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Zealotry or fanaticism is increasingly regarded as one of the principal threats to liberal democracy in the twenty-first century. Yet
even as it is universally disparaged, zealotry is a severely understudied concept. This article seeks to formulate a critical theory of
zealotry and investigate its relationship to democracy through a close reading of the speeches of the radical abolitionist orator Wen-
dell Phillips. The American abolitionists were passionate democrats. Yet many of them, such as Phillips, were also self-defined fanat-
ics who believed in using extremist language and tactics on behalf of the slave. Phillips’s speeches suggest a specifically political
definition of zealotry as a strategy that seeks to mobilize populations in defense of a particular position by dividing the public sphere
into friends (those who support the position) and enemies (those who oppose it) and pressuring the moderates in between.Through
his defense of fanaticism and his argument for disunion, Phillips articulates a democratic form of fanaticism that challenges common
pejorative associations of zealotry with irrationality, intolerance, fundamentalism, or terrorism.

A
t the close of the prayer at the Congregational meet-
ing house in Lynn, Massachusetts, in the summer
of 1842, Stephen Foster rose, unannounced, and

began to lecture against slavery. The Rev. Mr. Cook com-
manded him to sit down. Foster continued speaking. Cook
repeated his demand three times. Foster still spoke. Three
men then seized Foster by the shoulders and the legs. He
offered no resistance. The men violently threw him down
the stairs to the ground. Foster rose, dusted himself off,
exited the church, and walked across the common to the
Baptist congregation. Again uninvited, he began to speak
against slavery. Several men grabbed him, ripping his
clothes. They shoved him into a closet under the stairs,
then pulled him out and physically threw him out of the
church. Undeterred, Foster interrupted a Quaker meeting
that afternoon. He rose and again began to speak against
slavery. This time it was the ostensibly nonviolent Friends
who dragged him out the door and tore his clothing. Still
Foster kept denouncing slavery, finally holding his own
meeting that evening.1

Stephen Foster was a zealot. A follower of William Lloyd
Garrison’s radical brand of abolitionism, he became infa-
mous for breaking up services in churches that barred
antislavery meetings. Such fanaticism came with a cost.
He and other agents of the American Anti-Slavery Society
were threatened with pistols and attacked with brickbats,
eggs, rotten fruit, smoked herring, and even prayer books.2

By the end of 1842 Foster had been forcibly ejected from
twenty-four churches—twice from the second story.3 He
had been jailed four times and once was nearly lynched by
a mob when he proposed a resolution in a public meeting
that denounced the U.S. government as “a wicked and
nefarious conspiracy against the liberty of more than two
million of our countrymen” and attacked complicit North-
erners for being “the basest of slaves, the vilest of hypo-
crites and the most execrable of man-stealers, inasmuch as
they voluntarily consent to be the watch-dogs of the plan-
tation.”4 Despite his unpopularity, Foster never shrank
from his fanatical approach to abolitionism. Such zeal-
otry, he believed, was crucial in the struggle against slavery
and for democracy. As his comrade and future wife Abby
Kelley once exulted, “We should pray to be preserved in
the freshness of our fanaticism.”5

As in Foster’s time, zealotry is held in low regard today.
The evil deeds of extremists are a staple of contemporary
news media. Scholars of the American political tradition
generally regard zealotry as a curious anomaly, a “paranoid
style” of politics that sits at the fringes of the dominant
paradigm of pragmatic liberalism.6 Theologians, philoso-
phers, and psychologists typically view it as intolerant,
irrational, even pathological. Yet a strong strain of zealotry
has always marked American political discourse, from
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Thomas Paine to John Brown to Carrie Nation to Huey
Newton, not to mention Stephen Foster. Further, Ameri-
can zealots have often presented their actions as advancing
democracy rather than threatening it. Certainly this is
what Foster and Kelley believed. If there be some truth to
their claim, then the actual practice of zealotry in Ameri-
can political development suggests a need to rethink the
nature of fanaticism and its relation to democracy.

Such a revaluation begins with the movement that made
Stephen Foster. The Garrisonian wing of the American
abolitionist movement, led by William Lloyd Garrison
(1805–1879), president of the American Anti-Slavery Soci-
ety and editor of The Liberator newspaper, and his fellow
agitator and best friend Wendell Phillips (1811–1884),
was a movement of self-defined fanatics with an unyield-
ing commitment to the immediate and unconditional
emancipation of the enslaved. They broke up church ser-
vices, denounced the Constitution as a “covenant with
death and an agreement with hell,” defied laws that
enforced racial segregation, and called for the breakup of
the Union twenty years before the Civil War. They were
denounced by Northerners and Southerners alike as “offi-
cious and pestiferous fanatics,” “designing demagogues,”
“irresponsible revolutionaries,” and “Hellhounds of the
North.”7 They typically embraced rather than rejected
such epithets. Yet they were also passionate democrats.
They defended the ideals of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, fought against racial discrimination, advocated for
women’s rights, and condemned the exploitation of indus-
trial workers. Garrisonians championed free speech, wel-
comed African Americans and white women into their
organizations, and developed new participatory practices
in public meetings. Their zeal for the antislavery cause
reflected their commitment to democracy; in turn, their
democratic beliefs inspired fanatical opposition to enslave-
ment and racism. Garrisonians brimmed with zealotry,
yet they used their fanaticism to strengthen democracy
rather than undermine it.

The history of Garrisonian agitation suggests that the
relationship between zealotry and democracy is more com-
plicated than currently assumed by scholarship and public
opinion today. Certainly fanaticism can undermine dem-
ocratic citizenship, particularly in the form of terrorism or
religious fundamentalism. Garrisonians like Wendell Phil-
lips, however, were neither terrorists nor fundamentalists
but proud fanatics and radical democrats. Through a study
of Phillips’s speeches I argue that zealotry is not inherently
an undemocratic temperament. Rather, it is a strategy used
to win political struggles, whose aim and outcome may or
may not be democratic.8

My argument begins by describing what I call the “pejo-
rative tradition” of zealotry, which dates all the way back
to Plato. This tradition, which lives on in academia in the
work of theologians, psychologists, and moral and politi-
cal philosophers, identifies fanaticism as irrational, intol-

erant, and as akin to fundamentalism and terrorism. The
central flaw of this tradition, I argue, is that it treats zeal-
otry as an individual moral or psychological defect rather
than as a political activity engaged in by actors seeking to
transform the public sphere. I then turn to the speeches of
Phillips, as the Garrisonians’ most important theorist, to
show how the radical abolitionists employed zealotry in a
way that actually expanded democratic participation. Con-
trary to the pejorative tradition, Garrisonian zealotry did
not oppose rational deliberation or empirical evidence and
indeed made great use of both. The target of their zealotry
was moderation, not reason. The only ally the slave has,
Phillips insists, is one who draws lines between abolition-
ist friends and proslavery enemies. There is no middle
ground. To claim there is, Phillips argues, is to serve the
interests of the master. The article concludes with a dis-
cussion of how a critical theory of zealotry can improve
the way scholars approach the study of fanaticism and its
relation to democracy.

The Pejorative Tradition
A prime minister urges his people to be resolute against
the “fanatical” terrorists. A newspaper columnist encour-
ages the government to resist “the assembled mass of luna-
tics, nut-cases and religious zealots” that is engaged in a
campaign of suicide bombing. Intolerant “vegan fanatics”
attack politicians who exploit animals. Those who would
reject capitalism after 1989 are “naïve zealots.” Such com-
ments represent the typical way in which zealotry is under-
stood in the media today.9 Contemporary scholarship shares
a similar understanding. The official mission of the Cen-
ter for the Study of Hate and Extremism at California
State University, San Bernardino, for example, is to exam-
ine “the ways that bigotry, advocacy of extreme methods,
or the use of terrorism deny civil or human rights to peo-
ple.”10 For the Center, apparently, “extreme methods” of
political engagement are of the same family as bigotry and
terrorism. It is this invariably negative connotation of zeal-
otry that I term the pejorative tradition.11

The pejorative tradition of zealotry has roots in ancient
political philosophy. In the Republic Plato argues that the
soul consists of three parts: reason, spirit, and appetites.
Justice is present when an individual uses his reason to
rule over his brash spirit and limitless desires. Justice is
harmony, which requires the exercise of moderation to
control one’s appetites.12 Injustice, meanwhile, is im-
moderation, or disharmony among the three parts. Ex-
tremes of spirit or desire inevitably corrupt the polis as
well as the soul.13 Aristotle similarly argues in Nicoma-
chean Ethics that virtue is a mean between vices and that
in all things a “middle life” is best. Vice is an excess or lack
of a certain quality, while virtue is the path between excess
and defect. Moral virtue “aims at what is intermediate.”14

Courage, for example, is a means between the extremes
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of rashness and cowardice.15 For both Plato and Aristotle,
reason results in moderation, which produces order, har-
mony, and moral virtue. The lack of reason or its improper
use induces a moral and political disequilibrium that
takes a person beyond the virtuous middle and towards an
extreme.

