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Abstract

For decades, historians of slavery have grappled with an interpretive constraint. Despite a conviction
that the past is as complex as the present, we have operated, to a significant degree, on the simplifying
premise that historical attitudes toward enslavement were either antislavery or proslavery—in
modified form, immediatist/gradualist or perpetualist. These binary frames have undermined our
efforts to write about, and in some ways to discern, attitudes that fell in the ambivalent middle.
Through a case study of Henry Clay, one of the most influential politicians operating in this middle
range, this article argues for the adoption of a new term, eventualism, that describes one of the most
common expressions of ambivalence: declaring opposition to slavery while insisting that, for the
sake of the Union, it be left alone and allowed to follow a natural course to extinction. By illustrating
the benefits of a refined interpretive approach, immediatism-gradualism-eventualism-perpetualism,
along with the benefits of certain interpretive principles that, if more widely adopted, will clarify and
enhance inter-scholarly engagements, this article seeks to encourage and enable historians to
continue the important work of explicating how and why many Americans, predominantly white

Americans, espoused attitudes with significant internal tensions.

Introduction

At many points during Henry Clay’s long political career, he expressed frustration and
disbelief regarding what he believed to be absurd mischaracterizations of his attitude toward
slavery. In letters written during the late 1830s and early 1840s, for instance, when he was
involved in two of his many efforts to become President of the United States, he complained that
“the leading Abolition papers [in the North] are attacking me as being ultra in my Slave notions,
[while] at the South I am assailed as being an Abolitionist!” In other words, northerners who
favored immediate action against slavery were accusing him of favoring slavery’s perpetual
existence, while southerners who favored slavery’s perpetual existence were accusing him of
favoring immediate action against slavery. In the face of such “double fire,” Clay exclaimed, “I

am neither” for one extreme, “nor the other.”!



Despite Clay’s protests, each accusation had a basis in fact. Southerners who branded
him an ultra against slavery (‘“Abolitionist) could cite, among other things, the many instances
when he declared American slavery an “evil” and when he insisted that this evil should and
would ultimately end. Northerners who branded him an ultra for slavery could cite, among other
things, the multiple occasions when he proclaimed that slavery should be left alone and allowed
to run its “natural” course. Thus, although neither accusation characterized, in precise terms, the
attitudes toward slavery that Clay actually expressed during his five decades in the political
spotlight, together, they pointed toward a more subtle reality: a complex and increasing
ambivalence regarding slavery’s future in the United States.

Over the past sixty years, the largest portion of scholarship on American slavery has
focused on the ultra attitudes that Clay persistently rejected: immediatism and perpetualism.
Historians have focused on these attitudes largely because they are the most straightforward to
discern, classify, and describe. Immediatists, like Frederick Douglass and William Lloyd
Garrison, denounced enslavement as a sin and a betrayal of the nation’s founding doctrines and
insisted on immediate rectifying actions. Perpetualists, like John Calhoun, took the opposite
view, insisting that enslavement had many “positive” effects on American society and thus
should be made a perpetual institution.?

Historians have complemented this scholarship by explicating, with increasing levels of
discernment, the broad collection of attitudes that fell between these two poles. They have given
greatest attention to white Americans who promoted approaches to ending slavery that were less
radical than those of the immediatists: gradualists or antislavery moderates, as they have
generally been labeled. Example subjects include northern state legislators who, between 1780
and 1804, enacted gradual abolition laws or northern congressmen like Abraham Lincoln and
Charles Sumner who, during the late 1840s and 1850s, strongly opposed the extension of slavery
into the western territories. To a lesser degree, historians have examined white Americans like
Clay whose attitudes were more complex, those who, based on the mix of things they said and
did over their lifetimes, provoked, as Clay put it, accusations of being both for and against
slavery.’

Historians working to explicate these more complex, ambivalent attitudes have grappled
with a serious constraint. The two classificatory frames that we have used for decades—the

general antislavery-proslavery and the more specific immediatism-gradualism-perpetualism—



foster binary thinking. This assertion, as it pertains to the former framing, is fairly self-evident. If
one label does not fit, the other one must, at least implicitly: if not antislavery, then proslavery.
For the latter framing, the either-or operation involves the latter two terms. When describing an
attitude deemed to be non-immediatist, historians have two choices: gradualist or perpetualist—
again, if not one, then the other. This underlying binarism has tended to undermine the
explication of complex, ambivalent attitudes. Those of us whose work focuses on such attitudes
well understand the problems associated with such a constrictive force. For instance, if we use
refining terms like gradualist or antislavery moderate to characterize a particular ambivalent
attitude, we, in effect, choose one side over the other—in this case the “antislavery” side. We
consciously smooth over complexities in the historical record and thus, at least partially,
undercut our motivating aim of presenting a more nuanced and complicated picture of
Americans’ attitudes toward slavery.*

This constraint has presented significant challenges in my own work, which focuses on
the eight-decade political effort, from roughly 1816 to 1890, to make the expatriation of Black
Americans a federal project. Most of the politicians who contributed to this effort—including
prominent figures like Henry Clay, James Madison, Daniel Webster, Francis Scott Key, and
Abraham Lincoln—evinced attitudes toward enslavement that were complex and, to varying
degrees, ambivalent. As I struggled to describe with precision the positions that these politicians
espoused and to explain how these positions related to those taken by others, I decided to adopt a
new term, eventualism, and to incorporate it into a revised conception of the immediatism-
gradualism-perpetualism framework. Eventualism, which sits between gradualism and
perpetualism on what is now a four-term spectrum, describes an attitude toward slavery that
combined abstract opposition to the institution with demands to leave it alone, so that it could
follow a natural course to extinction. The term’s key value is that its literalist construction, based
on eventual, calls attention to the marked passivity reflected in such a position: in essence, do
nothing. When Clay and others articulated this position or something like it, they typically
expressed hope that slavery would and should end at some point in the future, while claiming
that any actions toward that end were far too risky to the Union to consider.’

