caning of charles sumner political
cartoon

Caning of Charles Sumner is a historical incident that epitomizes the violent
political climate of mid-19th century America, particularly regarding the
contentious issue of slavery. In 1856, Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner
delivered a passionate speech titled “The Crime Against Kansas,” which
criticized pro-slavery forces and their violent actions in Kansas. This
speech not only drew the ire of many Southern politicians but also led to a
notorious event that would symbolize the growing divide between the North and
South. The caning of Sumner by South Carolina Congressman Preston Brooks was
immortalized in political cartoons of the time, which depicted the incident
as a microcosm of the broader national crisis.

The Background of the Incident

The caning of Charles Sumner was rooted in the larger context of the American
political landscape in the 1850s. This period was marked by escalating
tensions over slavery, particularly surrounding the Kansas-Nebraska Act of
1854, which allowed the territories of Kansas and Nebraska to decide for
themselves whether they would allow slavery. This act led to violent
confrontations—known as "Bleeding Kansas"-between pro-slavery and anti-
slavery factions.

The Speech That Provoked Violence

On May 19 and 20, 1856, Sumner delivered a two-day speech that condemned the
institution of slavery and specifically targeted several prominent Southern
figures, including Senator Andrew Butler of South Carolina. He referred to
Butler’s support for slavery as "a crime." Sumner's rhetoric was sharp, and
he employed vivid imagery that painted Southern slaveholders as brutal
oppressors. Some key points from his speech included:

1. Critique of Slavery: Sumner argued that slavery was a moral abomination
and detrimental to American values.

2. Condemnation of Violence: He highlighted the violent actions taken by pro-
slavery advocates in Kansas, framing them as attacks on democratic
principles.

3. Personal Attacks: By singling out Butler, Sumner made the speech personal,
which would later fuel the anger of Butler’s cousin, Preston Brooks.

The speech created an uproar in Congress and among the public, as it not only
criticized slavery but also challenged the honor of Southern gentlemen.



The Caning Incident

The caning incident occurred just days after Sumner's inflammatory speech. On
May 22, 1856, while Sumner was sitting at his desk in the Senate chamber, he
was approached by Preston Brooks, who was known for his fiery pro-slavery
stance.

The Attack

Brooks confronted Sumner and, in a fit of rage over the insults directed at
his cousin, began to beat him savagely with a cane. The attack was brutal and
shocking, and it lasted several minutes. Some key aspects of this violent
confrontation include:

- The Setting: The Senate chamber was supposed to be a place of debate and
civility; instead, it became the scene of a violent assault.

- Brooks's Motivation: Brooks sought to defend Southern honor and retaliate
against what he perceived as an affront to his family's reputation.

- Sumner's Condition: The beating left Sumner severely injured; he suffered
significant head trauma and was unable to return to his Senate duties for
several years.

The Aftermath of the Incident

The caning of Charles Sumner sent shockwaves through the nation and had far-
reaching implications. The immediate aftermath included:

1. Public Reaction: The North largely condemned Brooks for his violent
actions, while many in the South celebrated him as a hero.

2. Political Polarization: The incident deepened the divisions between pro-
slavery and anti-slavery factions, further entrenching the political
landscape.

3. Brooks's Resignation and Return: Brooks resigned from Congress but was
quickly re-elected, demonstrating the support he received from Southern
constituents.

4. Sumner's Recovery: Sumner’s recovery was long and painful, and upon his
return to the Senate, he became an even more ardent abolitionist.

The Role of Political Cartoons

The caning incident was widely reported in newspapers and became a focal
point for political cartoonists of the era. Political cartoons served as a
powerful medium for commentary and satire during this period.