Enlightenment thinkers sharpened this conception of vir-
tue as ethical balance and vice as immoderation. Montes-
quieu, for example, defines moderation as equilibrium in
nature as well as in human morality.16 By adding Newton
to Plato and Aristotle, he gives the term a more scientific
feel that evokes a balance among bodies, forces, or ideas.
This notion of equilibrium influenced the Framers of the
U.S. Constitution. Faced with the problem of providing
for republican government while protecting property rights
vulnerable to the mood of majority opinion, Madison
adapted Montesquieu’s theory of separation of powers to
create an equilibrium between the states and the federal gov-
ernment, the three branches of government, and the rich
and the poor.17 Checks and balances, by design, regulate
the passions of the public and thereby maintain the “con-
stitutional equilibrium of the government.”18

Montesquieu’s notion of vice, however, is more than
simply disequilibrium. It is fanaticism. According to Paul
Carrese, Montesquieu understands immoderation as a
“structural imbalance of forces,” which in the realm of
politics means despotism.19 One primary source of des-
potism for Montesquieu and other Enlightenment think-
ers is “enthusiasm,” the old term for religious fanaticism,
because it suppresses free inquiry and thereby threatens
intellectual and moral progress. The term was particularly
pejorative in Britain following the Glorious Revolution.
Locke, for example, condemns enthusiasm in An Essay on
Human Understanding for basing truth on “impulses” or
“fancy” rather than reason.20 Hume, meanwhile, attacks
enthusiasm as a form of “false religion” because the fanatic
thinks he has a special relationship with God and there-
fore considers himself above human reason, morality, and
established religion. “The fanatic consecrates himself and
bestows on his own person a sacred character, much supe-
rior to what forms and ceremonious institutions can con-
fer on any other.”21

Voltaire goes further than the British critics. He con-
siders fanaticism to be not just irrational but a patholog-
ical condition.22 In his entry on “fanaticism” in his
Philosophical Dictionary he writes, “Fanaticism is to super-
stition what delirium is to fear and rage to anger.”23 It
turns an unhealthy urge into an obsession. It corrupts the
mind, making it impervious to reason, justifying murder
and other crimes. For Enlightenment thinkers, then, fanat-
icism represents not just disharmony and immoderation
but also irrationality and intolerance. It is the crude cud-
gel of the despot.

For Edmund Burke, meanwhile, Enlightenment ratio-
nalism is itself a form of fanaticism that is as dangerous as

religious enthusiasm. He sharply criticizes the French
Jacobins, for example, for their fanatical emphasis on ratio-
nality and their disregard for experience and tradition.24

Similarly, the nineteenth century English historian Thomas
Macaulay attacks the political and moral fanaticism of the
French philosophes for basing their ideas on absolute, non-
negotiable abstract principles rather than concrete politi-
cal circumstances.25 For Burke and Macaulay, the religious
tradition serves as a bulwark against fanatical rationalism.
Yet regardless of how such different thinkers as Voltaire
and Burke understand what constitutes fanaticism, they
are united in their opposition to it.

The contemporary pejorative tradition follows this gene-
alogy in characterizing zealotry as irrational and intoler-
ant. It follows the Enlightenment in understanding it as a
form of religious fundamentalism. It adds to this an asso-
ciation of zealotry with terrorism. These four character-
izations of zealotry are particularly apparent in the media.
An analysis of the terms “zealotry,” “extremism,” and “fanat-
icism” in newspapers dated from September 12, 2001, to
July 7, 2005 (i.e., between the terrorist attacks on the
United States and the bombing of the London subway),
for example, shows that in 91.6 percent of occurrences the
terms are used to characterize a person or group in at least
one of these four ways.26 As is evident in what follows,
such usages are reinforced by contemporary scholarship.

Against reason. In one of the few book-length studies of
the topic, Jay Newman argues that fanaticism is a vice of
excessive commitment, or “overbelief,” which “interferes
with an agent’s ability to live a good life.”27 Fanaticism is
a “disease” that prevents an individual from using her rea-
son in an effective and healthy manner. Echoing Plato and
Voltaire, Newman argues that the fanatic is a weak person
who “fails to put the various elements of his personality
under the appropriate control of reason.”28 In another
study, Robert Jewett and John Lawrence argue that zeal-
otry, which “seeks to redeem the world by destroying
enemies,” entails a sense of righteousness that can easily
turn into a consumptive fury.29 So consumed, one loses
one’s ability to find a middle ground among parties.

Against tolerance. Journalist Amos Oz argues that fanati-
cism is an “evil gene” that represents the intolerant, self-
righteous, often violent desire lurking within all of us to
force someone else to change to our liking.30 Fanaticism,
one psychologist argues, relies on “emotional depen-
dency” and “cult authority” rather than critical think-
ing.31 It is a single-minded devotion to an end and a claim
to a special knowledge that justifies subordinating all other
ends to it. Fanatics refuse to accept criticism and seek to
suppress challenges to their dogma. Such intolerance is
the very antithesis of philosophy, according to John Pass-
more. Philosophy is by nature tolerant because it is “the
practice of free discussion, encouraging the participants to
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raise questions, to ponder, to make clear their objections,
their ground for disagreeing.”32 Fanaticism, however, can-
not tolerate challenges to its absolute truth, and so seeks
to censor them.

Fundamentalist. In the pejorative tradition, zealotry is an
indispensable tool of religious fundamentalists, whose exces-
sive devotion requires that they defend their faith with a
zeal that brooks no skepticism. Fundamentalists seek to
suppress “impure” or “dangerous” ideas for the common
good. As a result, zealotry conflicts with free speech, since
free speech inevitably airs unorthodoxies that adhesion to
the faith will not permit. Zealotry is a form of fundamen-
talism because it lacks the ability “to seriously entertain
the possibility that one might be wrong.”33

Terrorist. Finally, in the post-9/11 world, fanaticism is fre-
quently equated with terrorism. The zealot and the terror-
ist both divide the world into good and evil and castigate
the latter. This Manichean worldview makes them inca-
pable of empathy, obsessed with purity, and driven by a
hatred that leads one to not just rebuke the Other but also
to want to destroy it.34 Such “narcissistic rage” provides
the terrorist with his basic justification for using violence
against civilians in order to carry out God’s will.35 While
all zealots are not necessarily terrorists, all terrorists are
zealots, and a zealot is often but a terrorist in waiting.

Zealotry as a Political Category
The pejorative tradition understands zealotry along the
lines of Weber’s famous distinction between the “ethic of
ultimate ends” and the “ethic of responsibility.” The latter,
Weber argues, considers “the foreseeable results of one’s
action” when evaluating the morality of political conduct,
whereas the former sticks to principle regardless of the
consequences.36 The fanatical temperament wholly lacks
an ethic of responsibility, according to the pejorative tra-
dition, and is only concerned with absolute ends. This
impolitic approach to politics often results in irrationality,
intolerance, fundamentalism, or terrorism because it is
too often willing to engage in morally dubious or even
violent means to achieve its ends.