The purpose of this article is to propose this new term and revised framework, along with
some principles that give it greater stability and utility, to the wider community of scholars who

study American slavery. To give concrete illustrations of the benefits of this refined interpretive



approach, I have structured this article as a case study of Henry Clay’s changing attitudes toward
slavery, from the late 1790s when his political career began until his death in 1852. Clay works
well as a case study for two reasons. First, throughout his long political career nearly everything
that he said and did with respect to slavery fell within the complicated space between gradualism
and perpetualism. Second, Clay was, by far, one of the most influential figures in the nineteenth
century debates over slavery—shortly after Clay’s death, long-time critic Frederick Douglass
described him, without sarcasm, as the nation’s “most popular man.” A case study of Clay’s
attitudes toward enslavement thus serves, by proxy, as a case study of the numerous politicians
and the large portion of the white population who aligned with the views that he espoused. I
should note, however, that while this article does, in certain specifics, make interventions in
Clay-focused scholarship, this is not its primary aim. It does not, therefore, offer a
comprehensive account of Clay’s rhetoric and actions related to enslavement.®

The article’s narrative emphasizes two key moments in Clay’s political career that gain
considerable clarity when viewed through a refined lens. The first occurred in the late 1810s
when he helped found the American Colonization Society, thus launching the eight-decade Black
expatriation political movement. The second occurred during the mid-to-late 1830s in response
to the dramatic inflection in northern “abolitionist” agitation. Because both shifts happened in the
space between gradualism and perpetualism, this case study crystallizes the value of having a
term that subdivides that space.

In this article, I adhere to three interpretive principles that will, if more broadly adopted,
help to stabilize the ground beneath the ever-growing body of scholarship on enslavement in the
United States. In asserting these principles and in writing this article, it is important to note that I
am contributing to an ongoing conversation. Historians of slavery have been struggling with
terminology for many years. Some have written explicitly about their struggles. Four decades
ago, Ronald Walters wrote, “The more that is written about antislavery the more trouble we have
finding its boundaries.” Caleb McDaniel recently affirmed the ongoing relevance of Walters’s
words by quoting them in a 2014 article titled “The Bonds and Boundaries of Antislavery.” For
most historians, however, the struggle has been more private and has manifested implicitly in
their scholarship. This article builds on the important learnings produced by all who have
engaged in this struggle to-date. While some historians will question elements of what I propose,

few, I expect, will question the need for such a proposal.’



The first principle addresses the fact that none of the five terms that comprise our two
prevailing frameworks—antislavery, proslavery, immediatism, gradualism, perpetualism—have
standard definitions. The most significant implication of this is that the line separating
antislavery from proslavery or gradualism from perpetualism shifts from scholarly work to
scholarly work, its position dependent upon varied, often vague or unspoken criteria. Within this
linguistic space, relating one’s arguments to those of other scholars can prove quite difficult. I
propose a simple and yet effective means of standardization: deriving the terms’ definitions from
a single question: When should slavery end? The answers—immediately, gradually, eventually,
or not at all (it should exist perpetually)—provide the terms’ relative definitions. In effect, I am
recommending that we embrace, with a new term and with refined awareness, the time-based
orientation of the immediatism-gradualism-perpetualism framework that has been in use for
decades.®

The second principle is that I confine the use of this framework to describing the rhetoric
and actions of historical figures at specific moments in time. This approach pushes back against
the all-too-common impulse—sometimes explicit, sometimes implicit—that drives historians to
debate whether historical figures (or institutions) were, in essence, antislavery or proslavery. It
presumes, instead, that individual attitudes toward slavery could, and often did, change and
allows for the real possibility that individuals might express divergent attitudes at the same
moment in time.’

The third principle is that I use this framework to analyze the intent behind individuals’
rhetoric and actions, not the actual outcomes. My goal, to be clear, is not to discourage analyses
of outcomes. As this article demonstrates, while Clay may have spoken and acted at various
points in his life with an intent to shorten slavery’s lifespan, few, if any, of his actions could be
said to have actually produced this outcome. My goal, rather, is to highlight the importance of
distinguishing between analyses of intent and analyses of outcome, since the two can easily
conflate.

My ultimate hope for this article is that it will enable and encourage historians to
continue the hard work of explicating complexity and ambivalence in the ninety-year debate over
slavery’s future in the United States. There is much still to be done. Attitudinal complexity and
ambivalence on this singularly contentious issue were, as this article underscores throughout,

common, not anomalous. Indeed, for many white Americans, ambivalence was less an indication



of ideological inconsistency or confusion than it was the product of anxious thinking constrained
by assumptions about what two centuries of racialized slavery had made either possible or

impossible.

Asserting Gradualism

In 1798 and 1799, a young Henry Clay called on the people of Kentucky to take action
against slavery. Just past age twenty at the time, Clay had recently moved to Kentucky from
Virginia to pursue a career in law and politics. In two letters published in the Kentucky Gazette,
Clay expressed this sentiment with force and urgency: “All America acknowledges the existence
of slavery to be an evil...If it be this enormous evil, the sooner we attempt its destruction the
better.” In the political air at the time was an open question: Should the young state (admitted in
1792) hold a convention to revise its constitution? Clay strongly endorsed the idea of a
convention in his letters and expressed frustration, even outrage, that many Kentuckians opposed
the prospect of change. How could “any humane man” claim satisfaction with the present
situation with “near thirty thousand of his fellow beings around him, deprived of all the rights
which make life desirable, transferred like cattle from the possession of one to another”?
Kentucky was still young. Was not now, he suggested, the time to adopt a “gradual mode of
emancipation”?!°

In these public letters, Clay directed his strongest criticism at those who claimed,
anxiously, that constitutional revision might lead to an “immediate and unqualified liberation of
slaves.” These claims originated in a desire to “mislead the judgment of the public,” he insisted.
Proponents of action against slavery favored gradualist approaches only. Although immediatist
action might appear more “just” in the abstract, it had “never...been the intention of any one to
attempt it.” Any effort to end slavery in the state must proceed slowly and pragmatically, Clay
maintained. “Thirty thousand slaves, without preparation for enjoying the rights of a freeman,
without property, without principle, let loose upon society would be wretched themselves, and
render others miserable.”!!

