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ANTEBELLUM SOUTHERN 

EXCEPTIONALISM: A NEW 
LOOK AT AN OLD QUESTION 

James M. McPherson 

since the heyday of the exceptionalist thesis among the consensus school 

of historians in the 1950s. Interpreters of the American experience then 

argued that something special about the American experience—whether 

it was abundance, free land on the fronticr, the absence of a feudal past, 

exceptional mobility and the relative lack of class conflict, or the prag- 

matic and consensual liberalism of our politics—set the American peo- 

ple apart from the rest of mankind. [listorians writing since the 1850s, by 

contrast, have demonstrated the existence of class and class conflict, 

ideological politics, land speculation, and patterns of economie and in- 

dustrial development similar to those of Western Europe which placed 

the United States in the mainstream of modern North Atlantic history, 

not on a special and privileged fringe." 

If the theme of American Exceptionalism has suffered heavy and per- 

haps irreparable damage, the idea of Southern Exceptionalism still 

flourishes—though also subjected to repeated challenges. In this essay, 

“Southern Exceptionalism” refers to the belief that the South has “pos- 

sessed a separate and unique identity . . . which appeared to be out of 

the mainstream of American experience.”? Or as Quentin Compson (in 

William Faulkner's Absalom, Absalom!) expressed it in a reply to his 

Canadian-born college roommate's question about what made South- 

erners tick: “You can’t understand it. You would have to be bom there.” 

An earller version of this article was presented as a paper at the annual meeting of the 

Organization of American Historlans in Cincinnati on 8 April 1983. I wish to thank the 

commentatorson that occasion, J. Mills Thorton Il and George Brown Tindall, for of fer- 

ing criticisms that have led to a revised and improved version for publication. E wish to 

thank also the National Endowment for the Humanitics and the Center for Advanced 

Study in the Behavioral Sctences at Stanford, California, for thelr support and facilittes 

during my Fellowship year at the Center, where this article was written. 

1 For an excellent analysts of the historiography of American exceptionalism, see Lau- 

rence Veysey, “The Autonomy of American Elistory Reconsidered,” American Quarterly 

31 (all 1679): 455-77. 

® Monroe L. Billington, od., The South: A Central Theme? (Huntington, N.Y.: Krieger, 

1976), p. I. 
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ROUTHERN BEXCHPTIONALISM vay 

The questions of whether the South was indeed out of the mainstream 
and if so, whether it has recently been swept into it, continue to be vital 
issues in Southern historiography. The clash of viewpoints can be illus- 
trated by a sampling of titles or subtitles of bookwthat have appeared in 
recent years. On one side we have*The Entiring South: The Fuerlasting 
South; The Idea of the South; The Lasting South: and The Continulty of 
Southern Distinctiveness—all arguing, in one way or snother, that the 
South was and continues to be different. On the other side we have: The 
Southerner as American; The Amertcantzatlon of Dixte; Epltaph for 
Dixte; Southerners and Other Americans; The Vanishing South; and Into 
the Mainstream. Some of these books insist that “the traditional empha- 
sts onthe South's differentness . . . {s wrong historically.”? Others con- 
cede that while the South may once have been different, it has ceased to 
be or is ceasing to be so. There isno unanimity among this latter group of 
scholars about precisely when or how the South joined the mainstream. 
Some emphasize the civil rights revolution of the 1960s; others the bull- 
dozer revolution of the 1950s; still ethers the Chamber of Commerce 
Babbittry of the 1920s; and some the New South crusade of the 1880s. As 
far back as 1869 the Yankee novelist John William De Forest wrote of the 
South: “We shall do well to study this peculiar people, which will soon 
lose its peculiarities.” As George Tindall has wryly remarked, the Van- 
ishing South has “staged one of the most prolonged diyappearing acts 
since the decline and fall of Rome.”4 : 
Some historians, however, would quarre} with the concept of a Van- 

ishing South because they believe that the South as a separate, excep- 
tional entity never existed —with of course the ephemeral exception of the 
Confederacy. But a good many other historians insist that not only dida 
unique “South” exist before the Civil War, but also that its sense of a 
separate identity that was being threatened by the North was the under- 
lying cause of segession. A few paired quotations will illustrate these 
conflicting interpretations. 

In 1960 one Southern historian maintained that “no picture of the Old 
South as a section confident and united in its dedication to a neo-feudal 
social order, and no explanation of the Civil War as a conflict between 
‘two civilizations,’ can encompass the complexity and pathos of the an- 
tebellum reality.” But later in the decade another historian insisted that 
slavery created “a ruling class with economic interests, political ideals, 
and moral sentiments” that included an “aristocratic, antibourgeols 
spirit with values and mores emphasizing family and status, a strong 
code of honor, and aspirations to luxury, ease, and accomplishment” 
which “set it apart from the mainstream of capitalist development.” This 

3 Charles Grier Sellers, ed., The Southemer as American (Chapel Hil: Univ. of Nosth 
Carolina Press, 1960), pp. v-vi. 

* George Brown Tindall, The Ethnic Southerners (Baton Rouge: Loutsiana State Univ. 
Press, 1878), p. ix. 
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ruling class possessed “the political and economic power to impose their 

values on [Southern] society as a whole.” Since submission to the he- 
gemony of Northern free-soilers would have meant “moral and political 
suicide” for this “special civilization’ of the South, a “final struggle [was} 
so probable that we may safely call it Inevitable.” The first historian was 
Charles Sellers; the second, Eugene Genovese.® 

