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 In 1842, Garrisonian abolitionists, who took their name from the fiery editor of 

the Boston Liberator, William Lloyd Garrison, began to call publicly for the dissolution 

of the United States.  The Union, they had concluded, was a sword and a shield for 

slavery; the Constitution was a proslavery instrument; and as long as Northerners stayed 

in a Union that contained slaveholders, they would share guilt for America’s national sin.  

In a letter to the Liberator in April 1842, abolitionist Henry Clarke Wright summed up 

the new Garrisonian view: “we ought to have laid before the slaveholders, long ago, this 

alternative.  You must abolish slavery, or we shall dissolve the Union.”  In reality, that 

alternative had been laid before the South before, but it was not until the spring of 1842 

that the Liberator began to describe disunionism as the “one standard” for distinguishing 

“genuine friends of liberty” from false ones.  And it was not until two years later in 1844 

that the American Anti-Slavery Society, led by Garrison, adopted as its official motto: 

“No Union with Slaveholders!”
1
 

Meanwhile, during the same years in which the Garrisonians began calling for 

disunion, Irish reformers on the other side of the Atlantic began calling for an end to a 

different union.  In 1842 and 1843, early Irish nationalists known as Repealers were 

agitating for a repeal of the Act of Union of 1800, which disbanded Dublin’s independent 

Parliament and united Ireland with Scotland and England under one Parliament in 

London.  Forty years after this Union, Daniel O’Connell, a prominent British abolitionist 
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and champion of the movement for Catholic emancipation in the 1820s, began mobilizing 

a movement for its repeal.  Throughout 1843, which O’Connell called the “Repeal Year,” 

Repealers held “monster meetings” demanding the restoration of the Irish Parliament, 

while across the ocean, many Irish immigrants began in 1840 to form Repeal societies of 

their own.
2
 

It was not coincidental that the calls of O’Connell and Garrison for the repeal of 

political unions were so similar and simultaneous.  In fact, today I want to suggest that 

Garrisonians saw Repeal as one model for their movement.  In 1843, Edmund Quincy, a 

staunch Garrisonian, wrote in a guest editorial for the Liberator that abolition and Repeal 

were “precisely analogous in principle.”  Between 1842 and 1844 Garrisonians often 

described themselves as American analogues for Repealers, and Garrison even referred to 

the issue of disunion as the “great question of a repeal of the Union,” a phrase that 

deliberately echoed Irish Repealers.
3
 

Historical treatments of disunionism, however, tend to mute those echoes if they 

hear them at all.  When noting the sources of Garrison’s disunionism, most scholars point 

out its American antecedents, like the nullification crises of the 1830s or the separatist 

impulses of utopian reformers like John Humphrey Noyes.  Or they look ahead to Fort 

Sumter, and see Garrison’s disunionism as a precedent for Southern secessionism.  In 

short, histories of disunionism usually place it within a peculiarly American tradition of 

secessionist thinking that culminated in civil war.  But Garrisonian disunionists drew on 

intellectual and rhetorical sources that were Irish as well as American.  Seeing the origins 

of disunionism rightly thus requires expanding our frame of reference beyond the borders 

of the United States.  More generally, understanding the antebellum era requires placing 
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it in a transnational context.  My remarks this morning are drawn from a larger project 

that seeks to gain new insights about the abolitionists by viewing them from transnational 

perspectives.  While the Civil War era is generally seen as one of the most inward-

looking periods of American history, due to all-consuming national debates about slavery 

and secession, abolitionists and their interlocutors looked outward as well.  And in doing 

so they often found ideas and terms that helped give shape to their discourses about the 

problems faced by their own Union.
4
 

American Garrisonians were well informed about the Repeal movement and about 

European reform more generally, because by 1843, the “Repeal Year,” they belonged to 

far-flung networks of correspondence and friendship with reformers in Britain.  In 1840, 

the year in which O’Connell founded the Loyal National Repeal Association, a sizable 

delegation of Garrisonians traveled to a so-called “World’s Convention” on slavery in 

London.  There, they personally met O’Connell and forged long-lasting friendships with 

a coterie of Irish abolitionists involved in reforms ranging from temperance to Repeal.  

