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Abstract

This study investigates the intellectual foundations of the American
emancipation movement, tracing the evolution of ideas from moral and
religious critique to organized political reform between 1780 and 1870. By
examining the interplay of Enlightenment rationalism, evangelical
revivalism, and republican ideals, the study analyzes how concepts of
conscience, equality, and citizenship were mobilized to shape public
opinion and influence legislation. The research argues that emancipation
was not merely a social or political phenomenon but a deliberate
intellectual project, wherein moral reasoning was translated into political
and legal reform. Drawing on primary sources including abolitionist
newspapers, pamphlets, sermons, and legislative records, this study
reconstructs the networks of thinkers, reform societies, and public
intellectuals that bridged moral advocacy and political action. The study’s
findings will illuminate the continuity and transformation of abolitionist
thought and its enduring impact on American political culture.

Key words: Revivalism, Movement, legislation, political culture,
abolitionist, Emancipation Proclamation, constitutional interpretation.

Introduction and Rationale

The abolition of slavery in the United States stands as one of the
most transformative moral and political achievements in American history.
It reshaped the nation’s legal order, altered its social fabric, and redefined
citizenship and civil rights. While historians have devoted considerable
attention to the political crises, social movements, and military events that
culminated in the Emancipation Proclamation and the Thirteenth

Amendment, far less emphasis has been placed on the intellectual
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evolution that made such reforms imaginable and, ultimately, achievable.!
This study begins from the premise that emancipation was not merely a
product of political necessity or wartime exigency; it was the outcome of a
deep and sustained intellectual shift, carried forward by generations of
thinkers, reformers, and public intellectuals who reframed slavery as a

moral, philosophical, and constitutional problem.

Recent historiography has moved toward more integrated
approaches to emancipation, combining insights from intellectual history,
race studies, legal history, and political theory. Studies by Elizabeth
Varon?, David Blight’, and Corey Brooks* highlight the ideological
complexity of antebellum politics, showing how debates about union,
democracy, and citizenship were entwined with debates over slavery.
Newer works also emphasize Black political and intellectual traditions,
including the writings of James McCune Smith, Frances Ellen Watkins
Harper, and Martin Delany, expanding our understanding of abolitionist

thought beyond its most famous voices.

Yet significant gaps persist. First, while scholars have examined
abolitionist rhetoric and activism, they have less frequently traced how
abolitionist ideas were transformed into political reform. The intellectual
mechanisms that linked moral arguments to political outcomes remain
understudied. Second, intellectual histories often treat abolitionism as a
coherent ideology, when it was in fact a dynamic, contested field shaped
by theological debate, philosophical disagreement, constitutional
interpretation, and political strategy. Third, existing scholarship rarely

brings these intellectual strands together into a single analytical narrative.

'Neely, Mark E. Lincoln and the Triumph of the Nation: Constitutional Conflict in
the American Civil War. Univ of North Carolina Press, 2011.

2 Varon, Elizabeth R. "Signatures of Citizenship: Petitioning, Antislavery, and
Women's Political Identity." (2003): 456-459.

3 Blight, David W. Yale and slavery: A history. Yale University Press, 2024.

4 Brooks, Corey M. Liberty power: antislavery third parties and the
transformation of American politics. University of Chicago Press, 2019.
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This study applies this approach to Enlightenment treatises,
evangelical sermons, moral reform tracts, abolitionist writings, and
political speeches. Through close reading and comparative analysis, the
project identifies how core concepts such as natural rights, moral duty,
equality, liberty, republicanism, and sovereignty were progressively
redefined by abolitionist thinkers. The method also traces how these
conceptual innovations responded to pro-slavery arguments, changing

political conditions, and evolving interpretations of the Constitution.

Print culture served as the primary medium through which
abolitionist ideas were debated, refined, and disseminated. Newspapers,
pamphlets, memoirs, speeches, and public letters created intellectual
networks that connected local reform circles to national audiences. To
reconstruct these networks, the research has undertaken both qualitative

and quantitative analysis of print materials from the 1780s to the 1860s.

Key abolitionist publications such as The Liberator, The North
Star, The Anti-Slavery Standard, and the proceedings of the American
Anti-Slavery are examined to identify recurring themes, evolving
arguments, and intellectual exchanges between thinkers. Special attention
is given to African American print culture, including the writings of
Frederick Douglass, Maria Stewart, Martin Delany, Frances Ellen Watkins
Harper, James McCune Smith, and David Walker. Their works form a
central intellectual corpus that demonstrates how Black thinkers shaped the
philosophical heart of the movement (Delany 1852; Douglass 1860; Harper
1885; Smith 1841; Stewart 1837; Walker 1829).

