
 

 

 

 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

The Rhetoric of Henry Highland Garnet 
 

Diana Michelle Winkelman, M.A. 
 

Advisor: Martin J. Medhurst, Ph.D. 
 
 

 In the nineteenth century Henry Highland Garnet employed important rhetorical 

strategies to the abolition, colonization, and civil rights movements.  His religious and 

patriotic appeals complemented radical and sometimes seemingly hypocritical beliefs. 

This thesis explores the captivating rhetoric of Henry Highland Garnet and his ability to 

construct new alternatives and redefine elements of debate.  By utilizing the rhetoric of 

agitation, promoting black nationalism, and emphasizing the manhood of African 

American males, Garnet truly was an independent thinker and active rhetorician.  This 

thesis will contribute to a better understanding of how Garnet emotionally appealed to his 

audience and contributed to significant historical and political ideas.  Through looking at 

Garnet’s argumentative techniques as a lens of a broad rhetorical study, one can better 

understand how rhetoric can shape the history of ideas and instigate social and political 

change.
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction to the Rhetoric of Henry Highland Garnet 
 
 

Henry Highland Garnet is best known as one of the most radical abolitionists of 

the nineteenth century.  He publicly challenged the slaves to “arise, arise! Strike for your 

lives and your liberties” and “Let your motto be resistance! resistance! resistance!”1  This 

was a bold and controversial position with which Garnet would forever be associated. 

Not only did he encourage slave rebellions, he also supported colonization, an equally 

controversial position among northern abolitionists.  In his arguments and defense of 

these controversial positions, Garnet proved to be an able rhetorician.  He wrote and 

spoke on a plethora of imperative issues concerning nineteenth century African 

Americans. 

Garnet was an escaped slave, an independent thinker, a controversial orator, and a 

pivotal figure in African American history, yet surprisingly little attention has been given 

to him in scholarly research.  This is especially true in the field of rhetoric.  This thesis 

will address the lack of research on Henry Highland Garnet by examining his bold use of 

rhetoric to rebuke slavery, promote black nationalism, endorse colonization, and demand 

social, political, and economic equality. 

 
Methodology 

 
 Historical-critical in nature, this thesis examines Garnet’s extant rhetoric 

contained in his oratories, letters, advertisements, sermons, and newspaper editorials, a 
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difficult task considering many of his papers were destroyed in a house fire.  Roderick P. 

Hart identifies the goal of rhetorical study: 

   [It is] to understand those phenomena in discourse that intrigue us but  
  which we cannot readily explain, in speakers whose social circumstances  
  are novel and of arresting importance, in audiences whose personal  
  histories and standards of taste and axiological structures make   
  communication with them problematic, and in cultural epochs, linguistic  
  traditions, and implicit social structures whose communicative   
  manifestations are frustratingly complex.3 
 
Henry Highland Garnet, without a doubt, fits this criterion.  Therefore, this thesis is 

justified in order for scholarship to benefit from a deeper understanding of Garnet’s 

rhetorical environment and his rhetorical acts. 

Not only is a critical analysis of Henry Highland Garnet justified because his 

rhetoric merits it, it is also obligatory because it has yet to be done.  W.M. Brewer wrote 

one of the earliest scholarly pieces on Garnet’s life.  He contended, “Henry Highland 

Garnet represents a type of Negro leadership during the anti-slavery and reconstruction 

periods that has not received due consideration.”4  He continued, “Volumes have been 

written on these stormy days, but little attention has been given to the role of Garnet who 

deserves front rank as the radical forerunner of Frederick Douglass.”5  As a master of 

rhetoric, Garnet is an excellent source to reference in the study of rhetoric. 

 This thesis implements the ideas set forth in Ernest J. Wrage’s “Public Address: A 

Study in Social and Intellectual History.”  Wrage believed “the study of ideas provides an 

index to the history of man’s values and goals, his hopes and fears, his aspirations and 

negations, to what he considers expedient or inapplicable.”6  Garnet introduced ideas that 

were further developed after his death.  His rhetoric and speeches are “an agency of 

[their] time … [and] provides a repository of themes and. . .elaborations from which we 
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may gain insight into the life of an era as well as into the mind of the man.”7  By 

examining the history of ideas such as racial justice and black nationalism, we can better 

understand how those beliefs developed and how Garnet contributed to them. 

 One of the historical ideas that Garnet influenced was black militancy and black 

power.  Steven H. Shiffrin believed Garnet had important historical influence:  

Today’s black militants probably unknowingly have utilized the same 
argumentative strategies employed by Garnet.  Free of the theological 
trappings, black audiences are told that because of the evil of racism, they 
are only not morally permitted but morally required to “use any means 
necessary.”8  

 
Dexter B. Gordon writes that Garnet’s “Address to the Slaves” brought “black public 

discourse as a whole a militancy that reflected the frustration of blacks at their limited 

success.”9  The work on Garnet thus far in the field of communication has only focused 

on this speech and its advocacy of violence, but Garnet’s impact was for more influential 

than this one rhetorical act.  Although this speech was powerful and partially definitive of 

Garnet, his rhetoric on other crucial issues has yet to be examined.4  Also, there is more 

that can be learned from this pivotal “Address” besides its contribution to the rhetoric of 

black militancy. 

  Because this thesis is a rhetorical criticism of Henry Highland Garnet, it relies 

heavily on his extant primary sources; speeches, letters, and periodicals that Garnet 

produced throughout his lifetime.  Garnet spoke on a variety of issues.  Pleading for his 

people, he urged political action: “Take off from them the heavy chains under which they 

groan, and gratitude would spontaneously flow from every heart that now bleeds of 

slavery.”5  Garnet declared slavery to be “the highest crime against God and man,” which 

justified his belief to “far better all die—die immediately, than live [as] slaves.”6  
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Through his passionate eloquence and compelling logic, Garnet made a significant 

impact on the abolition movement by advocating resistance.   

Abolition was not the only issue toward which Garnet dedicated his life.  This 

thesis will encompass Garnet and his various convictions.  In an attempt to rhetorically 

validate social and political equality, Garnet contributed to black history by exploring the 

“Past and Present Condition, and Destiny of the Colored Race.”  Garnet described the 

historical abuse of the black race:  

It were not enough that her children have been scattered over the globe, 
clothed in garments of shame—humiliated and oppressed—but her 
merciless foes weary themselves in plundering tombs of our renowned 
sires, and in obliterating their worthy deeds, which were inscribed by fame 
upon the pages of ancient history.7   

 
Garnet recognized that in order to achieve social equality, he had to persuade society that 

the African race was not inferior.  Not only does Garnet achieve this rhetorically through 

the content of his historical synopsis, he does so by being an example himself.  One could 

not witness Garnet speak and still deny his eloquence or his astute historical knowledge.   

 Unlike the bulk of previous scholarship on Henry Highland Garnet, this thesis 

will be a rhetorical criticism of his speeches, letters, newspaper columns, and debates.  

This is beneficial because Garnet, for the most part, did not have a measurable immediate 

effect on the history of the white South.  In one perspective, his life can be considered a 

failure.  Slaves did not unite in the masses and revolt against their masters, as he wished.  

Blacks were never given the option to colonize in Liberia. Garnet’s influence, then, was 

not in the immediate actions following his orations, but in his ability to articulate “the 

attitudes of the black masses,”8 and to demonstrate a growing bitterness toward “moral 

suasion” and the lack of progress abolitionists were making.  It is that his ideas and 
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reasoning were “presented and seriously discussed” that “legimitized”9 Garnet.  His 

accomplishments were, therefore, rhetorical in nature.  Because his influence was in 

thought and not in action, his orations and the articulation of that thought will be the 

primary focus of this study.   

 
Chapter Breakdown 

 
 Because little is known about this captivating man, the next chapter will consist of 

an introduction to his life, including his family’s escape from slavery in Maryland, an 

infection that eventually led to the amputation of his leg, and the prejudice and physical 

abuse he endured throughout his lifetime.  By understanding Garnet’s background, one 

can better understand the source of the anger and frustration that Garnet expressed clearly 

in his rhetoric.  The reader will also learn information about his educational background, 

personal life, and development and conception of main ideas.  

 Following the introduction to his life, the third chapter explores Garnet’s rhetoric 

of abolition. This is a logical beginning point because it is his most well-known and 

researched contribution.  In his famous “Address to the Slaves,” Garnet advocated violent 

resistance and political action “by any means necessary.”  This chapter will also examine 

less-known speeches such as his “Speech Delivered at the Seventh Anniversary of the 

American Anti-Slavery Society” in 1840 and his “Speech Delivered at the Liberty Party 

Convention” in 1842. These speeches have been overlooked, but they provide insight and 

depth into Garnet’s abolitionist beliefs.  He utilized the rhetoric of agitation in order to 

emotionally compel his audience to act, and defended that action with religious appeals 

and patriotic conviction. 
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 Chapter Four focuses on Henry Highland Garnet’s historical influence on black 

nationalism and his support of colonization.  Garnet contributed to black nationalism by 

studying black history, promoting black militancy and independent black leadership, and 

arguing in defense of voluntary emigration.  Garnet believed in offering African 

Americans freedom of choice regarding issues of their futures. He often reconstructed 

arguments and formed a third alternative. His philosophies regarding emigration and 

black nationalism are visionary and compelling. Garnet believed that emigration to Africa 

would complete his vision of building a black nationality. 

Chapter Five addresses Garnet’s efforts to fight for political equality and civil 

rights.  Garnet was a fascinating civil rights activist.  He used historical appeals, biblical 

references, and moral appeals in an attempt to justify equal treatment regardless of race.  

He argued that African Americans were men and men were entitled to citizenship. This 

chapter also explores the how Garnet emphasized manhood in order to argue for civil 

liberties.  

 Garnet’s rhetoric regarded imperative issues of the nineteenth century.  After 

examining his positions on abolition, emigration, and civil rights, the concluding chapter 

focuses on what we learn about rhetoric itself from this apt rhetorician.  This will connect 

all of Garnet’s rhetorical devices in order to better understand what influence he had as 

an orator.  Because he spoke on a broad array of important issues and adjusted various 

rhetorical appeals according to audience and topic, this chapter unites the preceding 

chapters in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of Garnet’s rhetoric. 

 Garnet was able to maintain radical beliefs and still receive recognition and 

mainstream opportunities.  He was the first black man to speak before the House of 
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Representatives.  His appointment as Minister to Liberia was, at the time, the highest 

political appointment a black man had ever received.  This demonstrated an appreciation 

from a white base.  It is fascinating that the man who received these honors is the same 

controversial figure who advocated violence and colonization against the majority of his 

contemporaries. Garnet must have had a rhetorical influence that appealed to Americans 

even if they disagreed with the content.  This thesis will create an extensive collection of 

Garnet’s rhetoric on his topics of interest.  It will explain Garnet’s rhetorical strategy by 

considering his persuasion in light of history, context, and the rhetorical situation.  By 

doing so, we will learn more about Henry Highland Garnet as a rhetor and more about 

rhetoric itself
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
The Life of Henry Highland Garnet 

 
 

When Henry Highland Garnet was born, the white world did not think much of 

him.  He was especially dark in complexion, a trait that the white community felt was 

inferior.  He was born a slave outside New Market, Maryland under America’s cruel 

system of slavery, which often broke and weakened many of its victims.  But there was 

something special about Garnet—grandson of a Mandigo King, son of Joseph Trusty, an 

educated and civilized house-slave—under the surface there was potential for something 

great. And great he did become.  He would be remembered “as a man of wonderful 

qualities, of astonishing eloquence, of strong, vigorous and commanding character, of 

long-continued and philanthropic labors, of great virtues; a true genius, a most illustrious 

example of the capacity of the Negro race and of the dignity of man.”1  Garnet was many 

things, but primarily, Garnet was a rhetorician—an advocate for important nineteenth 

century civil rights issues. 

 Garnet was born on December 23, 1815 and lived in slavery for the first nine 

years of his life.  His time in slavery was comparatively peaceful until his owner, Colonel 

William Spencer, died.  As an implementation of Spencer’s will, the Garnets were 

transferred as property to another member of the Spencer line.  This transfer made 

Garnet’s father, Joseph Trusty, work as a plantation slave—a drastic change from his 

previous job as a house-slave.  This was the last straw.  The Garnets decided as a family 

to escape from slavery.  They traveled by night and, with the help of the Underground 
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Railroad, made it safely to New York City.  Henry Highland Garnet was now technically 

free, but he was never able to escape his skin color—the cause of endless prejudice and 

persecution. 

 The first order of business for the Garnet family after escaping slavery was to 

assume new names.  Joseph Trusty baptized his family and renamed his wife Elizabeth, 

his daughter Eliza, his son as Henry Highland, and himself as George Garnet.  The newly 

named Henry was eager to take advantage of his new status as a free man.  He took every 

opportunity to become as educated as possible.  For seven years, starting in 1826, Garnet 

attended the New York African Free School.  The pupils at the school included future 

intellectuals such as Alexander Crummell, James McCune Smith, and Samuel Ringgold 

Ward.  Alexander Crummell lived next door and remained good friends with Garnet until 

Garnet’s death in 1882.  Crummell remembered Garnet’s childhood ambition: “Things, 

ideas of magnitude, grand prospects, seemed ever, even in boyhood to occupy [his] 

mind.”2  Throughout his entire life, Garnet would use his ideas and intellect to argue for 

his people. 

Although he had many personal difficulties, Garnet excelled in school.  

Throughout his studies, he suffered constant illness.  He also had the burden of worrying 

about himself or his family being caught by authorities.  Those fears became a reality 

when a slave hunter discovered his family’s residence in New York.  George and 

Elizabeth Garnet were just barely able to escape, but Garnet’s sister, Eliza, was not so 

fortunate. She was taken to court.  Luckily, she had help and was able to provide 

“evidence,” manufactured to be sure, that she was not a fugitive slave.  Even so, the 

Garnet’s home was destroyed and they had no ability to take legal action against this theft 
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and vandalism.  An already aggressive and angry Garnet purchased a knife and walked 

the streets in order to “kill the devils who hurt [his] parents.”3  This, among other things, 

contributed to Garnet’s bitterness and hatred toward racial prejudice and injustice.  He 

already had the propensity to resist any such treatment. 

Pursuing his intellect further in 1834, Garnet moved to Canaan, New Hampshire 

to attend a newly developed mixed-school named Noyes Academy.  Here Garnet met 

Julia Ward Williams who would later become his wife.  The Noyes Academy enabled 

Garnet to perfect his speaking abilities.  The students often spoke against slavery and 

debated amongst themselves as to what approach abolitionists should take in order to 

achieve emancipation.  Unfortunately, these orations are no longer extant.  Garnet, most 

likely, spoke with eloquence and emotions but he had not yet fully developed a radical 

identity or a stance of aggressive resistance. 

While the Noyes Academy was innovative and consisted of twenty-eight whites 

and eleven blacks, it was still extremely controversial to open mixed-schools and it 

invoked rage in the nearby townspeople.  Prejudice was fierce among the public and they 

held a town meeting to protest the new school.  These vigilantes decided to take matters 

into their own hands.  With the help of ninety oxen, they destroyed the school and carried 

the structure almost a half mile away.  This feat took the angry mob two days to 

accomplish.  Others attempted to run the students, including Garnet, out of the town at 

gunpoint.  Garnet, an already active and resistant man, felt no remorse for defending 

himself.  When a man shot through Garnet’s window, Garnet shot back in self-defense.  

Crummell, who was with Garnet during his ordeal, later acknowledged that the “musket 

shot by Garnet doubtless saved our lives.”4  They survived this racist attack, but Garnet 
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was becoming extremely frustrated and angered with the hatred and destruction spawned 

by racism and ignorance. 

 Although the anti-integration violence and Garnet’s fragile health upset his 

education, he took the next opportunity he had to enroll in another school.  That 

opportunity came when the Oneida Theological Institute in Whitesboro, New York 

opened itself to black students.  This school was affiliated with the Presbyterian Church. 

Although George Garnet was a leader in the African Methodist Episcopal Church, Henry 

Highland Garnet remained a Presbyterian his entire life after attending Oneida.  Garnet 

studied politics, Greek, Hebrew, biblical studies, logic, rhetoric, and philosophy.   

His wit and eloquence came naturally.  On one occasion he was verbally attacked 

by a man who was disgusted with the idea of racial equality, especially interracial 

marriage.  He asked Garnet: “’Would you have me marry a dirty, stinking, greasy, black, 

negro wench?’”5 ‘No,’ Garnet replied, “with the greatest simplicity and politeness; ‘but 

would you have me marry a dirty, stinking, greasy, white wench?’”6  Garnet did not need 

to apologize for his skin color. He refused to be treated as an inferior.  Throughout his 

life, his high intellect and strong demeanor would be used in his rhetoric to demonstrate 

the injustice of prejudice and oppression.  

 While Garnet was delivering a class speech at the Oneida Institute, there was 

another example of his early wit and on-the-spot debate skills.  One unhappy member of 

the audience did not like what Garnet was saying.  He threw a large squash on stage at 

Garnet. In response to this disrespect, Garnet turned on “his crutch, and [pointed] at it, 

exclaimed: ‘That’s the man’s head that threw it!’”7  Crummell reflected that this retort 

made the “whole audience at once burst into the loudest cheers, and the fellow ever 
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afterwards was called ‘Squash-head Cills!”8  It was clear even this early in life that 

Garnet was independent, unique, and articulate—and that he was becoming an amazing 

orator. 

 At the age of 15, Garnet hurt his knee in a sports game.  The injury caused so 

much damage he was unable to walk on his leg or support his weight with it.  After 

thirteen years of tenuous pain, the leg was eventually amputated at the hip.  He walked on 

a wooden leg for the rest of his life.  In addition to pain caused from his leg injury, 

Garnet suffered from severe asthma.  However, Crummell remembered, that these 

hardships did not stop “Large and glowing ideas [from circling] his brain.”9  Garnet was 

strong, stubborn, and skilled, but, undoubtedly, his pain was reflected in his orations.  

The limp and wooden leg also created sympathy and inspiration and added character to 

his appearance.  

 Garnet graduated from the Oneida Institute in 1840 and settled in Troy, New 

York.  He planned to work with the Liberty Street Presbyterian Church.  While he studied 

theology, he created a Sabbath School for black children in the area.  After receiving his 

license in 1842, he began to preach with vigor.  Common during this time, Garnet used 

the pulpit for political as well as spiritual means.  His main concern was the abolition of 

slavery.  In 1840, he delivered his “Speech Delivered at the Seventh Anniversary of the 

American Anti-Slavery Society.”  In this speech, he challenged his audience “to listen to 

the shrill sound of the plantation horn, that comes leaping from the South, and [finds] an 

echo even among our northern hills.”10  Garnet saw past the issue of the legality of 

slavery.  To him, the peculiar institution was a social problem.  He felt that the North 

should be held equally as accountable as the South because of the North had an evident 
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disregard for racial justice. Garnet’s eloquence soon caught the attention of the masses.  