Or Tet us examine another pair of quotations, the first published fn 
1973 by a Southern historian who asserted that the thesis of a “basically 
divergent and antagonistic’ North and South in 1861 is “one of the great 
myths of American history.” Almost as if inreply, a historian wrote a few 
years later that such an assertion “belles common sense and the nearly 
universal observation of contemporaries. We submit a single figure that 

. attests to the irrelevance of all [statistical manipulations) purport- 
ing to show similarities between North and South. The flyure fs 

600,000—the number of Civil War graves.” The first of these quotations 
is from Grady MceWhiney. The second is from—Grady McWhiney.® 

Finally, let us look at another pair of statements, the first from one of 
the South's most eminent historians writing in 1958: “The South was 
American a long time before it was Southern in any self-conscious or 
distinctive way. It remains more American by far than anything else, and 

~ has all along.” The second is from an equally eminent historian writing in 
1969: “A great slave society . . . had grownup and miraculously flour- 
ished in the heart of a thoroughly bourgeois and partly puritanical re- 
public. It had renounced its bourgeois origins and elaborated and pain- 
fully rationalized its institutional, legal, metaphysical, and religious 
defenses. . . . When the crisis came [it] chose to fight. It proved to be 
the death struggle of a society, which went down in ruins.” The first 
historian was C. Vann Woodward; the second—it should come as no 
surprise by now—was C. Vann Woodward.” 

If given the opportunity, McWhiney and Woodward might be able to 
reconcile the apparent inconsistencies in these statements. Or perhaps 
they really changed their minds. After all, as Ralph Waldo Emerson told 
us more than a century ago, “a foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of 
little minds.” In any case, the more recent vintage of both McWhiney 
and Woodward has a fuller, more robust, and truer flavor. 

Many antebellum Americans certainly thought that North and South 

A 

5 Charles Grier Sellers, “Tho Travall of Slavery,” in Sellers, ed., The Southerner as Amer- 
tcan, p. 40; Eugene D. Genovese, The Political Economy of Slavery (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1985), pp. 7-8, 25-29, 247, 270; Genovese, The World the Slovcholders Made (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1909), p. 33. 

® Grady McWhiney, Southemers and Other Americans (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 
p.3; MeWhiney and Forrest McDonald, “Communication,” American Historical Review “ 
86 (Feb. 1881): 244. 

7C. Vann Woodward, The Burden of Southern History (Baton Rouge: Loulsiana State 
Univ. Press, 1960), p. 25; Woodward, American Counterpoint: Slavery end Roclsm ta the 
North-South Dialogue (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1971), p. 281. 
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had evolved separate societies with institutions, interests, values, and 

ideologies so incompatible, so much in deadly conflict that they could 

no longer live together in the same nation. Traveling through the South 

in the spring of 1861, London Times correspondent William Howard 

Russell encountered this Conflict of Civilizations theme everywhere he 

went. “The tone in which [Southerners] alluded to the whole of the 

Northern people indicated the clear conviction that trade, commerce, 

the pursuit of gain, manufacture, and the base mechanical arts, had 50 

degraded the whole race” that Southerners could no longer tolerate a%- 

sociation withhem, wrote Russell. “There is. a degree of something Ifke 

ferocity in This Enuthintt mind [especially] toward New England which 

exceeds belief.” A South Carolinian told Russell: “We are an agsicultural 

people, pursuing our own system, and working out our own destiny, 

breeding up women and men with some other purpose than to make 

them vulgar, fanatical, cheating Yunkees.” Louls Wigfall ef Texas, a 

former U.S. senator, told Russell: “We are a peculiar people, sirl . . . 

We are a agricultural people. . . . We have no cities—we don’t want 

them. . . . We want no manufactures: we desire no trading, no me- 

chanical or manufacturing classes. . . . Aslongaswe have our rice, our 

sugary, our tobacco, and our cotton, we can command wealth to purchase 

all wiyant. _. . Butwith the Yankees wowill never trade—never. Not 

one pound of cotton shall ever go from the South to their accursed 

cities.”® ; 

Such opinions were not universal in the South, of course, but in the 

fevered atmosphere of the late 1850s they were widely shared. “Free 

Society!” exclaimed a Georgia newspaper. “We sicken at the name. 

What is it but a conglomeration of greasy mechanics, filthy operatives, 

small-fisted farmers, and moon-struck theorists . . . ‘hardly fit for as- 

_ sociation with a southern gentleman's body servant.” In 1861 the South- 

ern Literary Messenger explained to its readers; “It ig not a question of 

slavery alone that we are called upon to decide. It is free society which 

we must shun or embrace.” In the same year Charles Colcock Jones, 

Jr.—no fire-eater, for after all he had graduated from Princeton and 

from Harvard Law School—spoke of the development of antagonistic 

cultures in North and South: “In this country have arisen two races [ie., 

Northerners and Southerners} which, although claiming a common 

parentage, have been so entirely separated by climate, by morals, by 

religion, and by estimates so totally opposite to all that constitutes honor, 

‘truth, and manliness, that they cannot longet exist under the same 

sjovernment.”? 

8 Willlam Howard Russell, My Diary North and South, ed. Fletcher Pratt (New York: 

Harper and Brothers, 1954), pp. 38, 78, 89. 