This research fills these gaps by offering a comprehensive
intellectual genealogy of American emancipation one that traces the
evolution of ideas from early moral revolt through abolitionist activism and

finally into political and constitutional reform during the Civil War.’ By

5 Baker, Biff. "Evolution of anti-slavery sentiments from 1776 to 1865 & a critique
of reparations." Journal of Business Diversity (2023).
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synthesizing moral philosophy, religious thought, political theory, and

constitutional interpretation, the study provides a holistic framework for
understanding how the United States moved from a slaveholding nation to

one that constitutionally abolished slavery.®

During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
American debates on slavery unfolded against a backdrop of enormous
ideological change. The Enlightenment had introduced universalist ideas
about natural rights, human equality, and civic responsibility. These
intellectual currents directly challenged inherited hierarchies and laid a
conceptual foundation upon which early anti-slavery arguments could be
built. At the same time, evangelical revivalism infused public discourse
with a renewed concern for moral accountability, individual conscience,
and the spiritual equality of all persons. The convergence of Enlightenment
rationalism and evangelical moral urgency created the initial intellectual
conditions in which critiques of slavery could flourish. This research
situates these early debates within their historical context, arguing that they

formed the moral and philosophical core of later abolitionist activism.

By the early nineteenth century, anti-slavery sentiment began to
shift from personal moral conviction to organized public reform. Reform
societies, churches, and voluntary associations provided platforms for
intellectual exchange and moral persuasion. Newspapers, pamphlets, and
public lectures helped circulate abolitionist ideas to broader audiences. The
expansion of print culture not only enabled the dissemination of ideas but
also shaped the rhetorical strategies used to argue against slavery.” This
study examines how abolitionists framed slavery as a contradiction of
American republican values particularly liberty, equality, and self-
governance and how they used print culture to transform moral

disagreement into civic responsibility.

¢ Aje, Lawrence, and Claudine Raynaud, eds. Ending Slavery: The Antislavery
Struggle in Perspective. Presses universitaires de la Méditerranée, 2023.

7 Sinha, Manisha. The slave's cause: A history of abolition. Yale University Press,
2016.
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The antebellum period saw the emergence of a more
confrontational and politically engaged abolitionist movement. Public
intellectuals such as William Lloyd Garrison®, Frederick Douglass’®, Lydia
Maria Child'®, and Angelina Grimké'! developed sophisticated critiques
that combined moral argument, political analysis, and constitutional
interpretation. Their writings exposed the contradictions between
American democratic ideals and the persistence of slavery, while also
challenging prevailing interpretations of federalism, states’ rights, and
constitutional authority.'? This study highlights how these thinkers bridged
the gap between moral advocacy and political reform, shaping the language
of rights and citizenship in ways that influenced political actors and

legislative debates.

At the same time, pro-slavery intellectuals mounted their own
defenses using biblical interpretation, economic theory, and racial
ideology. The clash between anti-slavery and pro-slavery thought
produced an intense intellectual battleground (Wilentz 2018). By analyzing
both sides of the debate, this research clarifies how abolitionists refined
their arguments in response sharpening their emphasis on human equality,
universal rights, and the moral obligations of the state. Understanding this
dialectic is essential to understanding how anti-slavery ideas ultimately

gained political force.

The outbreak of the Civil War marked a decisive shift in the

relationship between moral argument and political power. While

8 Mayer, Henry. A/l on fire: William Lloyd Garrison and the abolition of slavery.
WW Norton & Company, 2019.
° Douglass, Frederick. The Anti-slavery Movement: A Lecture by Frederick
Douglass, Before the Rochester Ladies' Anti-Slavery Society. Press of Lee, Mann
& Company, Daily American Office, 1855.
10 Child, Lydia Maria. The Duty of Disobedience to the Fugitive Slave Act: An
Appeal To The Legislators Of Massachusetts, Anti-Slavery Tracts No. 9. Good
Press, 2023.
1 Grimké, Sarah, and Angelina Grimké. On Slavery and Abolitionism: Essays and
Letters. Penguin, 2015.
12 Munro, Stephanie Suzanne. Lydia Maria Child’s Anti-Slavery and Anti-
Prejudice Appeal, 1830—1867. Lancaster University (United Kingdom), 2006.
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abolitionists had long articulated the immorality of slavery, wartime
realities created new openings for political and constitutional change.
President Abraham Lincoln, who initially approached slavery as a
constitutional and political question, increasingly adopted the moral
language of antislavery advocacy as the war progressed. The Emancipation
Proclamation often read as a wartime measure took shape within a larger
intellectual context shaped by decades of abolitionist thought.!* So too did
the Thirteenth Amendment'¥, which drew upon long-standing debates
about rights, freedom, and federal authority. This study argues that these
legislative milestones were the culmination of an intellectual trajectory that

began nearly a century earlier.