In fact, after hearing Garnet speak, William Lloyd Garrison wrote to Oliver Johnson: 

“Patrick Henry never spoke better.”11  Garnet began to speak on a variety of issues, and 

by the age of 25, Garnet was entering the public stage in full force. 

 By 1842, Garnet was making more drastic and noticeable rhetorical moves, 

differentiating himself from his more conservative counterparts.  Garnet became the first 

black man to publicly support the Liberty Party.  Mainstream abolitionists wanted to rely 

on persuasion as opposed to political action in order to achieve their goals.  The Liberty 

Party was a third political party that demanded the immediate emancipation of slaves.  

Garnet had to explain his position against Garrison, an admired and popular abolitionist.  

His “Address to the Liberty Party” proclaimed that “To accomplish the object in view we 

must feel for the slaves ‘as bound with them,’ we must place ourselves, so far as we can, 

in their position, and go forward with fixed consciousness that we are free or enslaved 

with them.”13 Abolition was a moral imperative.  No compromises were to be made on 

this issue—these men deserved liberty.  Garnet believed abolitionists should vote, 

petition, and even revolt if it might free enslaved blacks.  He had no tolerance for the 

abolitionist’s lack of progress, a theme that is further developed in Garnet’s rhetorical 

corpus. 

It was not until 1843 that Henry Highland Garnet’s rhetoric clearly and publicly 

endorsed violent resistance to slavery.  The aggressive language in Garnet’s “Address to 

the Slaves” is what he remains best known for today.  He poignantly challenged the 

slaves to “arise, arise! Strike for your lives and your liberties” and “Let your motto be 

resistance! resistance! resistance!”14  Garnet intended for this speech to be endorsed by a 
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majority of the convention and then distributed to the slaves in the South.  He lost by one 

vote.  However, Garnet did succeed in bringing the call for violent resistance into the 

public sphere and having it be legitimately considered. 

As a visionary, Garnet understood before many of his contemporaries that only 

extreme measures would lead to the end of slavery.  Later in Garnet’s life he clarified his 

position on violence: “I am not a man of blood. I hold human life to be sacred, and would 

spare even a man-stealer, if he stood not in the bondman’s path to freedom.  Often I have 

indulged the hope of seeing slavery abolished without the shedding of blood; but that 

hope is clouded.”15  Garnet’s value for human life was why he supported violent 

resistance; it was not a disregard for it.  One may find it interesting that it was only with 

the loss of human lives that slavery eventually dissolved.  Persuasion made its impact, but 

blood had to be shed for complete emancipation.  

Garnet was not, by any means, free from controversy.  In fact, his foremost rivalry 

was with the more famous and well-known Frederick Douglass.  This rivalry began after 

Garnet’s “Address to the Slaves,” a speech that Douglass adamantly opposed.  Douglass 

and Garnet had two very distinct visions on how to promote anti-slavery—Garnet 

believed in “any means necessary” in order to achieve liberty, whereas Douglass 

endorsed the philosophy of “moral suasion.”  Moreover, Garnet supported the publication 

of a national black press; Douglass did not. Later, this rivalry continued as Garnet came 

to support colonization, a policy which Douglass had no respect.  These two had 

polarized views but they still respected each other and deeply desired what they believed 

was best for their people.  
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 In addition to abolition of slavery, Garnet was concerned with other civil rights 

issues for free blacks.  He saw beyond the abolition movement and developed positions 

that promoted black suffrage, black education, and black employment opportunities.  He 

endorsed a multifaceted approach that would improve and benefit his people over time.  

In his “Report on the Best Means for the Promotion of the Enfranchisement of our 

People,” Garnet laid out specific principles that would serve to promote and aid black 

Americans.  These included spreading “literary, scientific and religious knowledge 

among the people,” educating the youth in academics and useful trades, and moving to 

the country instead of living in cities full of prejudice.  Garnet believed that cities were 

tougher for blacks because blacks living in the city lived at the mercy of their landlords.  

During the same year that Garnet delivered this visionary speech, he married Julia Ward 

Williams, who was a well-liked and educated teacher.  

Garnet began to extend his message at this time to stress the injustice against 

Africa, which was a place very dear to Garnet’s heart.  He appealed, “for every drop of 

blood poured out in defense of American liberty, you can be pointed to streams drawn 

from the lacerated bodies of the descendants of Africa.”16  Garnet was compassionate and 

realized the depth of the loss of lives against the people from his homeland.  Emotional 

and poignant visualizations like these are characteristic of the rhetoric of Henry Highland 

Garnet. 

Garnet advocated his views from various pulpits in New York, including Troy, 

Peterboro, and Geneva.  In 1848, Garnet founded a school for black children in Geneva.  

He believed education was a necessary tool in order to fight oppression.  It is in Geneva 

that Garnet wrote his pamphlet “The Past and Present Condition and the Destiny of the 
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Colored Race.”  This work celebrated African history and achievements and attempted to 

rhetorically validate social and political equality.  Garnet maintained in this oration that 

“Slavery has done much to ruin us, and we ourselves have done some things which effect 

the same…If it is in our power to destroy these evils, and we do not, then much of our 

own blood will be found on us.”17  He recognized that in order to achieve social equality, 

he had to persuade society that the African race was not inferior—they were just victims 

of evil oppression.  One could not witness Garnet speak and deny his eloquence or his 

astute historical knowledge.  As much as this work was written to encourage and validate 

black American efforts, it was also written for the white population.  

 Possibly due to his arrogant nature or maybe because of his increased exposure to 

various publics, Garnet was racially persecuted throughout his entire life.  Garnet was 

able to channel these mistreatments and use them as examples of cruelty and injustice in 

his rhetoric and appeal to the emotions of his audience.  In 1848, he publicly described a 

particular abuse he received while he was a passenger on a train.  Garnet recalled being 

told: “Colored people cannot be permitted to ride with the whites on this road, for 

southern ladies and gentlemen will not tolerate it.”18  He responded to his audience by 

constructively describing his reaction: 

This was not a sufficient reason to [move my seat] and not being 
 accustomed to yielding my rights without making at least a semblance of 
 lawful resistance, I quietly returned towards my seat, when I was 
 prevented by the conductor, who seized me violently by the throat, and 
 choked me severely.19  

 
He continued to describe the cruel event: 
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I have been for many years a cripple.  I made no resistance further than 
was necessary to save myself from injury; but nonetheless, this conductor 
and another person, whose name I do not know, continued to choke and to 
assault me with the first.  A part of the time my legs were under the cars 
near the wheels, and several persons were crying out – ‘don’t kill him, 
don’t kill him!’20 

 
The visual of two grown men beating a disabled and educated man caused even the more 

moderate audience members to cringe.  Garnet had the ability to touch listeners through 

his imagery and incite the same anger and disgust among his audience that he harbored in 

his own heart.  

Garnet respected strength in others.  He used persecution and abuses to 

rhetorically illustrate the injustices of prejudice.  His eulogy of Senator Charles Sumner, 

the author of the Civil Rights Bill of 1875, reflected the virtues Garnet admired most in 

the man.  He illustrated Sumner as being similar to himself: “All his life he was a man of 

war, but not fighting with carnal weapons, and he was hated, assaulted, and his life was 

nearly taken, but Charles Sumner was a man of courage, of moral courage, and this 

enabled him to stand up against the world in the defense of what he thought was right.”21  

Garnet saw himself in this same light—a man fighting for his people, for justice, against 

cruel and bitter treatment. 

Garnet’s rhetoric was clearly presented in his newspaper, The Clarion, a 

“sporadically published journal” that “was a total expression of Garnet’s views: the 

language, the style, and the rhetoric were all his.”22  He also published the National 

Watchman from 1842 to 1847.  Both failed due to financial issues and neither was widely 

circulated.  Unfortunately, these papers were not preserved and have been lost.  However, 

they demonstrate that there was an outlet for the dispersal of Garnet’s ideas. 
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Because Garnet had experienced such deep and bitter treatment in the United 

States, he believed the problems of prejudice would never be solved.  Even with the 

abolition of slavery, he pondered: What will these three million uneducated and 

persecuted people do?  One answer to that problem was education and, undoubtedly, 

Garnet did his part to promote education to his race.  Another answer, Garnet believed, 

was voluntary colonization.  If oppressed African Americans could return to Africa and 

become industrious, there they would be free from the racist opposition they faced in the 

United States.  By advocating colonization, Garnet further separated himself from 

Douglass. 

In order to combat slavery, Garnet used an “any means necessary” approach.  

Political, religious, economic, and moral appeals were all endorsed and applied by 

Garnet.  One way he intended to fight slavery was by promoting a ban on all slave-grown 

products in the South.  Garnet understood that Europe was the location in which he could 

gain the most support for such a plan.  The North did not want to risk furthering angering 

the South at this time.  The ban on slave-grown products became known as the Free 

Labor Movement.  Garnet stayed in Britain for two years promoting these ideas.  

Unfortunately, Garnet found that although slavery was illegal in England, “the British 

public knew too little about American slavery and seemed too comfortable with 

proslavery arguments.”23  His speeches aimed at bringing awareness of the cruel nature of 

American plantation slavery and gaining support for the Free Labor Movement. 

Tours in Europe were not unusual for black abolitionists.  Some felt that gaining 

European interest would motivate abolition out of international embarrassment.  Others 

felt that Europe might pursue an active role in the fight against slavery.  Abolitionists 
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toured Europe and described the American system of slavery.  They talked to small 

groups, gave newspaper interviews, and wrote and published public letters, but lecturing 

was their main work.24  These lectures gave Garnet exposure to international audiences 

who tended to respect his style and delivery. 

While Garnet was touring in Europe his wife and children, James and Mary, 

stayed behind in Geneva.  Julia soon gave birth to a second son.  Experiencing harsh 

financial troubles and taking care of an infant, Julia was struggling to make ends meet.  

To make matters worse, James Garnet soon became very ill.  At the age of seven, in 

1851, James Crummell Garnet died, leaving Julia and Henry Highland Garnet devastated.  

As his European tour came to end, Garnet was appointed by the United Presbyterian 

Church of Scotland to be a missionary in Kingston, Jamaica.  This was the first 

appointment given to a black man by this mainly white organization.  Garnet took this 

opportunity so he could focus on education, church work, and spend some time with his 

family.  

Unfortunately, upon Garnet and his family’s arrival, Garnet lost his second child.  

The infant he had never seen had also died.  In Jamaica, he concentrated on his work and 

established two elementary schools for black children and also opened a female industrial 

school, which was directed by his wife.  Garnet believed both men and women should be 

educated and resourceful to advance their status.  He advertised in America for black men 

to come and work in Jamaica to escape prejudice.  The conditions in Jamaica were not as 

beneficial as Garnet proclaimed; wages were low and prices were high.  By advocating 

for men to come Jamaica, Garnet received criticism from Douglass and other 
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abolitionists.  Some speculated that Garnet was receiving a fee or commission for 

attracting laborers. 

Upon Garnet’s return to the United States after his time in Jamaica, the debates 

about slavery in America had heightened and the political climate was extremely 

unstable.  In 1856, Garnet took a position as pastor of the Shiloh Presbyterian Church.  

This church helped house and feed escaped slaves.  Garnet was also looking forward to 

fighting for his people in the public sphere.  The political conditions had changed and 

Garnet had to adjust.  The Kansas-Nebraska Bill was enacted while he was in Jamaica.  

This bill left slavery laws to be decided by popular sovereignty.  It was imperative to 

fight against pro-slavery decision makers and the newly formed Republican Party, rather 

than the Liberty Party, was the more likely to win elections and oppose these new 

policies. 

The Republican Party had never been supported by Garnet, but at least the 

Republicans did not support the Kansas-Nebraska Bill.  Garnet felt that the Republican 

Party’s fear of secession had led to an unwarranted compromise on abolition.  He was 

discontented with the racism of some of the republican leadership.  Nonetheless, Garnet 

had become more willing to compromise while he was away.  He understood that in order 

to make progress he would have to work with those who had political power.  In fact, 

Garnet would come to respect the first and admire a Republican President, Abraham 

Lincoln.  

Focusing his attention once again on colonization, Garnet created the African 

Civilization Society in 1858.  He believed that emigration had two major benefits—

economics and evangelism.  As a missionary, Garnet felt that Africa needed to hear the 
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Christian gospel.  Those who left would be free to pursue industrious activities 

unhindered by oppression and abuse.  After research and correspondence, Garnet made a 

detailed plan that he felt would win favor and convince his opponents to reconsider 

colonization.  At the Cooper’s Union auditorium in 1860, Garnet supported a plan that 

would develop relationships between local African institutions and the colonized black 

Americans, allowing colonizers to buy land in order to develop and plant cotton, and start 

schools and churches.   

Throughout this time Garnet was still persistent in his “any means possible” fight 

against slavery.  While he was planning the ins and outs of his colonization plan, John 

Brown, a militant abolitionist, was doing some planning of his own.  A group of activists 

under Brown’s command raided a federal arsenal in the hope of gaining artillery to arm 

slaves and thus incite a slave revolution.  Brown’s mission failed and he was arrested and 

eventually hung for conspiracy, murder, and treason.  Yet, Garnet supported the actions 

of this hero.  He publicly declared Brown to be the “most noblest white man in the 

nation.”25  Brown had implemented the ideas expressed by Garnet sixteen years earlier.  

Meanwhile, Abraham Lincoln of Illinois received the Republican Party’s 

nomination for the presidency.  Garnet was critical of the Republicans’ lack of support 

for black suffrage, especially the $250 property requirement in order to vote.  Gerrit 

Smith, an advocate of equal rights and financial supporter of Garnet’s, ran against 

Lincoln.  Loyal to his friend and still unwilling to compromise on some core beliefs, 

Garnet agreed with a motion that contended “ten thousand votes for Gerrit Smith [would] 

do more for the eventual abolition of slavery than two million votes for Lincoln.”26  
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Nonetheless, Lincoln won without Garnet’s support, thus serving as a catalyst for 

southern secession from the Union.  

Later, Garnet turned his favor toward another possible location for voluntary 

colonization, Haiti, whose independent government appealed to Garnet.  The Haitian 

Emigration Bureau hired Garnet as a resident agent to promote awareness and support for 

colonization in Haiti.  However, Garnet received severe criticism for changing his 

location for emigration which, eventually, caused him to resign.  Following this 

resignation, Garnet made a second tour of Europe to seek support for colonization.  In 

1962, he arrived back in New York and returned to Shiloh Church.  

After the Emancipation Proclamation was issued in 1863, Garnet gathered his 

congregation at the Shiloh Church to celebrate and sing: “They say a people shall be free, 

there’s a better day a coming, oh sound the jubilee.”27  Garnet later became involved in 

Civil War recruitment.  He saw black involvement in the fight for freedom as essential to 

proving the black man’s value and ability.  With overwhelming support by the black 

community, America would be forced to consider these men equals, Garnet reasoned.  He 

endorsed black recruitment by publishing various posters which marketed his militant 

reputation.  His posters proclaimed titles such as “Fail Now and Our Race is Doomed,” 

“Rise Now and Fly to Arms,” “Rather Die Free Men than Live as Slaves.” 

In July of 1863, Irish immigrants grew angry at the early results of the Civil War.  

The Emancipation Proclamation freed slaves that threatened their job market.  They also 

were unable to pay the three hundred dollar draft exemption and were forced to fight in 

the deadly Civil War.  Race relations grew tense.  Ultimately, a mob broke out in rage 

against black New Yorkers.  Houses were burned, businesses were destroyed, and men 
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were murdered.  Garnet’s daughter, Mary, removed his nameplate from their front door, 

an act which probably saved his life.  Garnet hid on his floor in fear during most of these 

riots, but took a walk one day and witnessed the brutality firsthand.  In the end, the police 

took significantly more Irish lives than the lives the Irish took.  The racist motivations 

further convinced Garnet that blacks should be allowed to enlist in the Civil War and 

contribute to the Union.  

Personally affected by the riots, Garnet took advantage of this event and exposed 

the cruelty and hatred that the mob must have had.  He vividly described what he saw: 

“one man was hung upon a tree; and…then a demon in human form, taking a sharp knife, 

cut out pieces of quivering flesh, and offered it to the greedy, blood-thirsty mob, saying, 

‘Who wants some nigger meat?’ and then the reply, ‘I!’ ‘I!’ as if they were scrambling 

for pieces of gold.”28  Although these horrible acts were committed by immigrants, 

Garnet did not direct his anger at them.  Instead, Garnet “attributed the change in the Irish 

people to the debasing influence of unprincipled American politicians.”29  Living in a 

system that sanctioned cruel treatment and prejudice shaped onlookers into thinking such 

treatment was justifiable.  Because Garnet was warmly accepted in Ireland, he blamed 

American racism for the difference in attitudes.  By doing so, Garnet focused the 

reactions of the riots toward the harmful effects of racist mentality and social prejudice, 

not on anger toward immigrants.  The Irish were not the enemies—American social 

oppression was. 

After the massive casualties in Gettysburg, black recruitment became imperative.  

Garnet, paired with Douglass, collected over two thousand black men to fight for the 

Union.  Because of his amputated leg, Garnet himself was unable to fight, but he still 
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went with his recruits to their training in Rikers Island and served as their chaplain.  

Black troops were mistreated during training.  They were often overcharged for simple 

items and abused during transit.  Garnet printed pamphlets exposing the treatment and the 

extortion at Rikers Island.  He also made sure troops would receive special police 

protection while passengers on the Rikers Island Ferry.  With the help of Garnet, blacks 

were now able to fight for their own freedom.  

A good rhetorician, which Garnet certainly was, used a variety of rhetorical 

techniques to plead his case.  The flag has long held been deemed a symbol of courage 

and patriotism.  At the National Convention of Colored Men in 1864, Garnet displayed a 

flag for his audience taken from a Civil War battlefield.  He later spoke of the brave and 

heroic black soldiers of the First Louisiana Colored Troops.28  This epideictic rhetoric 

utilized a unifying symbol of a common goal, a symbol that represented a united African 

American effort.  By recognizing the black contribution to Union goals, Garnet could 

instill a positive impression about the abilities of his race.  

Throughout this time, Garnet had cruel reminders of his expected station in life 

and continued to be harmed because of his skin color.  In 1864 in Syracuse, New York 

Garnet was beaten by a group of racist drunks and his cane was stolen.  Because Garnet 

was respected by the black community, the cane was replaced, in fact, over forty dollars 

was collected in nearby churches to replace his cane.29  This event, again, publicized 

cruel treatment and exposed the fear that free blacks had to live with on a daily basis.  It 

reminded Garnet to stay the course toward abolition and equal rights. 