At this early point in his life, Clay believed that Kentucky should adopt a gradualist plan
modeled on Pennsylvania’s 1780 gradual abolition law. Pennsylvania had been the first northern
state with a sizable enslaved population to move against the institution. Connecticut had adopted

a similar gradual abolition law in 1784, and New York was in the process of doing the same



when Clay published his letters. Initially, Pennsylvania’s law freed no one. All enslaved
Pennsylvanians living as of the law’s effective date remained enslaved for life (unless freed by
individual action). Only children born to enslaved mothers after 1780 would become free, and
their freedom would be delayed until they reached the age of twenty-eight. Prior to that, they
would live, in effect, as indentured servants. Adopting such gradualist provisions in Kentucky
would, Clay indicated, postpone any labor-related financial impact on slaveholders for nearly
three decades and would, for the same long period, keep emancipated Kentuckians from being
“let loose upon society.”!?

The majority of white voters in Kentucky were, however, unswayed, rejecting the call for

a convention and with it the opportunity to take action against slavery. Over the next fifty years,

Clay often referred back to this moment with a mixture of pride and regret.

From Gradualism toward Eventualism

Clay’s political career took off over the next two decades. He served his first term in
Congress in 1806, an abbreviated stint in the Senate, and then served with near continuity in the
House of Representatives from 1811 through the end of the decade. For much of his time in the
House, he served as Speaker. During the second half of the decade, after the end of war with
Great Britain filled Congress with a spirit of nationalist promise, Clay began pushing legislative
measures that envisioned an active role for the federal government in this new era of nation-
building. During this period, he amended his view of how slavery should come to an end.'?

Between 1790 (the year of the first national census) and 1820, the free Black population
of the southern slave states grew from roughly 30,000 to 130,000, causing increasing concern
among southern lawmakers. Presumed, though not necessarily proven, connections between free
Black populations and slave rebellions had deep roots in southern culture. Several southern states
responded to this growth by passing laws that made manumissions more difficult. Virginia,
which had the nation’s second-largest free Black population and its largest enslaved population,
passed a law in 1806 that required all newly emancipated Virginians to leave the state
permanently. Those who refused could be re-enslaved. Success in these legislative efforts had
hinged, to a significant degree, on fear caused by contemporary enslaved uprisings, such as the
1790s Haitian Revolution, the 1800 Gabriel Prosser Conspiracy in Virginia, and the 1811

German Coast Uprising in Louisiana.'*



Amidst these growing concerns and changing laws, Clay helped organize the American
Colonization Society (ACS), which he supported for the rest of his life. The formal purpose of
the ACS, as conceived by its slaveholder-heavy founding group, was to remove Black
Americans—those who might become free through manumissions or gradual abolition laws and
those who were already free—from the United States and resettle them in a foreign colony. To
this end, the organization founded Liberia on the west coast of Africa during the early 1820s.
And, it began lobbying the federal government for funding and sponsorship, thus commencing a
significant, but understudied eight-decade political movement (it lasted until roughly 1896) that
involved many of the nation’s most influential statesmen: including, to varying degrees, almost
half of the United States’ first eighteen presidents.!>

One of the founding group’s hoped-for outcomes was to catalyze emancipatory actions
that would, over time, foster acts of gradual abolition throughout the southern states. Such hope
rested upon the idea, Clay explained in speeches during the late 1820s, when he served as the
nation’s Secretary of State, that “the great obstacle to emancipation” was southern aversion to
incorporating the emancipated. Clay qualified such remarks by insisting that the ACS’s leaders
respected each state’s right to determine its own course with respect to slavery. “But, it is no
objection to their scheme,” he remarked, “...that it admits of indefinite extension and
application.” By demonstrating the practicability of combining emancipation and expatriation,
the ACS sought, Clay explained, to offer a model for ending slavery that southern states could, if
they chose, employ in order to “rid themselves of a universally acknowledged curse.”!¢

The ACS’s founders, or at least those from the South, had a second hoped-for outcome as
well. Clay and others saw the systematic removal of free and freed Black Americans as a means
of making slavery more safe during the long period required for its gradual eradication. At one of
the ACS’s founding meetings, Virginian John Randolph made this secondary objective explicit:
Black expatriation would both encourage widespread manumissions and “tend to secure the
property of every master” who continued to hold slaves. The underlying presumption was that
the likelihood of slave rebellions would diminish as the free Black population—and its assumed
inflammatory influence—declined. Indeed, for Randolph, Clay, and other southern founders, the
dual function of Black expatriation was absolutely essential. Southern legislators, they claimed,

would never willfully increase the number of free Black Americans while enslaved Americans



lived in their midst. To do so would be to act illogically: to make slavery more dangerous, rather
than more safe.!”

The dominance of binary frameworks and thinking has made it difficult for historians to
reckon with this ambivalence and, in turn, note its historical significance. Indeed, much of the
scholarly commentary on the Black expatriation movement has focused on the basic either-or
question: were the movement’s proponents, on the whole, antislavery or proslavery? Some have
argued that ACS promoters had “no antislavery goals” whatsoever or were, in effect,
“proslavery” figures. Others, including several who have written skilled and nuanced
monographs on the subject, have claimed that these individuals fell within “the antislavery
circle.” Although both interpretations, based on what Clay and others said during this early
period, have partial documentary support, neither accounts for the totality of the historical
record. In effect, both are constrained by an unspoken assumption that antislavery sentiments
and proslavery sentiments could not coexist. Both, thus, are framed in a way that makes it
difficult to discern, much less emphasize, the fact that ambivalent intentions were, for Clay and
many others, part of the expatriation movement’s essential design.!®

The revised framework that I propose in this article operates more flexibly. Simply put,
from the late 1790s to the late 1810s, Clay’s rhetoric shifted from gradualism foward
eventualism. In a basic, definitional sense, this signifies that in the late 1810s Clay began
articulating an attitude toward slavery that envisioned a more distant endpoint for the institution.
While he still encouraged, for the time being, southern states to adopt acts of gradual abolition,
he insisted that these laws make expatriation a condition of emancipation, an insistence absent
from his 1798-1799 call for gradual abolition in Kentucky. Clay understood full well that, if
adopted, these laws would operate more slowly than their earlier northern counterparts. The
challenges of establishing a foreign colony, building and scaling a transportation system, and
replacing the labor of more than a million expatriates would, without doubt, prove to be
complex, costly, and time consuming. In an attempt to mitigate these state-level challenges, Clay
and many other Black expatriation proponents repeatedly appealed to the federal government for
support. During the mid-1820s, a loud and growing number of states’ rights politicians in the
Lower South began to vehemently oppose these appeals—implying an even more distant
endpoint for the institution. The leaders of this group, many of whom would become outspoken

perpetualists during the mid 1830s, opposed federal support for Black expatriation because they



saw it as a dangerous precedent that might pave the way to future federal actions against
slavery.!?