The rationale rests on the belief that understanding emancipation
as an intellectual achievement enriches the broader scholarship on
American political development, democratic thought, and moral reform. It
highlights the power of ideas to reshape institutions and underscores the
centrality of intellectual labor in movements for social and political
transformation. By reconstructing the connections between moral critique,
reform activism, and political legislation, this study offers a new
perspective on how ideas about freedom and equality took root and gained

the political force necessary to abolish slavery.

The research finds the contributes to the field of intellectual
history by placing lesser-known thinkers, reformers, and local networks
into the story of emancipation. While much scholarship focuses on
prominent figures, this project emphasizes the decentralized and
collaborative nature of abolitionist thought. Ideas emerged through
sermons, pamphlets, petitions, and local societies as much as through the

writings of national leaders. Bringing these voices into the historical

13 Allen, Austin. "Coalitions without Compromise: Reconsidering the Political
Abolitionists." Reviews in American History 35, no. 1 (2007): 57-64.

14 Colbert, Douglas L. "Liberating the Thirteenth Amendment." Harv. CR-CLL
Rev. 30 (1995): 1.
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narrative deepens our understanding of how intellectual movements take

shape across diverse regions and social contexts.

Ultimately, the argument is that emancipation must be understood
not only as a constitutional and political transformation but also as the
outcome of a sustained intellectual struggle one that redefined American
conceptions of human rights, moral responsibility, and democratic

citizenship.

The intellectual history of American emancipation has been
shaped by a wide and diverse field of scholarship. Historians, political
theorists, and scholars of race, law, and religion have all contributed to
understanding how ideas about slavery, freedom, and citizenship evolved
across the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Yet despite this rich
historiography, the specific intellectual trajectory connecting moral revolt
to political reform remains underdeveloped. This literature review surveys
the core bodies of scholarship relevant to the project and identifies the
conceptual and historiographical gaps the proposed study will address. The
review is organized into four interlocking domains: (1) the intellectual
origins of antislavery thought; (2) abolitionism and public discourse; (3)
constitutionalism, political ideology, and the road to Emancipation; and (4)
recent scholarly trends that call for a more integrative intellectual history

of emancipation.
Intellectual origins of antislavery thought

The foundational scholarship on the rise of antislavery ideas is
dominated by the work of David Brion Davis, whose multi-volume
analysis of slavery and abolition situates antislavery thought within
broader transformations in Western moral consciousness. In The Problem
of Slavery in Western Culture (1966) and The Problem of Slavery in the
Age of Revolution (1975), Davis argues that antislavery ideology was not
inevitable but emerged through a complex interplay of Enlightenment
universalism, religious reformation, and evolving concepts of human

personhood. Davis’s approach highlights how metaphysical and moral
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frameworks laid the groundwork for organized abolitionism in the United
States.!> However, his wide comparative scope leaves space to more deeply
examine the uniquely American intellectual configurations that shaped

national debates.

Building on Davis, Christopher Leslie Brown’s Moral Capital
(2006) emphasizes the moral revolution at the heart of early antislavery
movements. Although Brown focuses primarily on the British context, his
analysis of moral authority, humanitarian rhetoric, and sentimental
persuasion clarifies how Anglo-American reformers constructed a moral
language of empathy and responsibility. His framework opens conceptual
space for analyzing how American abolitionists, likewise, used moral

capital to mobilize public opinion and challenge entrenched institutions.'®

Evangelical religion is another major theme in early antislavery
scholarship. Works by Donald Mathews, Nathan Hatch, and Harry Stout
demonstrate how the Second Great Awakening infused American political
culture with a language of spiritual equality and personal accountability
(Mathews 1969; Hatch 1965; Stout 2006). These religious impulses
underpinned early abolitionist critiques and shaped the rhetoric of reform.
Yet the relationship between evangelical discourse and political ideology
remains contested, with scholars debating whether evangelicalism
primarily encouraged moral suasion or fueled more radical calls for state-
driven reform. This project engages these debates by clarifying how
religious moralism and Enlightenment rationalism converged in the

intellectual foundations of American antislavery thought.