Garnet’s eloquence and support for the Union earned him an invitation to speak to 

the House of Representatives after the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment.  Garnet, 
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chosen ahead of Douglass and Garrison, was the first black person to be asked to speak in 

the halls of Congress.  Garnet pled: 

[I]n every respect, the black man is “equal before the law” to the white 
man in this land.  “We ask for no favor, but we plead for justice.”  
Honorable Senators and Representatives!  Illustrious rulers of a great 
nation, speedily finish the work which the Almighty has given you to do: 
Emancipate, Enfranchise, Educate, and give the blessings of the gospel to 
every American citizen.30 

 
Garnet encouraged the House of Representatives to continue with their efforts for African 

Americans.  He saw civil rights as a humanitarian effort and a Christian duty.   

 The victory of the Union was bittersweet and clouded by the assassination of 

President Lincoln.  Garnet was devastated.  Originally, he did not support Lincoln but his 

people were freed under Lincoln’s leadership and Garnet felt deeply indebted to him.  

Garnet started making plans to build a monument for Lincoln that was exclusively from 

the black community.  However, Garnet’s leadership ended after he received harsh 

criticism for accepting money from white men to fun its construction.31  

The end of the war and freedom for over three million slaves created new needs 

for African American civil rights leaders.  While working at the Fifteenth Street Church 

in Washington D.C., Garnet continued to create schools for blacks and aid in the 

education and promotion of his people.  In 1868, Garnet was appointed President of 

Avery College.  This institution was an all-black school which believed that it was best 

for black students to be taught by black teachers.  This position was endorsed by Garnet.  

He believed that this system would preserve culture and give much-needed job positions 

to black teachers.  After two years as President, Garnet decided to leave Avery College 

and return once again to the Shiloh Presbyterian Church. 
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Just as things were looking good for Garnet, his wife Julia became seriously ill. 

On March 18, 1871 she died from pneumonia.  The Christian Recorder remembered Julia 

as a supportive wife and opined: “She literally wore herself out in the service of the God 

and her people.”32  With her gone, Garnet reentered the public sphere.  He publicly 

opposed Douglass because he supported the annexation of Santo Domingo and Haiti.  

These were independent black nations that lived with the values and freedoms Garnet had 

long idealized.  Extending white oppression to more black states, Garnet believed, was 

perpetuating the problem.  

International slavery also remained on Henry Highland Garnet’s agenda.  He 

began working as Secretary for the Cuban Anti-Slavery Society.  This position gave him 

the opportunity to speak in Cuba and to support their fight for independence.  There, he 

proclaimed: “Slavery shall be blotted out from every island in the Western Sea.  The 

shores of our republic shall not be washed by waves made bloody with Cuban slavery.”33  

Garnet continued to advocate for Cuban independence, but the United States government 

was unwilling to get involved in resisting international slavery. 

In March of 1874, America lost another patriot and freedom-fighter, Senator 

Charles Sumner.  In Garnet’s eulogy of Sumner, he pronounced: “Mr. Sumner was 

entitled to the gratitude of the colored people not only for his efforts on behalf of the 

emancipation and enfranchisement, but also for his influence on the civil rights bill.”  

Although it was tragic to lose such a dedicated civil rights leader, Garnet insisted, “the 

light of freedom remains.”34  Garnet praised Sumner further: “The cause of universal 

liberty and civil rights had no truer friend since the foundation of this government.”3  
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Garnet appreciated the sacrifice that both white and black men had made for the cause of 

freedom and liberty. 

Two years after Sumner’s death, Garnet was asked to speak along with Douglass 

at the Republican National Convention in Cincinnati, Ohio.  Characteristic of Garnet, he 

did not shy away from controversy.  He accepted the invitation and reminded the 

delegates: “You may talk about your banks, or your silver and your gold, but don’t forget 

the suffering freedmen.”36  Garnet returned from the convention and promptly withdrew 

from public life.  His asthma was becoming more severe, he was discouraged with the 

lack of recognition he received from the black community, and he feared that legislators 

were losing interest in civil rights.  

In 1979, Garnet married Sarah Thomson, who was the principal of the African 

Free School and a women’s rights advocate.  However, the marriage only lasted one year.  

Together, they spoke against the closing of black schools.  By eliminating segregation, 

many black teachers were losing their jobs.  It was impossible for a black teacher to be 

hired in order to teach white children.  Garnet believed that the condition of his race 

would be improved when they acquired wealth and teaching was a stable job for an 

African American, thus Garnet wanted some schools to remain segregated.  Sarah and 

Henry Highland Garnet were successful in keeping one open. 

In 1881, Garnet received another honor no person of color had ever received.  

President James A. Garfield appointed him as United States Minister Counsel General to 

Liberia.  Garfield felt that this act would perpetuate a favorable image among minority 

voters.  This position would give Garnet the opportunity to see something he had been 

waiting his whole life to see—Africa.  He arrived in Liberia in the fall of 1882, but his 
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health was deteriorating.  On December 12, 1882, just two months after arriving in 

Africa, Henry Highland Garnet passed away and was buried in Liberia.  Crummell, in his 

eulogy of Garnet, reflected on the man he loved and respected: “Like a cedar of Lebanon 

[Garnet] was, in both his inner and his outer nature, a grand and majestic being; and his 

death, like the fall of a mighty monarch of the forest, is one of the saddest afflictions 

which has recently fallen on our race.”  His memory lives on. Garnet proved to be an able 

rhetorician.  He wrote and spoke on a plethora of imperative issues concerning nineteenth 

century African Americans.  He rose from slavery to become a great independent thinker, 

civil rights leader, and a passionate orator.  And it was as an orator that Garnet made the 

most crucial impact on African American history.
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CHAPTER THREE 

 
Henry Highland Garnet, Abolition, and the Rhetoric of Agitation 

 
 
“[I]t is your solemn and imperative duty to use every means, both moral, intellectual, and 
physical, that promises success.”1 

-Henry Highland Garnet, “Address to the Slaves” 
 

 It is essential that we understand Henry Highland Garnet’s rhetoric on abolition 

because, as Bormann notes, “[t]he rhetoric of a reform movement like abolition…is 

profoundly woven into the accumulating cultural patterns of the United States.”2  A 

number of interconnected beliefs, attitudes, and philosophies are reflected in Garnet’s 

language and arguments pertaining to abolition.  The rhetoric of Henry Highland Garnet 

is captivating and provides crucial elements and insights into the complex abolition 

movement.  Garnet agitated his audience and focused on morality, resistance, economic 

necessity, and political action in his rhetoric of abolition. 

Bowers and Ochs define agitation as when individuals “outside the normal 

decision-making establishment advocate significant social change and encounter a degree 

of resistance within the establishment such as to require more than the normal discursive 

means of persuasion”3  Garnet was, without a doubt, one who practiced the rhetoric of 

agitation.  Never shying away from controversy, his rhetoric was active, prophetic, and 

militant.  Not only did he receive resistance from anti-abolitionists, he also generated 

criticism within the abolitionist group with which he belonged.  By doing so, Garnet 

influenced the entire movement. 
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 In the early 1840s, abolitionists were beginning to divide over disagreements on 

policy.  William Lloyd Garrison, who was leader for the American Anti-Slavery Society, 

was a popular spokesman for the abolition movement.  However, Garrison did not 

believe in taking his position to the polls.  He refused to vote in a country that allowed 

slavery.  In addition, he wanted to include equal rights for women in the abolitionist 

movement.  These, among other crucial discrepancies, caused division with the abolition 

movement.  Henry Highland Garnet and other discontented abolitionists separated 

themselves in 1840 and created the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society.  

 Garnet saw himself as a romanticized hero fighting against “the grim and 

ironjawed monster, Slavery.”4  He often depicted himself as a victim and a sacrificial 

figure for his people.  He knew, “It was no small matter to be an abolitionist in America; 

they were in danger, in some parts, of going to bed at night, and ‘getting up in the 

morning with their heads off’—just as likely as not.”  He took pride, however, in this 

position. Garnet’s poem, “All the Things I Love,” contended: 

I love to welcome toil and pain, 
Earth's cruel frowns, and bitter bread, 
That not a man may wear a chain, 
When I am dead.5 

 
He “welcomed” the ridicule and criticism he received for his beliefs because he truly 

believed he was doing what was best for his people.  Because Garnet was fully convinced 

that slavery was evil, he felt justified in combating slavery “by any means necessary.”  

Garnet endorsed moral argumentation, advocated violent resistance, encouraged 

economic compulsion, and applied political activism in order to oppose slavery.  
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Moral Imperative: Slavery as Sin 

Garnet often used pathos in order to fill his “audience with horror” and draw 

“from them the deepest sympathy.”6  As early as 1840, Garnet spoke to the State 

Convention of Colored Citizens.  In a profound oration, he condemned the state of New 

York for “oppression, of a severe and unmitigated character.”7  Understanding the need 

for unity and action, Garnet charged, “The man who is willing that we should remain in 

the sad and unfortunate circumstances in which we now are, is unworthy [of] the exalted 

privileges of a freeman.”  He believed, “It is the nature of man, and his destiny, to be ever 

progressive.”8  Garnet felt that apathetic inaction among black Americans was 

detrimental to the abolition movement. He held whites and blacks equally accountable.  

Now was the time for a fight against injustice and oppression.  His emotional appeals and 

persistence inspired many to become more involved, more demanding, and more active in 

their efforts to fight slavery.  

His anti-slavery philosophical beliefs relied on his intrinsic notions of political 

morality.  Advancement was inevitable—“We cannot escape it. Society is alive about us. 

It is pressing onward toward higher excellence, laying new plans for increased social 

happiness…and more general enjoyment of civil and political rights and prerogatives.”9  

Believing progress was a possibility, there is a sense of immediacy in Garnet’s words.  

He was frustrated with turgid movement and, as a rhetor, was beginning to invoke 

passion and urgency in his audience.  

He believed slavery as “the highest crime against God and man”10 and, therefore, 

it was a moral imperative to destroy the institution of slavery in its entirety.  Others 

should also see slavery for what it was, stripping a man of his worth and dignity.  Harshly 
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criticizing the fear and concession of African American abolitionists, Garnet rhetorically 

questioned the audience: “Are you willing to remain quietly and inactively, political 

slaves?  Are you willing to leave your children no better inheritance than to be among the 

disenfranchised—the politically oppressed?”11  Garnet was already taking an aggressive 

and confrontational approach to motivate and mobilize his people. 

Garnet argued against slavery by appealing to the dignity of man.  “He may be 

unfortunate, weak, helpless, and despised, and hated, nevertheless he is a man….God 

made him such, and his brother cannot unmake him. Woe, woe to him who attempts to 

commit the accursed crime.”13  By stressing manhood, Garnet rebuked nineteenth century 

attitudes that purported the inferiority of the African race. 

Garnet was disgusted with slavery because it destroyed the sanctity of the family 

unit.  In his “The Wrongs of Africa” discourse Garnet argued, “Our sisters, daughters, 

and wives have been driven into prostitution and concubinage, and their unhappy 

offspring have been sold by their unhappy fathers.”14  On another occasion, Garnet 

depicted slaveholders as destroyers of the family unit as well: “To them the marriage 

institution is but a name, for their despoilers break down the hymeneal altar and scatter its 

sacred ashes on the winds.”15  The harsh conditions that the institution of slavery placed 

on the family were inherently non-Christian, immoral, and destructive.  By emphasizing 

this reality, Garnet was characterizing the slave-owner as anti-family.  These were family 

values arguments in 1845.  

Garnet frequently depicted slavery as evil.  He defined slavery as “the highly 

concentrated essence of all conceivable wickedness.  Theft, robbery, pollution, unbridled 

passion, incest, cruelty, cold-blooded murder, blasphemy, and defiance of the laws of 
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God…It feeds and pampers its hateful handmaid, prejudice.”16  Obviously, Garnet 

believed in moral persuasion.  Although he criticized words without action, he used 

words in order frame slavery in terms of sin.  Garnet not only criticized those who 

supported slavery, he also criticized those who were apathetic and inactive in response to 

it.  

Connecting the abolitionist movement with prominent American ideals, Garnet 

often spoke of the founding fathers and their documents as supportive of the abolitionist 

cause.  He reflected, “It is with pride that I remember, that in the earliest attempts to 

establish democracy in this hemisphere, colored men stood by the side of your fathers, 

and shared with them the toils of the revolution.”17  He continued, “They have gone to 

their rest, many of them with their brows all marked with wounds received in fighting the 

battles of liberty, while their backs were furrowed by the cruel scourge.”18  Garnet was 

establishing two things with these words.  First, he was reminding the audience that black 

soldiers helped win American independence and should, in justice, be entitled to the 

liberties that were a result from this war.  Second, Garnet was speaking in revolutionary 

terms, a theme he would expand later in his rhetorical discourse.  

Some abolitionists demonstrated unfettered hate for the Declaration of 

Independence and the Constitution because they allowed for slavery.  Others, like Garnet, 

claimed these documents as their own.  Garnet found “no fault” with “the principles laid 

down in the Declaration of Independence.”19  He elaborated, he “would not question the 

sincerity of purpose, and devotion of freedom, which seemed to wield the swords of most 

of the fathers of the revolution.”20  Jacqueline Bacon clearly defines this rhetorical 

technique.  The abolitionists were “assuming their rights as given” by the founding 
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fathers and were “chastising Americans for violating them.”  Moreover, it allowed 

“African-American men to create emphatic, harshly critical arguments, marshalling the 

dominant culture's texts and myths to condemn them in both overt and subtle ways and to 

imply radical action—even violent means—to end slavery.”21  Patriotism did not hinder 

their cause—it helped it.  In order to support his cause as an extension of the already 

developed American ideology, Garnet applied the social and political norms and values 

of the current culture to facilitate his goals and purposes.   

Perhaps Garnet’s passion came from his empathy and Christian beliefs.  “There 

is,” Garnet asserted, “a higher sort of freedom, which no mortal can touch.  That freedom, 

thanks be unto the Most High, is mine.  Yet I am not, nay, cannot be entirely free.  I feel 

for my brethren as a man—I am bound with them as a brother.”22  Once Garnet made an 

intrinsic connection with his enslaved people, he could not find their current condition 

acceptable.  This relationship heightened the exigent nature of his rhetoric.  By framing 

abolition in terms of eternity, Garnet maintained absolutes and spoke in extremes while 

justifying those extremes with visuals of an afterlife and Christian protection. 

Garnet brought forth specific complaints about the political and social culture in 

religious terms: 

We complain that this connection with sin hinders the growth of pure and 
undefiled religion and exposes the church to ridicule of infidels. We 
complain that those who sit in Moses’ seat do not rebuke this sin in the 
spirit of Jesus Christ—but rather cry Peace, peace, where there is no 
peace. We complain that the course of a large portion of the church 
furnishes the State with an excuse for the wrongs which it inflicts upon us.  
We complain that we are subjected to all these misfortunes and 
oppressions, without any crime whatever. Yes, we are hated without a 
cause! In the name of humanity—for the sake of justice—in view of an 
approaching judgment—and in the name of an eternal God we demand 
redress for these wrongs.23 
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In a deeply Christian environment, Garnet shaped his arguments to demand equal rights 

by illustrating the harm oppression caused on the Christian faith.  By doing so, he 

exposed the hypocrisy of the church.  As a preacher, Garnet used religion often to support 

his claims and justify his positions.  

 Although Garnet was a preacher and identified with the Christian faith, he 

criticized the church because “the clergy of the power-holding body [were] generally 

against [him],”24 an unfortunate circumstance because the church was an extremely 

influential entity during this time.  In order to gain political and social equality, black 

men needed to seek support from the church.  He advised, “We need that influence that 

can nerve the arm—that can move the universe.”25  The black abolitionists, according to 

Garnet, were defenders of truth, protectors of human rights, and uncorrupted by society’s 

pressure to submit and remain silent.  Wanting to be successful in his pursuits, Garnet 

was forced to seek help from all possible outlets—including the church.  

Arthur L. Smith identified Garnet’s moral language well: “A crucial moral issue 

has been inserted into the political and social predicament of the religiously motivated 

slave.”26  In a sense, Garnet individualized slavery.  He spoke, not in terms of it being an 

institution, but in terms of manhood, moral imperative and individual choice.  By doing 

so, Garnet was progressing “moral suasion” toward a “moral activism.”  Resistance, then, 

is merely a reaction against the immorality of the institution.  

 
“Strike for your Lives”: Violent Resistance and Black Militancy 

Garnet is well known for his “Address to the Slaves,” which was delivered to the 

National Black Convention in Buffalo, New York.  The audience, which consisted of 

entirely black abolitionists, sympathized with his ends, but not necessarily his means.  
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This speech was delivered to the convention of fifty-eight delegates in the hope “that it 

would be published and circulated among the slaves.”27  Kenneth Eugene Mann believes 

this speech was delivered in order to 1) “have the free Negroes realize their futility in 

holding annual conventions which seemed to be of little benefit in bringing about the 

abolition of slavery,”28 2) “to spread the philosophy of ‘militant crusading’ among the 

free elite,”29 and 3) “to present a message of hope to the Slaves in America—one that 

would also have the ratification of the Negro leaders.”30  Quite simply, this speech was 

meant to agitate the slaves, the abolitionists, and the American public. 

Garnet wrote his speech as if the slaves were his primary audience. In this speech, 

he declared: 

Brethren, arise, arise! Strike for your lives and liberties.  Now is the day 
and the hour.  Let every slave throughout the land do this, and the days of 
slavery are numbered.  You cannot be more oppressed than you have 
been—you cannot suffer greater cruelties than you have already.  Rather 
die freemen that live to be slaves.  Remember that you are in the four 
millions!31 

 
This emphatic plea caused his audience to become “spellbound.”32  The radical rhetoric 

demanded immediate debate and attention.  Clearly, Garnet believed if moral persuasion 

was not effective, than slaves were justified to use violence. 

Arthur L. Smith describes Garnet’s address clearly: “He lashed the free blacks as 

he whipped up the emotions of the enslaved, both because of their inaction in the face of 

oppression.”33  Speaking to the slaves, Garnet described the abolitionists as inactive and 

ineffective: “We have been contented in sitting still and mourning over your sorrows, 

earnestly hoping that before this day your sacred liberties would have been restored.  But, 

we have hoped in vain.  Years have rolled on, and tens of thousands have been borne on 

streams of blood and tears.”34  Often, agitation is a consequence of frustration with the 
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status quo.  Garnet was not only encouraging the slaves to resist, but he was also 

advocating more “resistance” and “agitation” from abolitionists. 

 One reason why this speech was so effective was the growing number of slaves.  

Their strength in number made the possibility of a mass slave revolt highly probable.  

This pushed abolitionists and slave-owners to make important judgments on slavery 

policies.  In fact, Robert H. Abzug identifies that “Garrison’s fear of slave violence and 

eventual race war was one important catalyst in his change from gradualism to 

immediatism.”35  The fear of slave revolts was already playing a role in persuasion before 

Garnet propagated it to a large audience.  Certainly, Garnet was able to eloquently 

transform this fear into a productive polarizing force.  Although this speech failed in 

gaining approval by one vote, Garnet succeeded in perpetuating the power of the black 

race, in numbers and in strength.  Without a doubt, the audience of this address 

understood that more direct and influential action should be taken in the abolition 

movement. 

