel slave should be united with that of the wage slave.”  Moreover, as Hine pointed out, the agitation for land reform would “bring more skillful anti-slavery players to the board” and to so sway “public sentiment that they [slaveholders] will soon be unable to make any thing out of if.”
  On these positions, events would vindicate Hine and thoroughly discredit the optimism of West.  
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