(10:13) Anti-Slavery Resistance at Christiana, Pennsylvania

In 1850, the U.S. Congress passed a Fugitive Slave law as part of the Compromise of 1850. Under the new law, anyone who helped enslaved Africans escape to freedom was subject to heavy fines and jail sentences. This law incited northern opposition to slavery. Especially hated was a clause requiring white northerners to join the slave-catching posses. Ralph Waldo Emerson, an abolitionist, declared, “The act of Congress . . . is a law which every one of you will break on the earliest occasion--a law which no man can obey . . . without loss of self-respect . . .”
William Parker was the head of a local African-American self-defense organization in Christiana, Pennsylvania. In September 1951, he received word that slavecatchers were in the area. Parker, two other African-American men, and two African-American women, decided to protect local escapees. A battle ensued, and one of the slavecatchers was killed. Following the skirmish, 36 local African Americans and five local whites, most of whom were bystanders during the battle, were charged with treason against the United States for resisting a U.S. Marshall, with violating the Fugitive Slave law, and with rebellion against the government. Their trial, which drew national attention, involved the largest group ever charged with treason at one time in U.S. history. Among the defense lawyers was prominent abolitionist and Congressman, Thaddeus Stevens.

Eventually, the people brought to trial were found “not guilty” of treason, and other charges were dropped. The trial helped convince southerners that their “property rights” would never be respected by a northern-dominated federal government. It left northerners increasingly angered by what they perceived as southern attempts to force them to participate in maintaining and defending slavery. As a result of the anti-slavery resistance at Christiana, the country moved another step closer to civil war and the abolition of slavery.

For high school students, the story of the Christiana anti-slavery resistance and the trial provides the opportunity to examine the meaning of human rights, especially the right to resist oppression. William Parker and his supporters clearly broke the law, and in the process of breaking the law, a member of the U.S. Marshall’s posse was killed.

Students can discuss the following questions:

1. Did a higher law give William Parker and the other Christiana defenders the right to break civil laws and resist returning the escapees to slavery? 

2. Did free African Americans and formerly enslaved Africans have an obligation to obey the laws of the United States, or did they have the human right to resist the injustice of enslavement, even if it meant killing a slave owner? 

3. What happens when rights are in conflict (e.g., the right to own property and the right to personal freedom)?

4. What happens to a country if resistance to its laws is recognized as a human right? 

5. Was resistance to slavery in the name of human rights a cause of the Civil War? 

6. Could slavery have ended without civil war if the people who wanted to abolish slavery had been willing to compromise, instead of insisting on the human rights of enslaved Africans? 

7. What would you have done if you were William Parker? Why? 
8. What would you have done if you were a local white person ordered by a marshal to join a slavecatching posse? Why?

As follow-up activities, teachers can try some of these ideas:

· Students can stage a trial of William Parker and the Christiana defenders for treason and/or murder, using primary source documents as evidence. 

· Students can write editorials for an 1851 newspaper about the anti-slavery resistance and the trial for treason. They can either express their own views or the views held by different groups in the United States at the time. 

· Students can create a portfolio of current events articles about contemporary resistance movements that resort to violence in the name of “higher laws” or human rights. They can compare their reactions to these movements with the resistance at Christiana. 

· As a final project for a thematic curriculum based on an exploration of human rights issues, a class or school can sponsor a convention where students discuss historical and contemporary issues relating to human rights, and draft their own statement on human rights. At the convention, students can represent themselves or different nations and historical groups.

It’s your classroom: 

1. Would you use activities like these in your classroom? Why or why not? 

2. Would the race or ethnicity of your students influence your approach to these questions and activities? Why or why not?