These “Irish Garrisonians” included Richard D. Webb (a Quaker printer), Richard Allen 

(a middle-class draper), and James Haughton (a Unitarian who was a loyal supporter of 

O’Connell and Repeal).
5
 

 By early 1842, Webb, Allen, and Haughton were frequent contributors to Boston 

antislavery publications like the Liberator and the Liberty Bell.  Their correspondence 

with Garrisonians became a transatlantic conduit for news and views on British politics, 

including interpretations of Repeal.  In 1843, for example, Haughton gave the famous 

Boston abolitionist Wendell Phillips a sketch of the Repealers’ objectives, which he 

supported.  “Touching the Repeal of the Union,” Haughton explained, “we do expect a 
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‘separate Parliament,’ [and] we look to having the full management of our own affairs, 

merely united to England by the crown.”
6
  In addition to providing reports on politics in 

their own country, Irish Garrisonians were actively involved in promoting abolitionism in 

America.  In 1841 they helped to coordinate the drafting of an enormous petition to the 

United States that became known as the Irish Address.  At the 1840 Convention in 

London, O’Connell had promised that he would sign an appeal to the growing number of 

Irish Americans urging them to oppose slavery.  He made good on that promise in 1841 

with the “Address from the People of Ireland, to their Countrymen and Countrywomen in 

America,” which was transported to Boston in December.  Along with O’Connell’s 

name, it bore 60,000 other signatures and enjoined emigrants to “UNITE WITH THE 

ABOLITIONISTS.”
7
 

 Abolitionists had high hopes for the Irish Address and their Irish connections.  In 

particular, they hoped that the Address would drive a wedge between Irish voters and the 

Democratic Party, which Garrisonians condemned as a party of proslavery demagogues.  

To the dismay of abolitionists, Irish voters found Democrats attractive, not least because 

of their pro-immigrant policies and the vocal support many gave to O’Connell’s Repeal 

movement.  Historians of “whiteness” have also argued that Irish immigrants joined 

Democrats in attacking abolitionists and defending slavery in order to prove their loyalty 

to a white man’s republic.  Some Garrisonians at the time favored that explanation.  In 

1843, the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society said it was not surprised that the Irish, 

“who had been trodden beneath the feet of all in their own country, should feel elated at 

finding themselves suddenly elevated to the peerage of the skin” in America “and should 

enjoy the new pleasure of trampling upon others.”
8
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At the start of 1842, however, Garrisonians believed that this trend was reversible 

if Irish voters could be shown that their true friends were all abolitionists.  The “leading 

democratic journals” all raised “the cry in favor of Irish Repeal,” explained Garrison in a 

letter to his brother-in-law, and this was why Irish voters flocked to their banner.  But 

Garrison believed Democratic support for Repeal was “pretended,” and that the real aim 

of the Democratic Party was to silence the antislavery salvos of O’Connell by bribing 

him with promises of American support for Repeal.  Garrison hoped, however, that the 

Irish Address would “put down” this plan and demonstrate that the true Repealers were 

abolitionists, and vice versa.
9
 

 But if Garrisonians hoped to attract large numbers of Irish Americans into their 

ranks, they were sorely disappointed.
10

  In February 1842, at a special meeting at Faneuil 

Hall in Boston, Garrisonians unrolled the Address before an audience of some 5,000, 

which included Irishmen who at first seemed receptive.  But shortly after the meeting, 

prominent Irish leaders began to question the Address’s authenticity and to criticize its 

arrogation of the right to interfere in American affairs.  Repeal societies sent addresses 

back to Ireland rebuking O’Connell and vindicating American institutions, including its 

“peculiar” one.  In March 1842, one New York Garrisonian wrote to O’Connell directly, 

lamenting that “the foes of liberty, with shame be it said that some of them are Irishmen, 

[were] … endeavouring to destroy” the Address. Garrisonians’ confidence in O’Connell 

also began to wax and wane, and for months recriminations were volleyed back and forth 

between Garrisonians and Irish leaders.
11

 

Some Irish Americans alleged that the Garrisonians were trying to divide Irish 

Repealers with the Address because they were hostile to Repeal.
12

  Garrisonians retorted, 
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however, that some of their best friends were Repealers.  When an Irish Repeal society in 

Philadelphia accused abolitionists of trying to weaken their cause, the Pennsylvania Anti-