Undoubtedly this analysis captures a real aspect of zeal-
otry. Yet fanaticism is more than a temperament. The per-
sonal biographies of the leading Garrisonians suggest this.
For one, they were not emotionally or mentally unstable.
Phillips, Garrison, Foster, and Kelley were all well-adjusted,
happy people with strong families and enduring friend-
ships. They did not share the fundamentalist belief in a
whole, unified, absolute, and inerrant truth, the source of
which is God, and they never insisted on any religious
orthodoxy. (Phillips, for example, was a Puritan while Gar-
rison was a Christian anarchist who rejected institution-
alized religion.) They certainly sought to change hearts

and minds but they did not try to impose any dogma or
suppress any opinion. Rather, they championed free speech
and welcomed criticism of their politics. The Garriso-
nians were zealots, yet they defied the basic conclusions of
the pejorative tradition. Their fanaticism was less a prod-
uct of moral failings, personality disorders, or blind belief
than a chosen method of political engagement. (As Gar-
rison’s biographer Henry Mayer puts it, Garrison “became
an agitator as much out of love as hate, as much from
plenitude as deprivation.”)37 The archetype of the Garri-
sonian fanatic is not the isolated madman bent on ruling
the world but the movement organizer who is completely
committed to the cause.

In other words, while understanding fanaticism as a
temperament may capture the psychological and moral
makeup of some persons who are passionately committed
to a cause, it misses the political nature of zealotry. Politics
is a crucial element of zealotry; fanatical collective action
is rarely the product simply of a mass mania. The Garri-
sonians’ fanaticism, for example, was intended to recruit
and mobilize people for collective action against a com-
mon enemy. The basic limitation of the pejorative tradi-
tion is that it fails to recognize zealotry as a political strategy
to achieve one’s “absolute ends.” It defaults to an under-
standing of zealotry as the act of irrational or immoral
individuals rather than a collective activity implicated in
relations of power. It presumes zealotry to be an anti-
democratic ideology rather than part of a struggle for hege-
mony that is in itself neither inherently democratic nor
undemocratic. It thus inhibits a critical inquiry into the
subject. This is the value of Garrisonian fanaticism, for it
provides more than just an interesting counterexample to
the pejorative tradition. It reveals the fundamentally
unpolitical nature of the tradition itself.38

What is needed, then, is a theory of zealotry that does
not defer to the pejorative tradition. Such a theory must
recognize zealotry as a form of collective action rather
than simply an individual affliction. It must not automat-
ically presume that fanatical activity is undemocratic, yet
it must acknowledge the antagonistic, us/them character
of extremism. Zealotry is an activity practiced not so much
by disturbed temperaments as by collectivities working to
transform relations of power by creating an “us” in strug-
gle against a “them,” and by pressuring those in between
to choose sides. Accordingly, zealotry is political activity,
driven by an ardent devotion to a cause, which seeks to draw
clear lines along a friends/enemies dichotomy in order to mobi-
lize friends and moderates in the service of that cause.

By “ardent devotion” I mean two things. First, zealous
political activity is typically driven by the zealot’s total
identification with the oppressed (slave, fetus, working
class, animals, etc.) and her readiness to kill, die, or suffer
(such as enduring imprisonment) on their behalf. As Kelley
once said, “I rejoice to be identified with the despised
people of color. If they are to be despised, so ought their
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advocates to be.”39 Such devotion may be religiously moti-
vated, but not necessarily. Abolitionists, Islamic suicide
bombers, and pro-life assassins are all driven by religious
commitment, but not anarchist assassins at the turn of the
twentieth century or the Animal Liberation Front.40 What
is essential to ardent devotion is less a specifically religious
motivation than an ideal that puts a fire in the zealot’s
belly that she is willing to sacrifice for. Second, given this
willingness, zealotry typically includes activities that lie
outside the boundaries of conventional politics. The zealot’s
commitment to her cause leads her to contemptuously
dismiss the boundaries of “respectable” politics and to con-
sider participating in the disruption of church services,
sabotage, wildcat strikes, revolutionary cabals, terrorist cells,
or other forms of direct action.41

I borrow the notion of “friends and enemies” from Carl
Schmitt, who defines politics as an activity that divides
the world into friends and enemies, with the potential of
combat between them. For Schmitt, “friends” is a collec-
tivity with which one shares a relation of identity. An
enemy, on the other hand, is “the other, the stranger” that
is “existentially something different and alien” from one’s
group.42 It is the collective enemy of one’s own collective.
The enemy of the underground eco-sabotage group the
Earth Liberation Front, for example, is those corporations
who hurt animals or the environment. The Garrisonians,
we shall see, similarly sought to divide the nation into
antislavery friends and proslavery enemies.

If the essence of zealotry as political activity is a vigor to
draw lines between friends and enemies, then its antith-
esis is not reason but moderation, for moderation denies
that us/them distinctions are the defining characteristic of
politics. Instead, in the spirit of Aristotle, moderation seeks
to find a middle ground between extremes. The Oxford
English Dictionary, for example, defines moderation as
“avoidance of excess or extremes in behavior; temperate-
ness, self-control, restraint.” Moderate, meanwhile, means
“not strongly partisan; not radical or extreme.” Surpris-
ingly, while the term is widely used by political scientists
and commentators it is rarely defined and there are pre-
cious few studies of moderation as a political concept. In
those few instances in which scholars do define it, they
generally follow the OED definitions. One, for example,
defines moderation as “convergence to the position of the
median voter” and a corresponding willingness to com-
promise and negotiate.43 Another defines it as the aban-
donment of “radical goals,” the willingness to participate
in normal party politics, and a commitment to liberal
democratic principles.44 One of the few political theorists
to seriously analyze moderation as a political category is
Aurelian Craiutu.45 Borrowing from the seventeenth-
century English tradition of “trimming,” in which a pol-
itician seeks to keep the ship of state on an even keel by
moderating opposing factions, Craiutu defines political
moderation as “a politics driven by opposition to extreme

formulations and extreme remedies.”46 The moderate tacks
between parties or factions in order to preserve social sta-
bility and constitutional rule and to prevent civil war.

In all of these definitions, political moderation is under-
stood as the middle of the political or moral spectrum, a
willingness to compromise, and a bulwark against the
extremes of the spectrum, which threaten social stability.
In sharp distinction from Schmitt or radicals such as Marx,
the moderate asserts that the essence of politics is not
conflict between friends and enemies but reasonable com-
promise to avoid extremes and maintain the ship of state.
It is for this reason that zealotry attacks moderation as a
bulwark of oppression. The enemy is the primary agent
responsible for the oppression, but the moderate is culpa-
ble in her own way because her desire to trim between the
opposing camps leads her to tacitly sanction at least some
of the oppressive practices of the enemy. Thus, as I shall
explain, zealotry as a political strategy typically implies a
three-corner fight among friends, enemies, and the mod-
erate middle. It seeks to mobilize moderates by pressing
them on their culpability. Its aim is to win as many mod-
erates as possible over to the fanatical position and to push
the rest into the enemy camp in order to clear the way for
a final showdown.

We see this ardent devotion and friends/enemies per-
spective in Wendell Phillips. Phillips’s discourse was nei-
ther irrational nor intolerant but simultaneously rational,
open-minded, democratic, and fanatical. Further, a read-
ing of his speeches suggests that in certain circumstances
moderation can undermine democracy while zealotry can
advance it. The former point is evident in Phillips’s defense
of fanaticism in “Philosophy of the Abolition Move-
ment,” while the latter is demonstrated in his argument
for disunion.

Philosophy of the Zealot Democrat
Wendell Phillips was born to an aristocratic Boston Brah-
min family in 1811.47 He was trained as a lawyer but had
little taste for practicing it. In the mid-1830s his soon-
to-be wife, Anne Greene, drew him into the Garrisonian
wing of the abolitionist movement. By 1837 Phillips was
making extemporaneous speeches at abolitionist meet-
ings. He quickly became one of the most important abo-
litionist intellectuals and a leader of the Garrisonians second
only to Garrison himself. A masterful orator, he and Fred-
erick Douglass were arguably the most popular public
speakers of the nineteenth century. He was immensely
influential in American politics without ever holding office.
A self-described “agitator” rather than politician, he essen-
tially acted as “a delegate at large” in American politics, as
a friend once put it.48 As the nation went through the
long drama of the Civil War and Reconstruction, he was
perhaps the most important shaper of public opinion from
a radical perspective. He was also a major spokesperson
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for workers’ rights (including the eight-hour day), women’s
suffrage, and temperance. He died in poverty in 1884,
partly as a result of giving his wealth away to friends and
causes in need.