© Arthur C. Cole, The Irrepressibfe cantly, 1850-1805 (New York: Macmillan, 1004), 

p. vill; Southern Literary Messenger 32. (Feb. 1681); 152; Robert Manson Myers, ed., Chil 

dren of Pride: A True Story of Georgia and the Cfoll War (New Haven: Yabo Univ. Press, 

1972), p. 648. 
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Spokesmen for the free-labor ideology—which had become the domi- 
nant political force in the North by [860— reciprocated these sentiments. 
The South, said Theodore Parker, was “the foe to Northern Industry—to 

our mines, our manufactures, and ourcommierce. . . . She isthe foe to 
our institutions—to our democratic politics in thé State, our democratic 
culture in the school, our democratic work inthe community, our demo- 

cratic equality in the family.”!9 Slavery, said William HL. Seward, un- 
dermined “intelligence, vigor, and energy” in both blacks and whites. It 
produced “an exhausted soil, old and decaying towns, wretchedly- 
neglected roads .. . an absence of enterprise and improvement.” 
Slavery was therefore “incompatible with all... the elements of the 
security, welfare, and greatness of nations.” The struggle between free 
labor and slavery, between North and South, said Seward in his most 
famous speech, was “an irrepressible conflict between two opposing 
and enduring forces.” The United States was therefore two nations, but 
it could not remain forever so: it “must and will, sooner or later, become 
either entirely a slaveholding nation, or entirely a free-labor nation.” 
Abraham Lincoln expressed exactly the same theme in his House Di- 
vided speech. Many other Republicans echoed this argument that the 
struggle, in the words of an Ohio congressman, was “between syst@hs, 
between civilizations.”"! 

These sentiments were no more confined io fire-breathing Northem 
radicals than were Southern exceptionalist viewpoints confined to fire- 
eaters. Lincoln represented the mainstream of his party, which com- 
manded a majority of votes in the North by 1860. The dominant ele- 
ments in the North and in the lower South believed the United States to 
be composed of two incompatible civilizations. Southerners believed 
that survival of their special civilization could be assured only in a sepa- 
rate nation. The creation of the Confederacy was merely a political rati- 
fication of an irrevocable separation that had already taken place in the 
hearts and minds of the people. 

The proponents of an assimilationist rather than exceptionalist inter- 
pretation of Southern history might object that this concept of a separate 
and unique South existed only in hearts and minds. It was a subjective 
reality, they might argue, not an objective one. Objectively, they would 
insist, North and South were one people. They shared the same lan- 
guage, the same Constitution, the same legal system, the same commit- 
ment to republican political institutions, an interconnected economy, 
the same predominantly Protestant religion and British ethnic heritage, 
the same history, the same shared memories of a common struggle for 

_ nationhood. 
v 

'© John L. Thomas, ed., Slavery Attacked: The Abolitiontst Crusade (Englewood Cliffs, 
N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1963), p. 149. 

" Quoted in Eric Foner, Free Soll, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republt- 
can Pariy before the Civil War (New York: Oxford Untv. Press, 1970), pp. 43, 68-70. 
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Two recent proponents of the objective similarity thesls are Edward 
Pessen and the late David Potter. Ina long article entitled “How Differ- 
ent from Each Other Were the Antebellurn North and South?” Pessen 
concludes that they “were far more alike than the conventional scholarly 
wisdom has led us to belleve.”!* His evidence for this conclusion consists 
mainly of quantitative measures of the distribution of wealth and of the 
socioeconomic status of political officeholders in North and South. He 
finds that wealth was distributed in a similarly unequal fashion in both 
sections, that voting requirements were similar, and that voters in both 
sections elected a similarly disproportionate number of men from the 
upper economic strata to office. The problem with this argument, of 
course, is that it could be used to prove many obviously different socle- 
tics to be similar. France and Germany in 1914 and in 1932 had about the 
same distribution of wealth and similar habits of electing men from the 
upper strata to the Assembly or the Reichstag. England and France had a 
comparable distribution of wealth during most of the eighteenth cen- 
tury. Turkey and Russia were not dissimilar in these respects in the nine- 
teenth century. And so on. 

David Potter's contention that commonalities of language, religion, 
law, and potitical system outweighed differences in other areas is more 
convincing than the Pessen argument. But the Potter thesis nevertheless 

begs some important questions. The same similarities prevailed be- 
tween England and her North American colonies in 1776, but they did 
not prevent the development of a separate nationalism in the latter. It ts 
not language or law alone that are important, but the uses to which they 
are put. Inthe United States of the 1850s, Northerners and Southerners 
spoke the same language, to be sure, but they were increasingly using 
this language to revile each other. Language became an instrument of 
division, not unity. The same was true of the political system. So also of 
the law: Northern states passed personal liberty laws to defy a national 
Fugitive Slave Law supported by thé South; a Southem-dominated Su- 
preme Court denied the right of Congress to exclude slavery from the 
territories, a ruling that most Northemers considered an infamous dis- 
tortion of the Constitution. As for a shared commitment to Protestant- 
ism, this too had become a divisive rather than unifying factor, with the 
two largest denominations—Methodist and Baptist—having split into 
hostile Southern and Northern churches over the question of slavery, 
and the thirdilargest—Presbyterian—having split partly along sectional 
lines and parily on the question of slavery. As for a shared historical 
commitment to republicanism, by the 1850s this too was more divisive 

than unifying. Northern Republicans interpreted this commitment in a 
free-soil context, while most Southerners continued to insist that one of 
the most cherished tenets of republican liberty was the right of 
property—including property in slaves, 