Slavery Society—whose leading members had gone to London in 1840 and remained in 

contact with Irish reformers—said they had never done anything “to injure or obstruct the 

cause of Repeal.”  They desired the “success of the Irish people in their efforts to effect a 

peaceable repeal” of its “political Union.”
13

 

Garrison himself always echoed that statement of support for Repeal.  At the 

Faneuil Hall meeting where the Irish Address was first read publicly, he exclaimed, “I 

AM A REPEALER!”
14

  And he never changed his mind.  England’s posture towards 

Ireland epitomized the “slaveholding style,” Garrison said, and he supported Ireland’s 

“effort to secure her emancipation.”  In 1843, when a brief rift opened between Garrison 

and O’Connell, Garrison protested, with some justification, that he had always been “a 

decided friend of Repeal.”
15

  A few months later, when O’Connell repaired the rift by 

sending another antislavery address to Repealers in the United States, Garrisonians held 

another meeting at Faneuil Hall, where Garrison reiterated what he had said the year 

before: Ireland was “the victim of an absolute despotism,” and was “truly deserving” of 

abolitionists’ sympathy.
16

 

Such statements of support for Repeal were, of course, part of the Garrisonians’ 

larger effort to thwart an alliance between Democrats and Irish immigrants.  Philadelphia 

abolitionist James Miller McKim, who ran the city’s antislavery reading room, wrote to 

Richard Webb in Dublin requesting regular copies of Irish papers, because “evidence of 

“sympathy & correspondence between us & the Dublin Repealers” would be “calculated 

[to] increase the hold which we are of late beginning to have on the confidence of the 
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Irish population of this city.”  But whatever their motives, the important point is that the 

Garrisonians were reading and thinking about Repeal, and were also casting it publicly in 

a positive light.  In an August 1843 editorial in the Liberator, Maria Weston Chapman, a 

Garrisonian stalwart, wished “God speed” to Repealers in their “work of raising a noble 

people from wrongs and sufferings which yield in depth and intensity only to those of the 

American slaves.”  While it is hard to know how many readers shared such views, one 

letter from a New York reader of the Liberator had agreed the month before that “Ireland 

must be delivered from the curse of this Union.  Give her her home legislature, and it will 

do wonders for her.”
17

 

In 1843, of course, Garrisonians had also concluded that their Union was a curse.  

The years in which Garrisonians were engaged in these dialogues and debates with 

Repealers on both sides of the Atlantic, were the same years in which Garrisonians first 

took up the call of disunion.  In newspapers like the Liberator, articles on O’Connell’s 

movement for the “repeal of the union” sometimes appeared on the same pages as articles 

on Garrison’s new call for disunion, so it was not surprising that disunionists sometimes 

took sideways glances at Irish Repeal.  Garrison even used “Repeal of the Union” as a 

headline for articles on disunion. 

In fact, although historians most often refer to the Garrisonians’ new agenda as 

“disunion” or even “secession,” it is rarely noticed that Garrisonians frequently referred 

to their new strategy as a campaign for “repeal.”
 18

  In May 1842, when Garrison first 

began emphasizing disunion, he placed a new motto at the top of his editorials, which 

called in capital letters for “A REPEAL OF THE UNION BETWEEN NORTHERN 

LIBERTY AND SOUTHERN SLAVERY.”  In 1844, David Lee Child referred to 
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Garrison’s call for the dissolution of the Union as “the doctrine of ‘Repeal.’”
19

  And it is 

clear that abolitionists on both sides of the Atlantic were aware of the double connotation 

of that word.  Richard D. Webb told Wendell Phillips in 1842 that he was “with Garrison 

for the Repeal of the Union” and “admired hugely his last two articles on the American 

Repale,” or, as he called it later, “your repeal.”  This idea that abolitionists had their own 

“repeal” recurred in other letters.  In a letter to Elizabeth Pease, Phillips echoed Webb by 

calling disunionism “our Repeal.”  Two years later, when the American Anti-Slavery 

Society took “No Union with Slaveholders” as its official motto, Edmund Quincy joked 

to Webb that “we have a repeal question as well as you, so you need not crow over us any 

more.” Richard Allen wrote from Dublin that he enjoyed reading Garrison’s “heart-

burning articles on the repeal of the American Union,” and it is telling that he had to 

specify which Union.
20

 

