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MODULE IV:

The Struggle over Black Citizenship and Inclusion—The 1830s

Introduction: In respon to the opening of aboading school in Canterbury for young
ladies of color in April 1833 the Connecticut General Assembly passed alaw the
following May. The General Assembly prohibited black personsfrom entering the state
for schooling if they resided outside of Connesticut@ boundaies. Advocates and
proponants of thelaw vehemently spokeoutdefending ther views, revealing the depth of
thechdlengeAfrican Americansin Connecticut confronted as they pursued full
citizenship.

1. Education:

[l Thewhite citizensof Connecticut asserted, by ther actions that Americawas a
republic established for the benefit of white peopleN men in particularN and that
black people were never intended to bea pat of the polity as citizens Therefore
they were entitled to share in itsrights, privileges, and ingditutionsonly in so far
as white citizensdecided. Thisinduded accessto public education.

[ Black Americansarguel tha they were free, naive-bom, tax-paying residents of
the state and were thereby citizensand entitled to share in therights and duties of
thestate. To excludepeople of color from citizenship and from full accessto
public and private education was to violate the highest ideals of the Declaration of
Indgoendence as well asthe provisonsof thefederal Conditution. African
Americans like thar countrymen, viewed eduction as vita to securing full
citizenship in the United States.

In late 1831a Baptist school teacher, Prudence Cranddl, opened an academy in
Canterbury for youngwomen. Propealy chartered by thetown leaders, her school was

intended for youngwomen of thelocal sodety and would have served them exclugvely if

notfor arequest for admission in September 1832from ayounglady of color, Sarah



Harris. Sarah had, untl then, been attending the Canterbury-area publc school without
inddent. Asothe parents learned of her admission, they voiced thar discontent to
Cranddl. Some withdrew ther daughersfromtheacademy. Despite thethreat this
posed to thefinandal health of the academy, Cranddl maintained Sarah@ enroliment.
Theescaating situaion caused Cranddl to seek out information on the abolitionist
movement then emergingin Boson and New Y ork City. Inearly 1833 shemet with
William Lloyd Garrison, leader of the movement in Bogon, who encouraged her to
congder ingead a boading school in Canterbury exclusvely for youngladies of African
descent. Cranddl, increasingly persuaded by abolitionist prindplestha davery and
prejudice were the mog horrible of sinsand tha al people should live as equdsin
America, had deermined by February 1833to close her current school and re-open it the
following April as aboading school for youngwomen of color only. Garrison
publicized the school in his antidavery newspaper, TheLiberator. TheNew Haven
merchant and philanthropist, Arthur Tappan, offered to assist in thefundng of such an
undetaking, and a Unitarian minister, Rev. Samud May (in neéghbaing Brooklyn, CT)
gave Cranddl staunch mora suppot. When thedoors of the new academy opened in
April 1833,0nly two students were on hand. Y et by June thar numbers would increase
to nearly twenty youngwomen, recruited from Connecticut, Rhodelsand,
Massachusetts, Penngylvania, and New Y ork as well.

Black Americansin Connetticut and throughoutthe land placed atremendous
valueon educion. Theability to read, to write, to work with numbers--these were the
keystha opened thedoorto the best tha life had to offer in nineteenth-century America

To dedicate ong3 life to learning and to theimprovement of intellect were the shining



badges of freedom, made all the more preciousbecause of thelegacy of davery which
had, by law, snached literacy and education away from an endaved popuktion. In
America of tha period, an educated citizen was revered as a well-informed, responsble,
independent membe of thenaion: well prepared to raise astrongfamily. Sadly,
oppotunities for public education were often very limited for black Americanssince
mog schools were not open to them. Those schools that admitted black students were
commonly segregated and grossly lacked textbooks, research materias, supplies and
learning oppotunities often available to white students. Thusthelaunding of Prudence
Crandd|@ academy was a particularly noteworthy event.

White residents of Canterbury and beyondfeared tha the town would beflooded
with youngblack women from the Northeast, coming to the academy for an education.
Perhgpsthey mightremain and establish housholdsin the town after thar schoolingwas
complete. Too many of thetown residents, however, did not bdieve in equdity among
all mankind. They did notwant to live onequd terms as neighboss or citizenswith Afro-

descendent people.

2. Political Rights:

[ Pre-Civil War notionsof American citizenship were based onresidency in a
paticular state. The state, however, was entitled to regulate the mannea in which
tha citizenship was expressed: by voting, by serving in themilitary, by servingon
juries, and by appottioninglocal taxes. The state was also entitled to bar non
citizensfromvoting. It was onthis basistha Conmnecticut disfranchised black
Americansin the State Conditution of 1818.