The American abolitionist movement, as Aileen Kradi-
tor argues, can generally be broken down into two camps.49

Reformist abolitionists generally held that American soci-
ety was fundamentally moral and just except for slavery.
They argued for a gradual end to slavery by working
through existing institutions, insisted on following norms
of decorum in political deliberation, and placed reconcil-
iation with the South ahead of freedom and civil rights for
slaves.50 Radical abolitionists (of which the Garrisonians
made the largest faction) believed that slavery was but the
worst of many sins in American society and that it had so
corrupted the body politic that American institutions would
have to be transformed. In the spirit of Stephen Foster,
they were often willing to defy decorum, the South, and
the institutions of church, state, and capital. Overwhelm-
ingly Christian, they believed slavery was a national sin
that required national repentance and atonement. Their
political and theological radicalism made them open to
zealotry as a political strategy, and no one was a more
articulate defender of this strategy than Wendell Phillips.

“Philosophy of the Abolition Movement,” a speech
Phillips delivered at a Massachusetts Antislavery Society
meeting in 1853, provides the most comprehensive and
systematic defense of the Garrisonians’ zealotry. Phillips
spoke in defense of a resolution that read, in part, “Resolved,
that the object of this society is now, as it has always been,
to convince our countrymen by arguments addressed to
their hearts and consciences, that slaveholding is a hei-
nous crime, and that the duty, safety, and interest of all
concerned demand its immediate abolition, without
expatriation.”51 The resolution was meant to affirm the
Garrisonians’ strategy of using moral suasion to transform
public opinion. Fully convinced of the morality and effi-
cacy of the Garrisonian approach, Phillips seeks to uphold
it before his fellow radical abolitionists as well as win over
moderate antislavery persons to the Garrisonians’ “fanat-
ical” strategies and tactics.

The main criticism of the Garrisonian wing by moder-
ates within the abolitionist movement is that the former
are too fiery and outrageous. Many moderate abolitionists
urged the Garrisonians to be more “respectable” in their
criticisms of slavery.52 They argued that results would be
better achieved through a cool, rational discussion of the
facts than through a zealous denunciation of slavery, slave-
holders, the federal government, and the church. Garriso-
nians, moderates claim, erroneously “imagine zeal will
supply the place of common sense.”53 For this reason,
they have become a hindrance to the movement. In his
rebuttal to these arguments, Phillips does not deny or
downplay the zealotry of the Garrisonians. Instead, he
holds it up as a model for the antislavery movement. Rather

than toning down the Garrisonians’ fanaticism, he urges
abolitionists to become more zealous, more fanatical, more
extreme in their attacks on slavery and those Northern
institutions—from the church to the parties to the state—
that perpetuate it. It is moderation, Phillips charges, that
hurts the slave’s cause, not zealotry.

Phillips reminds his audience that contrary to the crit-
ics’ claims, the Garrisonians have employed judicious rea-
soning, rational argumentation, and empirical evidence in
their fight against slavery. They have appealed to the rea-
son of white Americans. They have worked through con-
ventional political channels. They have begged the church
to stand against slavery. But none of these efforts have
worked. The entire political and economic apparatus of
the Union remains arrayed against the slave. The parties
and Congress have no will to discuss slavery, much less
resist it. The church, rather than being a moral voice on
behalf of the slave, refuses to condemn slavery, and thus
becomes a cohort in her oppression. The state actively
protects property in slaves. In such a climate, Phillips main-
tains, reason by itself is too pitiful a force to combat this
grievous sin. Abolitionists must have recourse to other
tools. To abolish an evil so powerful, agitation and fanat-
icism are necessary. He thunders:

The cause is not ours, so that we might, rightfully, postpone or
put in peril the victory by moderating our demands, stifling our
convictions, or filing down our rebukes, to gratify any sickly
taste of our own, or to spare the delicate nerves of our neigh-
bor. . . . The press, the pulpit, the wealth, the literature, the prej-
udices, the political arrangements, the present self-interest of the
country, are all against us. God has given us no weapon but the
truth, faithfully uttered, and addressed, with the old prophets’
directness, to the conscience of the individual sinner. The ele-
ments which control public opinion and mould the masses are
against us. We can but pick off here and there a man from the
triumphant majority. We have facts for those who think, argu-
ments for those who reason; but he who cannot be reasoned out
of his prejudices must be laughed out of them. . . There are far
more dead hearts to be quickened than confused intellects to be
cleared up—more dumb dogs to be made to speak than doubt-
ing consciences to be enlightened.54

This defense of zealous action recalls the very first issue of
The Liberator, in which Garrison famously promised,

On this subject [slavery] I do not wish to think, or speak, or
write, with moderation. No! no! Tell a man whose house is on
fire to give a moderate alarm; tell him to moderately rescue his
wife from the hands of the ravisher; tell the mother to gradually
extricate her babe from the fire into which it has fallen;—but
urge me not to use moderation in a cause like the present. I am
in earnest—I will not equivocate—I will not excuse—I will not
retreat a single inch—AND I WILL BE HEARD.55

Frederick Douglass, who began his public abolitionist career
as a Garrisonian, makes a similar point in his famous
1852 speech, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?”

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is
needed. O! had I the ability, and could I reach the nation’s ear, I
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would today pour out a fiery stream of biting ridicule, blasting
reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light
that is needed, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder.
We need the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake. The
feeling of the nation must be quickened; the conscience of the
nation must be roused; the propriety of the nation must be
startled; the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its
crimes against God and man must be denounced.56

As these quotes demonstrate, fanatical discourse was a
central part of the radical abolitionists’ strategy. In their
speeches and newspapers they were impolite and immod-
erate and refused to temper their language. For example,
the Garrisonians refused to honor the moderate Southern
Senator Henry Clay after his passing because whatever
good he did for the nation, Phillips explains, he also per-
petuated slavery. Commitment to principle forbids prais-
ing the dead when they did evil while alive. “If these things
be necessary to courtesy, I cannot claim that we are cour-
teous. We seek only to be honest men, and speak the same
of the dead as of the living.”57 The slave narrative likewise
functioned as a form of zealous discourse. It spoke bluntly
about the horrors of slavery: the auction block, families
being sold, whippings, the neglect of elderly slaves, the
pursuit of fugitives by dogs and slave catchers. Radical
abolitionists published and distributed slave narratives
(Garrison published Douglass’s Narrative, for example, for
which Phillips wrote an introductory letter) for the same
reason they used provocative oratory: to shock their audi-
ence into action.

As Kimberly Smith shows, zealous abolitionist dis-
course followed less the model of rational deliberation
than the tradition of neoclassical rhetoric, the art of speak-
ing well (of which Phillips was a master, having studied it
at Harvard and practiced for decades in the movement).
In this tradition, public speaking was considered a perfor-
mative art whose function was to persuade one’s audience
and influence political decision-making.58 Zealous dis-
course was just such an act of persuasion, passion, and
sermonizing. Even more, it sought not just to express but
also to mobilize. The purpose of zealous rhetoric, as Gar-
rison puts it, is to fill the audience with “an unutterable
abhorrence of slavery” and animate them “with a determi-
nation to seek the immediate overthrow of that execrable
system.”59 Whites need to be roused to oppose slavery by
shame, anger, guilt, and pity as well as rational argument.
Radical abolitionism employed a form of “antideliberative
discourse,” as Smith puts it, whose aim was empathy rather
than mere rationality, action rather than mere sympa-
thy.60 He who cannot be reasoned out of his prejudices
must be laughed out of them.