Garnet claimed, “All that man dares do, I would do.”36  His agitative rhetoric was 

more rhetorical than pragmatic.  Although Garnet never deviated from his philosophy of 

violent resistance he never completely fulfilled his philosophy with action.  He did, 

however, emphatically defend those who did.  He once commented on one group’s failed 

attempt to escape slavery: 

The attempted exodus of these poor brethren was unfortunate. They ought 
to have been better prepared. One good cannon, well managed, would 
have crippled a dozen steamers. If white men were to undertake to 
runaway from human blood-hounds, they see to it, that the Telegraph 
wires were cut the distance of every ten miles in the direction of their 
flight. More than this they would do; they would pull up the rails of the 
rail-roads, and stop the speed of the iron horses. Do you think…it would 
be an unpardonable sin for slaves to do the same?”3 
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By applying current events to defend and explain his position, Garnet forced others to 

make judgments within the context of individual examples.  Even his language defending 

a group of escaped slaves is confrontational.  Garnet saw blacks as equal to whites and 

was able to imagine what white men would do if the situation were reversed. 

Although Garnet was prepared to fight for freedom, he did not prefer violence.  

He reflected, “I cannot harbor the thought for a moment that their deliverance will be 

brought by violence.  No; our country will not be so deaf to the cries of the oppressed; so 

regardless of the commands of God and her highest interests.  No, the time for a last stern 

struggle has not yet come (may it never be necessary.)”38  Perhaps Garnet was in conflict 

about what direction to take next.  He adamantly supported resistance, but wished that 

those extremes would not be necessary.  

Unlike Garnet, some abolitionists were happy with their progress. In 1843, John 

Scoble, a British abolitionist, proclaimed: “we have reason to congratulate ourselves and 

the friends of human freedom throughout the world on the advance which it has made.”  

He believed, “that if we steadily pursue our course, in the use of appropriate means…we 

shall achieve the noble end we have in view.”39  Legislation prohibiting slavery was 

extended to British India and some British settlements including Malacca, Singapore, 

Penang, and Province Wellesley.  It is natural that Garnet dissented from this British 

mentality because this “progress” was so distant from his own experience.  A “steady 

course” and “gradualism” seemed unlikely to free three million enslaved Americans.   

Garnet was growing frustrated with the lack of progress and apathy among 

abolitionists.  He encouraged abolitionists, “Great hearts are now needed. Think not of 

discouragement, talk not of defeat.  In the cause of holy freedom we should know of no 
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discouragement—we should not stop to calculate upon defeat.”40  Garnet was conveying 

an imperative that the time to act was now.  Words were not working. 

Immediately following the “Address to the Slaves,” Douglass criticized Garnet’s 

radicalism and proclaimed: “[I want] emancipation in a better way.”41  Garnet criticized 

Douglass for not supporting his speech.  He argued, “he thinks it God’s service to use a 

man’s arm for the defence of his own rights, and yet he tells you to bow down to the 

unreasonable and unnatural dogmas of non-resistance.”42  Garnet believed that resistance 

was a natural response to tyranny.  Ironically, a perfect example of slave resistance came 

from Douglass himself.  In his Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, he described 

fighting against the notorious “slave-breaker” Covey. 43  If anyone was able to 

sympathize with Garnet’s speech, it should have been Douglass.  

However, Douglass believed that supporting violent resistance would hinder the 

abolition movement as a whole.  Garnet disagreed and he “advised the slaves to go to 

their masters and tell them they wanted their liberty, and had come to ask for it; and if the 

master refused it, to tell them, then they shall take it, let the consequences be what it 

may.”43  Bernard R. Boxill clarifies that in order to understand slave resistance, one must 

understand that “Power is not simply a demonstrated willingness to stand up for the 

principles of morality.  It is also a capacity to arouse the fear of others.”44  Garnet wanted 

to channel fear into a progressive force in the abolition movement.  

After Douglass rebuked Garnet for supporting violent resistance, Garnet 

responded with confrontational language: 
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I believe with all my heart in such [violent] means—and I believe that 
political power ought to be used for that end, and that when rightly used, it 
is strictly moral. I also believe that the slave has a moral right to use his 
physical power to obtain his liberty—my motto is, give me liberty, or give 
me death. Dare you, Frederick Douglass, say otherwise? Speak plainly—I 
am ‘calling you out.’45 

 
Because Garnet used moral arguments against slavery, he developed resistance as a 

rational extension of morality.  Interestingly, Garnet was actually turning morality, 

Douglass’ main issue, into a defense of violent resistance.  This was a logical transition 

when slave resistance was defined as self-defense.  Denying a slave this God-given 

liberties, according to Garnet, made Douglass the immoral of the two. 

Some might label Garnet’s speech as an attempt to motivate listeners without 

actually intending for his words to reach the slave population.  The facts prove otherwise.  

First, Garnet desired to have it published by the convention.  He debated and defended 

his speech for years after it was delivered.  Second, Garnet praised heroes who 

implemented his ideas such as Cinque, the slave who led a rebellion on the Amistad, and 

John Brown.46  Third, Garnet was born a slave.  This was a man who risked his life to 

escape from slavery.  This was a man who fired a shotgun to defend himself against an 

angry mob.47  This was a man who walked down streets with a knife in his hand 

threatening slave catchers.48  This man called the slaves to revolt—and he meant it.  

  Some of Garnet’s patrons were uncomfortable with his “Call to Rebellion.”  The 

American H.M. Society did not want to support Garnet after controversially politicizing 

the pulpit. Garnet defended himself:  

It is true that I am an abolitionist, and when I speak of politicts I 
recommend all to strengthen the Slave power.  I have lifted up my feeble 
voice for my oppressed brethren—and what more or less could I do?  My 
own kindred are this moment in Slavery—and I must speak for them—and 
do all that I can to break off their chains.  This is all my crime.”49 
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He continued, “While I live I will raise my voice for Liberty.  I am sorry I have done so 

little.  If I had a thousand lives I would spend them all for my bleeding people—for God 

tells me to remember them…I have done nothing more than I would desire that others 

should do for me in like circumstances.”50  Garnet did not apologize for following his 

convictions. If anything, criticism fueled Garnet to become even more radical.  

Although violent resistance was not immediately supported by Garnet’s audience, 

there was a growing acceptance of radical beliefs among black abolitionists and Garnet 

acted as a spokesman for supporters of violent resistance.  Garnet’s ideas became more 

widely accepted as a moral philosophy.50  While a slave revolt did not seem the most 

logical way to fight for freedom and would, undoubtedly, alienate white abolitionist 

support, it would force dialogue and decisions about slavery.  Moreover, politicians 

would no longer be able to dance around the issue.  The public was forced to take a 

position and make judgments about the ethical implications and necessity of violent 

resistance.  

Garnet’s rhetoric was characteristic of how McEdwards defines agitative 

rhetoricians: “With extreme action as their goal, they have found they succeed only when 

using language that is also extreme.”51  And certainly Garnet was extreme when he 

declared: “every tear the slave sheds now, will be avenged hereafter.”52  Garnet used this 

extreme language to rectify slavery in the Civil War: He proclaimed, “We want action 

now, and we must act or die.”53  Action or death, this choice was Garnet’s simplification 

of how to respond to slavery.  

Garnet’s speech did not pass, but it did alter the development of abolitionist 

debate by publicly endorsing ideas expressed by David Walker fourteen years earlier.  In 



46 

 

fact, the attention and debate given to Garnet signified “Changing black attitudes toward 

slave violence,” according to Ripley, “reflected the growing breach between black and 

white abolitionism.”54  Years before, Garnet’s speech would have been criticized and 

rebuked.  But in 1843, Garnet’s speech received applause and the audience seriously 

considered approving his proposals.  Radical abolitionists had to recognize that their 

actions might alienate more moderate allies and hinder further progress.  Yet, if they 

compromised too much, the purity and moral force of their arguments would be 

damaged.  

Regardless of immediate decisions made after the 1843 convention, the audience 

left with a new understanding of abolition progress.  The endorsement of slave revolts 

was supported by almost half of the convention.  If the abolition movement was 

progressing, it might deter the slaves from aggressive action.  Therefore, a more steadfast 

and progressive approach to abolition would have prevented and did prevent the slave 

revolts from occurring.  Garnet made it clear that potential slave revolts were not his 

responsibility, but the institution of slavery would be responsible for forcing slaves to 

take such extreme measures.  

Garnet’s radical rhetoric separated him from moderate and mainstream 

abolitionists.  The divisions over questions of policy and ideology were heavily 

publicized and highly divisive.  Bormann clearly illustrates this type of rhetoric: “By 

taking an extreme stand, expressing its goal in unequivocal language, and making its 

doctrine clear by frequent reiteration the spokesman increases the level of commitment to 

the movement even though they may pay the price of restricting the movement to a 

relatively small group of highly dedicated people.”55  Extreme positions polarized the 
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movement and required contemporaries to make judgments, take action, and chose a 

binary position.  

 
Economic Strategies for Abolition 

As cynical as he was, Garnet adamantly believed that money could bring power to 

African Americans.  Later on, men like W.E.B. Du Bois would expand this viewpoint.  

Economic power influenced America’s educational system, churches, and social and 

political life.  Garnet focused much of his rhetoric on improving financial conditions as a 

means to gain equal rights.  Economic protest, according to Garnet, would strengthen the 

abolitionist movement. 

After the passing of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, Garnet spent an entire year 

touring Europe in order to gain support for an embargo against slave grown products.  He 

believed that the Free Labor Movement was “one of the most important instrumentalities 

for the overthrow of negro slavery.”56  In Europe, Garnet found that “Every body sneers 

at [America’s] pretensions to liberty, as they are set off against her practices.”57  In fact, 

“they are astonished and grieved to see the country expose its shame and hypocrisy to 

mankind.”58  England was a country “where human beings are not chased and hunted like 

brutes, and heartbroken fathers do not have to buy their wives and children to save them 

from slavery and pollution.”59  Garnet charged that “every pound of cotton that came 

from America, was fanned by the sighs, wet with the tears, and stained with the blood of 

slaves.”60  Thus, he encouraged Europeans to react against American hypocrisy by 

refusing to purchase the products created by it. 

Garnet believed “the purchasing and the consumption of slave grown 

products…is the main pillar of slavery.”  Understanding that the southern economy 
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depended on slavery, Garnet wanted to “strike a death blow” at the foundational motive 

behind slavery—money.  He reasoned, “a rise of a single cent a lb. in cotton would cause 

a rise in the price of slaves in the market of 100 dollars a-head.”61  Once slavery did not 

benefit the slaveholders, it would open the platform for moral debates and possibly lead 

to emancipation. 

Interestingly, Garnet even supported raising money to purchase slaves and set 

them free, believing “that if every man and woman would tax himself, and herself one 

dollar per year for the purpose of buying slaves and setting them at liberty, it would at 

least liberate the slaves in three States of the Union, every year.”62  Although such action 

would place money into the hands of slave-owners, Garnet was willing to pay his 

enemies in order to achieve his ultimate goal. 

 
Petitions, Polls, Parties, and Political Power 

Not only did Garnet fight slavery economically, he challenged slavery politically 

as well.  Believing that black Americans should act as political equals, Garnet supported 

petitioning and polling and supported the Liberty Party, all of which were controversial 

policies.  When Douglass later reflected on his disagreements with Garnet and his 

supporters, he said: “We were opposed to carrying the anti-slavery cause to the ballot 

box. They believed in carrying it there.  They looked at slavery as a creature of the law; 

we regarded it as a creature of public opinion.”63  Political activism was not popular 

among some abolitionists, but Garnet believed it was imperative to the movement. 

Interestingly, Garnet believed that political activism not only was capable of 

changing the law, but was also capable of changing public opinion.  He challenged black 

abolitionists: “Could we then consent to give power to the arm that whirled the lash, and 
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help to drive the iron into the soul of the poor bondsman?”64  Garnet criticized political 

compromise: 

Will slave holders and their supporters ever respect you until you respect 
yourselves? Is it respectful to yourselves to be found giving your political 
support to men who despise, and buy, and sell you? Will they not always 
despise you, while you continue to fawn around them, and while you 
continue to kiss the feet that kick you without mercy?65  

 
Such response created rhetorical tensions and stimulated answers and apologia from 

those questioned.  

Garnet supported the Liberty Party, whose platform demanded immediate 

emancipation, equal rights for black citizens, and rejected the right to vote for 

slaveholders.  Garnet averred: 

It is argued that we are “pursuing the wrong course,” in carrying our 
principles out at the polls, but sir, for one, I have no fears on that point; let 
time, that is called “the touchstone of character to man,” show to future 
generations the course we pursued in 1842; they will award us consistency 
in our conduct, honesty of purpose, and entire devotedness to the cause of 
holy and impartial freedom.66  

 
Time did, indeed, show that the abolitionist movement greatly benefited from  
 
political action. 
 
 Garnet’s support for the Liberty Party was radical in comparison to other black 

abolitionist philosophies of “gradualism” or “moral suasion.”  He was attracted to the 

party’s uncompromising position and demand of immediate emancipation for all slaves.   

Although the party fought for black rights, many felt threatened by its presence and 

criticized Garnet for his participation with it.  One prominent abolitionist, James McCune 

Smith believed the Liberty Party was “trying to ride into office over the broken hearts of 

the bleeding slave.”67  But Garnet’s support for this party was consistent with his 

convictions.  It would have been confusing and disjointed for Garnet to either not support 
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a party or to support a party that did not endorse his same “no compromise” approach to 

slavery.  

The Liberty Party was as controversial as Garnet.  On one occasion, Garnet was 

described as “speaking, not on the merits of the question, but was making a liberty party 

harangue, and endeavoring to show it the duty of all colored men to vote with that 

party.”68  This criticism continued, “He forgot to remember, or didn’t know, that other 

men had consciences, and minds of their own, and that he, and his partisans had no 

authority to trample on the rights of those others.”69  It was evident that some did not 

agree with Garnet and his support for the Liberty Party.  However, Garnet maintained his 

support, only endorsing select northern Republicans later in life.  

Gerrit Smith, an equal rights advocate and friend of Garnet, financially supported 

Garnet throughout his lifetime.  In 1858, Smith decided to enter the gubernatorial election 

of New York under the Radical Abolitionist Party.  By this time, Garnet had already 

expressed support for the Republican Party.  However, Garnet gave Smith his public 

endorsement at the Colored Man’s National Suffrage Convention in Troy.  Garnet 

believed that, “For the sake of truth, Law, and justice,” Gerrit Smith “must redeem the 

honour of [the black] people from the base, and wicked committal of this miserable 

Convention”70  Regardless of Garnet’s support, Smith lost, and Garnet became critical of 

the entire political system.  Later, he vented to Smith: “I could not have thought that 

[colored men] would [be] so blind to their best interests, and so [recreant] to the cause of 

Liberty.”71  Although political action sometimes failed, Garnet maintained that action 

was better than doing nothing. 
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Even with the Republican Party being more likely to win, it is strange that the 

Liberty Party did not receive more support from the black people.  In fact, Garnet was the 

first recorded black man to support the party that was fighting the hardest for their 

individual freedoms.  Among the abolitionists, there was a fear of dissenting from the 

well-established abolitionist leaders like Garrison and Douglass.  Garnet, at age 25, was 

not.  He was outspoken and independent and was, certainly, one of the most fascinating 

men of the nineteenth century. 

Politically, Garnet spoke of international matters as well.  One particular concern 

was the condition and improvement of the West Indies emancipated slaves.  Americans 

were looking at their status as an example of the capabilities of the black race.  In 1854, 

Garnet stated, “it is becoming more and more apparent, that the emancipated people, use 

their liberty with more moderation, and propriety, than their former masters, exercised 

government over them.  It is also a fact, which ought by no means be forgotten, that if the 

former slaveholders, are sinking, the emancipated are rising daily.”72  Garnet knew it was 

in the best interest of abolitionists to defend the abilities and actions of the black race. 

 
Conclusion 

One can look at all of Garnet’s sundry positions over time and award him as a 

visionary.  The opposition to slavery through moral persuasion, violent resistance, 

political action, and economic necessity all comprehensively created a cohesive plan of 

attack.  He understood the American psyche.  Garnet asserted, “Americans were a people 

who did things rapidly and earnestly…This was their habit right and wrong; and he 

should not be surprised to see the tide of public opinion set in so strong in the course of a 

few years, that slavery should be abolished instantaneously.”74  Just as Garnet understood 
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himself, he also understood his environment.  Perhaps, his insights were more accurate 

than any of his opponents.  

Although initially one might characterize Garnet as dark and pessimistic, he 

continued to hope that good would prevail.  But Christian beliefs and endurance 

encouraged abolitionists that “standing on the rock of principle, no weapon of the enemy 

can prevail against” them.75   He continued, “Nothing now could impede the progress of 

abolition; it has advanced too far, and ‘Young Africa’ is in the field, and he may be seen 

here today emerging from the dim clouds that so long have involved him in darkness and 

gloom. In one hand he holds the charter of his rights, and with the other grasps the 

brightest stars in the constellation of liberty.”76  Garnet stood on his principles and 

maintained a consistent and prophetic rhetorical discourse.  

Garnet focused on a collective rhetorical corpus that perpetuated a message of 

immediacy, consistency, and morality.  Looking back on slavery, he noted, “By 

legislation, the sword, and blood the system was swept from the country.”77  However, 

Garnet’s rhetoric of agitation played a significant role.  Through “[s]olidification and 

polarization” it reinforced “members of the movement and [inducted] those who [were] 

sympathetic.”78  In many ways, he was far more advanced and prophetic than his 

contemporaries.  His rhetoric shaped the abolitionist movement to command what they 

deserved, to defend those that defended them, and to support every effort that would lead 

to their freedom.  Activism could bring the productive results that moral suasion failed to 

deliver.  

Garnet’s four pronged approach consistently upheld a coherent philosophy that 

valued human life.  None of his policies contradicted another.  Fighting slavery by all 
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means necessary can easily include persuasion, violent resistance, economic constraints, 

and political power.  Why buy slave-grown products if you do not support slavery? Deep 

hatred for slavery forced individuals to pledge political alliances that reinforced their 

convictions.  By commanding equality, Garnet was able to justify rhetorically all of his 

positions.  Because each argument extended and complemented the other, Garnet was 

able to be an extremely consistent and visionary abolitionist.   

When speaking to a diverse audience on a polarized and highly publicized issue, it 

benefits the rhetor to speak with multiple arguments.  However, these arguments must 

remain consistent with one another.  More often than not, a multifaceted argument on a 

polarized issue will, naturally, be extreme.  The arguments must be aggressive if using 

numerous outlets for opposition.  If one is to remain consistent, the rhetor will need to 

construct and reframe a position on simple terms.  This rhetorical phenomenon is clear 

through a study of Henry Highland Garnet and his rhetoric surrounding abolition. 



54 

 

Notes 
 

1Henry Highland Garnet, “An Address to the Slaves of the United States of 
America, Buffalo, N.Y., 1843,” in Earl Ofari Hutchison, 1972, 148. 
 