"© American Historical Review 85 (Dec. 1980): 111849; quotation from p. 1147.” 
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There is another dimension of the Potter thesis—or perhaps it would 

be more accurate to call it a separate Potter thesls—that might put us on 

the right track to solving the puzzle of Southern exceptionalism. After 

challenging most notions of Southern distinctiveness, Potter concluded 

that the principal characteristic distinguishing the South from the rest of 

the country was the persistence of a “folk culture” in the South.” This 

gemciygschaft society, with its emphasis on tradition, rural life, close kin- 

ship ties, a hierarchical social structure, ascribed status, patterns of def- 

erence, and masculine codes of honor and chivalry, persisted in the 

South long after the North began moving toward a gesellschaft society 

with its impersonal, bureaucratic meritocratic, urbanizing, commercial, 

industrializing, mobile, and rootless characteristics. Above all, the 

South’s folk culture valued tradition and stability and felt threatened by 

change; the North's modernizing culture enshrined change as progress 

and condemned the South as backward. 
A critic of this gemeinschaft-gesellschaft dichotomy might contend 

that it was more myth than reality. One might respond (o such criticism 

by pointing out that human behavior is often governed more by myth— 

that is, by people's perceptions of the world—than by objective reality. 

Moreover, there were real and important differences between North 

and South by the mid-nineteenth century, differences that might sup- 

port the gemeinschaft-gesellschaft contrast. 
The North was more urban than the South and was urbanizing at a 

faster rate. In 1820, 10 percent of the free-state residents lived In urban 

areas compared with 5 percent in the slave states; by 1860 the figures 

were 26 percent and 10 percent respectively.'* Even more striking was 

the growing contrast between farm and non-farm occupations in the two 

sections. In 1800, 82 percent of the Southern labor force worked in agri- 

culture compared with 68 percent in the free states. By 1860 the North- 

ern share had dropped to 40 percent while the Southem proportion had 

actually increased slightly, to 84 percent.!® Southern agriculture re- 

13 ‘This brief summary of and gloss upon Potter's writings Inevitably oversimpliftes ar- 

guments that are complex, subtlo, and at times ambivalent. Potter's emphasis on the com- 
monalities of Northern and Souther culture can be found in his essay “The Hb torian’s Uee 
of Nationalism and Vice Versa,” in Potter, The South end the Sectional Con{lict (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1868), pp. 68-78, and Potter, The Impending Crists 
1858-1883 (New York: Harper and Row, 1978), pp. 8-14, 29-34, 449-60, 409-74. The brief 
explication of his Folk Culture argument can be found in Ibid., 451, 456-57, and In The 
South and the Sectional Conflict, pp. 15-16. The notion of a persistent folk culture tn the 
South ts associated matnly with the work of the Souther soctologist Howard Odum; fos an 
analysis of this concept in the context of Odum’'s work, seo Danlel T. Rodgers, “Regional- 

ism and the Burdens of Progress,” In J. Morgan Kousser and James M. McPherson, eds., 
Region, Race, and Reconstruction: Essays tn Honor of C. Vann Woodward (New York: 

Oxford Univ. Press, 1082), pp. 3-28. 

14 Unless otherwise specified, the data presented here and in following paragraphs are 
from the published tables of the U.S. census. 

'8 Stanley Lebergott, “Labor Force and Employ ment, 1800-1060,” in Output, Employ- 
ment, and Productivity inthe Untied States After 1000, Studtea in Income end Wealth, vol 
30 (New York: Columbla Univ. Press, 1088), 13). 

SOUTI 

matned traditsoredly labeor- 

inereasingsy Capital-intets 

had nearly twice the vasus 
worker asthe tlave ates / 

fur oulstripped that in the 
mated 31 percent of the cay 
States; by 1540 this had dex 
In 1810 the North had two 
vested in manufactunng at 

and a half times a much 
A ctttic of the tiferences 

many respects the differer 
the Appalachiam wete rm 
North and South, yet these 
rate nationality in East ar 
While the western free stat 

of workers employed in ne 
about the same percentag 
pcr capita invested in man: 

of change. The Wert was 
than either the Northeast o 

as a whole were growing 
em free states were drawi 

hopes for an alliance with t 
agrarian interests From 15 
was three times greater tha 

in the South. The amount 
twice as fast in the West as 
as inthe South. The same \ 
tions. The railroad-buildim 
Northeast with links of iro 

trade from a North-South 
growth of cities like Chic: 

their farm-machinery, fo 
equipment industries fore 
Midwest and hetped to ass 
1861 the West joined the £ 

According to the mast n 
the Souther lag in this cat 

inherent economic disadvi 
of returm, nor non-adaptal 

Southemers who bad mon 
than in manufacturing. 

© Fred BRateonan and Those | 
rotors ba the Slag Bovey (Ch 

33, 108, 123, 127, KO-@2 



stint eho eS meta MEL s ares : adi Oe SE ee, Cone nee Ss Pica Ge Saab a Bs BS eas ee ee 

BSOUTHEPAN EXCEPTIONALIQM 237 
or perhaps it would 
that might put uson 
cceptionalism. After 
ss, Potter concluded 
outh from the rest of 
‘in the South." This 
1, rural life, close kin- 

itus, paiterns of def- 
Iry, persisted in the 

: gesellschaft society 
nizing, commercial, 

tics. Above all, the 
id felt threatened by 
1 change as progress 

mained traditionally labor-intensive while Norther agriculture became increasingly capital-intensive and mechanized. By 1860 the free states had nearly twice the value of farm machinery per acre and per farm worker asthe slave states. And the pace of Industrialization in the North far outstripped that in the South. In 1810 the slave states had an esti- mated 31 percent of the capital invested in manufacturing in the United States; by 1840 this had declined to 20 percent and by 1460 to 16 percent. In 1810 the North had two and a half times the amount per capita in- vested in manufacturing asthe South; by 1880 this had increased to three and a half times as much. 
A critic of the inferences drawn from these data might poini out that in many respects the differences hetween the free states east and west of the Appalachians were nearly or virtually as great as those between North and South, yet these differences did not produce'a sense of sepa- rate nationality in East and West. This point is true—as far as it goes. While the western free states at midcentury did have a higher proportion 