Sometimes these double-edged uses of the word “Repeal” were little more than 

jocular asides.  But they also point, I believe, to a larger sense among Garrisonians that 

the two “repeals” were similar.  One reader of the Liberator noted that it was odd for 

Democrats to accuse disunionists in America of treason, while simultaneously many of 

them supported “the dissolution of the union between England and Ireland.”  If that kind 

of analogy implicitly compared the two repeals, Garrison was even more explicit.  In a 

personal letter, later published in the Liberator, he wrote that he was “for the repeal of the 

union between England and Ireland, because it is not founded in equity, because it is not 

a blessing, but a visible curse,” and he went on to add, suggestively, that “on the same 

ground, and for the same reason, I am for the repeal of the union between the North and 

the South.”  A few days later, in a letter signed “yours for the repeal of the union between 
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freedom and despotism, the world over,” Garrison called himself “both an Irish Repealer 

and an American Repealer.”
21

 

Such comparisons suggest that Garrisonians who called for the dissolution of the 

Union believed they were doing something like what O’Connell was doing in Ireland.  

This is not to say that disunionists were simply taking a page from Irish Repealers; there 

had been portents of disunion in the United States from the very beginning of the nation’s 

history, so Garrisonians had precedents aplenty on their side of the ocean for challenging 

the Union.  Still, noticing that Garrisonian calls for disunion overlapped with Garrisonian 

conversations about Repeal may help us to be more specific about why the Garrisonians 

became disunionists when they did, as well as why their rhetoric about disunion took the 

shape that it did. 

With regards to timing, it is worth recalling that Garrisonians had not always been 

disunionists.  Shortly after the Liberator raised the banner of disunion in April 1842, the 

New York Herald pointed this out.  “For several years past,” noted an anti-abolitionist 

editorial, “these [Garrisonian] fanatics have held their Annual Convention in this city … 

but until the recent assemblage of the World’s Convention in London … they have never 

dared to come out openly, and propose a REPEAL OF THE UNION.”   Paranoid, the 

Herald might have been, but as far as chronology was concerned, it had a point: 

Garrisonians did not call for a “repeal of the union” until after 1840, when many went 

abroad and forged ties with reformers in Britain.
22

 

We can reject the Herald’s insinuation that disunion was merely a British import 

and still retain its insight that the Garrisonians’ rhetoric had changed as a result of their 

contact with British reformers in 1840.  Garrisonians did not become disunionists in 1842 
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because British agents had planted the seed in their mind.  The reasons for their turn to 

disunionism had more to do with the fact that 1842 was a grim year for abolitionists.  

Support for the annexation of Texas as a slave state was reaching a high tide; Northern 

Congressmen continued to be barred from reading antislavery petitions in the House of 

Representatives by a “gag rule”; and in February, at the same time that Garrisonians were 

publicizing the Irish Address, the Supreme Court affirmed in Prigg v. Pennsylvania that 

masters had a constitutional right to capture fugitive slaves in the North.  It was omens 

like these that convinced Garrisonians to argue for the dissolution of the Union, not the 

whispered suggestions of British conspirators.
23

  But if British political struggles in 1842 

did not cause disunionism in the United States, as the Herald implied, the conjuncture of 

disunionism and Irish Repeal did provide the Garrisonians with ways of articulating and 

thinking about their cause. 

The fact that Garrisonians reached for Irish analogies also invites us to reconsider 

how they thought about disunionism.  The overlap between discourses about disunion 

and Repeal suggests, for instance, that disunionism was a dynamic ideology with diverse 

sources.  Stereotypical portraits of disunionism, by contrast, often see it as a static and 

one-dimensional idea.  Historians often trace Garrison’s disunionism back to his contact 

in the 1830s with perfectionist reformers like John Humphrey Noyes, founder of the 

utopian Oneida community, who urged his followers to “come out” from a sinful society 

in order to preserve their own moral perfectibility as individuals.  This doctrine of “come-

outerism” influenced Garrison’s thinking in the late 1830s, but some scholars also 

attribute his later radical views directly to his conversion to “come-outerism.”  One 
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historian has recently suggested, for instance, that Garrison’s views on come-outerism 

and disunion emerged “simultaneously.”
24

 

Yet Garrison first began to call for disunion half a decade after his encounter with 

Noyes and “come-outerism”—a surprising delay if the ideas was simply synonymous.
25

  

To be sure, the language of come-outerism did shape Garrisonian ideas about disunion.  