2Ernest G. Bormann, Forerunners of Black Power: The Rhetoric of Abolition 
(Englewoodcliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1971), 1. 
 

3John Waite Bowers and Donovan J. Ochs, The Rhetoric of Agitation and Control 
(Menlo Park, CA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1971), 4. 
 

4Henry H. Garnet, “A Call,” Emancipator, July 7, 1842. 
 

5Henry H. Garnet, “The Things I Love,” The North Star, April 28, 1848, 
Rochester, New York. 
 

6“Anti-Slavery Demonstration,” The North Star, December 7, 1849, Rochester, 
New York. 
 

7Henry Highland Garnet, “Speech Delivered at the State Convention of Colored 
Citizens,” Albany, New York, August 18, 1840. Published in the Minutes of the State 
Convention of Colored Citizens Held at Albany on the 18th, 19th, and 20th of August, 1840 
(New York: Piercy & Reed, 1840), 20. 
 

8“Speech Delivered at the State Convention of Colored Citizens,” Albany, New 
York, August 18, 1840. Published in the Minutes of the State Convention of Colored 
Citizens Held at Albany, 20. 
 

9“Speech Delivered at the State Convention of Colored Citizens,” Albany, New 
York, August 18, 1840. Published in the Minutes of the State Convention of Colored 
Citizens Held at Albany, 20. 
 

10“An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America.” Also called “Call to 
Rebellion.” Buffalo, New York. In “Selected Speeches and Writings of Henry Highland 
Garnet.” In Earl Ofari Hutchinson, “Let your motto be Resistance”: The Life and 
Thought of Henry Highland Garnet. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1972), 147. 
 

11“Speech Delivered at the State Convention of Colored Citizens,” Albany, New 
York, August 18, 1840. Published in the Minutes of the State Convention of Colored 
Citizens Held at Albany, 20-21. 
 

12Steve Estes, I Am a Man!: Race, Manhood, and the Civil Rights Movement 
(Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 3-4. 
 

13Henry Highland Garnet, “Discourse Delivered to the House of Representatives, 
Washington, D.C., 1865,”  In Earl Ofari Hutchinson, 1972, 191. 



55 

 

 
14Henry Highland Garnet, “The Wrongs of Africa,” Emancipator, August 6, 1845. 

 
15Henry Highland Garnet, “Past and Present Conditions,” In Earl Ofari 

Hutchinson, 169. 
 

16Henry Highland Garnet, “Discourse Delivered to the House of Representatives, 
Washington, D.C., 1865,”  In Earl Ofari Hutchinson , 1972, 193. 
 

17Henry Highland Garnet, “Speech Delivered at the Seventh Anniversary of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society,” In Earl Ofari Hutchison, Let your Motto be Resistance, 
129.  
 

18Henry Highland Garnet, “Speech Delivered at the Seventh Anniversary of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society,” In Earl Ofari Hutchison, Let your Motto be Resistance, 
129.  
 

19Henry Highland Garnet, “Speech Delivered at the Seventh Anniversary of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society,” In Earl Ofari Hutchison, Let your Motto be Resistance, 
128. 
 

20Henry Highland Garnet, “Speech Delivered at the Seventh Anniversary of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society,” In Earl Ofari Hutchison, Let your Motto be Resistance, 
128. 
 

21Jacqueline Bacon, “Do you Understand your Own Language? Revolutionary 
Topoi in the Rhetoric of African-American Abolitionists,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 28 
(1998), 56. 
 

22Henry Highland Garnet, “Speech Delivered at the Seventh Anniversary of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society,” In Earl Ofari Hutchison, Let your Motto be Resistance, 
134. 
 

23Henry Highland Garnet, The Wrongs of Africa,” Homer, NY, July 4, 1845 as 
printed in the Albany Patriot, August 13, 1845.  
 

24“Speech Delivered at the State Convention of Colored Citizens,” Albany, New 
York, August 18, 1840. Published in the Minutes of the State Convention of Colored 
Citizens Held at Albany, 22. 
 

25“Speech Delivered at the State Convention of Colored Citizens,” Albany, New 
York, August 18, 1840. Published in the Minutes of the State Convention of Colored 
Citizens Held at Albany, 22. 
 

26Arthur L. Smith, “Henry Highland Garnet: Black Revolutionary in Sheep’s 
Vestments,” Central States Speech Journal 21 (1970): 92. 



56 

 

 
27Kenneth Eugene Mann, “Nineteenth Century Black Militant: Henry Highland 

Garnet’s Address to the Slaves,” Southern Speech Journal 36 (1970): 12. 
 

28Mann, (1970): 14. 
 

29Mann, (1970): 15. 
 

30Mann, (1970): 15. 
 

31“An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America.” Also called “Call to 
Rebellion.”  Massachusetts. In “Selected Speeches and Writings of Henry Highland 
Garnet.” Earl Ofari Hutchinson, 1972, 152. 
 

32C. Peter Ripley, Ed., The Black Abolitionist Papers (Chapel Hill, NC: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1991), 3: 403. 
 

33Arthur L. Smith, 92. 
 

34“An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America.” Also called “Call to 
Rebellion.”  Massachusetts. In Earl Ofari Hutchison, 1972, 144. 
 

35Robert H. Abzug, “The Influence of Garrisonian Abolitionists’ Fears of Slave 
Violence on the Antislavery Argument, 1829-40,” The Journal of Negro History 55 
(1970): 16. 
 

36Henry Highland Garnet, “Speech Delivered at the Seventh Anniversary of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society,” In Earl Ofari Hutchison, 142. 
 

37Henry Highland Garnet to Frederick Douglass, “The Model Republic,” The 
North Star, April 28, 1848, Rochester, New York. 
 

38Henry Highland Garnet, “Speech Delivered at the Seventh Anniversary of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society,” In Earl Ofari Hutchison, Let your Motto be Resistance, 
143. 
 

39M. Scoble, “Report on the Progress of the Anti-Slavery Cause Since the Last 
Convention,” June 13, 1843, Proceedings of the General Anti-Slavery Convention, Called 
by the Committee of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, London, England, 
June 13-20, 1843 (Miami, FL: Mnemosyne Publishing, 1969), 18. 
 

40Henry Highland Garnet, “From the People’s Press: A Call.” Emancipator, July 
7, 1842. 
 

41Minutes of the National Convention of Colored Citizens: Held at Buffalo, on the 
15th, 16th, 17th, 18th, and 19th of August, 1843 (New York: Piercy and Reed, 1843): 13. 



57 

 

 
42“Extracts from Mr. Garnet’s Speech at the Auburn Celebration,” Impartial 

Citizen, August 8, 1849. 
 

43Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (Oxford: New 
York Oxford University Press, 1999), 58-87. 
 

43Minutes of the National Convention of Colored Citizens: Held at Buffalo, on the 
15th, 16th, 17th, 18th, and 19th of August, 1843 (New York: Piercy and Reed, 1843), 13. 
 

44Bernard R. Boxill, “The Fight with Covey,” in Lewis R. Gordon, ed., Existence 
in Black: An Anthology of Black Existential Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 1997), 
290. 
 

45Henry Highland Garnet, “’Calling Him Out,’ and He Comes,” The North Star, 
September 7, 1849. Original emphasis was removed. 
 

46Weekly Anglo-African, December 9, 1859. As cited in Martin B. Pasternak, 
Rise Now and Fly to Arms: The Life of Henry Highland Garnet, 95. 
 

47Alexander Crummell, The Eulogy of Henry Highland Garnet, D.D., 13. 
 

48Smith, Memorial Discourse, 28. 
 

49Henry Highland Garnet, “Letter to Rev. C. Hall.,” in C. Peter Ripley, Ed., The 
Black Abolitionist Papers  (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1991), 
3:426. 
 

50Henry Highland Garnet, “Letter to Rev. C. Hall.,” in C. Peter Ripley, Ed., The 
Black Abolitionist Papers , 3:426. 
 

50Howard H. Bell, “National Negro Conventions of the Middle 1840’s: Moral 
Suasion vs. Political Action,” Journal of Negro History 42 (1957): 247. 
 

51Mary G. McEdwards, “Agitative Rhetoric: Its Nature and Effect,” Western 
Speech 32 (1968): 37. 
 

52“The Anniversary of the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society,” Anti-
Slavery Reporter, July, 1, 1847. 
 

53Henry Highland Garnet, “The National Convention—A Reply to the Rev. R.H. 
Cain,” The Christian Recorder, July 30, 1864. 
 

54C. Peter Ripley, Ed.  The Black Abolitionist Papers, vol. 3. (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1991), 403. 
 



58 

 

55Ernest G. Bormann, Forerunners of Black Power: The Rhetoric of Abolition 
(Englewoodcliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1971): 32. 
 

56“Henry Highland Garnet to Samuel Ringgold Ward,” September 4, 1850, in 
Ripley, The Abolitionist Papers,1:225. 
 

57“Henry Highland Garnet to Samuel Rhoads,” December 5, 1850, in Ripley, The 
Abolitionist Papers, 1:232. 
 

58“Henry Highland Garnet to Samuel Rhoads,” 1:232. 
 

59“Henry Highland Garnet to Charles B. Ray,” October 16, 1852, in Ripley, The 
Abolitionist Papers, 1:329. 
 

60“Speech by Henry Highland Garnet,” Delivered at the Music Hall, Birmingham, 
England, October, 15, 1861, in Ripley, The Abolitionist Papers, 1:516. 
 

61Henry Highland Garnet, “British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society,” Patriot, 
May 22, 1851. 
 

62“Meeting of Colored Citizens at the City Hall,” Frederick Douglass’ Paper, 
August 31, 1855, Rochester, New York. 
 

63Frederick Douglass, My Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (New York: 
Collier Books, 1962), 62. 
 

64Henry Highland Garnet, “Free-Labor Movement,” Anti-Slavery Reporter, 
January 1, 1851. 
 

65Henry Highland Garnet, “To John J. Zuelle, Thomas Downing, Lewis H. 
Putnam, Danil J. Elston, Peter Guigon, Wm. A. Tyson, J.H. Townsend, Francis Myers 
and other Colored Whigs of New York City,” Impartial Citizen, December 5, 1849. 
 

66Henry Highland Garnet, “Speech Delivered at the Seventh Anniversary of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society,” In Earl Ofari Hutchison, Let your Motto be Resistance, 
138. 
 

67James McCune Smith as quoted in “The Sweet Cake Party,” National Anti-
Slavery Standard, November 14, 1844. 
 

68“Proscription among the Colored People—Spirit of the ‘New Organization’ in 
Liberty Party,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, October 17, 1844. 
 

69“Proscription among the Colored People—Spirit of the ‘New Organization’ in 
Liberty Party,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, October 17, 1844. 
 



59 

 

70Henry Highland Garnet and James W. Duffin to Gerrit Smith, September 16, 
1858, in The Abolitionist Papers. 
 

71“Henry Highland Garnet and James W. Duffin to Gerrit Smith,” September 16, 
1858, in The Abolitionist Papers. 
 

72“Henry Highland Garnet to Louis Alexis Chamerouzow,” October 2, 1854, The 
Abolitionist Papers, 1:411 
 

73Henry Highland Garnet, The Wrongs of Africa,” Homer, NY, July 4, 1845 as 
printed in the Albany Patriot, August 13, 1845.  
 

74Henry Highland Garnet, “British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society,” Patriot, 
May 22, 1851. 
 

75Henry Highland Garnet, “Speech Delivered at the Seventh Anniversary of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society,” In Earl Ofari Hutchison, Let your Motto be Resistance, 
144. This statement echoes Romans 8: 31, which questions, “If God is for us, who can be 
against us?” 
 

76“The Anniversary of the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society,” Anti-
Slavery Reporter, July, 1, 1847. 
 

77Rev. Henry Highland Garnet, “Pulpit Discourses on the Deceased Statesman,” 
March 16, 1874 New York Times, 5.  
 

78John Waite Bowers and Donovan J. Ochs, The Rhetoric of Agitation and 
Control (Menlo Park, CA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1971), 4. 
 
 



 

60 

CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Colonization and the Creation of a Black Nationality 
 
 

“There is but one class of people of whom every man, white or colored, should be 
ashamed; they are those who are ashamed of their natural descent and their identity with 
their own race.”1 

 
Garnet described himself as a supporter of “God, universal liberty, African 

civilization, and negro nationality.”2  Although elements of black nationalism were 

implemented before and during Garnet’s time, the ideology as understood today had not 

been fully developed.  Garnet acted as a key figure in the development of racial pride and 

identity for black Americans.  Before Garnet, the Haitian independence movement, Nat 

Turner’s attempted slave rebellion in Virginia, and Denmark Vesey’s rebellion and trial 

were crucial developments within black nationalism.  But it was not until 1829, when 

both Robert Alexander Young’s “Militant Pamphlet” and David Walker’s “Walker’s 

Appeal” were published and distributed, that a black nationalist ideology began to be 

conceptualized.3  Garnet, an admirer of David Walker, expanded these early views and 

supported efforts that proved the ability of the black race, promoted black identity, and 

presented a proud ethos of his color to the public.   

Taking a deeper look at Garnet’s rhetoric on black nationalism provides insight 

into how this social and political movement developed and how language influenced 

related philosophies and arguments.  Garnet strongly advocated black power.  His 

rhetoric encouraged pride and dignity among black Americans.  Ernest G. Bormann 

stresses that the early rhetoric of black power “continue[s] to provide harmonic overtones 

for the symphony of inherited meanings which swirls around every citizen of the United 
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States as contemporary America debates racial justice and black power.”4  Garnet’s 

rhetoric promoting black nationality aids in better understanding the history of black 

nationalism and the rhetoric that encapsulated its ideologies and policies.  Through 

Garnet’s support of emigration, he also supported an interesting and pragmatic 

implementation of black nationalism that will be explored in this chapter.  

Garnet wanted the black community to fight its own fight.  He believed African 

Americans should receive equal rights because they deserved it.  He announced, 

“Brethren, by united, vigorous, and judicious and manly efforts, we can redeem 

ourselves. But we must put forth our own exertions.  We must exert our own powers. Our 

political enfranchisement cometh not from afar.”5  He did not want blacks to be 

dependent on the mercy of white politicians.  Not only did Garnet support the creation of 

a coordinated and united black newspaper, he also encouraged united and active political 

action among African Americans.  He believed blacks could improve their condition by 

working together to earn political power and protection.  Whites tended to compromise 

too much on the issues that mattered the most.  Thus, Garnet became an important figure 

in early black nationalism because he promoted history, black militancy, voluntary 

emigration, and independent black leadership. 

 
Black History 

 
Garnet was one of the earliest African American historians.  Kirt H. Wilson 

contends that during the nineteenth century “imitation was embroiled in a struggle for 

power, social status, and identity,” especially in the classical model of education.6  Garnet 

was one of the first African American leaders who promoted education that focused on 
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minority history and cultural diversity.  He believed that history proved the capabilities of 

the black race.  Susan Alexis Holder believes that Garnet understood his political climate: 

[He clearly understood] his culture and expressed its reality.  He 
exemplified this by his knowledge of ancient African history and his 
discussion of the past glories of classical Kemetic civilization and the 
knowledge that Africans would be restored to their former 
greatness…Garnet’s use of language, for the most part, challenged the 
writers of history to cleanse the language to portray Africans and African 
Americans correctly from a centered perspective.7 

 
Garnet’s historical works were just as rhetorical as his political works.  He was 

attempting to establish historical proof of the equality of the black race. 

With the knowledge of their outstanding achievements, Garnet believed blacks 

would be more proud of themselves and each other and remain loyal to one another. One 

effort to establish historical pride was demonstrated in his “Past and Present Condition, 

and the Destiny, of the Colored Race,” which was a discourse originally delivered in 

1848 to the Female Benevolent Society of Troy and was later published that same year.  

It was the most comprehensive African historical work up to this time.  Garnet 

proclaimed, “Numerous…instances might be mentioned that would indicate the ancient 

fame of our ancestors.  A fame, which arose from every virtue, and talent, that render 

mortals pre-eminently great.”8  Garnet wanted African Americans to be proud of their 

ancestry. 

Another historical framework Garnet contributed was a series of articles 

acknowledging the accomplishments of the early leaders of the African Methodist 

Episcopal Church.  Garnet explained his motives for contributing to this church’s history 

as arising from a dedication to the purity of the African American culture: 
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I have frequently had cause to hang my head in shame when I have met 
with even black men who were either so foolish or heartless as to declare 
that “we have no history,” and you have thus accepted and approved the 
murderous slander of our most cruel foes. If we have no written history, it 
is because we ourselves have neglected to gather the flowers of the genus 
that sweetly and abundantly bloomed around us, and have failed to 
treasure up the gems of intellect that were so liberally scattered among us.  
What! The noble, suffering, God fearing Negro, has no history!  Speak it 
not, lest the voices of your fathers cry from their lowly graves.  Recording 
Angel in Heaven frown upon you!9  

 
Garnet wanted his people to be proud of where they came from, to maintain their cultural 

identities, and to be educated and knowledgeable about their past and current abilities and 

achievements. 

 Garnet defended the preservation of the term “African” in the African Methodist 

Episcopal Church.  He asked:  

Do the Catholics of any of the nation among whom that Church has made 
her converts despise the name ‘Roman?’ Do Americans attempt to blot out 
‘Dutch’ or ‘German’ from other Reformed Churches?  Do Episcopalians 
hate the name ‘Anglican?’ I answer, no, no!  It is reserved for the latter 
day negro alone, to despise his own name, and in doing so, he individually 
acknowledges his inferiority. There is but one class of people of whom 
every man, white or colored, should be ashamed; they are those who are 
ashamed of their natural descent and their identity with their own race.10 

 
Equality would never be a reality for blacks unless they believed that they were equal.  

Part of constructing an ethos of equality depended upon pride and a defense of their 

culture, history, and ability. 

 
Black Militancy 

 One extension of Garnet’s beliefs in black nationalism centered on his militancy. 

While “Walker’s Appeal” marked a crucial development in black militancy, Garnet’s 

“Address to the Slaves,” according to Dexter B. Gordon, demonstrated “a declaration of 

independence from white abolitionists and marked a turning point toward a more 
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militant, independent, black abolitionism.”11  Advocating militancy separated black 

reformers from white reformers and sought to unite blacks within the movement.  Garnet 

believed that blacks should identify their own terms and methods of abolition.  His 

militancy, belief in independent black political action, and complete frustration with 

current conditions was mirrored in later prominent black nationalist rhetoric of men like 

W.E.B. Du Bois and Malcolm X.   

Essentially, Garnet’s rhetoric empowered blacks and offered options so they 

could choose their own future.  In order to gain opportunity and freedom Garnet believed 

that they must work together.  He averred, “No people ever became free and independent 

who had no national spirit.”12  Therefore, he charged: 

We call upon you…[not] for effort alone.  We call upon you for sacrifice. 
Examine the annals of the human race, look over the face of the universe, 
and you will find, that wherever any thing of great worth was to be 
achieved for man, men have been needed, and men have been willing to 
sacrifice their every thing—their all--yea, to give up life, for the good of 
their oppressed people.13  

 
Black militancy had the ability to contribute to the improvement of the black condition. 