‘omy might contend 
ond to such criticism of workers employed in non-farm occupations than the South, they had ned more by myth— about the same percentage of urban population and the same amount by objective reality. per capita invested In manufacturing. But the crucial factor was the rate aces between Nort of change. The West was urbanizing and industrializing more rapidly aces that might sup- than either the Northeast or the South. Therefore while North and South as a whole were growing relatively farther apart, the eastern and west- em free states were drawing closer together. This frustrated Southem hopes for an alliance with the Old Nor hwest on grounds of similarity of 

was urbanizing at a 
idents lived in urban 
; by 1860 the figures agrarian interests. From 1840 to 1860 the rate of urbanization in the West en more striking was was three times greater than inthe Northeast and four times greater than 2cupations in the two in the South. The amount of capital invested in manufacturing grew orce worked in agri- twice as fast in the West as in the Northeast and nearly three times as fast . By 1860 the North- as in the South. The same was true of employment in non-farm occupa- hern proportion had tions. The railroad-huilding boom of the 1850s tied the Northwest to the hern agriculture re- Northeast with links of iron and shifted the dominant pattern of inland trade from a North-South to an East-West orientation. The remarkable growth of cities like Chicago, Cincinnati, Cleveland, and Detroit with their farm-machinery, food-processing, machine-tool, and railroad- equipment industries foreshadowed the emergence of the industrial Midwest and helped to assure that when the crisis of the Union came in 1861 the West joined the East instead of the South. 
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inherent economic disadvanta ges—not shortage of capital, nor low rates of return, nor non-adaptability of slave labor—but from the choices of Wondioard (New Yorks Southerers who had money to invest it in agriculture and slaves rather ollowing paragraphs are than in manufacturing.’® In the 1780s Thomas Jefferson had praised 
80,” in Output, Employ- "© Fred Bateman and Thomas Welss, A Deplorable Scarctty: The Falhure of Incustrialt- 'ncome and Wealth, vol. zation tn the Slave Economy (Chape} Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1981), exp. pp. 15, 103, 121, 127, 160-62. 

‘ 

EOE A 2 ass ej Tei a, i aia ie tae iss al



| speeaeaneen Bris 9 Sigs 8 
Ae Ga Ae tes aS: 5 ati | aks ee gy 

238 | CIVIL WAR HISTORY 

farmers as the “peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine virtue” and 
warned against the industrial classes in cities as sores on the body politic. 

In 1860 many Southern leaders still felt the same way; as Louis Wigfall 
put it in the passage quoted earlicr, “we want no manufactures; we de- 
sire no trading, no mechanical or manufacturing classes.” 

Partly as a consequence of this attitude, the South received only a 
trickle of the great antebellum stream of immigration. Fewer than one- 
eighth of the immigrants settled in slave states, where the foreign-bom 
percentage of the population was less than a fourth of the North’s per- 
centage. The South's white population was ethnically more homogene- 
ous and less cosmopolitan than the North's. The traditional patriarchal 
family and tight kinship networks typical of gemeinschaft societies, 
reinforced inthe South by arelatively high rate of cousin marriages, also 
persisted much more strongly in the nineteenth-ceatury South than in 
the North." 

The greater volume of immigration to the free states contributed to 
the faster rate of population growth there than in the South. Another 
factor in this differential growth rate was out-migration from the South. 
During the middle decades of the nineteenth century, twice as many 
whites left the South for the North as vice versa. These facts did not go 
unnoticed at the time; indecd, they formed the topic of much public 
comment. Northerners cited the differential in population growth as ev- 
idence for the superiority of the free-labor system; Southerners per- 
ceived it with alarm as evidence of their declining minority status in the 
nation. These perceptions became important factors in the growing sec- 
tional self-consciousness that led to secession. 

~~ The most crucial demographic difference between North and South, 
of course, resulted from slavery. Ninety-five percent of the country’s 
black people lived in the slave states, where blacks constituted one-third 
of the population in contrast to their one percent of the Northern popula- 
tion. The implications of this for the economy and social structure of the 
two sections, not to mention their ideologies and politics, are obvious 
and require little elaboration here. Two brief points are worth emphasiz- 
ing, however. First, historians in recent years have discovered the viabil- 
ity of Afro-American culture under slavery. They have noted that black 
rausic, folklore, speech patterns, religion, and other manifestations of 
this culture influenced white society in the South. Since the Afro- 
American culture was preemineatly a folk culture with an emphasis on 
oral tradition and other non-literate forms of ritual andcommunication, 
itreinforced the persistence of a traditional, gemeinschaft, folk-oriented 
society in the South. ; 

Second, a number of recent histdsians have maintained that North- 

T Bortram Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor: Ethics and Behavior ta the Old South (New 
York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1082), esp. chap. &. 

cite clade oe BE robin se 

“ 

ETNETS WET at CH 

may have been tr 

South was w muc: 

tude and to contril 

tween North and § 

tlon of racial cor 

Southern politics a 
point that, in the » 

ject of slavery . 
but they are rival, 

The fear that sks 

struction contribut 

ical behavior. Th 

Southern whites w 

agaimt other hurr: 
was higher in the $ 
there. Bertram Wy 

of honor based ot 
courage, family, w 

ment of order thro 

from the felt need 
Martial values ar 

the North. Marcus 

confutes him. Cun 

the prevalence of r 
well as in the slave 

lar army officers fi 
support his thesis, 

evidence on the po 
nowhere does he € 
in North and Sout] 
who belonged to 

sembled, it would 

concentration of s 
example, could cco 
twenty-two miktas 

hundred white me 

institution in the So 

attention—the slay 

» Qsoted tn Joba beet 
pp. 20-71. 