15 Money, Duncan, and Jason Xidas. An analysis of David Brion Davis's the
Problem of slavery in the age of Revolution, 1770-1823. Macat Library, 2017.

16 Suranyi, Anna. "Christopher Leslie Brown, Moral Capital: Foundations of
British Abolitionism. Chapel Hill, NC: Published for the Omohundro Institute of
Early American History and Culture by the University of North Carolina Press,
2006. xvit+ 480 pp. ISBN: 978-0-8078-3034-5 (hbk.); 978-0-8078-5698-7 (pbk.).
22.50 (pbk.)." Itinerario 31, no. 2 (2007): 171-173.

ISSN: 2789-1038 151



S.J.P.S., Vol.5, No.2

Abolitionism, Print Culture, and Public Discourse

Recent decades have seen a significant expansion of scholarship on
abolitionist activism, rhetoric, and political engagement. Manisha Sinha’s
The Slave’s Cause is perhaps the most comprehensive reinterpretation of
American abolitionism, reframing it as a radical, interracial, and globally
connected social movement. Sinha argues that African American
intellectuals notably Frederick Douglass, David Walker, Maria Stewart,
and others were not simply participants but architects of abolitionist
thought, her emphasis is on Black intellectual agency reshapes traditional
narratives that centered white reformers.!” This research follows Sinha’s
lead by foregrounding African American thinkers as core intellectual
contributors, while extending the analysis to examine how their ideas

traveled into political debates and legislative transformations.

The role of print culture has received significant scholarly
attention, with historians such as John Stauffer, Robert Fanuzzi, and
Richard Newman exploring how newspapers, pamphlets, public lectures,
and mass petitions shaped abolitionist discourse (Fanuzzi 2003; Newman
2002; Stauffer 2015). These works show how abolitionists crafted a
persuasive moral language while also developing sophisticated
constitutional and political arguments. Yet despite this attention, scholars
have often examined abolitionist print culture primarily as a tool of
activism rather than as an intellectual arena in which foundational ideas
were debated, refined, and legitimized. This research centers intellectual
production itself, treating abolitionist print not only as an instrument of
persuasion but as a site of philosophical innovation where moral and

political ideas converged.

The historiography also reveals tensions between moral
suasionists and political abolitionists. William Lloyd Garrison’s

uncompromising moral arguments captured in The Liberator and

17 Varon, Elizabeth R. "The Slave's Cause: A History of Abolition by Manisha
Sinha." The Journal of the Civil War Era 7, no. 1 (2017): 130-133.
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foundational abolitionist societies'® contrast sharply with the politically
engaged strategies of thinkers such as Frederick Douglass or Theodore
Weld. James Brewer Stewart, in Holy Warriors (1997), describes
abolitionists as moral insurgents whose primary aim was to awaken
national conscience. In contrast, James Oakes argues in The Radical and
the Republican (2007) that the relationship between moral agitation and
political strategy was far more symbiotic than earlier scholars assumed.'’
This research is an attempt to aligns with Oakes’s interpretation, arguing
that moral reasoning and political thinking evolved together, shaping each

other as abolitionists confronted shifting national crises.
Constitutional Debates, Political Ideology, and Emancipation

A third body of scholarship addresses the constitutional and
political dimensions of slavery and emancipation. Eric Foner’s landmark
The Fiery Trial (2010) charts Abraham Lincoln’s evolving position on
slavery and highlights the interplay between moral sentiment,
constitutional constraints, and political calculus.?’ Foner demonstrates that
Lincoln’s thinking developed in dialogue with abolitionist critiques and the
broader intellectual climate of the antebellum North. Yet Foner stops short
of fully mapping how abolitionist ideas influenced the political and legal
reforms that culminated in emancipation. This paper extends his insights
by tracing specific channels through which moral arguments, constitutional
interpretations, and political theory converged in the legislative

achievements of the Civil War era.

Other scholars have examined constitutionalism and federalism in
the context of slavery. Paul Finkelman, Mark Graber, and Sean Wilentz

analyze how pro-slavery constitutionalism shaped national politics and

18 Johnson, Oliver. William Lloyd Garrison and His Times: Or, Sketches of the
Anti-slavery Movement in America, and of the Man who was Its Founder and
Moral Leader. London: S. Low, Marston, Searle & Rivington, 1882.