[ Black Americansarguel tha they are free, naive-bom, tax-paying residents of
the state and were, therefore, citizensentitled to share in therights and duties of
the state. To deny them the vote was unconditutiond. Inthe American
democaacy, an educated citizenry was championeal as the greatest defense agang
manipulation by dangerousdemagogues and tyrants. To impede black Americansd



access to eduation was to prevent them from becoming well-informed citizens
capable of exercising responsbly therightto suffrage

Thecivic statusof African Americansin the United States by the 1830swas,
unfortunaely, notwell defined except for those still endaved in the South. Althoughall
the northern states had abolished davery by the 18305 nowhere were black Americans
definitively recognized as fully enfranchised citizens While thefederal government was
required by the Conditution to guaantee Garepubiican form of govanmentOto every
state in the Union, the assignment of citizenship and the manne in which its various
privileges would be exercised were |eft dmog exclugvely to the determinaion of each
state. Onebecanme a citizen of thenation by beng a citizen of a particular state. After
the Civil War and the passage of the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868 thefederal
govenment would become much more explicitly identified as the source of citizenship
and theguaantor of its privileges and duties. Many Americansin the 1830sagreed with
Canterbury@ Arthur Judon tha black people were never intended to be citizensby the
authors of the Conditution and that America (bdongsto arace of white men.O To admit
black Americansinto theranks of New World citizenswas, they bickered, to plot Ghe
destruction of our Conditution.O

The controversy over Prudence Cranddl@ academy highlighted the uncertainty of
thecivil statusof African Americans While no statute acknowledged black Americans
as citizensof the state, aprovisionin the 1818 State Conditution restricted them from
voting. Because black men did nat vote, no political official had to be conaerned with
thar opinionsand judgmnents. Thusit was easy for the attorney and town leader, Arthur
Judson, and others from Canterbury to appeal to the prejudices of legidators. They

secured passage in May 1833of alaw preventing black personsfrom othe states entering



Connecticut to attend a school. Withoutben€fit of sufficient, persond contact with black
Americansof similar outlook, many in the state bdieved maliciousgossip and myth
which undecut black American character and morality. Fear spread tha if people of
color were allowed to come to Conneticut, suppacsedly for education, they would remain
in the state as a continuing disturbance and finanda burden for thegenerd citizenry.
Black Americanswere routindy prevented from servingonjuries. In Canterbury, this
fact allowed local citizensto be more comfortable with intimidating Cranddl and he
black female students. The Canterbury towndolk brazenly vanddized the Cranddl house
and propety because, even if they were arrested by thelocal condabulary (which was
unlikely), ajury of thar peers would never call for a conviction.

African Americansin the state continued to protest these laws and to pursue
educion. Black Americanssubmitted petitionscalling for therepeal of the Black Laws
of May 1833. They petitionead repeatedly throughout the years prior to the Civil War for
an end to thar disfranchisement. They even demandead tha any black personsaccused in
Conneticut of beng fugitives and threatened with areturn to davery in the South be
afforded afull trial with ajury which induded black individuds. Althoughthey were not
acknowedgdl as citizensby the state, blacks till asserted themselves politically as best

they could and soughtto secure full citizenship.

3. Community Formation

'] People gain adeep sense of identity from bdonging to a settled community. Key
to nurturing tha identity in antebellum America was possessing the power to
chooe community leaders and to influence community laws and policies. The
local residents of Canterbury and other townsin antebdlum Connecticut had this
identification and power.



[l Theresdents of Canterbury and othe townsin Connecticut viewed black
Americansas peamanent trangents. Thecommunities black popuktionsdid
manageto form were likely to be migudged as gahering places for margind
people.

[ Black Americanscontendeal that the creation of devout, hard-working, educated
communities they had formed was thefounddion of thar dedication to
republicanism and thusther entitlement to indusonin thendion- state as
citizens Havingtherightto an eduction was deemed particularly important.
Black Americansbefore and after the Canterbury crisis foughtfor greater access
to public educion, especialy in New Haven and Hartford. Black people
throughoutthe state enhanced their local communities with churches, private
schools, small busnesses, temperance and moral improvement sodieties, suffrage
assodations, women(@ auxiliaries, and literary sodeties.

Thelocal resdents of Canterbury viewed thetown as ther community and they
wanted to control its govenance. They had various meansfor doing so: they could elect
representatives to its local Board of Selectmen; they could elect legidators to the state(3
Genera Assembly; they could elect the Governor and other impartant state officials. The
Selectmen and the citizens could make decisionsabout public educationin thetown,
aboutwhere and wha someonemight build in thetown, aboutthe appottionment of
taxes, and even aboutwho mightlive in thetown, especialy if the personin question was
impoveished. Theresdents of Connecticut had exercised this form of local control ever
sinceit was settled in the 1630sby Puritansfrom the Massachusetts Bay Colony who
clearly valued organizing the colony aroundthelocal Congregaiond church at each
town@ center. Two hunded years later in 1833, the Congregaiond church was still the
center of Canterbury and theresidents were rightfully very proud of thecontrol and
heritageit represented.