This is not to say that the radicals rejected rational
deliberation. The Garrisonians readily acknowledged the
place of reason in the struggle against slavery. In fact,
Phillips notes, they have done more than anyone else to
develop the empirical and moral argument against slavery.

Their intellectual accomplishments include developing an
analysis of the workings of the slave system, interpreting
the Bible and the Constitution on slavery, and revealing
the influence of slavery on the national government. These
topics have been so exhaustively explored by the Garriso-
nians that all moderate antislavery activists have been
obliged to borrow from them. “Of that research and that
argument, of the whole of it, the old-fashioned, fanatical,
crazy Garrisonian antislavery movement has been the
author. From this band of men has proceeded every impor-
tant argument or idea which has been broached on the
antislavery question from 1830 to the present time.”61

Nevertheless, Phillips explains, reason alone is not enough.
Moderates charge the Garrisonians with “indulging in fierce
denunciations instead of appealing to reason and com-
mon sense by plain statements and fair argument.”62 To
such accusations, “we must plead guilty,” Phillips admits.63

Yet the Garrisonians had to employ unorthodox methods
of persuasion because rational deliberation has failed to
convince on its own. Sometimes fanatical tactics are nec-
essary to let the light of reason in. “Prove to me now that
harsh rebuke, indignant denunciation, scathing sarcasm,
and pitiless ridicule are wholly and always unjustifiable;
else we dare not, in so desperate a case, throw away any
weapon which ever broke up the crust of an ignorant
prejudice, roused a slumbering conscience, shamed a proud
sinner, or changed, in any way, the conduct of a human
being. . . I should be ashamed to think of the slave, or to
look into the face of my fellow man, if it were otherwise.”64

Girding this combination of reason and zealotry was the
bedrock Garrisonian principle of free speech and agonal par-
ticipation. There was no ideological test within Garriso-
nian organizations beyond a commitment to immediate
emancipation of all slaves. All opinions were welcome at
their public meetings, including proslavery sentiments, and
participation was often raucous. The result was a “robust
and contentious atmosphere” at meetings that was greatly
enjoyed by its participants.65 Abolition would thrive, Gar-
rison always believed, as long as “farmers, mechanics, and
workingmen are allowed a full and unobstructed participa-
tion in all its proceedings. Limit this right to the few, instead
of extending it to the many, and courage will give place to
timidity, principle to expediency, integrity to corruption,
and liberty to conservatism.”66

It is possible, Phillips demonstrates, to be a reasonable
zealot. The Garrisonians’ combination of zealous dis-
course, rational inquiry, and untrammeled free speech
undermine the common assumption, rooted in the pejo-
rative tradition, that reason is exclusive to moderation.
This confirms Smith’s claim that “democracy and rea-
soned argument don’t necessarily imply one another.” Zeal-
ous discourse may occasionally speak so loudly that one
cannot hear the opposition (as happened when Foster inter-
rupted church services), but it also serves democratic ends
by “cultivating a general climate of public-spiritedness [and]
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mobilizing supporters.”67 The philosopher and the poli-
tician may insist on reason over fanaticism, but Phillips
shows that the agitator needs both.

Disunion and the Three-Cornered
Fight
“Philosophy of the Abolition Movement” disproves the
syllogism that moderation is rational, zealotry is not mod-
erate, and therefore zealotry is not rational. Phillips dis-
proves a second syllogism of moderation in his controversial
argument for disunion. According to this one, compro-
mise is essential to democracy, moderation implies a will-
ingness to compromise; therefore moderation is democratic.
Zealotry, which rejects compromise with one’s opponent,
is thereby anti-democratic. In his defense of disunion, Phil-
lips demonstrates that regarding the question of slavery, at
least, fanaticism can advance democracy while modera-
tion and compromise may actually undermine it.

Disunion was a strategy devised by Garrison in 1843
that called for the North to secede from the South. The
Garrisonians argued that slavery depended on union. The
South needed Northern capital to sustain its economy,
federal law to guarantee the return of fugitive slaves, fed-
eral courts to deny rights to Black people (think of Dred
Scott v. Sandford ), and federal troops to protect against
slave uprisings. Northern bayonets, Phillips once quipped,
kept slavery alive. If the northern states withdrew from
the Union, the Garrisonians reasoned, the absence of
national economic and military support would lead to
slavery’s collapse. Disunion would lead to abolition, pav-
ing the way to rebuild the Union on the principles of
liberty and equality for all, including African Americans.

As a leading advocate of disunion, Phillips gave several
powerful speeches on its behalf in the months leading up
to the Civil War. He delivered “Disunion” in January 1861,
two months after Abraham Lincoln’s election and three
months before cannons would fire at Fort Sumter. A hos-
tile anti-abolitionist mob occupied a large part of the hall
where he spoke, spilling out into the streets outside. If
Phillips was intimidated, his fiery rhetoric did not show it.
He begins by asserting that justice requires that the North
secede from the Union, leaving the South to its own
defenses. The purpose of disunion, Phillips argues, is to
end the North’s constitutional duty to protect slavery and
thus to break up “the whole merciless conspiracy of
1787.”68 If the Union is dissolved, Phillips reasons, slav-
ery would crumble, paving the way for a new union based
on true antislavery principles.69

The South threatened to secede to preserve slavery; the
abolitionists would secede to abolish it. Given that a South
Carolina convention had just the previous month approved
a declaration of secession, Phillips’s argument might have
seemed treasonous to some in the audience. Yet Phillips
continues to insist on disunion, for two reasons. First, it

calls the South’s bluff. Southerners had been threatening
to secede since South Carolina’s Ordinance of Nullifica-
tion, passed in response to the Tariff Act of 1832. North-
ern moderates had sought to appease the South ever since.
Garrisonians took the Southern threat and upped it by
pronouncing that secession is actually in Northerners’ inter-
ests, since it will separate them from sin, and in the slaves’
interest, since disunion would leave the South defenseless
against insurrection. Second, disunion puts pressure on
the North. As part of their attempt to appease the South,
Northern moderates continually downplayed slavery by
claiming to put the Union first and foremost in national
affairs. The price of Union, however, was capitulation.
The South insisted not only that slavery be federally pro-
tected but also that the North cease even discussing it.
Northern moderates were willing to pay this price to hold
the Union together, including defending the censorship
of abolitionist mail and enforcing the gag rule in Con-
gress. Phillips was not. “Sacrifice anything to keep the
slaveholding States in the Union? God forbid! we will
rather build a bridge of gold, and pay their toll over it,
accompany them out with glad noise of trumpets, and
‘speed the parting guest.’ . . . Let them take the forts, empty
our arsenals and subtreasuries, and we will lend them,
beside, jewels of gold and jewels of silver, and Egypt be
glad when they are departed.”70 With disunion, the South
will become a monocrop economy ruled by a petty dicta-
torship of planters, while the masses (free whites and slaves)
sink deeper into poverty—and into thoughts of insurrec-
tion. After a short period of such “independence,” the
South will beg to be let back in the Union, but this time
on the North’s terms.71 A new union would thereby be
created, one based on true justice. Hence Phillips has no
use for this union. “Disunion is abolition!” he booms.
“That is all the value disunion has for me. I care little for
forms of government or extent of territory; whether ten
States or thirty make up the Union. . . . It matters not to
me whether Massachusetts is worth one thousand mil-
lions, as now, or two thousand millions, as she might be, if
she had no Carolina to feed, protect, and carry the mails
for. The music of disunion to me is that at its touch the
slave breaks into voice, shouting his jubilee.”72

Disunion condenses politics into antislavery friends and
proslavery enemies. It boils down several supposedly dis-
tinct political positions regarding slavery (Unionists, slave-
holders, Copperheads, Free Soilers, abolitionists, etc.) into
two: “those who like slavery, and mean it shall last [and]
those who hate it, and mean it shall die.”73 Phillips con-
tinues, “In the boiling gulf goes on the perpetual conflict
of acid and alkali; all these classes are but bubbles on the
surface. The upper millstone is right, and the lower wrong.
Between them, governments and parchments, parties and
compromises, are being slowly ground to powder.”