Black nationalism would benefit blacks, according to Garnet, because only 

African Americans could understand the social and political oppression that blacks were 

forced to experience.  Garnet believed that blacks had “feelings and interests that no other 

people had—and that [they] understood the cause better than any others, and that if [they] 

wanted the work done at all [they] must do it ourselves.”14  Garnet understood that 

African American leaders would be more passionate and motivated to fight for change.  

Garnet was critical of white leadership of black movements.  He elaborated on this point: 

Further separating himself with whites, Garnet proclaimed, “It is high time black men 

should stop imitating white men in devilry.”15  Believing that blacks should raise their 
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standards and fight for their own cause, Garnet criticized African Americans that were 

content with their current condition.  Mutual experiences and a shared culture created a 

natural alliance.  Instead of trying to change the characteristics that isolated them from 

the white community, Garnet believed that African Americans should work toward 

maintaining that identity and working within that construct in order to progress 

politically.  

One reason blacks were not making progress was because they were submitting to 

their more moderate white leadership.  It is almost as if Garnet believed that conciliation 

and compromise were products of racial shame.  Garnet complained, “Don’t you know 

there are some colored men in Boston who, if they should, by circumstances, become 

slaveholders in the South, with their whips in their hands, would make blood fly from 

their slaves till the very ground would be slippery with the crimson gore?”16  Blacks 

needed, above all else, to develop loyalty to one another.  The black condition would not 

be improved unless they formed a national relationship and were proud of their unique 

qualities.  It was destructive for blacks to change who they were—they should embrace 

their culture, their race, and their history.   

In a real sense, Garnet was fighting against division and separatism in his 

language.  Constructing a united opposition against racist and greedy whites, Garnet 

contended, “white men are daily equipping their vessels and filling their pockets, and 

laughing at us poor colored people quarreling among ourselves and destroying the 

character of every man who fails to agree with us.”17 The current lack of unity was 

benefiting those who were opposing racial justice.  Creating a consciousness of black 
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nationality among African Americans would enable them to move forward, thus 

addressing and improving their social, legal, economic, and political status. 

Perhaps, Garnet was encouraged by Gerrit Smith to more actively engage toward 

a black nationalist ideology.  In 1843, Smith wrote a letter to Garnet, explaining “The 

colored people of this country must build themselves up.. . .they have it in their power to 

do more than any other people toward effecting the emancipation of their enslaved 

brethren.”18  Independent black political action would empower the abolition movement 

as well as the cause of black civil rights.  

Blacks were in charge of their own destiny.  Garnet stated, “Abolitionists 

…prepare the public mind for the full and free discussion of the subject, and the 

emancipation of the enslaved, and the enfranchisement of the nominally free colored 

people of this country; the rest of the work we have to do ourselves.”19  By 

“abolitionists,” of course, Garnet was referring to white abolitionists.  He did not want 

blacks to be dependent on others to obtain the rights they deserved.  

 
Creating a Black Nation: “Emigration” vs. “Colonization” 

 
The final and most pragmatic step in Garnet’s black nationalist rhetoric was his 

support for colonization.  Emigration of African Americans back to Africa was endorsed 

as early as the early 1700s.  Early nineteenth century abolitionists, including William 

Lloyd Garrison, believed that black Americans should be given the option of returning to 

their native land.  As time passed, however, this idea became less popular.  Because the 

African slave trade ended in 1807, many blacks had now lived in America for several 

generations.  Their language, culture, family, and friends were shaped by their American 

experience.  By the time Henry Highland Garnet had matured into a public abolitionist, 
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colonization leadership consisted mainly of racist whites seeking to remove what they 

perceived to be an inferior race.  Although the movement was mainly supported by 

whites, Garnet saw merits in the idea and publicly supported and defended his platform 

on voluntary colonization.  He believed that emigration would enable black Americans to 

build a black nationality encumbered by the history of slavery. 

Colonization would build a fully independent black nation for black Americans.  

The colonization movement was mainly endorsed by the racist and white-dominated 

American Colonization Society.  This society was not well liked. In 1864, Mr. George T. 

Downing, a prominent abolitionist, argued that colonization “is the child of prejudice.”20  

He explained, “Look at the history of the society: a colonizationist was its founder, and it 

invites no abolitionist to its platform; and they have declared from their platform, that we 

are out of place here, and that ‘it would be well if every colored man was out of the 

country.’”21  The black community was infuriated with the idea that America was not 

their home.  They did not support the American Colonization Society or any form of 

forced emigration. 

Although Garnet supported voluntary emigration, he did not identify with the 

American Colonization Society. He declared, “It has been said that I am a 

Colonizationist.  I am not a Colonizationist.  Any man that says I am behind my back is 

an assassin and a coward; any man that says it to my face is a liar.”22  Obviously 

defensive of his support for the movement, he began by differentiating himself from the 

established supporters of colonization.  He elaborated, “The American Colonization 

Society says this is not the home of the colored man, and it is my home….The American 

Colonization Society says the colored man cannot be elevated in this country. I believe 
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nothing of a kind.”23  It was imperative that Garnet rhetorically separate himself from 

mainstream contemporary supporters of colonization and create a public voice for those 

who supported colonization with compassionate motives.  He knew his support for 

voluntary emigration would put him in the minority.  His language, arguments, and 

principles supporting this plan would have to be unique from other’s supporting the same 

cause.  Garnet reframed the traditional colonization arguments in order to stress Christian 

ideals, build black nationalism, and offer choices to blacks that would enable them to act 

as independent men. 

The primary rhetorical technique Garnet had to employ in order to gain support 

for colonization was to separate himself from the established American Colonization 

Society.  In 1858, Garnet founded the African Civilization Society, an organization that 

researched and developed plans and aimed at gaining public support for colonization.  

This new organization made their goals distinct from the American Colonization Society. 

First, Garnet made the name of the organization include “African” and “Civilization” 

instead of “American” and “Colonization.”  Redefining the terms for debate, Garnet 

chose to stress independence and freedom of choice by replacing words that previously 

implied compulsion.  The new African Civilization Society conveyed less structure and a 

sense of flexibility.  It also articulated moderate ideas that would attract moderates from 

the previous society while maintaining key ideological differences. 

Not only did Garnet have to separate himself from the American Colonization 

Society, more importantly, he had to clearly detach himself from the society’s established 

leadership.  All of the founders of this group were white and they believed that black 

emigration should be compulsory.  When Garnet made the decision to endorse a 
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voluntary colonization plan, he publicly criticized those who denied freedom of choice on 

the matter.  In fact, he labeled Henry Clay, a white Kentucky congressman and supporter 

of compulsory colonization, as “a hardened sinner - a cruel and murderous persecutor of 

my people, and of late a baptized and confirmed hypocrite.”24 According to Garnet, other 

colonizationists were “enemies of his own oppressed race” and had “two faces, or, 

indeed, as many faces as might best suit their purpose.”25  Garnet might have agreed with 

similar policies, but he did not want to align himself with colonizationists with impure 

motives.  He endorsed the course of action because he believed it would benefit his race 

by establishing a black nation with independent black leadership.  In contrast, Clay, a 

slaveholder, endorsed the policy because of disregard and contempt for the black 

Americans. 

In 1860, Garnet delivered his most comprehensive discourse on colonization.  At 

Cooper’s Union in New York, Garnet introduced a plan to settle American blacks in 

Africa that included four important steps.  First, Garnet wanted to insure friendly 

relations between the community already established in Africa and the colonized blacks.  

Second, the African Civilization Society would purchase land to cultivate and develop.  

Third, Garnet would establish schools and churches. Fourth, he would “promote lawful 

commerce upon the coast of Africa.”26  Garnet wanted colonization to benefit not only 

the blacks from America, but also the African community.  He stressed education 

programs that would include both groups. By itemizing this voluntary program, Garnet 

wanted black leaders to realize that emigration might truly benefit the black community 

and open opportunities that were unavailable in the United States. 
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Garnet supported voluntary emigration because he believed it would improve the 

condition of the black race.  He spent time and effort on improving conditions in 

America, but much of his effort failed and blacks still had only limited rights and 

liberties.  Simply, Garnet understood, “we ought to go anywhere, where we can better our 

condition.”27  By reframing the argument toward improving the status of African 

Americans, Garnet was able to change the topics of debate.  Before Garnet, the 

arguments against colonization constructed patriotic appeals and criticized the racist 

ideology of its supporters.  Now the anti-colonizationists were forced to address whether 

voluntary emigration would improve the condition of African Americans. 

Although Garnet’s rhetoric on colonization was not as influential as his rhetoric 

on other issues, his rhetorical ability on the subject should not be underestimated.  

Reinforcing colonization within a historical context, Garnet emphasized, “Other people 

became great and powerful by colonization.  Our cousins, the children of Shem and 

Japhet, spread over the world by voluntary emigration; but we wait till we are ‘forced 

from home and all its pleasure,’ and then refuse to remove from our prison-home.”28  By 

appealing to historic identity and black nationalism, Garnet was able to show 

colonization in a different light.  Slaves were forced to leave Africa to come to a country 

where their rights were limited; colonization gave those slaves the option of going back 

to their homeland as freemen.  

The African Civilization Society believed that African Americans had earned the 

right to be given the choice whether to colonize in Africa.  They claimed, “The American 

churches and people owe to their fellow countrymen of African descent a very heavy 

debt.  Generation after generation have toiled in anguish and poverty here, and have 
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materially aided in building up our present commercial greatness.  We should not refuse 

to aid them then.”29  By expressing slavery in terms of debt, Garnet anticipated the issue 

of reparations.  The American Colonization Society made arguments stressing the 

benefits of amalgamation, while Garnet and his Society argued for optional emigration as 

an ethical and financial compensation to the legacy of slavery in America. 

Characteristically, Garnet used religion to justify and defend his position on 

emigration.  His motive for colonization was “the removal of those un-Christian barriers 

which are placed in the way of our race, by discovering fields for the full and free 

exercise of their talents.”30  Those who experienced prejudice and abuse were hindered in 

their worship of God.  They were unable to become the men they were created to be.  In 

America, the black community was treated in a way that did not facilitate Christian 

beliefs; if they left, they could build a community that did. 

Garnet believed that emigration would give African Americans a home. He stated, 

“the whole duty of man and the happiness of life were summed up in three things: First, 

the worship of the true and living God; second, in home and country; and third, in the 

faithful discharge of duty to our kindred and to all mankind.”31  Colonization would open 

doors to enable oppressed blacks to fulfill their duties of manhood.  As with abolition, 

Garnet constructed emigration as a moral imperative.  Before, he had criticized slavery 

because it made men brutes, now he endorsed colonization because it could make brutes 

men. 

Emigration embodied the spirit and dignity of the black race.  According to 

Garnet, an independent black nation was a necessity because “It was among the first 

duties of a people to seek a home and country, and the colored people, of all others, 



72 

 

should say with Franklin, ‘where liberty dwells there is my country.’”32  Because 

opposing arguments focused on American patriotism, Garnet also connected his beliefs 

with patriotic ideals.  By using an American founding father as a source of support for his 

argument, Garnet held up prejudice as un-American and colonization as an outlet for 

blacks to establish liberties.  Although Garnet used patriotic language and accepted his 

American identity, he never felt fully accepted in America.  He believed blacks “were 

merely sojourners among strangers, without a home, mere tenants at will, and subject to 

the bitterest wrongs and outrages.”33  With the creation of an independent civilization, 

black Americans could find a home, build national pride, and find liberty—creating their 

own “America” on the shores of Africa. 

Garnet endorsed colonization for both slaves and free blacks.  Even with 

emancipation, Garnet understood that blacks would still suffer from political oppression.  

These fears increased as Garnet grew frustrated with the lack of political activism within 

black leadership.  How could their condition improve if few were willing to fight through 

political means?  There was no guarantee that free blacks would be given the right to vote 

or any other civil liberties.  Garnet had lived in the North and had experienced prejudice 

throughout his life.  The South, he reasoned, must be an equally uncomfortable place for 

blacks, if not worse.  Colonization was a legitimate answer to the realistic problems, 

hesitations, and concerns that Garnet had for the aftermath of emancipation. 

 
Garnet, Colonization, and Apologia 

 
Garnet spent much of his time defending his support for voluntary colonization.  

His rhetoric surrounding this pertinent issue is essential in understanding Garnet’s 

rhetorical technique and unyielding persistence.  In addition to his position on violent 
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resistance, Garnet also had to constantly defend his position on colonization throughout 

his entire life.  By examining the apologia Garnet employed in order to defend his 

position, one can better understand where Garnet succeeded and failed in his attempt to 

gain support. 

For more than twenty years debates ensued over the African Civilization Society, 

one of which was held by the Colored Citizens of New York in the Zion Church in 1860.  

The poignant opening statement of this meeting associated colonization with slavery: “It 

is said we should be slaves!  It is said we should go to Africa!   A new society has been 

formed to send us there!”34  The new society this statement is referring to was not the 

American Colonization Society, but Garnet’s African Civilization Society.  Blacks felt 

threatened by any support that would give merit to any form of colonization.  Garnet’s 

rhetorical defense, certainly, was capable of making these policies more legitimate.  

Frederick Douglass, to no surprise, opposed Garnet on colonization.  Garnet 

publicly questioned Douglass for this criticism: “what objection do you have to blacks in 

this country engaging in agriculture and commerce in Africa?  What objection can you 

possibly have to any organization that wishes to destroy the African slave trade and 

cooperate with anti-slavery men and women all over the country?”35  Because Garnet 

only believed in voluntary colonization, he felt Douglass’ opposition was hindering free 

choice and obstructing progress among black civil rights leaders.  Garnet resented the 

criticism he received for, what he believed to be, a productive plan and complained that 

criticism only led to division and paralysis.  However, Garnet was not known to 

compromise on his issues.  
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Garnet’s position on colonization was also criticized because he changed his 

position on which destination would be the ideal place for his policies to be implemented.  

He began with interest in the Yoruba Valley in Liberia, switched his support to 

emigration to the Niger Valley, and then researched Haiti for a possible site of relocation.  

Unable to see the merits of this criticism, Garnet clarified, “I am in favor of Colonization 

in any part of the United States, Mexico or California, or in the West Indies, or Africa, 

wherever it promises freedom and enfranchisement.”36 This statement of apologia clearly 

described his motives for colonization—black nationalism, freedom, and 

enfranchisement.  Garnet constructed colonization from the same core values of what 

was, in the twentieth century, later termed black nationalism.  This statement also 

demonstrated Garnet’s strategy of apologia.  He was adamant that the particulars of 

colonization should not distract his audience from the basic principles behind his beliefs.  

Focusing on the general idea and fluctuating on the specifics, however, hindered Garnet 

from implementing plans based on specifics, another possible mistake Garnet made in his 

rhetoric on colonization.  

 James Jasinski argues that Garnet’s “Address to the Slaves” offered “a middle 

course of action capable of constituting a new mode of African American agency and an 

alternative form of civic identity.”37  It is evident that Garnet’s rhetoric on colonization 

works in similar ways.  By thinking independently, Garnet was able to suggest new 

approaches to civil conduct in multiple outlets of public life.  Garnet’s policies offered an 

alternative to those that were discontent with their current condition.  He gave members 

of the black community an ability to see things in a new way.  
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Garnet defended himself and black nationalism.  He contended, “I believe that 

every colored man who sincerely believes that he can never grow to the stature of man in 

this country, ought to go [to Africa] immediately, if he desires, for he may do some good 

there, whereas if he remains here, he will contaminate and curse every one of his brethren 

over whom he has influence.”38  He held that the men who do not accept equality were 

obstructing the improvement of their condition and that of their brethren.  Garnet’s 

rhetoric constructed colonization as beneficial to the black condition in America as well.  

Through colonization, African Americans could create an independent black nation and 

restore unity within the American black culture.  

In fact, Garnet felt that those who compelled blacks to stay in America were 

culpable.  He clearly argued, “He who tells me I shall leave my country is an impudent 

man, and he who says I shall not go, is a fool. I will do as I please, either to go or stay. 

The common sense of the world is in favor of this movement.”39 Prior to Garnet, there 

was a stark dichotomy between colonizationists and anti-colonizationists.  Garnet created 

a third option—voluntary emigration.  By defining his position as common sense, Garnet 

was able to separate himself from the racist leadership of the American Colonization 

Society and redefine the position of those against it.  Those against emigration are now 

the compulsory entity of the culture.  They were forcing African Americans to stay, 

whereas Garnet simply wanted to offer free choice. 

Apologia sometimes prevents discussion from moving forward.  When an image 

is irrevocably harmed by a bad choice of policy, it will hinder their future ethos and 

policy discussions. Often a rhetor must focus on defending his ideas on former platforms 

instead of generating new, progressive policies.  Garnet was criticized for supporting a 
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policy that was led and funded by whites who were motivated by racism.  Responding to 

these qualms he insisted, “If Jeff Davis would send an amount to educate the colored 

children, I would gladly receive it; and I would say to him, ‘That is one good act you 

have done, if you have done no other.’”40  When Garnet agreed with a policy despite his 

dislike for some of its other supporters, he publicly explained their disagreements.  If a 

speaker can use apologia in order to fully rebuild and protect one’s public image, he is 

able to progress past the original controversy.  However, Garnet was never able to 

legitimize colonization or his support for it.  Therefore, his overall public influence was 

hindered. 

Garnet had no tolerance for those who did not support colonization solely because 

it was supported by whites.  He declared, “I would go without caring whether a white 

man said go or stay.  I believe that some people wouldn’t go to Heaven if a white man 

should say they should go.”41  Apologia may fail if one does so in an agitative manner.  

We learn from Garnet, who used strong and defensive language, that aggressive rhetoric 

was not the best way to collect support for an already controversial movement. However, 

Garnet did succeed in providing insight and understanding on his position.  

Garnet believed contempt for colonization originated because all colonizationists 

were grouped together, “good and evil, so that the good could not be accepted without 

endorsing the bad, nor the bad rejected without rejecting the good.”42  Rhetorically, 

Garnet attempted to separate himself from the leadership of similar groups. He failed.  

Black nationalism and emigration were not popular among blacks because they desired to 

prove their loyalty to and identification with the American system.  Garnet found it 
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advantageous to construct an independent identity; other blacks found it beneficial to 

focus on assimilation and American loyalty. 

Colonization was a very important topic in African American politics.  In fact, 

one reporter clearly explained the current political climate among black Americans: 

colonization was so divisive; it created two distinct parties “one to favor the redemption 

of Africa, by negroes especially, the other, one to oppose it.”43  Controversy over this 

policy was so fierce that the lines between the two opposing viewpoints were becoming 

“more distinct everyday.”44  When Garnet committed to a policy that eventually failed, it 

resulted in alienation from the other black leaders.  Black Americans were extremely 

sensitive to this policy; Garnet’s clear and persuasive rhetorical strategy fell on deaf ears.  

