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When I was a child the word “liberation” had but one partner, and that was the word 

“slavery.” There was one villain, the slave-owner, and one hero and that was the 

abolitionist. In our house our particular hero was the abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, 

and him we revered as much or perhaps even more than we did Abraham Lincoln. 

 

Garrison was a small, slender mild-mannered man who sometimes appeared to be larger 

than he was because “he stood straight as an Indian.” He had sharp strong features, with 

a beaky nose and a strong chin. He was pleasant, humorous and friendly; he liked jokes 

and loved to sing. He adored his family and was very affectionate with them, and the 

friends he made remained his friends for life. 

 

His weapons in the war on slavery were words: he was an inspired orator, and also wrote 

passionately about slavery in the newspaper he founded, called “The Liberator” which he 

published weekly from 1831 to 1865 when he stopped because, as he said “it was no 

longer necessary.” Thirty-four years, then, is how long his battle lasted. 

 

As an aside let me add that also in this family was a cousin whom he did not know 

personally, named Robert Gould Shaw, who was a very young Colonel leading the 

Massachusetts 54th infantry: the first all-Negro infantry in this country. They were all 

killed in the battle for Charlestown, where he was thrown into a common ditch and 

buried along with his troops. This was intended, by the Southern officer who ordered it, 

as a sign of profound disrespect, but his family said, no, that’s what he would have 

wanted. Another family member, a generation later, was Lucy Miller McKim, who was a 

brilliant pianist and a Quaker (an unusual combination). She went to Savannah with her 

abolitionist father, as his secretary, to inspect (and live in) the shelter-camp for recently 

liberated slaves. When she got home she published the first book of Negro Spirituals, 

which is now in the New York Public Library. Do you think there’s a Negro-sympathizing 

gene? [Please forgive my use of the words “black” and “negro” instead of the now-p.c. 

“African-American,” but that’s what they said in Garrison’s day and in my childhood.] 

 

But on to the subject of Liberation:  Of course there are other conditions besides slavery 

– being someone’s chattel – that cry out for liberation. What about Poverty? Poverty 

brings with it malnutrition, poor and unsafe housing or no housing, poor or no 

education, little or no medical care. 

 

All of these are trapped in a great tangle: poor education can lead to bad jobs can lead 

to poverty; poverty can lead to poor medical care, or none, which can lead to 

malnutrition, and so on. And all of these could be improved or resolved by the infusion 

of funds, but that doesn’t happen enough to cure anything. The problems are too 

fractured; we throw some money at one of the problems, but the others remain and can 



undo any help that was given. One helps a person who is drug-addicted, but how long 

will that last if malnutrition, homelessness, and poor education are at work. 

 

And of course we know where the money is; I think there’s not a soul in this country who 

does not know what “the 1 percent” refers to. If you saw a map showing concentrations 

of personal wealth in the US, the densest spot would not be New York, Los Angeles, or 

Chicago, but Washington DC. And yet the 1% have ever lower taxes, and their 

corporations are made into voting individuals, and so on. How is the income of Senators 

taxed? Do Congressmen hold their breath waiting to see what will happen to their 

medical care? We all know the answer to questions like these, but we are busy 

addressing parts of the problem. We work for better education for our kids, or for 

African-American kids, or for housing for refugees. This is all good, but these are facets 

of the great problem; it’s as though we were collecting good second hand clothes for the 

Slaves in the south, or going down to the plantations to give clinics for ailing slaves. It’s 

all good, but it doesn’t solve the problem of SLAVERY! 

 

I’d like to suggest that Garrison’s way is the more effective, even if it takes 34 years. We 

need to find the courage to be agitators, and agitate for a more equitable distribution of 

wealth in this country, so that the people at the bottom of the heap have enough to live 

safe, healthy, creative and even pleasant lives. The ones at the top of the heap will still 

have plenty – enough to live in relative luxury but not enough to wreck this country. 

 

Of course Garrison’s way was dangerous. It went against the tide for many people, some 

of whom were in favor of slavery and some of whom feared what liberation might do to 

their investments. Garrison was attacked often by ugly screaming mobs threatening to 

tar and feather him – a particularly nasty form of torture that could end in disfigurement 

or death. He did not stop. Many in those days thought slavery should be done away with 

slowly and rationally, although how this was to be done was never clear. Do we think we 

can solve our modern forms of slavery slowly and rationally? Those of us who can write 

or speak out should do so, as agitators like Garrison, not moderately but passionately, by 

attacking the whole rotten machinery until attention is paid. The problem is huge, but so 

was Slavery. 34 years of battle is a long time, but it’s not as long as forever! I’d like to end 

with a quote from Garrison’s paper, “The Liberator”: 

 

I am aware, that many object to the severity of my language, but is there not cause 

for severity?...On this subject I do not wish to think, or speak, or write, with 

moderation.  No! no!  Tell a man whose house is on fire, to give a moderate alarm…  

tell the mother to gradually extricate her babe from the fire into which it has fallen; -- 

but urge me not to use moderation in a cause like the present.  I am in earnest – I will 

not equivocate – I will not excuse – I will not retreat a single inch –AND I WILL BE 

HEARD.  

 

…..posterity will bear testimony that I was right. 