In effect, adding eventualism to our interpretive vocabulary allows us to draw a clearer
distinction between the before and after of this moment in Clay’s political career. Generally
speaking, Clay scholars have tended to use the same basic phrases, like “conservative
antislavery” or “gradualism,” to describe the attitudes toward slavery that he evinced during the
early, middle, and late portions of his career. A summary statement given in a recent Clay
biography illustrates the point: Clay’s support for “gradualism” and “gradual emancipation
remained a constant throughout his life, despite his vagueness about methods and timetables.”
While the authors of this work do not claim that Clay promoted expatriation during this earlier
period, they nonetheless give the impression of long-term attitudinal continuity. The addition of
a qualifying clause, to be clear, acknowledges some variation, but the term “vagueness” suggests
that the variation was not all that significant. The new term and the revised framework proposed
in this article enable and indeed encourage us to take a different interpretive tack: stressing that
gradual emancipation without expatriation and gradual emancipation with expatriation
constituted very different visions of how slavery should ultimately come to an end.?’

From a wider vantage point, the new term and revised framework also enable us to better
highlight and elucidate the importance of this late-1810s moment in the national debate over
slavery. Widespread use of the immediatism-gradualism-perpetualism framework has made
gradualism into a kind of catch-all term. Historians have used this word—quite logically, given
the framework’s limits—for all attitudes that fell between immediatism and perpetualism. While
such usage has not prevented us from drawing distinctions between gradual abolition without
expatriation and gradual abolition with expatriation, it has produced an undermining, conflative
effect. When we use gradualism as a shorthand for both forms of gradual abolition, we foster a
sense of equivalence. This is a significant historiographical issue, the Clay issue in magnified
form, since effectively all of the gradual abolition acts passed prior to the late 1810s, all in the
northern states, were of the former variety, and effectively all of the gradual abolition acts
considered (though not passed) after the late 1810s, all in the Upper South, were of the latter
variety.?!

In essence, the late 1810s marked a moment when “gradual abolition” took on

fundamentally new meaning for many of those involved in the national slavery debate. Indeed,
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from the late 1810s to the early 1830s, large and increasing numbers of white Americans across
the Upper South and the North began to characterize Black expatriation as an essential, or at
least important, concomitant of gradual emancipation. Many congressmen from these regions—
including Charles Fenton Mercer, Theodore Frelinghuysen, William C. Rives, and Elisha
Whittlesey, to name just a few—joined Clay in promoting an emancipation-expatriation
approach to ending slavery. More than ten upper southern or northern state legislatures—
including Virginia, Maryland, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, Ohio, and
Indiana—endorsed federal funding for Black expatriation during this period. And many leaders
of the Christian “benevolence” movement in both regions became active promoters of the
emancipation-expatriation vision as well: including Margaret Mercer, Martha Jefferson
Randolph (daughter of Thomas Jefferson), Gerrit Smith, Francis Scott Key, Leonard Bacon, and
William Meade. Having a new term that subdivides the space between gradualism and
perpetualism enhances historians’ capacity to highlight, even in shorthand form, the fact that
from the late 1810s onward many white Americans espoused a vision of slavery’s prospective

eradication that was more conditional and long-term, in other words, eventual.??

Asserting Eventualism

In December 1833, a coalition of Black and white activists in the North founded the
American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS). The organization spoke in fierce and uncompromising
terms about the need to commence, immediately, the process of ending slavery. The AASS
opposed gradualist approaches on the grounds that they gave temporary sanction to “a heinous
crime.” And they denounced all Black expatriation advocacy, insisting, as Black Americans had
done since 1817, that claims of expatriation’s emancipatory potential were delusional.??

One of the AASS’s first acts was to lead a congressional petition campaign that
demanded immediatist actions in areas under federal jurisdiction, notably Washington DC.
Southern congressmen reacted defensively and indignantly, calling for the swift rejection of all
slavery-related petitions (not just those containing immediatist rhetoric) on the grounds that the
federal government had no constitutional right to debate the future of a state-based institution.
Significant numbers of northern congressmen sympathized with the southern reaction, enabling

the adoption and readoption of chamber-level policies (e.g., the House Gag Rule) that minimized

the amount of floor debate these petitions provoked. The issue of slavery had become, it seemed,
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too volatile for Congress to discuss—even when suggested only implicitly in petitions seeking
federal support for Black expatriation, as confirmed by the Senate’s rejection in 1837 of a
petition Clay submitted on the ACS’s behalf.?*

Clay criticized these northern activists for creating a political environment that had
worsened, rather than improved, prospects for shortening slavery’s lifespan. Their radical
rhetoric and actions had reversed by “half a century the prospect of any species of emancipation
of the African race, gradual or immediate, in any of the States,” he declared in a Senate speech in
1839. As direct evidence, he described conditions in his home state of Kentucky, where the
people “have been [so] shocked and alarmed by these abolition movements™ that recent calls for
a state constitutional convention, one that might have put gradual abolition back on the table
after forty years, had failed by a three-to-one majority. Clay had voted with the majority, feeling
“constrained” by circumstances to take a position opposite to the one he had taken forty years
earlier. He regretted both his action and the ultimate outcome. “But for the agitation of the
question of abolition in States whose population had no right, in the opinion of the people of
Kentucky to interfere in the matter,” Clay stated, “the vote for a Convention would have been
much larger, if it had not been carried.”??

Clay also rebuked northern activists for pushing forward on “their mad and fatal course”
heedless of the damage they were doing to the Union. If they persisted, the Union might break
apart, and war might ensue, Clay warned. “Shall we wantonly...destroy all the glorious
anticipations of the high destiny that awaits us?”” The prudent course and indeed the only realistic
course, he advised, was to accept slavery as a long-term national fact. The institution would still,
at some point, come to an end, he maintained, but not for “some one hundred and fifty or two
hundred years.”?