When politics is conceived in terms of friends versus
enemies, there might seem to be little conceptual space for
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any other category. But this is not quite true. A bipolar
framework actually implies three categories: one side of
the duality (e.g., friends), the other side (e.g., enemies),
and an unstable category of those who are presently nei-
ther.74 Any dualism always has its “borderlands” between
the two contending sides.75 Aware of this tripartite divi-
sion, Phillips’s immediate target is not so much his slave-
holding enemies as it is the moderates who stand before
them. Abolitionism for him is a three-cornered fight among
antislavery friends, proslavery enemies, and moderates who
must be pressed to join one side or the other in order to
clarify the political situation to the point where a final
showdown between friend and enemy can take place.

For this reason, Phillips specifically targets those who
seek a middle ground on slavery, such as Senator Henry
Clay of Kentucky and Abraham Lincoln. Clay and Lin-
coln were morally opposed to slavery but both believed
that preserving the Union should take priority over abo-
lition. In his 1852 eulogy of his political role model, Lin-
coln praises Clay as a man who “knew no North, no South,
no East, no West, but only the Union.” Clay rightly rejected
abolitionism, Lincoln argued, for fear that its demand of
immediate emancipation threatened the Union. “He did
not perceive, as I think no wise man has perceived, how
[slavery] could be at once eradicated, without producing a
greater evil, even to the cause of human liberty itself. His
feeling and his judgment, therefore, ever led him to oppose
both extremes of opinion on the subject.”76 Yet charting
such a middle path, Phillips retorts, requires compromis-
ing with slave masters. Thus, Clay and Lincoln objectively
preserve slavery regardless of their personal opposition to
it. Northerners face a choice, Phillips argues, not so much
between abolition and slavery as between Garrison’s fanat-
ical disunionism and Lincoln’s moderate Unionism. The
latter implies collaboration with the South and is thus not
a genuine alternative to slavery. “Broadly stated, the South
plans a Southern confederacy to uphold slavery, the North
clings to the Union to uphold trade and secure growth.”77

Fanatical abolitionism represents the only real alternative,
for moderation still keeps the slave in her bonds.

By denying the legitimacy of a “middle ground” on this
question—or more accurately, by making the middle
ground the site of political conflict rather than a refuge
from it—Phillips seeks to push moderates off the fence
and force them to openly choose one side or the other.
His friends/enemies framework leads him to see the strug-
gle for abolition as a three-cornered fight between slaves
and abolitionists, slaveholders, and pro-Union moderates.
Converting the moderates to abolitionism is key to the
destruction of slavery. “Northern opinion . . . is the real
slave-holder of America,” he states in an 1842 speech.
“Their presence in the Union is the Carolinians’ charter
of safety.” Should this moderate middle be won over to
antislavery, the Slave Power will crumble. “Every lover of
peace, every one who hates bloodshed, must rejoice that it

is in the power of Northern opinion to say to slavery,
cease,—and it ceases.”78 The only way to win over mod-
erates and counter Southern fanatics, who refuse to retreat
a single inch on slavery, is with an abolitionist fanaticism
that likewise refuses to back down. As Phillips once pro-
claimed, “We should be, like the South, penetrated with
an idea, and ready with fortitude and courage to sacrifice
everything to that ideal. No man can fight Stonewall Jack-
son, a sincere fanatic on the side of slavery, but John Brown,
an equally honest fanatic on the other. [Applause.] They
are the only chemical equals, and will neutralize each other.
You cannot neutralize nitric acid with cologne-water. You
cannot hurl [U.S. Secretary of State] William H. Seward
at Jeff Davis. [Great applause and laughter.] You must
have a man of ideas on both sides.”79 Zealotry must be
met with zealotry.

Phillips’s defense of disunion illustrates that modera-
tion, not reason, is the antithesis and target of zealotry.
His point is that justice lies on the side of disunion rather
than union, the abolition of slavery rather than its con-
tainment, and fanatical adhesion to principle rather than
trimming. Pushing moderates to one side or the other
enables a final battle between friends and enemies. “Dis-
union must and will come,” Phillips predicts as early as
1847, “Calhoun wants it at one end of the Union—
Garrison wants it at the other.”80 Further, the Garriso-
nians firmly believed that in this struggle, zealotry was a
force for democracy while moderation undermined it.
When moderates finally recognize that the South will never
be placated, Phillips predicts, they will have to reconsider
the “irrationality” of the Garrisonians and the “prudence”
of negotiating with slaveholders. Garrisonian fanaticism
sought to shift the political center and produce a new
hegemony in which Northern opinion finally came to see
democracy and slavery as contradictory rather than com-
patible and that it was impossible for a nation to be half
slave and half free.

Ironically, the best evidence in support of their argu-
ment for the democratic force of zealous disunionism
emerged when the Garrisonians became Unionists. Nine
days after the Civil War began on April 12, 1861, Phillips
publicly abandoned his disunionism and threw his full
support behind the Union. Many of his critics accused
him of flip-flopping. Even Phillips’s biographer, James
Brewer Stewart, claims that with his support for the Union
and the war, Phillips had “dramatically reversed his entire
political position.”81 There was no reversal. Phillips
remained true to his fundamental goal of immediate and
unconditional emancipation. The only difference was that
now he had determined that it could be better achieved by
fighting on behalf of the Union rather than against it.
Consistent with his claim that abolition is “all the value
disunion has for me,” in his first speech after the war he
says, “In the whole of this conflict, I have looked only at
Liberty, —only at the slave. . . . [A]cknowledge secession
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or cannonade it, I care not which; but ‘Proclaim liberty
throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.’”82

Once the war began, Phillips explains, the Union finally
stopped protecting slavery in the South. War for the Union
now means that the North inevitably will have to fight to
abolish slavery rather than prop it up. As he explains in a
letter to the New York Tribune in 1862, “From 1843 to
1861, I was a Disunionist, and sought to break this Union,
convinced that disunion was the only righteous path, and
the best one for the white man and the black. . . . I rejoice
in those efforts. They were wise and useful. Sumter changed
the whole question. After that, peace and justice both
forbade disunion.”83 On April 11, 1861, to support the
slave was to advocate disunion. On April 12, solidarity
with the slave meant to defend the Union. Phillips’s posi-
tion had not changed; rather, the North’s had. Phillips
became a Unionist but more importantly, the North had
become antislavery. The fanatics had swayed the nation.

Proof of this lies in the transformation of Northern
public opinion regarding the abolitionists during the war.
Abolitionists quickly went from being a pesky burr under
the North’s conscience to its moral vanguard. By 1863
Northern newspapers were admitting that the abolition-
ists had been right all along and regretted that they had
encouraged mobs against them. They acknowledged that
their work had, in effect, led to Lincoln’s election and the
end of slavery. Formerly vilified, Garrison and Phillips
became celebrities. Little more than a year after his “Dis-
union” speech was nearly mobbed, Phillips became one of
the most influential persons in American politics. In 1862
alone probably five million Americans heard him speak or
read his speeches.84 As an advisor to General Benjamin J.
Butler put it, “No man will speak oftener or to larger
audiences in America. . . . The masses in New England or
New York and Ohio are reached by Phillips.”85 He
addressed Congress in April 1862 and was greeted with
cheers; soon after he met with Lincoln. Garrison was hailed
at the 1864 Republican convention in Baltimore, the very
city where in 1830 he had served jail time for libeling a
slave merchant. In a ceremony that virtually no radical has
ever lived to experience in her lifetime, he personally hauled
up the Stars and Stripes over Fort Sumter in April 1865,
signifying the death of slavery and culminating thirty-
four years of fanatical agitation. The zealots had won, and
democracy rejoiced.