Because colonization and black nationalism were intrinsically related, Garnet’s beliefs on 

black nationalism were also overlooked. 

Garnet’s public influence was harmed because he stood in the minority. In fact, 

Garnet responded to George Downing, who was an abolitionist and businessman, by 

identifying Garnet’s consequential lack of influence: “If Mr. Downing has intended to 

cripple my influence in this Convention, to keep me out of office and off of committees, 

he has successfully accomplished that purpose.”  Within the black community, Garnet 

never recovered from the consequences of supporting an unpopular cause.  He believed 

colonizationists “will work in our humble way, as we are laboring now, to lift up the race 

with which we are identified, but especially to give to the children of the people the 

education of which for so long they have been deprived.”45  Although colonization never 

became much of a reality, religion, education, and promotion of the black people 

continued to be important to Garnet. 
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Conclusion 

 
Garnet’s views on colonization can be summarized in three ways.  1) He 

attempted to separate himself from established colonizationists by criticizing the 

leadership and creating an alternative group.  2) He proposed a plan that emphasized free 

choice and embodied Christian ideals and human rights.  3) He defended his plan through 

apologia in a confrontational manner.  Of these three techniques, the one he failed the 

most clearly in was apologia.  Had he not taken such an aggressive defense, his influence 

as a rhetor might have remained stronger regardless of this controversial position, just as 

it had remained through his endorsement of violent resistance against slavery. 

Much as each prong of Garnet’s abolitionist policies complemented one another, 

so Garnet’s colonization and black nationalism beliefs also corresponded with his 

abolitionist beliefs.  Garnet believed in fighting slavery morally, physically, 

economically, and politically.  First, as a Christian, Garnet paired his Christian goals with 

colonization by emphasizing ministry, Bible distribution in Africa, and true worship of 

God without oppression and cruelty.  Colonization of Christians to Africa, Garnet argued, 

both mutually benefited African natives and the colonists.   

Second, if aggressive action were taken against slavery, then race relations would 

have been burdened by those actions.  Colonization was an option for the inevitable 

struggles that would come as a consequence of violent resistance.  Garnet’s plan provided 

safety for escaped slaves to emigrate to an environment free of animosity, making 

Garnet’s violent resistant philosophy more logical and its implementation more likely.  If 

slaves understood that they had the option of voluntarily emigrating back to Africa and 
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escaping the repercussions of resistance, they might be more inclined to “strike” for their 

lives.  

Third, colonization acted as an extension of Garnet’s support for the Free Labor 

Movement.  Garnet did not support buying products that came from the labor of slaves.  

If there were to be an embargo on slave grown products, then the market for free grown 

products would increase.  Products from emigrants in Africa could supply the European 

market and economically support the civilization.   

Fourth, Garnet believed that colonization could eliminate political oppression.  By 

establishing an independent government, blacks could enjoy equal rights and political 

power without the mediation of a white power structure.  

Finally, emigration was a logical extension of black nationalism. Martin B. Pasternak 

notes, “Garnet reasoned that, for black people in America, colonization was a logical 

expression of their need for national identity.”46  Through voluntary emigration, African 

Americans could create an independent black nation and unify and strengthen their social 

and political communities.  They would also be able to choose their own leadership. 

Garnet’s agitative apologia teaches many things about rhetoric.  First, ethos is 

often harmed when a speaker receives harsh public criticism.  Second, an idea can either 

be perpetuated or suffocated by its leadership and leaders can also be hurt by their 

ideational content.  Third, one must rhetorically separate the self from controversy in 

order to move on from unpopular policies.  Fourth, failure in apologia hinders the rhetor’s 

immediate influence, but it also harms the rhetor’s historical influence as well.  Had 

Garnet been more accepted and appreciated by his contemporaries, especially African 

American leaders, he would have been more universally memorialized and more 
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remembered today.  With such historical remembrance and acknowledgment, his ideas 

and philosophies would have been more influential in African American history and 

thought.   Unfortunately, Garnet’s obsession with this very unpopular idea created a 

muffler effect on rhetorical influence.  He was too complex and radical to be understood 

by mainstream society and too controversial to be fully supported by the black 

community.  Garnet’s position on colonization might express insight and common sense, 

but his topoi of choice made it his most unsuccessful rhetorical endeavor. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Henry Highland Garnet, Manhood, and Civil Rights Rhetoric 
 
 
“In the name of God, we ask, are you men?” 1 

-Henry Highland Garnet, “Address to the Slaves” 
 

The civil rights movement in America began almost as early as the country itself.  

By the early nineteenth century, African Americans were mobilizing to address voting 

rights, educational options, and discrimination.  In Henry Highland Garnet’s time, blacks 

were restricted in their right to vote, their options of education, and faced with cruel 

discrimination.  Garnet began his civil rights leadership in 1837 by emphasizing equality 

and masculinity.  Because of his innate political philosophy and social protest ideology, 

Garnet developed the civil rights movement toward more active demands of justice.  He 

employed the imagery of manhood in order to stress action, strength, and character. 

Garnet stressed the manhood of African American males in order to justify 

citizenship and equality before the law.  Steve Estes wrote, “some civil rights activists 

and their allies responded to [the] defense of white male supremacy by using masculinist 

strategies of racial uplift with the express goals of gaining economic autonomy, political 

power, and social status for black men.”2  Garnet’s rhetoric is extremely masculine and 

demanded these very things.  

Manhood and civil rights rhetoric, according to Estes, was persuasive because “Manhood 

entailed an economic, social, and political status ideally achievable by all men.”3  

Masculinism often simplified “complex issues into binary oppositions,”4 which Garnet 

clearly did.  He framed the civil rights movement as “the strong against the weak” and 
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“the many against the few.”5  Garnet’s construction of civil rights and manhood appealed 

to emotions, religion, and patriotism. Citizenship was intrinsically linked to manhood in 

the nineteenth century; Garnet understood that establishing masculinity was essential in 

civil rights arguments.  

Manhood and ability were interlinked themes in Garnet’s rhetoric.  He explained, 

“we have been by the power of caste, and negro-hate stripped from nearly every lucrative 

employment, yet we live comfortably and respectably.  With our scanty earnings we 

support our churches and institutions of benevolence.”6  Strength, controversy, force, and 

activism are traditionally considered masculine traits.  Garnet understood that in order to 

gain the citizenship rights of man, he must embrace his masculinity and rhetorically 

validate his own individual manhood, while persuading about the masculinity of the 

black race. 

Garnet expressed a more optimistic view on civil rights than, perhaps, any other 

policy he endorsed.  He proclaimed, “We do not claim for ourselves perfection; yet I 

affirm, and am sustained by statistics, that we are as industrious, and as sober, and as 

provident as the corresponding classes of” white citizens.7  He asserted, “black people do 

not intend to die beneath the oppressor’s heel.”8  Because they were willing and able to 

fight for equality, Garnet was confident that “There [were] no people in this world 

advancing faster in the cause of equal rights than the colored people.”9  This optimism 

was, unfortunately, not validated by the progress that equal rights legislation made during 

and immediately after Garnet’s lifetime.  It would be almost a century later before some 

of Garnet’s ideas would be fully implemented into law. 
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Garnet used many of the same rhetorical techniques to argue for equal rights that 

he used in his arguments in favor of abolition and emigration, including historical and 

biblical references, moral appeals, and appeals to political power. His arguments were 

defended and perpetuated by the extension of his belief that “all men are created equal.”  

Linking patriotism and Judeo-Christian beliefs in masculine language, he explained, “Not 

this man here, and that man there, but ‘all men’ are entitled to ‘life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness.’  Not this man here, and that man there, but ‘all men’ are equally 

entitled to the unalienable rights and privileges with which they are endowed by their 

Creator.”10  It is this core belief that not only molded Garnet into the abolitionist he 

became, but also influenced his civil rights leadership.  Because he believed all men were 

created equal, Garnet could apply equality to all of his policies.   Equality before God, he 

believed, should merit equality before men. If men were entitled to the laws of 

citizenship, then black males should be permitted to enjoy the same liberties as white 

males, for “all men” were created equal in the eyes of God.  

Garnet lived with abuse and prejudice throughout his life.  Alexander Crummell 

described how difficult it was for Garnet to travel: “I can never forget his sufferings—

sufferings from pain, sufferings from cold or exposure, sufferings from thirst and hunger, 

sufferings from taunt and insult at every village and town, and oftimes at every farm-

house.”11 As a traveling lecturer, Garnet often had to travel in uncomfortable and 

degrading conditions.  Because Garnet directly experienced harsh racial prejudice, his 

rhetoric exhibited no tolerance for mistreatment of individuals.  Indeed, his language 

conveyed a sense of bitterness, aggression, and militancy.  



88 

 

Prejudice was so common in Garnet’s life that when he did not experience it—he 

was both surprised and greatly appreciative.  On his second voyage to Europe, he wrote 

to his wife: “My ticket was given to me without a remark…And I am happy to say that I 

did not receive a look, or hear a word during the whole voyage.”12 Garnet realized that 

mankind was capable of treating people equally, just as he knew that he was created 

equal by God.  By describing conditions in other countries, Garnet exposed the United 

States as hypocritical and apathetic.  His civil rights rhetoric commonly aimed at 

illustrating the gross injustices of the black American experience.  While assuming the 

ability to protest and petition against this oppression, Garnet publicly endorsed equal 

treatment and encouraged African Americans to fight for it. 

 
Political Activism and Masculinity 

Marvin Keith Scroggins wrote that Garnet’s contribution to the civil rights 

movement left “an indelible mark upon American social protest ideology.”13  Over 

twenty years before the emancipation of the slaves, Garnet was already fighting for equal 

rights in the North.  In 1837, at the age of twenty-two, Garnet was chosen as the leader of 

the Albany Suffrage Association.  He proposed that free blacks should be given the rights 

of American citizens: he said, “the laws which deprive free American citizens of the right 

to choose their rulers, are wholly unjust and anti-republican, and therefore ought to be 

immediately repealed.”14  Garnet’s words assumed free blacks were citizens and 

discredited American laws that were not made by all citizens.  Because free blacks were 

not given full political power the laws were created by this invalid system were unfair 

and unjust.    
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Three years later, Garnet began frequently lobbying the New York State 

Legislature and collecting hundreds, sometimes thousands, of petitions.  These petitions 

asked for the removal of the $250 property requirement for black voting.  They were 

signed by both white and black New Yorkers.  In an effort to collect 6,000 signatures on 

a petition for black voting rights in the state of New York, Garnet encouraged men to 

“Remember that nothing is accomplished without labor.  ‘Agitate and agitate’ the 

question in your respective cities, towns and hamlets, until no one shall be found who 

shall say ‘what is all this worth.’”15 Garnet endorsed agitation in order to compel blacks 

to take an offensive, aggressive, and masculine approach that relied on action.  

 Garnet often traveled to the New York State capital to advocate for equal rights. 

He publicly asserted, “we are Americans, who want nothing more than the rights other 

Americans enjoy.”16 Garnet also advocated for equal rights in the Connecticut State 

Legislature.17 Without the right to vote, Garnet understood that many of the needs of 

African Americans would be ignored.  Political action was rare among African 

Americans at this time, but Garnet saw it as a necessary practice to incite social and 

political change.  Garnet was a reformer, an independent thinker, and an activist.  He 

dedicated these strengths to fight against all forms of oppression. 

 Garnet continued to use petitioning as a means of political protest. By 1860, black 

suffrage had developed into an established movement.  It was under the leadership of 

Garnet that blacks continued to petition the state.  He also administered the distribution of 

pamphlets across the state of New York, written in English, German, and French.18 

Garnet wanted to expand the suffrage movement to include immigrant voters, whom he 

thought sympathetic to their cause.  These efforts, however, did not immediately succeed. 
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Blacks were not given constitutional protections of their voting rights until the passage of 

the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870.  Garnet appealed at the state level and voting 

privileges were not protected until the federal government acted. Regardless, the 

strategies, arguments, and influences Garnet used had a long-lasting effect.  Political 

activism as a means for gaining civil liberties was more widely accepted by the black 

community after Garnet’s persistent political “agitation.” 

 Garnet’s support for the Liberty Party had as much to do with equal rights as 

abolition.  Not only did the Liberty Party advocate the immediate emancipation of the 

slaves, it also endorsed equal rights for black Americans and the restriction of voting 

rights of slaveholders.  Republicans were hesitant to endorse full equality.  The Liberty 

Party’s position was extremely progressive for this era.  Garnet, as the first black 

supporter of the Liberty Party, truly believed that an offensive approach would best 

benefit his people.  

 Garnet was not particularly engaged in the effort to gain equal rights for women.  

He did, however, believe that women could offer something unique to the abolition 

movement, saying, “We call upon that portion of people whose influence is tender, 

gentle, and benign—we call upon the women.”19  Garnet understood that including 

women in their fight might hinder their masculine image.  His marriage to Sara Thomson, 

an advocate for women’s rights, signified openness toward strong and independent 

women, but this did not make him a women’s advocate by any means.  His decision to 

focus on citizenship for black men only, naturally affected his arguments and strategies.  

He focused on perpetuating gender stereotypes in order to align himself with manhood.  

By doing so, he neglected women’s rights in contrast with Douglass and did not include 
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women in his rhetorical visions, believing that it would hinder the effectiveness of his 

message. 

 Not all of Garnet’s arguments were moral and theoretical; some were more 

pragmatic in nature.  Garnet believed equal rights would benefit the country as a whole. 

He averred that when people are denied their dignity and rights, “they inevitably turn to 

crime.”20  It was in America’s best interest to re-evaluate racist legislation. Garnet 

questioned, “Why is it that the more African we appear, the more whites see us as a 

threat? A threat to what, their civilization, their daughters?”21  Partly to undermine the 

logic and motives of the government and partly to mock them, Garnet successfully 

questioned the nature and consequence of social and political oppression. 

 As a man of action, he did not merely speak of equality—he demonstrated it.  

Garnet’s presence represented equality even without the use of words.  He was a living 

example of the ability of the black race.  On one occasion, civil rights leader Hon. John 

Hickman asked Garnet to stand before an audience.  He said, “Mr. Garnet has no white 

blood in him: look at him!  He is a man of as much ability as most white people—he 

ought to be allowed to vote wherever he is a resident.”22  Garnet was a well-informed, 

strong, and intelligent man.  He was an example of the potential of his race and an 

argument for their liberty. 

In 1857, the Supreme Court issued its ruling in Dred Scott v. Sanford.  This 

decision held that Congress could not prohibit the expansion of slavery, but also ruled 

that black men were not American citizens.  Four years later, when Garnet left for 

Europe, the Colored American reported: “The Rev. H.H. Garnet, (colored,) left New 

York a few days ago, for Europe, with a regular passport of citizenship, signed by W.H. 
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Seward, Secretary of State. This fact must fill Judge Taney with horror.”23  The Dred 

Scott decision changed the rhetoric of civil rights because, previously, such rhetoric 

aimed at proving the right to citizenship through manhood; now rhetoric focused on 

proving manhood in order to establish citizenship.  

 Garnet understood that the ultimate argument for manhood began with common 

ancestry.  He proclaimed, “there is but one race, as there was but one Adam.”24  Garnet 

focused on Christian rhetoric to demonstrate equality in order for his audience to 

recognize and respect “black manhood as well as black humanity.”25  Because Garnet 

established manhood and the American system gave liberty to all men, slavery and 

discrimination were unacceptable and were a violation of human rights. 

 
Manhood and the “Fight” for Equality 

 Because Garnet believed that the black race was entitled to equal treatment, he 

held the North just as accountable for their racism and oppression.  Garnet commented, 

“People seemed to think they had done a great thing when they had taken off the chains 

from the arms and ankles of the slave; and so they had; but there were other factors to be 

removed—those of the mind—the fetters of ignorance and degradation.”26  Some 

Northerners were just as cruel, if not more cruel, than some Southern slave-owners.  

Garnet understood that changing the attitudes and prejudices against blacks would require 

as much, if not more, attention than the abolition movement. 

 Garnet conceptualized masculinity because it demonstrated African Americans as 

powerful and strong.  This image benefited blacks when they were needed to fight in the 

Civil War. Not only were they willing to fight, but they were strong assets for the Union. 

Persuasive messages are often affected by timing.  After the secession of the southern 
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states, Garnet focused his rhetoric on race issues instead of preservation of the Union.  

While rhetorically constructing Northern prejudice as a handicap to the war effort, he 

reframed the political conflict: 

[The South] knew that their success depended upon three things: The 
services of their slaves to feed their army and build their fortifications, and 
to perform all other necessary labor. Second, [the] division of Northern 
sentiment in regard to the war. Third, [t]o create so strong a prejudice 
against the colored people in the North, as to keep them out of the 
Northern army. And this plan has thus far been successfully carried out.27 

 
Common sense dictated that black participation in the war effort would be beneficial to 

the Union. Garnet shaped the entire conflict in terms of race in order to place prejudice as 

a central issue of concern.  By shaping Northern actions in this way, Garnet was 

“feminizing them,” according to Steve Estes, “and therefore linking them to 

‘weakness,’”28 which is a characteristic move of masculinist rhetoric. 

 Garnet was outraged with the fact that blacks were not allowed to fight in the 

Civil War.  Fighting for the Union cause would demonstrate the capabilities of the black 

soldiers and their manhood.  He claimed:  

There are today in this city and throughout the North and South, tens of 
thousands who are ready and anxious to peril their lives in defense of the 
Government whenever they are called as free soldiers—not to be armed 
with the spade and pickax, but as to be armed and equipped as the law 
requires, and then they will be ready to fight or dig as they are 
commanded.29  

 
Garnet believed that the black soldiers’ contribution in the war would expose double 

standards.  Their fight would also have rhetorical significance for Garnet; if the black 

community fought once again for the American cause, he could expand on his 

revolutionary rhetoric in order to demonstrate that they had earned their civil liberties.  
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 Garnet clearly depicted himself as aggressive, strong, and masculine. He depicted 

himself as continually “Coming from scenes of [conflict]…to enter the field again—for I 

am enlisting for the war.”30  Not only did blacks fight for equality through battle, but also 

through language and political action. Garnet commonly used the imagery of battle in his 

rhetoric.  He claimed, “If we leave no more than battered shields and broken swords, we 

will have born a mortal battle.”31  Equality would be a struggle.  Without that struggle, 

the condition of the African American would not improve.  

 Garnet advertised to recruit black Americans for the Civil War.  He believed that 

this not only would contribute to the freedom of his people, but would also prove the 

capabilities and patriotism of African Americans.  Because of his amputated leg Garnet 

was not able to enlist, but he did enthusiastically promote and recruit black troops.  Some 

of Garnet’s most interesting rhetoric is aimed at persuading black men to enlist.  He made 

use of his militant reputation and argued that with guns in their hands, blacks could never 

be enslaved again “without a good fight.”32  It was in this effort that he asserted “Fail 

Now and Our Race is Doomed” and “Rise Now and Fly to Arms.”33 

 After the New York draft riots of 1863 and the massive casualties of the battle at 

Gettysburg, politicians were beginning to consider black enlistment in the military.  