Very few black peoplelived in Canterbury in 1833or in thevast mgjority of other

townsin thestate. Asdavery was endingin Conrecticut in thelate eighteenth century



and theyears after 1800,many emandpaed African Americansleft therura areas of the
state where work was very irregular and property difficult to buy and migrated to larger
townsand cities or left the state altogeher. By the 1830s mog residents of Canterbury
had had little contact with black Americans Ther undestanding of African Americans
was shaped by thefew who lived on thetown® margins and performed menial labor or
by the occasiond black laborer who mightstay in town for temporary work such as
harvesting or other farm work. Mog of these residents bdieved tha black Americans
athoughnow released from davery, still bare alegacy of degradaion fromtha history.
These fears fudled Canterbury@ oppostion to the Cranddl academy. In theabsence of
any local black community, these fears remained unchdlenged.

Y et by the 1830s African Americansin Conneeticut had in fact formed largeand
dynamic communities in several of thelarger citiesinduding New Haven, Hartford, New
London,and Middletown. These communities had established |eaders who created
churches, private schools, small busnesses, temperance, antidavery, and moral
improvement sodeties. A nunmbe of black residents owned homes and propetty, had
steady, adequéae incomes and provided capably for thar families. Well established black
communities did exist in Connecticut in the 1830sand African Americansboasted of
them proudly as evidence of a commitment to the state and to theduties of goodcitizens

Thefundamental cornerstoneof vitality and virtuousness of these black
communities was goodschooling. Unfortunaely, public schools for black youngsersin
cities of the 1830s if they did exist, were commonly segregated and commonly lacked
basic textbooks library materials, or supplies. Thus Cranddl(® academy and its rigorous

standadswere applaudad by black leaders throughout the state, even thoughthe school



could serve only a handful of students. Many men in these communities used the
strength they foundin thar settled numbea's to protest the Black Laws used to prevent

black Americansfrom attending the school in Canterbury.

4. Respectability:

'] Respectability embodied a collection of traits which were imitated and highly
valued among Americansof this era. Visible signsof respectability induded:
piety, temperate condud, modest dress, a dedication to eduction and to self
improvement, marriage and the establishment of healthy nudear families, owning
propaty, the creation of a stable homestead and clear contributionsto community
service and growth. Fogering respectability was critical to promoting a strong
democaratic sodety built onthebacks of goodcitizens All black leadersin
antebdlum Conneticut promoted this respectability amongther followers. They
soughtto build inditutionsand family life within their communities which would
be a shining testament to that respectability.

[ A loudvoice in antebdlum America protested tha people of African descent were
incapable of leading lives groundel in respectability and were a people rendered
damaged not only by ther endavement butalso by ther very nature. They were
thusjugifiably excluded fromthelife of thecitizen in America
Theresdents of Canterbury consdered themselves a people of respectability.

They wererightfully very proudof ther town. They pursued policies which they had

fashionad which were intended to promote econormic and moral advance of thetown.

Mog attended church, suppotted thetown@® public schools, and participaed in its

govenance--if they were male. Thetown was led by men such as Arthur Judson:

esteemed gentlemen of propety and standing. Most heads of families owned thear
homes and property. A woman@ place was in these homes, nurturing husbandsand

children. Inthese homesteads family members learned such key democratic values

astoleration, compromise, and self-control.



Canterbury resdents feared tha an influx of African Americansinto thetown
would disrupt the bdance of this respectability. They claimed in apeitionto the
General Assembly in May 1833tha African Americansare Gan appdling source of
crime & paupaismOandtha our town must be protected Grom tha hog of coloured
emigrants, which would rush in from every quater when invited to our colleges and
schools.O Blacks (have seldomany settled establishments in ther own statesOand
they would then choos to stay in Canterbury and introdue Omminent evilsOwhich
would destroy thetown and its respectability. Many feared tha even if black people
were provided an education and an oppatunity to settle in atown with their families,
they would still introduce immorality and dissipaion into the community.

Many in antebdlum New England embraced thewebs of falsehoods gossip,
mythsand stereotypes condructed out of ignorance and unfamiliarity, which engulfed
people of African descent, portraying them as fundamentally different. The existence
of over two millionimpoveished and uneducated endaved black people in the South
in the 1830sseemed to subgantiate this opinion. The era@ very populr mingrel
shows contributed immensaly to fuding this unfair representation of black Americans
by drawing attention and ridicule to a paade of race-based caricatures. In this
amophee, thecitizens of Canterbury bdieved they were only protecting the
"integrity" of thar town by seeking to ban Cranddl® academy.

Despite this grim and popuar misundestanding of African Americans black
leaders in antebdlum Connecticut promoted respectability amongther people and
attempted to build inditutionsand family life within thar own communities which

would produee respectability. They asserted tha the presence of this respectability



among black Americanswould enaure thar fuller indusonin America. In New
Haven, Middletown, and Hartford, black communities had their own churches and
sodeties promoting education, temperance, and moral improvement. Marriagerates
were high amongadult African Americans Aganst formidable odds black parents
soughtprope public schools for ther children. While povaty commonly plagued the
lives of antebdlum blacks, interfering with thar ability to become propety owners
and to provideadequéaely for thar families, many neverthdess aspired to
respectability and to therecognition from the state and the nation that would surely
follow. Suppating theestablishment of Prudence Cranddl & academy and
petitioning for therepeal of the Black Laws only highlighted the dedication of

Connecticut@ African Americansto thevalues and ideals of respectability.
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