Six years prior, during a Senate speech in favor of a bill that sought to make millions in
federal land revenue available for Black expatriation and other uses, Clay had predicted that
slavery might end “fifty or a hundred years hence.” The new 150-200 year prediction did not
indicate that he had come to favor John Calhoun’s increasingly asserted idea that slavery was of
perpetual benefit to the United States. Clay had affirmed as much in a recent letter, which had
criticized perpetualism as “indefensible” and “unintelligible.” The hundred-year difference
between his two predictions was, however, meaningful. The earlier prediction, at least, had some

empirical basis: the 1830 census had shown, for instance, that slavery continued to exist in
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Pennsylvania, on a small but not insubstantial scale, fifty years after the state’s gradual abolition
act. The latter prediction had no such grounding. It was, in essence, Clay’s way of throwing his
hands up in the air and tying slavery’s fate to human progress. “What is ultimately to become of
Slavery? asks the impatient Abolitionist,” Clay wrote to an acquaintance in 1842: “I cannot tell
him, with any certainty. [Yet] I have no doubt that the merciful Providence, which permitted its
introduction into our Country, against the wishes of our Ancestors, will, according to HIS own
good pleasure and time, provide for its mitigation or termination.”?’

Clay’s 1839 Senate address, which he envisioned as a summative statement of his views
on slavery, marked a second important shift in his rhetoric and actions on the issue. While the
first shift had signaled movement from gradualism toward eventualism, the second shift signaled
an embrace of eventualism. From the late 1830s until his death in 1852, most of what he said and
did on the subject of slavery reflected eventualism’s ambivalent elements: professed opposition
to slavery in the abstract combined with demands to leave it alone.?®

Again, as with the earlier historical shift, existing terms tend to undermine our ability to
highlight and explicate such ambivalence. Designating the rhetoric of Clay’s 1839 speech as
antislavery, even conservative or moderate antislavery, puts excessive emphasis on his abstract
opposition and obscures his prescriptions of non-action. Designating his rhetoric as proslavery
produces the reverse effect: obscuring his abstract opposition and suggesting, inaccurately,
ideological alignment with Calhoun, due to the tendency of proslavery and perpetualism to
conflate. Use of the immediatism—gradualism—perpetualism framework offers no real
clarification. As before, because gradualism encompasses all attitudes toward slavery between
immediatism and perpetualism, its usage tends to smooth over crucial distinctions between the
passivity of Clay’s late-1830s rhetoric and the action orientation of rhetoric from earlier in his
political career. The summary remark from a recent Clay biography, quoted earlier, again
illustrates the point: support for “gradualism” and “gradual emancipation” was “a constant
throughout his life, despite his vagueness about methods and timetables.” Although during both
periods—between the late 1810s and the mid-1830s and between the late-1830s and his death in
1852—Clay insisted on the necessity of combining emancipation and expatriation, during the
later period he did so with different professed intentions. During the earlier period, he expressed
hope that federal support for expatriation would shorten slavery’s natural lifespan by catalyzing

southern acts of gradual abolition. During the later period, he insisted that the rise of northern
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abolitionism had killed the basis for such hope and had created an environment in which any
attempts to reestablish this basis were too dangerous to the Union. Federal support for
expatriation was now, as he expressed it, not a catalyst but rather a preparatory step for the
future, unspecified time when Providence delivered abolition.?’

Adding eventualism to our interpretive lexicon enables historians to better clarify and
stress the significance of this shift. The eventual root connotes passivity and the very long-term
view that passivity fosters. In his 1839 speech, Clay counseled a level of political forbearance on
the issue of slavery that far exceeded that which he had prescribed during the late 1810s and the
early 1830s. He was calling on all those who claimed to desire slavery’s ultimate eradication to
do nothing, for the sake of the Union. In essence, he was framing inaction, combined with faith
in slavery’s eventual demise, as patriotic.

Many white Americans joined Clay in making eventualist declarations during this time,
further indication of the term’s wider interpretive utility. In religious circles, for instance, worries
about sectional strife caused the national governing bodies of two of the largest Christian
denominations, the Methodist Episcopal Church and the Presbyterian Church, to ban slavery as a
topic of debate. The former, in 1836, proclaimed its strong opposition to “modern abolitionism”
and “disclaim[ed] any right, wish, or intention, to interfere in the civil and political relation
between master and slave.” The latter, in the same year, resolved that the “whole subject be
indefinitely postponed.” Deeply concerned by this trend, the nation’s most prominent Black
newspaper, The Colored American, published numerous criticisms of religious organizations and
leaders, denouncing their “indifferent spirit” with respect to slavery and accusing them of being
one of the “great stumbling blocks in the way of its removal.”*°

Growing numbers of upper-southern lawmakers also began making eventualist
declarations during the mid-to-late 1830s. Like Clay, they had dual motivations: deflecting
accusations of “abolitionist” affinity, while at the same time distancing themselves from
emergent perpetualist rhetoric. During a late-1830s Senate debate, William C. Rives of Virginia
scolded John Calhoun for insisting that all southern congressmen, in the interest of political
solidarity, endorse a view of slavery’s future that “shock[ed] the generous sentiments of human
nature.” Rives said that he would stand together with Calhoun and other southern congressmen
against “abolitionist” agitation and in favor of the principle of non-action, but he would not

relinquish his belief—the same held by “Washington, Jefferson, Madison, [and] Marshall”— that
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slavery was an “evil” that should eventually end. While Rives did not claim to know how
slavery’s end would come, he suggested that God and the “hand of Omnipotence” would, over
time, reveal the answer.>!