1 Oakes, James. The radical and the republican: Frederick Douglass, Abraham
Lincoln, and the triumph of antislavery politics. WW Norton & Company, 2007.

20 Foner, Eric. The fiery trial: Abraham Lincoln and American slavery. WW
Norton & Company, 2011.
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produced legal structures that abolitionists were forced to confront (Graber
1997; Finkelman 2001). Their work clarifies how deeply slavery was
embedded in constitutional interpretation and political ideology. However,
scholarship still lacks a comprehensive account of how abolitionists
developed alternative constitutional visions rooted not only in moral
conviction but in intellectual traditions of republicanism, natural rights
philosophy, and democratic theory. This paper addresses this lacuna by
reconstructing the intellectual genealogy of abolitionist constitutional

thought, showing how it ultimately influenced wartime policymaking.

The scholarship on emancipation itself is equally robust. Works
by Ira Berlin, Allen Guelzo, and Steven Hahn highlight the multifaceted
nature of emancipation as both a military necessity and a political
transformation. Yet these studies often foreground policy and wartime
conditions over the intellectual groundwork that made emancipation
conceivable. Oakes’s Freedom National is a notable exception, arguing
that antislavery ideology shaped Republican political strategy long before
the Civil War.?! This writing is an effort by further detailing the intellectual
continuum that connected early moral revolt to the political triumph of

abolition.
Conclusion and Contribution to the Field

This research seeks to reinterpret the American emancipation
movement by tracing the long intellectual arc from early moral revolt to
institutional political reform. While slavery’s abolition in the United States
has been examined from social, political, economic, and military angles,
the intellectual genealogy that links -eighteenth-century antislavery
moralism to nineteenth-century wartime constitutionalism remains
insufficiently unified in existing scholarship. Historians have extensively
studied early abolitionists, the radicalism of the antebellum era, African

American political thought, and Lincoln’s evolving position on slavery, but

21 Oakes, James. Freedom national: the destruction of slavery in the United States,
1861-1865. WW Norton & Company, 2012.
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these studies often remain siloed by period, theme, or methodological
approach. This research proposes to bridge these literatures, offering an
integrated analysis of how ideas religious, philosophical, political, and
legal were produced, contested, transmitted, and transformed over the

course of nearly a century.

By highlighting continuities between early Enlightenment
inspired critiques of slavery, antebellum abolitionist moral suasion, and the
wartime constitutional revolution, the research reframes emancipation not
as a sudden outcome of the Civil War but as the culmination of a long
intellectual struggle. In doing so, it positions ideas as active agents of
historical change rather than mere reflections of political developments.
This approach emphasizes the power of print culture, public discourse,
African American activism, and political argumentation to reshape the

nation’s moral and constitutional landscape.

The research emphasis on African American intellectual
leadership represents an important corrective to older narratives that
privileged white reformers. By placing Frederick Douglass, David Walker,
Maria Stewart, Henry Highland Garnet, and other Black thinkers at the
center of the story, the research demonstrates how African American
writers and activists advanced some of the earliest and most
uncompromising articulations of natural rights, human equality, and
universal emancipation. Their ideas profoundly influenced abolitionist

thought and later helped shape wartime policy.

At the same time, the research carefully analyzes pro-slavery
ideology as an important component of the intellectual conflict.
Understanding how pro-slavery writers defended slavery through biblical
interpretation, racial pseudoscience, constitutional argument, and political
economy helps illuminate the dialectical pressures that shaped abolitionist
responses. This deeper engagement allows the project to map the dynamic,

evolving nature of ideological contestation across decades.

Finally, the project contributes to constitutional and political
history by examining how ideas long nurtured in moral and religious
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discourse ultimately entered mainstream politics. The passage from ethical
persuasion to political action the transition from Garrisonian moral reform
to Republican Party policy reveals how movements translate ideals into
law. The research argues that emancipation was not simply a wartime
expedient but a realization of intellectual currents that had been steadily

gaining strength. Overall, this research offers:

* A unified intellectual history of American emancipation from 1780
to 1865.

* Are-centering of African American thinkers as foundational theorists
of abolition.

* A new interpretation of political transformation, showing how moral
critique reshaped constitutionalism.

* A bridging of fragmented historiographies, producing a cohesive
narrative of ideological development.

By integrating intellectual, cultural, political, and constitutional
history, the research enhances our understanding of how the United States
confronted and ultimately dismantled the institution of slavery. It aims to
contribute a sophisticated, deeply researched, and original interpretation of

one of the most consequential transformations in American history.
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