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What we can learn from
the senator who nearly
died for democracy
The brutal caning of Sen. Charles Sumner in 1856 shows the
difference between courage and concession.
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On May 13, a man who made death threats against Sen. Jacky Rosen (D-Nevada) for her foreign policy views was sentenced to nearly four years in prison. Last month, Sen. Lisa Murkowski (R-Alaska) said she was “afraid” of
using her voice to speak about political controversies. A month before that, Sen. Thom Tillis (R-North Carolina) released audio recordings of death threats he received while he was considering how to vote on Pete Hegseth’s
nomination as defense secretary.

Most senators abhor all forms of political violence, of course. But at least one senator seemed to make light of it. In April, Markwayne Mullin (R-Oklahoma) joked on X about “bringing back caning to settle political disputes.”
He was referring to the caning of Sen. Charles Sumner of Massachusetts, an act of Senate violence that occurred 169 years ago.

Over two days — May 19 and May 20 in 1856 — Sumner delivered a stinging antislavery speech on the Senate floor that accused Southern leaders of undermining democracy. An outraged congressman, Preston Brooks of
South Carolina, lashed out on May 22 to avenge the South’s honor. With a gold-tipped gutta-percha cane, Brooks beat Sumner so badly that the cane shattered into pieces. Rendered unconscious, Sumner soaked in a pool of
his own blood in what is now the Old Senate Chamber.

Though Sumner barely survived, his assault breathed new life into the antislavery movement. Voters recognized a parallel between Sumner’s beating and the beatings that those enslaved in the South experienced daily. In
the fall of 1856, outraged Northerners elected scores of politicians who went to Washington demanding that slavery be abolished or restricted.
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“No one act,” Frederick Douglass observed, “did more to rouse the North.”

High school students learn about Sumner’s caning in U.S. history class, but few grasp the full story. As threats of political violence rise, it’s appropriate to revisit the caning to learn three lessons that most history textbooks
overlook.

The first is that many politicians rejected America’s founding texts, sacrosanct as they are, in the lead-up to the Civil War. One of the senators who hated Sumner the most, John Pettit of Indiana, belittled the immortal words
that Thomas Jefferson wrote into the Declaration of Independence: the phrase “all men are created equal.” A proslavery statesman who embraced white supremacy, Pettit scorned this Jeffersonian ideal of human equality as
“a self-evident lie.”

After nearly killing Sumner, Brooks barely faced any consequences and became a celebrity at proslavery rallies across the South. At one such rally with an estimated 10,000 attendees, Brooks declared that “the Constitution
of the United States should be torn to fragments.” Openly calling for a treasonous insurrection, Brooks — an enslaver — said he wanted “a Southern Constitution formed in which every state should be a slave state.”

The second lesson is that anti-constitutional rhetoric from politicians, as the caning shows, can overlap with direct political violence. Only weeks before the caning, David Rice Atchison of Missouri — the former president
pro tempore of the Senate — led an armed gang into the territory of Kansas. With bowie knives and guns, Atchison’s men seized polling locations, intimidated voters and stuffed thousands of fraudulent ballots into the voting
boxes. Their goal was to ensure that Kansas voted to become a slavery state, even if it required violence and election fraud to make it happen. “If we win,” Atchison told his thugs, “we can carry slavery to the Pacific Ocean.”

Proslavery politicians in the 1850s often resorted to extreme force to impose their will. The Maryland and Tennessee legislatures banned abolitionist newspapers. Virginia made it a crime to criticize slavery. North Carolina
subjected anyone who encouraged enslaved people to resist to the death penalty. There was effectively no freedom of speech, not even for White citizens who disliked slavery. When Abraham Lincoln ran for president in
1860, most Southern states were so outraged by Lincoln’s modestly antislavery platform that they refused to put his name on the ballot.

The vast suppression of antislavery political activity was working. Wealthy enslavers dominated American politics for decades, and they were met with relatively little protest from Northern politicians or voters. They
surmised, as one Southern newspaper put it, that “vulgar abolitionists” could be simply “LASHED INTO SUBMISSION.” Given this conclusion, Brooks probably anticipated little Northern backlash after he flogged Sumner
with his cane.

Yet, the opposite happened. Through grassroots programs, tens of thousands of people gathered in “indignation meetings” to lament Sumner’s assault and strategize political responses. The Republican Party — founded on
the idea that slavery should be abolished in federal territories — passed out as many as 3 million copies of the speech that led to the caning. Sumner’s near-martyrdom energized the Northern public so much that it probably
contributed to Lincoln’s epic victory in the 1860 presidential election.

In many ways, Sumner anticipated the violence directed at him — and that it could have positive political effects. Northern politicians knew that speaking against slavery could lead to physical harm. Sen. Henry Wilson of
Massachusetts expected the 1856 congressional session to “be the most violent one in our history.” When Sumner presented a draft of his speech to a few friends, Sen. William H. Seward of New York begged him to temper
the message out of concern for Sumner’s safety. And yet, Sumner persisted, believing that a brave speech and its possibly violent ramifications could jolt the antislavery movement into action.

There is a final lesson from the caning — one that senators who operate under the fear of violence today would do well to consider. To galvanize a public that had been asleep to democratic slippage, Sumner believed that
politicians like him needed to be brave. If they had to risk their physical safety to speak their conscience, so be it. In his mind, these exhibitions of personal courage were necessary to show voters that their representatives
were serious about resisting autocracy. He thought that courage, not concession, was the key to political success against antidemocratic threats. While stumping for Lincoln in the 1860 presidential election, Sumner quoted
from the Irish novelist Jonathan Swift to articulate this piece of his political philosophy: “And know that to be brave,” Swift said, “is to be wise.”
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What readers are saying
The comments reflect on the historical significance of the caning of Sen. Charles Sumner, drawing parallels between past and present political climates. Many commenters highlight the
brutality of the attack and its role in galvanizing the antislavery movement, as noted by... Show more
This summary is AI-generated. AI can make mistakes and this summary is not a replacement for reading the comments.
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