% Dickeos D Bree, ' 
Texas Frew, 1979), Wye



RY 

ial and genuine virtue” and 
as sores on the body politic. 
ame way; as Louis Wigfall 
itno manufactures; we de- 

ing classes.” 
the South received only a 
nigration. Fewer than one- 
es, where the foreign-born 
1 fourth of the North’s per- 
tthnically more homogene- 
The traditional patriarchal 
of gemeinschaft societies, 

ite of cousin marriages, also 
enth-century South than in 

e free states contributed to 
than in the South. Another 
t-migration from the South. 

ith century, twice as many 

ersa. These facts did not go 
1 the topic of much public 
in population growth as ev- 
r system; Southerners per- 
lining minority status in the 
it factors in the growing sec- 
n. 
: between North and South, 
ve percent of the country’s 
blacks constituted one-third 
-ent of the Northern popula- 
iy and social structure of the 
es and politics, are obvious 
‘ points are worth emphasiz- 
shave discovered the viabil- 
They have noted that black 
ind other manifestations of 
he South. Since the Afro- 
culture with an emphasis on 
f ritual and:communication, 
gemeinschaft, folk-oriented 

ave maintained that North- 

d Behavior in the Old South (New 

a AOUTHERN EXCEPTIONALISM VAs) 

emers' were as committed to white supremacy as Southemers. This 
may have been true, but the scale of concer with this matter {n the 
South was so much greater as to constitute a different order of magni- 
tude and to contribute more than any other factor to the difference be- 
tween North and South. And of course slavery was more than an Inetitu- 
tion of racial control. Its centrality to many aspects of life focused 
Southern politics almost exclusively on defense of the institutlon—to the 
point that, in the words of the Charleston Mercury in 1858, “on the sub- 

ject ofslavery . .. theNorthandSouth . . . arenotonly two Peoples, 
but they are rival, hostile Peoples.” 

The fear that slavery was being hemmed in and threatened with de- 
struction contributed to the defensive-aggressive style of Southern polit- 
ical behavior. This' aggressiveness sometimes took physical form. 
Southern whites were more likely to carry weapons and to use therm 
against other human beings than Northerners were. The homicide rate 
was higher in the South. The phenomenon of dueling persisted longer 
there. Bertram Wyatt-Brown attributes this to the unigue Southern code 
of honor based on traditional patriarchal values of courtesy, status, 
courage, family, and the symbiosis of shame and pride.'® The enforce- 
ment of order through the threat and practice of violence also resulted 
from the felt need to control a large slave population. 

Martial values and practices were more pervasive in the South than in 
the North. Marcus Cunliffe has argued to the contrary, but the evidence 
confutes him. Cunliffe'’s argument is based mainly on two sets of data: 
the prevalence of militia and volunteer military companies in the free as 
well as inthe slave states; and the proportion of West Pointers and regu- 
lar army officers from the two sections. Yet the first set of data do not 
support his thesis, and the second contradict it. Cunliffe does preseut 
evidence on the popularity of military companies in Northem cities, but 
nowhere does he estimate the comparative numbers of such companies 
in North and South or the number of men in proportion to population 
who belonged to them. If such comparative evidence could be as- 
sembled, it would probably support the traditional view of a higher 
concentration of such companies in the South. What Northem city, for 
example, could compare with Charleston, which had no fewer than 
twenty-two military companies in the late 1850s—one for every two 
hundred white men of military age? Another important quasi-military 
institution in the South with no Northern counterpart escaped Cunliffe’s 
attention—the slave patrol, which gave tens of thousands of Southemers 

ad 

ena in John McCardell, The Idea of a Souther Nation (New Yoth: Norton, 1979), 
pp. i. 

'® Dickson D. Bruce, Violence end Culture ta the Antebellum South (Austin: Univ. of 
Toxas Press, 1070); Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor, part 3 
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amore practical form of military experience than the often ceremonial 
functions of volunteer drill companies could do.” 

As for the West Point alumni and regular army officers it is true, as 
Cunliffe points out, that about 60 percent of these were from the North 
and only 40 percent from the South in the late antebellum decades. What 
he fails to note is that the South had only about 30 percent of the nation’s 
white population during this era, so that on a proportional basis the. 
South was overrepresented in these categories. Moreover, from 1849 to 
1861 all of the secretaries of war were Southerners, as were the general in 
chief of the army, two of the three brigadier generals, all but one com- 
mander of the army's geographical departments on the eve of the Civil 
War, the authors of the two manuals on infantry tactics and of the ar- 
tillery manual used at West Point, and the professor who taught tactics 

and strategy at the military academy. 
Other evidence supports the thesis of a significant martial tradition in 