These accolades, while symbolic, attest to the success of
the radical abolitionists’ zealotry. Moderates had been
obliged by events to move toward the Garrisonians rather
than the other way around. Radical abolitionists’ relent-
less attacks on pro-Union moderates for appeasing the
Slave Power had finally sunk in. Squeezed between the
bombasts of Phillips and the bombs of Sumter, Northern
moderates had to admit that reconciliation was impossi-
ble. Phillips had by then surrendered his disunionism, but
his fanaticism prevailed. The Garrisonians had split the

churches, divided the press, hastened the demise of the
Whig Party, paved the way for John Brown, ruptured the
Democratic Party, and helped the Republicans to power.
The result was a final conflict between North and South
bloodier than any Garrisonian imagined (especially given
that many were pacifists) yet still a struggle they had been
demanding since 1831. The abolitionists were never able
to fully abolitionize the North, as Gerald Sorin points
out. That is, they could not convince a majority of North-
erners that slavery and racial discrimination were moral
sins requiring radical action or that Black people are fully
equal with whites. Nevertheless, they succeeded “in mak-
ing the slaveholders appear to be the enemy of the Repub-
lic,” which precipitated the South’s drastic response and
the move toward war.86 They had achieved their objective—
immediate and unconditional emancipation without com-
pensation to slave owners—in a generation. As Noel
Ignatiev puts it, “The course of events can never be pre-
dicted in other than the broadest outline, but in the essen-
tials history followed the path charted by the abolitionists.
As they foresaw, it was necessary to break up the Union in
order to reconstitute it without slavery. . . . Their actions
brought about a new situation, which led millions to act
and think in new ways. Have ever revolutionaries been
more thoroughly vindicated by events? Have ever revolu-
tionaries had a greater impact on events?”87

By setting out the fanatical pole of antislavery opinion,
the Garrisonians redefined the political landscape. As Phil-
lips explains, their fanatical strategy was twofold. First, it
sought “to waken the nation to its real state” and make
slavery “the question of this generation.” This required
redefining the relationship between zealotry and reason.
Second, it aimed “to startle the South to madness” so that
it had to act rashly to end slavery or break up the union.88

Disunionism did just that. Phillips never claimed that this
strategy would be popular. That’s why, he once quipped to
a friend, “Garrisonians never go out, even on the most
gala occasions, without their ‘pockets full of rocks.’”89

But it was effective. It contributed to a final confrontation
with slavery that ended in Jubilee and that created oppor-
tunities to expand democracy even further during Radical
Reconstruction. As the prominent nineteenth century
author George Curtis noted, “It was the fanaticism of
abolitionism that has saved this country from the fanati-
cism of slavery. It’s fire fighting fire. And the fire of Heaven
is prevailing over that of Hell.”90

No doubt such a strategy had its risks, for it posed the
possibility of awful defeat as well as victory, subjugation
rather than Juneteenth. Indeed, Phillips’s analysis rested
on an extraordinary gamble: the worst-case scenario would
have been a victorious Confederacy that could have
expanded its territory and extended the life of slavery for
decades. But, the Garrisonians surmised, moderation had
surrendered to slavery since 1787 and the Slave Power had
only grown stronger as a result. What else but their zealotry

| |
�

�

�

ARTICLES | The Abolitionist Defense of Zealotry

694 Perspectives on Politics

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592707072179 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592707072179


(and the self-activity of the slaves) could counter the zeal-
otry of the masters—or the moderation of the government?

Of course, the Garrisonians were not the most fanatical
of the abolitionists. If Phillips made the South crazy, John
Brown turned it apoplectic. Nevertheless, whether through
Foster’s disruption of church services, Phillips’s defense of
fanaticism and disunion, or Brown’s attack on Harpers
Ferry, abolitionist zealotry always sought to expand Amer-
ican democracy. The radical abolitionist experience con-
tradicts the pejorative tradition and in so doing, contributes
to a specifically political understanding of fanaticism as a
strategy to transform power relations. The concluding sec-
tion suggests how scholars can use this understanding to
study zealotry in the twenty-first century.

Studying Factions and Their Fanatics
What leads a movement to embrace zealotry? Under what
circumstances do extremist positions become prominent
or remain marginalized within political factions? What
factors tend to produce a democratic or anti-democratic
zealotry? These and other important questions emanate
from a theory of zealotry freed of the distortions of the
pejorative tradition. Yet some questions, I suggest in con-
clusion, are less useful than others in understanding zeal-
otry because they insist on empirical answers to questions
that are ultimately normative. Three questions suggested
by the above analysis of Phillips are particularly tempting
to ask: when is it reasonable to be a zealot, when is it
moral to do so, and when is it politically prudent to
engage in zealous action? These questions, while interest-
ing, are still framed by the pejorative tradition of zealotry
and are thus of limited value to the scholar, for they
essentially ask, somewhat defensively, when is fanaticism
not irrational, immoral, intolerant, fundamentalist, ter-
roristic, or otherwise politically inappropriate? In other
words, they ask for proof that a particular form of fanat-
icism is “good,” which is determined by assessing how
dissimilar it is to pejorative understandings. Understand-
ing zealotry as a strategy rather than a temperament,
however, requires evaluating it according to somewhat
different criteria. The key to judging zealotry lies not in
its reasonableness, morality, or prudence, but its relation
to democracy.

When it is reasonable to engage in fanaticism? A critical
theory of zealotry derived from an analysis of the Garri-
sonians demonstrates that terms such as “reasonable” or
“legitimate” are not objective criteria in regards to fanati-
cism. Rather, these are political terms that are used, in
part, to exclude a priori certain persons or activities from
the public sphere. When the Sierra Club seeks to distance
itself from the radical environmental group the Earth Lib-
eration Front, for example, by denouncing it as violent
and extremist, they are not so much seeking to objectively

evaluate the ELF as they are to define the very terms of
“reasonable” environmentalist activity.91 Moderate aboli-
tionists sought to do the same in their attacks on the
Garrisonians. This may or may not be an effective strategy
but regardless, determining whether the ELF or the Gar-
risonians are “reasonable” and therefore “legitimate” is a
normative question that is ultimately settled through polit-
ical struggle rather than empirical evidence.

The criterion of reasonableness also distorts an under-
standing of the relationship between religious faith and
zealotry. According to the pejorative tradition, the combi-
nation of faith and fanaticism produces irrational funda-
mentalism. This conclusion, however, is too simplistic and
in some cases, simply wrong. This is evident in the rela-
tionship between Christianity and abolitionism. An evan-
gelical schema of slavery as a national sin and abolitionism
as a public confession of sin, leading to national spiritual
rebirth and reform, did indeed frame the abolitionists’
understanding of slavery.92 This schema of “confessional
protest” did not inherently lead to zealotry, however, since
both reformist and radical abolitionists employed it. Fur-
ther, Michael Young and Stephen Cherry find that this
religious framework actually led many abolitionists out of
the church (some into unorthodox forms of faith, others
into atheism) and to base their abolitionist politics on
increasingly secular arguments. “The divine principles of
[abolitionists’] particular cause brought them into conflict
with religious authorities and ultimately with their very
own evangelical commitments. As a result of these con-
flicts, many . . . lost their faith in the religious institutions
that had shaped their social activism.”93 In other words,
abolitionist zealotry actually led to secularization rather
than fundamentalism. This history suggests that the rela-
tionship between religion and fanaticism is more complex
than the pejorative tradition allows.

When is it ethical to engage in zealotry? Slavery might seem
to be a case study that is unfairly tilted in favor of a sym-
pathetic evaluation of zealotry, for surely the only ethical
response to an egregious evil like slavery is absolute oppo-
sition, yet the majority of contemporary conflicts are much
more morally complex. A theory that sees only black and
white, one could argue, is of little use when an issue or
conflict is draped in shades of gray. For example, historian
Owen Whooley argues that the abolitionists’ Manichean
framework did not translate well to the “muddled” envi-
ronment of Reconstruction, which required pragmatic
political solutions rather than moral absolutism. Hence
the Garrisonians’ main organization, the American Anti-
Slavery Society, hobbled along after the passage of the
Thirteenth Amendment in 1865 until it disbanded in 1870,
even as much work against racism and for the social rights
of the freedmen and women remained. A zealous frame-
work is less effective when a struggle loses its “self-evident
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quality” and “assumes more ambiguity,” Whooley
suggests.94

This argument falters on two grounds. For one, the
judgment of whether an issue is morally clear-cut is one
that can often only be made in retrospect. It is obvious
today that slavery is unconditionally wrong but it is anach-
ronistic to assume it was always an “easy” moral issue.95

When Clay attacked the “ultra-abolitionists” for insisting
on immediate abolition and not respecting the rights of
property and when Lincoln opposed slavery but advo-
cated the colonization of freed African Americans to Africa,
they were taking a “moderate” position for their time
between the “extremes” of unconditional abolition and
the unlimited expansion of slavery.96 The fact that Clay’s
and Lincoln’s positions are awkward today (to put it
politely) shows that what is “complex” in the past might
be crystal clear in the future.