In speeches and editorials on the dissolution of the Union, Garrison often said that 

abolitionists had a moral duty to “come out” of the Union, just as they had a moral duty 

to come out of proslavery churches and political parties.  But as I have suggested, the 

vocabulary of come-outerism was not the only one that disunionists used.  And the more 

immediate precursor to the emergence of disunionism in 1842 was not Garrison’s 

encounter with Noyes, but the Garrisonians’ ongoing encounters with Irish Repealers in 

the early 1840s. 

The hybrid sources of disunionism deserve closer study, especially since critical 

portraits of Garrisonians tend to view come-outerism as the single parent of disunion.  

And that genealogy makes disunionism seem like nothing more than a quest for personal 

perfection.  Disunionists are often depicted as priggish and self-centered prudes, more 

concerned with keeping their hands clean than with doing the hard work of antislavery 

politics, while political abolitionists in the Liberty Party and the Free Soil movement are 

praised, in contrast, for rolling up their sleeves and actually making strides to end slavery 

without ending the union.  One recent study of antislavery politics, significantly titled 

Beyond Garrison, attributes to Garrison “a seemingly endless pursuit of self-purification 

that mistook the avoidance of politics for progress even as political abolitionism eclipsed 

his own movement.”
26
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But if Garrisonians compared their strategy to Repeal, perhaps we should qualify 

this idea that disunionism represented nothing more than the “avoidance of politics.”  For 

whatever O’Connell’s movement for a repeal of the union was, it was not an attempt to 

withdraw from politics and achieve individual moral perfection.  O’Connell intended his 

demands for Repeal to achieve specific political aims.  Historians now argue that by 

threatening Repeal, O’Connell hoped to force Parliament to address a range of Irish 

grievances, and he was willing to abandon his demand for full Repeal if Parliament 

would make concessions on other points.  “If we get the justice we require,” O’Connell 

once said, “then our Repeal association is at an end.”  British abolitionist Elizabeth Pease 

emphasized the strategic nature of Repeal in a letter to a Boston Garrisonian in 1844:  “I 

remember hearing [O’Connell] say in 1838, that it was not repeal but Justice he wanted, 

but found he could not obtain the one without agitating for the other.”  His call was not 

for Repeal, but for reform or else Repeal.
27

 

Yet if Irish Repeal was clearly understood by O’Connell as a political expedient, 

and Garrisonians also understood it as such, then it is significant that they compared their 

calls for a “repeal of the Union” to Irish demands.  Like Irish Repealers, Garrisonians 

often framed their calls for repeal as a kind of political ultimatum to Congress to abolish 

slavery or else dissolve the Union.  As one Garrisonian paper in upstate New York 

declared in 1842, “we are no advocate for an unconditional repeal of the Union, but if 

slavery is to be perpetuated in this free republic … we should go for repeal.  But our hope 

is yet, that slavery will be overcome without so great a sacrifice as such a repeal would 

be.”
28
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Such locutions, riddled with extenuating “buts,” were typical of Garrisonian calls 

for “repeal,” and they were mixed in with rhetoric stressing the moral duty of Northerners 

to “come out” of a sinful Union.  As late as 1845, the Liberator pledged itself to disunion 

both as a way to “clear our skirts from innocent blood,” and as the “most consistent, 

feasible means of abolishing slavery.”  If American come-outerism—traditionally seen as 

the primary intellectual source for “No Union with Slaveholders”—explains the side of 

disunionism that was moralistic and hostile to partisan politics, perhaps Irish Repeal can 

explain the origins of the other side of disunionism, which called for repeal or abolition 

as a conditional political demand.  Viewing disunionism in a broad transatlantic context 

thus helps us see it partly as a political demand, rather than merely as a perfectionist 

fantasy.  Perhaps, in conclusion, that also suggests the dividends of placing the era of the 

American Civil War in transnational perspective.  By opening up our narratives of the 

antebellum period to include conversations not just between American reformers like 

Noyes and Garrison, but also transatlantic exchanges between reformers like Garrison 

and O’Connell, we can begin to see debates over the approaching crisis of the Union in a 

different light.
29
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