This point about southern politics is particularly noteworthy since it builds on an
important historiographical trend. Over the last few decades, a small group of historians has
persuasively argued against the “conventional historical wisdom” that the mid-1830s was a time
when “proslavery writers convinced all Southerners that slavery was a positive good (and should
never be removed).” These scholars have not contested the claim that southern congressmen
tended to vote as a bloc on slavery-related issues from the mid-1830s onward, but they have
challenged the notion—sometimes argued, more often assumed—that voting solidarity signaled
ideological homogeneity. Despite this scholarly trend, many historians still use blanket
references like “proslavery South” or “proslavery southerners” when discussing the post-1835
period, thus implying homogeneity and, moreover, suggesting that perpetualist sentiments were
the norm.*

The revised framework proposed in this article, with its capacity to distinguish
eventualist sentiments from perpetualist ones, provides linguistic support for this important
interpretive movement. And it does this while, at the same time, militating against efforts to
rehabilitate the historical reputations of southern politicians by converting, for instance, a

proslavery Clay into an antislavery Clay, or a perpetualist Clay into a gradualist Clay.

Defending Eventualism

In February of 1849, roughly fifty years after a young Henry Clay had endorsed taking
action against slavery in Kentucky, an aged Henry Clay elected to do the same. Nearing seventy-
two, Clay sensed that he was approaching the end of his life. Calls for a state constitutional
convention filled the Kentucky air again, affording him an opportunity, as he explained, to fulfill
“a duty to the State, to the subject [slavery], and to myself.” In a letter written for publication in
various newspapers, Clay declared his hope that Kentucky would finally move against slavery.
“No deeds of her former glory, would equal in greatness and grandeur, that of being the Pioneer
State in removing from her soil every trace of human slavery.” Referring with pride to the
movement that he had endorsed in 1798—1799, he expressed regret at its failure, noting that if

this long-ago effort had succeeded “the State would now be nearly rid of all Slaves.” On this
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subject, “my opinion has never changed,” he added. “I should be most happy if what was
impracticable at that epoch could now be accomplished.”?

The claim that his opinion had never changed was untrue—something, as mentioned in
earlier sections, Clay biographers have largely overlooked. Although Clay’s 1849 letter called on
the people of Kentucky to adopt a plan of gradual abolition, this call, unlike the late-1790s one,
included the expatriation condition that he had promoted since 1816. “I consider [such] a
condition absolutely indispensable,” Clay declared. “Without it, I should be utterly opposed to
any scheme of emancipation.” It did, however, signify a temporary return, at least with respect to
the future of slavery in Kentucky, to the rhetoric that he had employed during the 1820s and
early 1830s.3

But this shift from eventualism back toward gradualism proved to be short-lived. Over
the next several months, as he watched the call for a convention succeed, and then witnessed the
convention’s delegates reject gradual abolition with expatriation, Clay expressed feelings of
frustration and resignation in private letters. “Many of our leading men, who had been favorable
to gradual emancipation, have suppressed, modified, or abandoned their opinions,” due in large
part to the “violent and indiscreet course of Ultra abolitionists in the North.” Clay did not mean
to suggest that many Kentuckians had come to embrace perpetualist doctrine, but rather that, on
the whole, Kentuckians had become more averse to change. “It is a consoling reflection,” he
added, “that, altho[ugh] a system of gradual emancipation cannot be established, Slavery is
destined inevitably to extinction, by the operation of peaceful and natural causes.”?

In late 1849, Clay carried these eventualist sentiments back to Washington, where, in the
midst of a great sectional furor, he once again took a seat in the United States Senate. Recent war
with Mexico had added a massive piece of western territory to the nation, raising the question of
whether to allow slavery in some or all of this expanse, which stretched from west of Texas to
the California coast. A northern effort in Congress to ban slavery from all of this new territory
had so inflamed southern congressmen that threats of disunion echoed, as they had before, in
both houses of Congress. Clay believed that his main task was to broker a compromise that
would save the Union.

Addressing the Senate in February of 1850, Clay asked all those who supported the
Wilmot Proviso, as the proposed territorial ban had become known, to stop trying to secure its

passage. Ecological conditions alone, he claimed, ensured “that slavery cannot and shall not be
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introduced there.” Although he agreed in the abstract with the Proviso’s restrictive spirit—*no
earthly power will ever make me vote, to spread slavery over territory where it does not exist”—
he insisted that the best course for Congress to pursue was “non-action.” All that northern
congressmen accomplished by repeatedly pushing the Proviso, he warned, was a dangerous
increase in the risk of disunion.

Clay had some northern allies in his call for non-action, most notably Senator Daniel
Webster of Massachusetts, but the majority of northern congressmen refused to endorse
eventualist arguments that equated the climate-based restriction with legal restriction. Thaddeus
Stevens of Pennsylvania, one of the Proviso’s most vocal supporters, stressed the value of taking
action against slavery “now, when we have the power to prevent it...[from] spread[ing] over
thousands of square leagues now free.” To do otherwise, to accept these prescriptions of
passivity, was “cowardly” and wrongheaded, he remarked. “Confine this malady within its
present limits, surround it by a cordon of freemen [such] that it cannot spread, and in less than
twenty-five years, every slaveholding State in this Union will have on its statute books a law for
the gradual and final extinction of Slavery.” While Clay characterized the Proviso as a threat to
the Union, Stevens characterized it as a lever for shortening slavery’s lifespan. Thus, even
though he and Clay shared a basic aversion to seeing slavery expand westward, Stevens advised
a gradualist course of action over Clay’s eventualist course of non-action.’’

Southern congressmen largely unified against the Proviso and in favor of non-action, but
they explained themselves in different ways. Some—mostly Whigs, such as Representative
Edward Stanly of North Carolina—spoke in eventualist terms. Although many in the South,
Stanly asserted, agreed with the northern notion that “slavery is an evil,” such accordance did not
mean that they would vote in favor of “tyrannous legislation” for which there was “no
necessity.” Other southern congressmen, like Senator Jefferson Davis of Mississippi, explained
their opposition with perpetualist-leaning rhetoric. Clay’s suggestion that the expansion of
slavery was “wrong,” Davis remarked, was both surprising and offensive. The enslavement of
other human beings, Davis observed, was a practice that had existed for millennia and that had
been “established by decree of Almighty God.”3®

How many southern congressmen shared the eventualist sentiments of Clay and Stanly
and how many shared the perpetualist-leaning sentiments of Davis during this tense period? It is

hard to say since most congressmen did not give lengthy speeches explaining their positions.
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Nonetheless, the Congressional record indicated that diverse southern attitudes toward slavery

continued to lay beneath the unity of southern votes.