Further, just as with the terms “legitimate” and “reason-
able,” the description of a moral issue as “clear-cut” or
“ambiguous” is a normative distinction. Slavery became
self-evidently wrong for most Americans as a result of
political struggle, not through analytical reasoning or
empirical evidence. Similarly, contemporary issues such as
Palestine, abortion, affirmative action, globalization, North-
ern Ireland, and a nuclear Iran, while unquestionably com-
plex, are quite clear-cut for many involved in these conflicts.
One person’s negotiable issue is another person’s ultimate
sin demanding the most radical treatment. The determi-
nation of what is beyond the pale of negotiation and com-
promise is always politically and historically contingent.
To define an issue as morally ambiguous is thus a political
move, for it attempts to exclude “extremist” perspectives
by demanding that all parties be willing to compromise
according to the terms set by those defining the matter as
“ambiguous.” Yet slavery, universal suffrage, and women’s
equality were not always “easy” issues. Racism is an “obvi-
ous evil” that could have been employed to make Radical
Reconstruction easy. Perhaps abortion and gay marriage
will be easy someday, too. If this happens, it likely will be
due to political struggles that make such morality so obvi-
ous and so much a part of common sense as to appear
timeless. A critical analysis of zealotry suggests that fanat-
ics on either side of that struggle will likely play a role in
developing that new common sense.

When is it politically prudent to engage in zealotry? When
should one draw lines between friends and enemies and
when should one seek to moderate between opposing par-
ties? Deciding between zealous and moderate approaches
to politics is a judgment political actors make in part
according to the circumstances of the conflict, their ideo-
logical or theological worldview, the relationship one has
with one’s opponent, the tack taken by the opposition,
and the likely consequences of each strategy. Moderation
is a sensible form of political engagement when all parties

in a conflict are willing to see each other as something
other than an enemy. Yet if this is not acceptable to at least
one of the parties then fanaticism is a possible feature of
such conflict. Once again, the determination of whether
zealotry is prudent is ultimately a normative judgment
made by political actors rather than an empirical or ana-
lytical puzzle to be solved by scholars. The more impor-
tant question regarding zealotry is not whether it is sensible
but whether it is democratic. That is, the principle issue
regarding fanaticism today is how it relates to democratic
institutions and practices. Given this, there are two key
questions scholars should ask: what structural factors lead
to zealotry, and does the zealous activity enhance or under-
mine democracy?

One advantage of theorizing zealotry as a type of col-
lective action is that it becomes amenable to social move-
ment theory. This literature points to three factors in
explaining the emergence of social movements; these in
turn can be applied to the study of zealotry. I will briefly
sketch these potential applications here.97 First, political
opportunity structures are those political and social con-
ditions that encourage or discourage collective action. A
group’s access (or lack thereof ) to the normal channels of
political reform and the state’s capacity for and willingness
to use repression against movements, for example, are two
opportunity structures that suggest whether or when a
group might consider zealotry as a viable method of col-
lective action. Second, mobilizing structures are organiza-
tions or institutions that mobilize resources (political,
economic, cultural, intellectual) for collective action.
Resource mobilization scholarship finds that disruptive
tactics and the extremist wing of social movements can
add new energy to a movement and spur bargaining
between elites and moderate elements of the movement.
This suggests that zealotry may emerge when a movement
is deadlocked with elites. Third, framing processes refer to
the ways in which social movements diagnose injustice in
order to motivate and mobilize a collective response to it.
Framing tends to constrain the number and type of tactics
available for a movement to use in its fight against injus-
tice, ruling out certain tactics and favoring others. A move-
ment that frames its struggle against injustice in Manichean
terms raises the possibility of zealotry, or at least for zeal-
ous flanks to emerge within the movement.

Social movement theory has less to offer regarding eval-
uating zealotry’s relation to democracy. Specifically, it is
not equipped to address the question, does a particular
form of zealotry expand democratic participation or foster
a plural public sphere? Phillips’s speeches, fortunately, sug-
gest three tests for determining the democratic or undem-
ocratic potential of zealotry. First, does the zealotry
dehumanize the enemy? The tendency of a friends/
enemies framework to depict the enemy as incurably evil
and inhuman is a problem Schmitt acknowledges but is
never able to address satisfactorily. Schmitt strongly opposed
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such dehumanization because for him the enemy is a cat-
egory or a criterion and not a definition that is “indicative
of substantial content.”98 Yet as Gopal Balakrishnan argues,
the process of intensification of conflict that is typical in
politics frequently leads to disrespect for the enemy (ren-
dering it ugly, immoral, inhuman, etc.) and tempts a desire
to annihilate it. Thus, the respect that is implied in Schmitt’s
concept of “enemy” is difficult to maintain in actual polit-
ical struggle.99 Phillips and the Garrisonians, however, never
dehumanized their enemy because they did not see slave
owners as personal enemies whom they wished to destroy
but a collectivity they sought to defeat—by conversion if
at all possible. The Garrisonians always saw their enemies
as potential brethren and believed in the possibility of his
or her moral transformation, even as they refused to com-
promise with them. (Phillips demonstrated this, for exam-
ple, when he cordially gave an Arkansas slaveholder a tour
of Boston when he showed up at Phillips’s door in 1856.)100

Second, does the zealotry suppress free speech? Free speech
in an inclusive setting preserves space for perspectives that
a zealot, in his or her fervor, might otherwise seek to close
off. (As the Garrisonians recognized, it also protects the
zealot’s own right to speak.) A commitment to free speech
makes it difficult for any zealous political struggle to
descend into fundamentalism or terror. It also ensures that
any argument for zealotry is itself always subject to cri-
tique. Third, does the zealotry expand the ability of ordi-
nary people to participate in those affairs that affect their
daily life? While Islamist zealots such as the Taliban may
seek to silence opinions that veer from “the truth,” dem-
ocratic zealots like Phillips seek to overwhelm opposing
opinions through vigorous debate and agonal participa-
tion in a diverse public sphere.

Reform is a commotion, Garrison liked to say. It is not
a neat and clean process of rational minds coming together
to settle on a more just polity. It is a struggle between
antagonistic forces over the future of existing political and
social arrangements. In such struggles, zealotry sometimes
emerges, for it is a strategy for political and cultural hege-
mony. Undoubtedly, many forms of zealotry are anti-
democratic, particularly in an age in which religious
fundamentalism increasingly challenges the basic princi-
ples of liberal democracy. Perhaps it isn’t wise to theorize a
democratic zealotry when suicide bombers explode them-
selves in crowds, when the levees between church and
state show signs of breaching, and when polarizing pun-
dits lambaste their opponents as treasonous dupes of total-
itarianism who “always take the side of savages against
civilization.”101 Ultimately, however, failing to analyze zeal-
otry critically undermines a full understanding of its impact
on the twenty-first century. The fervor to denounce extrem-
ism in the post-9/11 era, to build a “moderate Islam,” and
to wish for a “purple” American politics between red and
blue rests on a pejorative notion of zealotry that, as Phil-
lips shows, can actually undermine opportunities to expand

democratic participation rather than secure them. Vol-
taire once wrote, “There is no faction that doesn’t have its
fanatics.”102 In the tumult of politics there is always the
potential for zealous partisans to be drawn into the fray.
For this reason, it is necessary to theorize zealotry. A
democratic politics must account for the zealot in its
midst and recognize that she occasionally may even
advance democracy. Sometimes it is necessary for even
democrats to pray to be preserved in the freshness of
their fanaticism.
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