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The  Inte rs tate  S lave  Tìiade  in Antis lave ry Politics  David L. Lig htne r In the  1830 s  Ame rican abolitionis ts  arg ue d
that the  fe de ral g ove rnme nt by virtue  of its  authority ove r inte rs tate  comme rce  pos s e s s e d the  powe r to
prohibit move me nt of s lave s  acros s  s tate  line s . The  founding  conve ntion of the  Ame rican Anti-S lave ry
S ocie ty (AA-S S ) adopte d a cons titution which de clare d that the  s ocie ty inte nde d to  influe nce  Cong re s s  "to
put an e nd to  the  dome s tic  s lave  trade ." The  conve ntion als o e ndors e d a "De claration of S e ntime nts ,"
writte n primarily by William Lloyd G arris on , which as s e rte d that Cong re s s  had both the  rig ht and the  duty "to
s uppre s s  the  dome s tic  s lave  trade  be twe e n the  s e ve ral S tate s ." S ubs e que ntly , He nry B. S tanton, William
Jay, Alvan S te wart, and many othe r abolitionis ts  produce d a barrag e  of books , article s , tracts , and
s pe e che s  that ag itate d for s uch a ban. Me anwhile , antis lave ry s ocie tie s  both inundate d Cong re s s  with
pe titions  on the  s ubje ct and s ucce s s fully lobbie d the  le g is lature s  of Ve rmont and Mas s achus e tts  to  call
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upon Cong re s s  to  e nd the  inte rs tate  s lave  tra?ic. At the  clos e  of the  de cade , whe n S tanton and S te wart,
tog e the r with Jame s  G . Birne y, William G oode ll, Myron Holle y, Jos hua Le avitt, G e rrit S mith, and Eliz ur Wrig ht,
move d to  e s tablis h an antis lave ry political party, all of thos e  ve te ran abolitionis ts  ag re e d that de s truction
of the  inte rs tate  s lave  trade  s hould be  a major obje ctive  of the ir e nte rpris e .1 By 1840  the  s tag e  was  s e t for a
vig orous  political as s ault upon the  s lave  trade , and for a time  s uch an as s ault occurre d. But the n e ve rything
chang e d. Ins te ad of incre as ing  in importance , the  s lave  trade  is s ue  re ce ive d le s s  and le s s  atte ntion from
antis lave ry politic ians , as  the  Libe rty me n of 1840  and 1844 g ave  way firs t to  the  Fre e  S oile rs  and Fre e  1 AA-S S
Cons titution, Article  II, Proce e ding s  oChe Anti-S lave ry Conve ntion, As s e mble d at Philade lphia, De ce mbe r 4,
5, and 6 , 1833 (Ne w York, 1833), 6 -7; "De claration of S e ntime nts ," ibid., 15; David L. Lig htne r, "The  Door to  the
S lave  Bas tille : The  Abolitionis t As s ault upon the  Inte rs tate  S lave  Trade , 1833-1839 ," Civil War His tory 34 (S e pt.
19 88):23552 . Civil War His tory, Vol. XXXVI, No. 2, °  19 9 0  by the  Ke nt S tate  Unive rs ity Pre s s  120 e rra war his tory
De mocrats  of 1848 and 1852, and the n to  the  Re publicans  of 1856  and 186 0 . How are  we  to  e xplain the
curious  waning  of this  is s ue , one  that s e e me d to  o?e r the  ave nue  for a de vas tating  blow ag ains t s lave ry
within the  confine s  of the  Ame rican cons titutional frame work?  To ans we r that que s tion, we  firs t de s cribe  the
role  of the  s lave  trade  que s tion in antis lave ry politics  aCe r 1840 , the n probe  for re as ons  why that role
diminis he d rathe r than e xpande d as  time  we nt on. Finally, we  s ug g e s t that the  thre at to  the  inte rs tate  s lave
trade , fe e ble  as  it was  by 186 0 , was  ne ve rthe le s s  s ig nificant in s haping  S outhe rn re action to  the  e le ctoral
triumph of Abraham Lincoln. The  founding  conve ntion of the  Libe rty party at Albany, Ne w York, in April 1840  did
not pre pare  a formal platform, but the  de le g ate s  ag re e d that the ir ne w party s hould include  te rmination of
the  inte rs tate  s lave  trade  as  one  of its  obje ctive s .2 Eig ht we e ks  late r a s tate  conve ntion of Mas s achus e tts
Libe rty me n authoriz e d an addre s s  that cas tig ate d the  e s tablis he d partie s  for ne g le cting  "the  g re at dutie s ,
which de volve  on the  national g ove rnme nt," including  that of abolis hing  "the  s lave  trade  be twe e n the
s tate s ." Britis h abolitionis ts  vie we d the s e  de ve lopme nts  with inte re s t; the  G e ne ral Anti-S lave ry Conve ntion
in London urg e d Ame ricans  to  e nd the ir inte rnal s lave  trade , and Harrie t Martine au wrote  hope fully, if
inaccurate ly, that "the  us ual fe de ral and de mocratic  que s tions  are  in many cas e s  laid as ide  at the  pre s e nt
e le ctions  for the  allimportant one  of the  abolition of s lave ry in the  Dis trict of Columbia, and the  prohibition of
the  inte r-s tate  s lave -trade ."3 In s ubs e que nt ye ars  the  banning  of the  inte rs tate  s lave  trade  was  calle d for in
re s olutions  or addre s s e s  is s uing  from various  Libe rty g roups , including  the  national conve ntion at Ne w York
in May 1841, the  Pe nns ylvania s tate  conve ntion at Philade lphia in Fe bruary 1844, the  s outhe rn and we s te rn
conve ntion at Cincinnati in June  1845, the  north we s te rn conve ntion at Chicag o in June  1846 , and the
Mas s achus e tts  s tate  committe e  in Aug us t 1846 . Me anwhile , the  Libe rty Almanac, an annual Libe rty party
propag anda pie ce , oCe n include d mate rial publiciz ing  the  party's  inte ntion...
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