Final Act (Non-Act)

In January of 1851, just a few months after Congress passed the package of laws known
as the Compromise of 1850, Henry Clay delivered a speech in Washington at the annual meeting
of the ACS, the organization that he had helped found thirty-five years before and whose
presidential office he had occupied for the previous fifteen (an office he had taken over from
James Madison). The attendee list included President Millard Fillmore, Cabinet members,
religious leaders, and numerous congressmen. Clay’s remarks, some of the last that he made in
Washington in such grand fashion, aligned with the Unionist, conciliatory spirit of the time. One
month before, Fillmore had declared the Compromise laws to be a “final settlement of the
dangerous and exciting subjects which they embraced,” a clear indication that he expected the
nation’s reassembling lawmakers to avoid slavery-related issues that might disturb the sectional
peace.¥’

“Colonization is a common object for the common benefit of the whole country,” Clay
declared. It offered a solution to a problem faced by every State in the Union, the degrading
effects of the free Black caste on the white population, and it also offered the only safe, practical
means of preparing for slavery’s eventual eradication, he stated. Northern efforts to bring
slavery’s endpoint closer to the present had proven to be a “complete failure” and, moreover, had
nearly rent the Union. It was time for those engaged in these efforts, he advised, to accept this
fact and to reconcile themselves to a wiser, albeit longer, path. “It took two centuries and more to
bring from the shores of Africa her sons now existing in a state of slavery in the United
States...[and] it may take some two centuries to carry them back,” Clay observed. “What...is
this in the great workings of national existence and the administration of the affairs of this
world?” Many audience members clapped in approval.*°

Such calls for patience and forbearance with respect to slavery’s future were, as the
applause suggested, quite common in Washington at the time. Just over a year after Fillmore’s
declaration, the House of Representatives passed a resolution that affirmed, by a vote of 103 to

65, Fillmore’s non-action principle, stating: “That we recognize the binding efficacy of the
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compromises of the Constitution...and that we deprecate further agitation of...questions
generally connected with the institution of slavery, as unnecessary, useless, and dangerous.”*!

Beneath this eventualist rhetoric, however, lay an empirical reality, one that Clay and all
those who spoke about slavery in eventualist terms well understood, even if they chose not to
acknowledge it. Time was no guarantee of slavery’s eventual decline or eradication. Indeed,
decennial census reports compiled by the federal government between 1790 and 1850 showed
that the institution had grown tremendously, from 700,000 enslaved Americans to 3.2 million.
Moreover, the two most recent census reports showed that between 1840 and 1850, the period
during which Clay and many others had propagated eventualist rhetoric, the number had grown
by 700,000 souls. The amount of southern wealth enslaved Americans comprised and the amount
of national economic production enslaved Americans contributed had grown commensurately.
Clearly, eventualist proscriptions, despite their status quo connotations, had consequences. The
institution of slavery was becoming harder and harder to uproot, as a young Clay, writing during
the 1790s, had warned that it would: “the sooner we attempt its destruction the better.”*?

Clay’s own theory on slavery’s eventual path to eradication—as he described briefly in
his 1851 speech and in scattered addresses over recent decades—rested on the vague theoretical
assumption that, as the nation’s population multiplied, the unit cost of free labor would
eventually fall below the unit cost of slave labor, causing the former to supplant the latter. What
this meant, in effect, was that slavery would continue its decades-long record of growth until
population expansion and shifting labor costs caused a reversal. But how and when would this
reversal come to pass, and how long would it take free labor to supplant slave labor completely?
Moreover, how and when would the federal government, or perhaps an aggregation of state
governments, establish a scalable system of Black expatriation capable of removing all of the
supplanted slave laborers, with their consent, from the United States—something Clay insisted
must happen in conjunction with slavery’s decline? Clay did not have the answers, and he
insisted that the questions were not worth asking. During his 1851 speech, he admonished those
who wanted a more precise understanding of how and when slavery would end to “have more
dependance upon the wisdom and providence of God than upon their own limited passions and

circumscribed reason.” The audience applauded this eventualist sentiment as well.*
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Clay’s Legacy and the Election of 1860

Henry Clay died in Washington in late June of 1852 at the age of seventy-five. One week
after his death, one-time congressman Abraham Lincoln delivered a eulogy for his political idol
in the state capital of Illinois. Lincoln praised Clay for numerous things, foremost among them
his unwavering commitment to the Union. He praised him as well for being “ever...on principle
and in feeling, opposed to slavery.” And he expressed gratitude to Clay for the many decades
spent promoting the cause of Black expatriation. “If as the friends of colonization hope, the
present and coming generations of our countrymen shall by any means, succeed in freeing our
land from the dangerous presence of slavery; and, at the same time, in restoring a captive people
to their long-lost father-land,” Lincoln stated, «...it will indeed be a glorious consummation.”**

But Lincoln omitted an important point of difference between Clay’s recent rhetoric and
actions and his own. Between 1847 and 1849, when Lincoln had served in the House of
Representatives as a delegate from Illinois, he had done exactly what Clay had implored northern
congressmen not to do. He had voted for the Wilmot Proviso—more than forty times, he later
claimed. Lincoln did not, at this point, or later in his political career, agree with Clay’s Unionist
insistence that climate blocked slavery’s expansion as effectively as legislation. Lincoln’s
position on slavery at the time of Clay’s death looked like the one espoused by Clay between the
late 1810s and the early 1830s: between-gradualism-and-eventualism, not eventualism.*’

During the eight years that followed his eulogy of Clay, Lincoln frequently affirmed his
commitment to opposing slavery’s expansion as he rose to prominence in the emergent
Republican Party, which made anti-expansion a central principle. When he ran for president in
1860 as the Republican Party’s candidate, he affirmed this commitment, even though as the
election approached a growing number of southerners threatened to secede if he were elected.*