Garnet’s petitioning had finally succeeded.  In December of 1863, over 2,300 New York 

black men enlisted in the Civil War.  But Garnet did not stop his efforts.  As chaplain for 

the black recruits on Rikers Island, Garnet continued to fight for equal treatment for his 

race.  He printed pamphlets that exposed prejudice and abuse toward the troops.  He also 

made sure that special police rode on the Rikers Island Ferry with the black troops in 

order to prevent outbursts and beatings from other ferry passengers and soldiers.   
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“Emancipate, Enfranchise, Educate” 

 After the victory of the Union in the Civil War, the Thirteenth Amendment was 

ratified and the battle over abolition was won.  For Garnet, however, the conflict would 

continue until all the liberties of American citizens were extended to African Americans.  

Therefore, when Garnet was asked to be the first African American to speak before the 

House of Representatives, Garnet took this opportunity to rhetorically expand upon his 

civil rights ideology.  His address, titled “Let the Monster Perish,” delivered on August 

26, 1865 was, undoubtedly, the most comprehensive speech on civil rights that Garnet 

ever delivered.  

 Garnet illustrated this view clearly when he declared, “the battle has just begun in 

which the fate of the black race in this country is to be decided.”34  Garnet was going to 

press on in the battle for black civil rights with the same militancy and aggression that he 

had devoted to abolition.  Garnet’s goals for his “Address to the House of 

Representative” were two-fold: first, to rhetorically conclude slavery and, second, to 

advocate for continual effort toward equal rights.  He stated, “It is often asked when and 

where will the demands of the reformers of this and coming ages end?  It is a fair 

question, and I will answer it.”35  He answered this question by citing a number of rights 

that would establish legal equality.  These rights included “all unjust and heavy burdens 

shall be removed…there shall be no more class-legislation, and no more trouble 

concerning the black man and his rights…in every respect, he shall be equal before the 

law.”36  Emancipation did not satisfy Garnet because he still lived in a system of 

prejudice and oppression, and he would continue to fight against it.  Garnet saw power 
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and encouragement in the progress blacks were making, but he feared that many African 

American leaders would be content with abolition. 

Most likely, Garnet had only been asked to speak before the House as a 

ceremonial figure to show appreciation and praise for the end of slavery.  Although 

Garnet was happy to see the “wicked” system end, he also understood that many did not 

see the need to continue to improve the conditions for African Americans.  He pled, “If 

slavery has been destroyed merely from necessity, let every class be enfranchised at the 

direction of justice.”37  Garnet was not asking for any favors.  He believed that there were 

“heavy obligations to be met.”38  African Americans were mistreated and abused by the 

government and, now, they did not only deserve their freedom—they deserved their 

rights and dignity. 

Specifically, what did Garnet believe that the African American race deserved?  

He summarized his demands: “Emancipate, Enfranchise, Educate, and give the blessings 

of the gospel to every American citizen.”39  Garnet did not limit his appeal to blacks only, 

but used language that included all American citizens.  Sections of the Fourteenth 

Amendment overturned Dred Scott v. Sanford, enabling blacks to become citizens. 

However, Garnet’s words were spoken three years before this Amendment passed. 

Garnet was trying to rhetorically establish his citizenship and was communicating his 

expectations to his audience.  By specifying equal rights for “American citizens,” Garnet 

extended the black American civil rights agenda to include other oppressed groups, not 

just African Americans.  

 After the death of Lincoln on April 15, 1965, Garnet continued to plead for equal 

rights.  In June of 1865 in Norfolk, Virginia, Garnet proclaimed, “we must have our 
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complete and unfettered rights…We are men.”40  Again, Garnet is defending equality 

because of the manhood of African Americans.  As men, African Americans deserved all 

the rights and liberties of citizenship, including social, political, and economic 

empowerment.  

 Economic improvement was especially important to Garnet. He urged, “We have 

shown it on the battlefield and we must be treated like men…We are not stupid, we are 

not lazy and we know that freedom means honest work at honest wages.”41  Garnet was 

confronting the stereotypes against blacks point blank.  Although some believed blacks to 

be inferior, unintelligent, and unequal—Garnet was challenging whites to lift the 

oppressive chains that hindered African American progress and level the playing field. 

Garnet found it imperative that the government protect black contracts and maintain fair 

prices for blacks.  Prejudice hindered the economic improvement of the black 

community.  When this oppression would end, Garnet had no doubt that blacks would 

excel in their accomplishments. They were men and were capable of economic and 

intellectual improvement. 

 Interestingly, African American males were given the legal protection of 

citizenship before women. On July 9, 1868, citizenship became a legal reality for black 

American males.  The Fourteenth Amendment was ratified, guaranteeing due process and 

equal protection for male and female African Americans.  Two years later, the Fifteenth 

Amendment was also ratified, prohibiting the denial of male voting rights “on account of 

race, color, or previous condition of servitude.”42  Perhaps Garnet was right in his ability 

to understand his political climate and work with persuasive arguments that appealed to 
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his audience.  Because manhood and citizenship had been historically constructed, 

emphasizing these attributes of black males succeeded in justifying legal equality. 

 In 1881, when Garnet was appointed United States Minister and General Counsel 

to Liberia, he ended up making a profound effect on civil rights by demanding equality, 

pursuing political action, and by personally breaking constructed boundaries through the 

invitations and the appointments he received.  Garnet commonly accomplished tasks that 

no black man before him had.  He was the first black man to speak in the Halls of 

Congress, he was the first black supporter of the Liberty Party, and he was the first black 

U.S. diplomat.  The ability and manhood of African Americans was proven by Garnet’s 

intelligence, eloquence, and persistence.  He was an independent thinker, political 

activist, and an unyielding endorser of equality.   

 
Conclusion 

 Through Henry Highland Garnet’s demonstration of African American ability and 

emphasis on manhood, he developed civil rights rhetoric into socially understood 

conceptions of masculinity and citizenship before blacks were legally entitled to them.  

By doing so, he conveyed an ownership of equality.  Garnet used moral, religious, 

logical, and pragmatic arguments that prefigured arguments that would later impact civil 

rights rhetoric. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 
Rhetoric, Religion, Manhood, Patriotism, and Henry Highland Garnet 

 
 
“As we all listened to the stirring appeals of this good man- this eloquent champion of the 
rights of humanity, this acknowledged leader of our people,- we could not help 
contrasting his pathetic sincerity with the hypocrisy of the yelping mountebanks who have 
been attempting to crush him and injure his influence. He is so practical, so full of 
common sense, so destitute of all impracticable rhetoric, that when he speaks the sober 
minds are charmed by his wisdom and enlightened by his judgment. Long live Henry 
Highland Garnet.”1       

–The Christian Recorder 
 
 The study of rhetoric enables us to better understand the differences between 

Henry Highland Garnet and Frederick Douglass.  One contemporary described Garnet as 

“the most eloquent man in the country and [Douglass] as one of the most powerful.”2   

Although Garnet’s historical influence might appear insignificant at first glance, his 

methods of persuasion and ability to construct, as Jasinski argues, “a middle road,” made 

him an important rhetorical figure.  Garnet’s ideologies were expanded and explained by 

African American successors.  In fact, Garnet’s rhetoric was visionary, prophetic, and 

impacted future African American rhetoric in a way that Douglass’ rhetoric did not.  

Certainly, Garnet was a skilled and eloquent orator.  The criticism he received did not 

downplay his skill, but only refuted his content. Some labels given to Garnet by his 

contemporaries included “an incorrigible priest,”3 “an unprincipled man,”4 and “filled 

with the spirit of violence.”5  These criticisms were not uncommon.  However, even those 

that were critical of his policies were impressed by his ability as a rhetor.  Alexander 

Crummell observed that Garnet’s “originality was astonishing.”6  Garnet gained 



104 

 

recognition as a rhetor as he “drew from the deep wells of his own nature the massy 

stores of his thought and speech.”7  He certainly had an ability with words.  

 Garnet was known for his highly emotional language and well-constructed pathos.  

He was so gifted that some “regarded his masterly and elegant use of the English 

language as the gift of divine inspiration.”8  On one occasion, he was described as 

“eloquent, forcible, and argumentative.”9  He often spoke with “eloquence, clearness of 

delivery, and vividness of description.”10  On another speaking occasion, Garnet “amused 

and melted the hearts of the audience with the sweet murmuring of his tongue.  His 

speech was not prepared, but better than if it had been, for it was so Garnet-like.  His 

intervals of rich pathos and humor moved his audience like a pleasant gale upon the 

surface of a sea.”11 Another described Garnet’s ability, noting that “it was not a rare thing 

to see numbers in that great audience bathed in tears.”12  Garnet was a master in the art of 

rhetoric, especially in his delivery and ability to emotionally engage listeners.  

 In this concluding chapter I will identify the unifying rhetorical themes that 

dominate Garnet’s rhetoric surrounding abolition, emigration, and civil rights.  The 

rhetorical themes that complemented his rhetoric across multiple topoi were religious 

appeals, patriotic identity, and manhood.  These themes exposed hypocrisy, which was a 

rhetorical strategy in Garnet’s over-arching methodological structure of agitation.   

Throughout this thesis I have looked at these rhetorical strategies in its most interesting 

use, relating a rhetorical strategy to a particular use.  However, this chapter will 

demonstrate themes that were used laterally throughout Garnet’s lifetime.  His rhetorical 

choices can and were applied to all of his political pursuits.  
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Religious Appeals 

As a minister, Garnet portrayed an ethos of religiosity and he marketed this 

religious identity in order to convey persuasive messages to his audience.  Garnet 

believed that is was “a primary duty of all Americans, to acknowledge the moral 

government of God in all our affairs.”13  He understood that Christianity endorsed 

brotherly love and compassion.  In addition, he was confident that all men were created 

equal by God.  Garnet’s Christian beliefs complemented his policies.  He used religious 

appeals in most of his rhetoric.  

 While advocating violent resistance, Garnet defended resistance because slaves 

were denied the rights given to them by God.  He contended, “To such Degradation it is 

sinful in the Extreme for you to make voluntary Submission.”14  Garnet was actually 

arguing that submission to slavery as a sin, while resisting it was a Christian act. By 

constructing slavery as “the highest crime against man and God,” Garnet was 

condemning slavery as sin and resistance to sin was a virtuous deed.  Although the 

professed Christianity of the slaveholders was used by Garnet to expose their hypocrisy, 

Garnet knew he could use religion with this audience because Christianity was the 

cultural unifier between him and his listeners. Garnet understood that Christianity 

identified similarities between him and his opposition and any similarities between blacks 

and whites were rhetorical examples of black equality and could be used in order to 

justify better treatment.   

 Garnet was cynical of the Christian slaveholders because they defended the 

growth and development of slavery.  He lamented: “The bleeding captive pleaded his 

innocence, and pointed to Christianity who stood weeping at the cross”15 as “the Church 
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stood silently by…and the people loved to have it so.” 16  Those professing Christian 

beliefs exposed hypocrisy both within the American system and within the church.  

Christianity emphasized love and compassion, while slavery withheld basic liberties from 

God’s children.  

 Garnet also applied religion to his other policies.  While endorsing emigration, 

Garnet emphasized that an independent black nation would remove barriers that prevent 

them from worshiping freely.  He also argued that moving Christians to Africa would 

benefit native Africans by giving them the gospel.  Garnet advocated for civil liberties by, 

again, stressing equality before God.  Because he worked within a religious construct, 

Garnet could appeal to similarities he had with his audience.  In a time when most 

Americans were self-identified Christians, religious rhetoric was especially compelling 

and potentially successful. 

 
The Rhetoric of the American Revolution and Patriotism 

 In Garnet’s rhetoric of abolition, he referenced the American Revolution in order 

to support violent resistance.  He also used American Revolutionary rhetoric to endorse 

voluntary emigration as he referenced Benjamin Franklin’s words, “where liberty dwells, 

there is my country.”  In Garnet’s civil rights rhetoric, he commonly reminded his 

audience that black men fought in the revolutionary war and, therefore, deserved the 

liberties that were a result from that fight.  

 This strategy worked for many reasons.  1) The relationship between Garnet and 

the American founding united Garnet’s goals with American ideals.  2) The contrast with 

the expressed liberties of American revolutionary rhetoric and the current political 

oppression of minorities exposed hypocrisy within the American system.  3) Garnet was 
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able to use accepted values from the American Revolution in order to encourage greater 

action and revolutionary ideals within the current political culture.  By “aligning” himself 

with revolutionaries who were widely accepted and idealized in American culture, Garnet 

was able to support extreme arguments with political and legal texts and make his 

policies appear less extreme. 

 Perhaps Garnet’s love for the American founding documents was why he was 

known to be “profoundly patriotic in his feelings.”17  Garnet proclaimed, “the foundation 

of this government was formed of the most solid materials.”18  One of the foundations 

that Garnet was referring to was the belief in sacrifice for the cause of liberty.  This belief 

forced him to accept resistance and political action as important instruments to incite 

political change.  

 Garnet had a rhetorical influence that appealed to men even if they disagreed with 

the content.  I believe that this respect stemmed from an appreciation of Garnet’s 

patriotism and rhetoric of sacrifice.  Whites were able to accept pro-American 

abolitionists that endorsed violence over those pacifists who rejected America’s founding 

documents.  Pro-American abolitionists appeared less threatening and, when slavery was 

abolished, they had fewer rhetorical transitions to make.  After the emancipation of the 

slaves, the American government was fulfilling the task begun by the founders. 

 
Manhood 

 Not only did Garnet establish manhood to fight for civil rights, but he appeared 

masculine, strong, and uncompromising in all of his rhetoric.  He believed that proving 

manhood would enable African Americans to achieve their goals.  As he criticized 

slavery, he charged that it “made men brutes.”  The institution of slavery robbed men of 
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their livelihood.  As men, they were entitled to take their freedom and liberty from their 

oppressors.  This demonstrated another use of manhood as Garnet used manhood to 

support violent resistance.  

 Garnet also used manhood in order to support voluntary emigration.  He believed 

that emigration would economically benefit blacks.  Economic enfranchisement was an 

essential element in Garnet’s construction of manhood.  Steve Estes argues that the 

conception of “man” in nineteenth century civil rights rhetoric included having “a 

political voice in deciding how his community, his state, and his country” was run.19  

Because manhood was intrinsically associated with citizenship, Garnet believed 

emigration offered black Americans the option to embrace their manhood by establishing 

their own independent government.   

 Garnet’s use of manhood also exposed hypocrisy because the American system 

was patriarchal in nature.  The language in the Declaration of Independence stated that 

“all men were created equal.”   Steve Estes argues, “Since men were the only voters in 

most nineteenth century political contests, voting rights and citizenship were directly 

linked to manhood.  This connection between citizenship and manhood shaped the 

language, strategies and objectives of political and social reform.”  Garnet used manhood 

not only to justify his policies but also to expose the hypocrisy in the American 

relationship between manhood and citizenship.  

 
The Rhetoric of Agitation 

 Garnet’s ability to construct opponents as hypocrites is characteristic of his 

rhetoric of agitation.  Mary G. McEdwards writes that the rhetoric of agitation “evokes 

extreme movement away from the status quo—usually a complete reversal of existing 
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conditions or situations.”20 Agitation seeks to move people with their emotions toward 

action and institutional change.  Garnet geared his arguments toward actively pursuing 

political change. Agitation sought change through a united effort.   

 Garnet utilized the rhetoric of agitation in order to appeal emotionally to his 

audience.  McEdwards clearly depicts this rhetorical strategy: 

The agitator must use the jagged word, the snarling word, the insulting 
word; he cannot clothe his ideas in euphemistic cotton wool to spare our 
sensibilities.  These sensibilities are precisely what the agitator must rake 
raw, for to agitate, one must irritate and infuriate.  When we try to 
suppress the man using the caustic metaphor, the savage adjective, that 
agitative rhetoric, we end by suppressing our own abilities to come nearer 
our ideal society.21 

 
She continues, “strong, passionate language…evoke[s] an immediate emotional response 

in the listener.”22 By utilizing this technique, Garnet’s main source of persuasion was 

pathos.  Using controversial language enabled him to focus on passion and action.  

 McEdwards insists “The agitator knows that his success depends upon the 

emotional and intellectual involvement of the full electorate.”23  Garnet agitated the 

South when he called for a slave rebellion.  All of his listeners were compelled to feel and 

to think.  This reaction polarized the movement.  Agitation causes an audience to become 

emotionally involved and more defensive of their beliefs.  Garnet defended colonization 

by confrontational language.  He also pressed the civil rights movement forward with 

gripping words and poignant language.  By being an agitator, Garnet could take extreme 

positions and force his policies into a public platform.  

 
Conclusion 

 When Garnet spoke of “missionary” work in Africa, he defended it with his 

typical active approach.  He clearly contended: “Now, then, let us do something. I pray 
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that it may not turn out to be a mere talk - and write-all and do-nothing affair.”24 Garnet’s 

rhetorical strategy often downplayed words and spoke of action.  Ironically, he made his 

living using words—he was a lecturer.  Garnet used words to instill a reformist message 

that continued to be expanded upon and more widely supported for the next century.  He 

understood that “mere talk” required action, which is why he chose compelling strategies 

such as religion, patriotism, and masculinity.  Words were only valuable if they 

persuaded others to act, to change, and to fight.  

 Garnet drew upon religion, patriotism, manhood, and agitation in order to 

emotionally stir up his audience.  Whatever position the listener took, Garnet’s radical 

rhetoric forced the audience to become more emotionally invested and to reevaluate their 

beliefs and ideologies.  Radical rhetoric is best used when there is a moral imperative, 

alternative policies are mutually exclusive, and there is an already developed polarization 

on both sides.  Garnet was rhetorically influential because his policies fit these criteria.   

 His rhetorical strategy caused him to be identified as a “fearless, uncompromising 

and consistent advocate of universal liberty and equality.”25 Although Garnet never 

believed the black community would be accepted by America, he still exemplified 

American values.  By aligning himself with Christian faith, the Declaration of 

Independence and the respected Founders, he was able to promote an American unity as 

well as religious and patriotic conviction.  This style excited his listeners and incited 

passionate debate—forcing men to make judgments and defend those judgments.  

 Typical of Garnet, he found an interesting relationship between cross-lateral 

rhetorical strategies.  After this analysis of Garnet’s rhetoric, one can better comprehend 

how Garnet used unifying themes throughout his rhetoric.  He employed religion, 
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patriotism, manhood, and agitation on abolition, civil rights, and colonization.  Garnet 

truly created new alternatives to political actors and emotionally captivated his audience.  

By doing so, he proved to be one of the greatest rhetors and independent thinkers of the 

nineteenth century.
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