the South contrasted with a concentration in different professions in the 
North. More than three-fifths of the volunteer soldiers in the Mexican 
War came from the slave states—on a per capita basis, four times the 
proportion of free-state volunteers. Seven of the eight military “col- 
leges” (not including West Point and Annapolis) Listed in the 1860 census 
were in the slave states. A siudy of the occupations of antebellum men 
chronicled in the Dictionary of American Blograpny tound that the mil- 
itary profession claimed twice the percentage of Southemers as of North- 
emers, while this ratio was reversed for men distinguished in literature, 
art, medicine, and education. In business the per capita proportion of 
Yankees was three times as great, and among engineers and inventors it 
was six times as large.*! When Southerners labeled themselves a nation 
of warriors and Yankees a nation of shopkeepers-—a common compari- 
son in 18860—or when Jefferson Davis told a London Times correspon- 
dent in 1861 that “we area military people,” they were not just whistling 
Dixie. 

One final comparison of objective differences is inorder—a compari- 
son of education and literacy in North and South. Contemporaries per- 
ceived this as a matter of importance. The South's alleged backwardness 
in schooling and its large numbers of iterates framed one of the princi- 

» Marcus Cunliffe, Soldiera and Civilians: The Martial Spirtt in America 1775-1885 
(Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1968), esp. chap. 10; Rollin G. Osterwets, Romanticism 
and Nattonallsm ta the Old South (Now Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1049), p. 127. Fos other 
evidence of Southem bellicosity, see Jc hn Hope Franklin, The Mutant South 1800-1882 
(Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1850). 

£1 Rupert B. Vance, “The Geography of Distinctlon: The Nation and Its Regions, 
1700-1827," Soctal Forces 18 (Dec. 1008): 175~76. 

83 Osterwels, Romanticism and Natlonalism, esp. pp. 90-81, 108; Grady McWhiney and 
Perry D. Jamieson, Attack and Die: Ctvil War Mutary Toctice and the Southem Hertlege 
eatvorelty: Univ. of Alabama Press, 1082), esp. p. 173; Russell, My Diory North end 
South, p. 4. 
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SOUTHERN EXCEPTIONALISM Al 

pal free-soil indictments of slavery. This was one area In which a good 

many Southerners admitted inferiority and tried to do something about 

it. But f ion after a decade of school reform in the South, the slave 

states sti had only half the North’s proportion of white children en- 

rolled in public and private schools, and the length of the annual school 

term in the South was only alittle more than half as long as in the North.” 

Of course education did not take place solely in school. But other forms 

of education~in the home, at church, through lyceums and public lec- 

tures, by apprenticeship, and so on—were also more active In North 

than South. According to the census of 1860, per capita newspaper circu- 

lation was three times greaier in the North, and the number of library 

volumes per white person was nearly twice as large. 

The proportion of illiterate white people was three times greater in the 

South than in the North; if the black population is included, as indeed it 

should be, the percentage of illiterates was seven or eight times as highin 

the South. In the free states, what two recent historians have termed an 

“ideology of literacy” prevailed—a commitment to education as an in- 

strument of social mobility, economic prosperity, progress, and free- 

dom. While this ideology also existed in the South, especially in the 

1850s, it was much weaker there and made slow headway against the 

inertia of a rural folk culture. “The Creator did not intend that every 

individual human being should be highly cultivated,” wrote William 

Harper of South Carolina. “It is better that a part should be fully and 

highly educated and the rest utterly ignorant.” Commenting on a de- 

mand by Northern workingmen for universal public education, the 

Southern Review asked: “Is this the way to produce producers? To 

make every child in the state a literary character would not be a goud 

qualification for those who must live by manual labor." 

The ideology of literacy in the North was part of a larger ferment 

which produced an astonishing number of reform movements that 

aroused both contempt and fear in the South. Squthern whites viewed 
the most dynamic of these movements—abolitionism—as a threat to 

their very existence. Southerners came to distrust the whole concept of 

“progress” as it seemed to be understood in the North. De Bow’s Review 

declared in 1851: “Southern life, habits, thoughts, and aims, are so essen- 

tially different from those of the North, that here a different character of 

books . . . and training is required.” A Richmond newspaper warned 

in 1855 that Southerners must stop reading Northern newspapers and 

£) Albert Fishlow, “The Common School Rovival: Fact or Fancy,” in Henry Hosoveky, 

ed., industrialization ta Two Sysicms (Now York: Keleger, 1968), esp. p. 62. 

4 Leo Soltow and Edward Stevens, The Rise of Literacy and the Common School in the 

United States: A Soctoeconomie Analysis to 1870 (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, i981), 
esp. p. 01. 

®% Quoted in Kail Kaestlo, Pillars of the Republic: Common Schooling and Americen 

Soctety, 1780-1880 (Now York: Hi and Wang, 1983), pp. 206-7. 
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books and stop sending thelr sons to colleges inthe North, where “every village has its press and its lecture room, and cach lecturer and editor, unchecked by a healthy public opinion, opens up for discussion all the received dogmas of faith,” where unwary youth are “exposed to the danger of imbibing doctrines subversive of all old institutions.” Young men should be educated instead in the South “where their training would be moral, religious, and conservative, and‘ they would never learn, or read a word in school or out of school, inconsistent with or- thodox Christianity, pure morality, the right of property, and sacredness of marringe."26 
\ ‘Tn all of the areas discussed above—urbanization, industrifftration, 