Three men opposed Lincoln in the 1860 election: Stephen Douglas, John Breckinridge,
and John Bell. Generally speaking, historians have given Bell the least attention, for two
practical reasons. First, Bell polled the fewest votes of the four candidates, by a significant
margin. Second, he ran under the auspices of the Constitutional Union Party, which had not
existed before and which ceased to exist soon after. This lack of attention has limited our
understanding of the extent to which eventualist rhetoric continued to resonate with white
Americans, especially white upper southerners. It was in Bell’s particular corner of the 1860

election where this resonance was most notable.
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Contrasting three of the four candidates’ official positions on slavery illuminates the
point. The Republican Party’s platform indicated willingness to take action against slavery’s
expansion and thus leaned toward gradualism. The southern Democratic Party’s platform had
two elements that leaned heavily toward perpetualism. It endorsed the acquisition of Cuba,
where slavery was legal and widespread, and it insisted that the federal government had an active
obligation to “protect” a slaveholder’s right to settle in the “Territories.” In effect, the southern
Democratic Party envisioned the federal government playing active roles in expanding and
sustaining slavery’s existence. The Constitutional Union Party’s sole aim, as articulated in its
staunchly passive, eventualist platform, was to prioritize the Union above all. As party leader
Senator John J. Crittenden of Kentucky declared, the Constitutional Union Party operated in the
space between the “Anti-Slavery Party” (Republicans) and the “Slaveholding Party” (southern
Democrats). It derived inspiration from “the immortal Clay,” a longtime political ally of both
Crittenden and Bell, and sought to permanently eliminate the sectional tensions aroused by the
slavery issue.?’

Ultimately, Bell took 40% of the total votes cast in the South, only a bit less than
Breckinridge’s 44%. In four upper-southern states—Kentucky, Tennessee, Missouri, and
Virginia—Bell beat Breckinridge at the polls. Election results are, of course, not definitive
indicators of popular opinion: we cannot infer that exactly 40% of white southerners endorsed an
eventualist position on enslavement, or that exactly 44% endorsed a perpetualist one. However,
we can conclude with a fair bit of confidence that significant portions of white southerners
disagreed on the principle of non-action that had informed southern voting solidarity in Congress
for the last twenty-five years. Some supported Bell’s eventualist policy of non-action, while
others endorsed Breckinridge’s perpetualist policy of action. The new term eventualism is crucial

to highlighting this distinction.*®

“Blending of Good and Evil”

For roughly thirty-five years, Henry Clay insisted that the future eradication of slavery
depended on establishing a large-scale system of Black expatriation. From the late 1810s through
the mid 1830s, he claimed that such a system would catalyze emancipatory actions in the
southern states—a shift from his late-1790s rhetoric which favored gradual abolition without

expatriation. During the mid-to-late 1830s, amidst rising sectional tensions and growing
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concerns about disunion, his rhetoric shifted again. From this period until his death in 1852, he
claimed that a national system of Black expatriation was an essential preparatory step toward
slavery’s eventual eradication, not a catalytic one. According to his revised way of thinking, any
actions aimed at shortening slavery’s lifespan constituted existential threats to the Union.
Moreover, they were unnecessary. Natural processes would eventually bring an end to this
problematic institution.

As Clay shifted his rhetoric from gradualism toward eventualism and then, ultimately, to
an embrace of eventualism, he drew fierce criticisms from Black Americans, Frederick Douglass
foremost among them. Slavery had expanded to “frightful dimensions” over the fifty years of
Clay’s political career, Douglass declared in an article published shortly after Clay’s death. If he,
“the most popular man of this nation,” had only sustained the attitude toward slavery that he had
articulated in his youth, rather than deciding for the sake of political ambition to “stifle his
generous feelings” and “to blunt his moral sense,” the institution, Douglass remarked, might
have traced a steady downward trajectory, rather than an upward one.*

In another article published a few years earlier, Douglass accused Clay of doing “as
much, probably, as any other person in this country to degrade and oppress” Black Americans.
The declaration was particularly striking since it suggested that he considered Clay to have been
worse in these respects than John Calhoun: who Douglass described as a “malignant”
perpetualist who insisted on the “natural inferiority” of the Black race and who spread the
“infernal heresy” that slavery was a positive good. Although Clay had consistently rejected both
of these detestable notions over the course of his career, Douglass wrote, he had propagated the
“great central falsehood” that Black Americans deserved freedom but that, due to the
implacability of anti-Black prejudice, they must experience this freedom outside of the United
States. Through decades of repetition, this absurd idea, a “sham philanthropy” expressed through
“sophistical reasoning,” had caused white Americans, Douglass asserted, to adopt an
increasingly long-term and decidedly passive attitude toward enslavement.>°

While there was no doubt, Douglass acknowledged, that Calhounian rhetoric had
degraded and oppressed Black Americans to a significant degree as well, Clay’s rhetoric,
Douglass claimed, operated more insidiously and thus had a particular capacity for oppression.
With its “sanctimonious cant of piety,” Clay’s rhetoric, Douglass observed, enabled white

Americans to claim that they were on the right side of the issue, against slavery, while at the
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same time taking no oppositional actions. In effect, it afforded a place where they could stand
and self-identify as righteous, pragmatic, and patriotic, all at the same time. In essence, Clay’s
rhetoric, when stripped of its veneer, was a toxic “compound of opposite principles,” Douglass
stated, “a blending of good and evil.” And it was “this very circumstance,” Douglass intoned,
“[that] makes him all the more dangerous.”!

It is my hope that the revised interpretive framework proposed in this article—with its
new term eventualism and its three stabilizing principles: time-based definitions, descriptions of
attitudes evinced in particular moments rather than over lifetimes, and distinctions between
intentions and outcomes—will facilitate the ongoing project of discerning, sorting, and
interrelating the complicated, often puzzling attitudes that fell between gradualism and
perpetualism. While we cannot transcend the challenges and limitations of language by simply
“changing words,” as one historian wrote three decades ago, we can and should recognize that
“fresh linguistic symbols may jar sensibilities towards subtler understandings.” Language is,
after all, not only the medium through which we recreate the past but also, in a sense, the lens
through which we perceive it.>

Ambivalent, difficult-to-classify attitudes toward slavery’s future operated, through the
agency of Clay and many others, in ways that, as Douglass stressed, were distinctive and worth
separating out. In a sense, Douglass’s claims about Clay’s singular, oppressive impact on Black
Americans offer the most compelling evidence of the need for a revised, non-binary framework.

Historians must have the linguistic capacity to account for the past as it was perceived by the

people who lived in it.
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