} Jabor force, demographic structure, violence and martial values, educa- tion, and attitudes toward change—contemporaries accurately per- ceived significant differences between North and South, differences that in most respects were increasing over time. The question remains: were these diffferences crucial enough to make the South an exception to generalizations about-antebellum America? 
This essay concludes by suggesting a tentative answer to the question: perhaps it was the North that was “different,” the North that departed from the mainstream of historical development; and perha ps therefore we should speak not of Southern exceptionalism but of Northern excep- tionalism, This idea is borrowed shamelessly from C. Vann Woodward, who applied it, however, to the post-Civil War United States. In essays written during the 1950s on “The Irony of Southern History” and “The Search for Southern Identity,” Woodward suggested that, unlike other Americans but like most people in the rest of the world, Southemers had experienced poverty, failure, defeat, and had a skepticism about “prog- ress” that grows out of such experiences. The South thus shared a bond with the rest of humankind that other Americans did not share.” This theme of Northern exceptionalism might well be applied also to the an- tebellum United States—not for Woodward's categories of defeat, pov- erty, and failure, byt for the categories of a persistent folk culture dis- cussed in this essay. \ 

At the beginning of the republic the North and South were less differ- ent in most of these categories than they became later. Nearly all North- ern states had slavery in 1776, and the institution persisted in some of therm for decades thereafter. The ethnic homogeneity of Northern and Southern whites was quite similar before 1830. The proportion of urban dwellers was similarly small and the percentage of the labor force em- ployed in agriculture similarly large in 1800. The Northem predomi- , nance in commerce and manufacturing was not so great as it later be- 

G © DeBow's Review quoted in McCardell, The Idea of a Souther Natton, p. 208; Rich- mond newspaper quoted in Avery Craven, The Coming of the Cloll War (New York: Seribner’s, 1942), m2 
is ” Woodward, The Burden of Southem History, pp. 6-26, 167-91, 
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SOUTHERN EXCEPTIONALISBM 2A3 
came. Nor was the contrast in education and literacy as great as {t A belief in progress and commitments to reform or radicalism were no more prevalent in the North than In the South fn 1800—indeed, they may have 

came prominent. This happened primarily because of developments in the North. The South and because so many Northern changes the South developed a defensive ideology that re- 
In most of these respects the South resembled a majority of the socie- ties in the world more than the changing North did. Despite the abol of legal slavery or serfdom throughout much of the western hemisphere and western Europe, much of the world—ltke the South—had an unfree Or quasi-free labor force. Most societies in the world remained predom- inantly rural, agricultural, and labor-intensive; most, including even sev- eral European countries, had illiteracy rates as high or higher than the South's 45 percent: most like the South remained bound by traditional values and networks of family, kinship, hierarchy, and patriarchy. The North—along with a few countries in northwestern Europe—hurtled 

ful if not frightening: the South remained proudly and even defiantly rooted in the past. * 
Thus when secessionists 

Sentry and yeomanry of the wh : , heartless factories, restless free workers, and class conflict. The acces- sion to power of the Republican party, with its ideology of competitive, egalitarian, free-lnbor capitalism, was a signal to the South that the Northern majority had turned irrevocably toward this frightening, revo- lutionary future. Indeed, the Black Republican party appeared to the eyes of many Southerners as “essentially a revolutio * com- posed of “a motley throngofSansculottes . . . Infidels and freelovers, interspersed by Bloomer women, fugitive slaves, and amalgamation- ists.”"® Therefore secession was & preemptive counterrevolution to pre- vent the Black Republican revolution from engulfing the South. “We are 

® New Orleans Dally Delta, Nov. 3, 1660; Steven A, Channing, Crisis of Fear: Secession tn South Carolina {New York: Norton, 1970), p. 287. 
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not revolutionists,” insisted James B. D. De Bow and Jefferson Davis 
during the Civil War. “We are resisting revolution. . . . Weare not en- 
gaged in a Quixotic fight for the rights of man; our struggle Is for inher- 
ited rights. . . . We are upholding the true doctrines of the Federal 
Constitution. We are conservative.” 

Union victory in the war destroyed the Southern vision of America 
and insured that the Northern vision would become the American vi- 
sion. Until 1861, however, it was the North that was out of the main- 
stream, not the South. Of course the Northern states, along with Britain 
and a few countries in northwestern Europe, were cutting anew channel 
in world history that would doubtless have become the mainstream even 
if the American Civil War had not happencd. But it did happen, and for 
Americans it marked the turning point. A Loulsiana planter who re- 
turned home sadly after the war wrote in 1865: “Society has been com- 
pletely changed by the war. The [F rench] revolution of ‘89 did not pro- 
duce a greater change in the ‘Ancien Regime’ than has this in our social 
life.” And four years later George Ticknor, a retired Harvard professor, 
concluded that the Civil War had created a “great gulf between what 
happened before in our century and what has happened since, or what Is 
likely to happen hereafter. It docs not seem to meas if | were vin ginthe 
country in which I was born." From the war sprang the great flood that 
wrenched the stream of American history into a new channel and trans- 
ferred the burden of exceptionalism from North to South. 

® De Bow’s Review, 33 (1882): 44: Dunbar Rowland, ed., Jeffereon Davis, Constttution- 
alist: Hits Letters, Papers, and Speeches, 10 vols. (Jackson: Mbstssippi Dept. of Archives 
and History, 1923), 6:357. 

* Richard Taylor to Samuci L. M. Barlow, Dec. 13, 1665, Barlow Papers, Henry E. 
Huntington Library; Ticknos quoted in Moston Keller, Affatra of State: Public Life tn Late Nineteenth Century America (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1977), p. 2. ‘ 
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