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THE CAUSES OF THE AMERICAN 

CIVIL WAR: Recent Interpretations 

and New Directions 

Eric Foner 

Ix 1960, As AMERICANS PREPARED to observe the centennial of the Civil 
War, one of the foremost historians of that conflict published a brict 

article entitled, “American Historians and the Causes of the Civil 
War.”! Most readers probably expected another survey - changing 
course uf civil war interpretation. Instead the author ais. ced that as 
a subject of serious histurical analysis, Civil War causat! ©. eas “dead.” 

Looking back over the decade and a halt since David Do ait wrote, 
it would appear that he somewhat exaggerated the deh of this feld 
of inquiry. In the 1980's, historians Were coucerucd with investigating 
periods of consensus in America’s past. But in che let's. as the issues 
of race and war came to the forefront of nations: times of 

civil strife in American history attracted renewed 
The 1960's, for example, witnessed a renasce: 

ery. It is now no longer possible to view the prs 
kind of accident or aberration, existing outsid 
tional development. Rather, slavery was ahse tutes, 
ican experience, intimately bound up with che s 
ern hemisphere, the American Revolution and: 

- study of slav- 
restitution as sume 

“ustream of na- 
atafto che Amer- 
ement of the west- 

ustrial expansion. 
It was what defined the Old South and drew scuthern society along . oO 

a path of development which set it increasiugh apare from the rest of 
the nation.” 

* This paper was read before the Lo7 
Historians, at one of a series of “Overview” 
of historical writing on various periods of A 
wrateful to the following scholars for their he 
this paper: Richard O. Curry, Herbert Gagan 
and James B. Stewart. 

' David Donald, “American Hestersins 
Atlantic Quarterly, LAN CSummeer, lind 

+ To cite only a few of the host of secre ' 
The Problem of Slavery in We ae 
ery and Freedom. The Ame 
(June, 1972), 5-29 stress the cer 
lass North, The Economic G 
how the profits of the cotton 

fotthe Orsanizatuuo of American 
reviewing the host fifteen years 

Shistery, The author is extremely? 
ertaceins of earlier drafts of 

oy Tames PL Shenton, 

Causescet the Civil War” Soudle 

bto this point. David Brion Davis, 
Sob ane biauned So Morgan, “Shay - 
dorrnal op Amencan Histery, LIN, 

rostisery tothe Amenoun experience. Dour- 
Croted Stutes, 1790 fo 7860 (L9G DL), shows 

the economic development of ante- 
belluna America, Staughton bsg ict, Slacery, und the United States 
Constitution (W967), Donald io Robison, Sutery and the Structure of American 

Polities (YTV. Richard Ho Brows “Phe Masseurt Crisis. Shavery and the Politics of 
Jacksoniumpim.” Seach Adantic Quartely, LXV Winter, 1960), 35-72, William W. 
Freehling, Predude go Coed War (i966) aud Ene Foner Pree Soil, Bree Labor, 
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16 BEYOND THE CIVIL WAR SYNTHESIS 

At the same time, a striking reversal of interpretations of the aboli- 
Hionists took place.’ fn faet, there was a paradoxical double reversal. 

On the one hand the abolitionists, previously castigated as fanatics and 
agitators, suddenly emerged as the conscience of a sinning nation— 
muchas the Garrisons and Welds lad portrayed themselves a century 
earlier, At the same tine, a number of writers argued that not only 
were the friends of the slave not immune from racism, but, far from 

being traly “radical” they seemed to accept the middle-class values of 
northern society! 

The flood of studies of slavery, abolitionism, carl the race issue does 

nob scem, however, to have brought historians much closer to a gener- 
ally wecepted interpretation of the coming of the Civil War than they 
were fiflecn yours ago. As the lace David Potter pointed out, the irony 
is that disagreements of interpretation persist in the face of a greatly in- 
creased body of historical knowledge. This is partially because the 
Civil War raised so many still unresolved issues. Perhaps, however, 
there is another reason, Historians’ methodologies and value judgments 
have changed considerably over the past fifteen years, but the questions 
historians have asked of their data have remained relatively static. 
Like the debate over slavery before the appearance of Stanley Elkins’ 
study in 1959, discussion of the causes of the Civil War continues to be 

locked into an antiquated interpretive framework. Historians of the 
Civil War era seem to be in greater need of new models of interpreta- 
tion and new questions than of an additional accumulation of data. 

There have, however, been a number of works in the past fifteen 
years which have attempted to develop entirely new ways of looking 
abante-belum America and the origins of the Civil War. One of the 
most striking, developments of these vears has been the emergence of 
the “new political historians,” who have attempted to recast our under- 
standing of ante-bellum political alignments. They have de-emphasized 
“national” issues like slavery and the tariff, and substituted ethno-cul- 

Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Porty Before the Civil War (1970) 
place slavery at the center of polities at various points in ante-bellum: history. Eu- 
gene J. Genovese, The Political Economy of Slavery (1965), makes clear the cen- 
trality of slavery to the socicty of the Old South. 

* Rather than citing the scores of works on abolitionisin, let me simply refer to 
an admirable historiographical survey: Merton L. Dillon, “The Abolitionists: A 
Decade of Historiography, 1959-1969," Journal of Southern History, XXXV, (Nov., 
1969), 500-22. 

"On the racism of anti-slavery advocates, see, for cxunple, Willian HH. Pease 
and Jane HL. Pease, “AntiSlavery Ambivalence Thimediatism, Expediency, Race,” 
American Quarterly, XVIL (Winter, 1965), 682-95: Eric loner, “Racial Attitudes 
of the New York Free Soilers,” New York History, XVI (Oct., 1965), 311-29; Eu- 
vene Th. Berwanger, The Frontier Apainst Slavery (1967); aud James H. Rawley, 
Race and Politics (1969). For the limitations of abolitionist radicalism, see William 
Appleman Williams, The Contours of American History (london cd., 1961), p. 
254, Ailecn Kraditor, Means and Ends in American Abolitionism (New York, 1969), 
pp. 245-55); Georwe PL Mredrickson, The Black Image in the White Mind (1971), 
pp. SG-37, 

* David Votter, The South and the Sectional Conflict (1968), p. 146. 
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tural conflicts between Protestants and Catholics. or between pictistic 
and ritualistic religious groups, as the major determinants of voting 
behavior. These works have broadened our understanding of ante- 
bellim political culture. and demonstrated the inevitable failure of any 
“monistic interpretation” Gf political conflict. And they should force 
historians to abandon whatever cconomic determinisin still persists in 
the writing of political history. Perhaps iost important. they have 
demonstrated the virtues Gf viewing voters not as isolated individuals, 

beaded ina complex uctwork of social and Dut as men and women en 

cultural relationships.” 
The “new. political histor.” involves both a new methodulogy—the 

tabishical anadssis Of quantitative data—and a distinctive model of his- 
torical explanation. The broadening of the methodulogical touts avail- 

ete historians Can only be apphaded, although some writers may at 
tine be q@uilty of misteking correlations for causes. and inducing the 
Dehovior of individuals from aturesate data. If sometimes scems that 
Hhe very sophistication of the new methodology has unfortunate ef- 
fects on these writers’ approach to historical data, Not only is undue 
weight often assigned to historical variables such as ethnicity for which 
quimtfitble data happens to be available, but the definition of basic 

concepts is reduced to the most cusily quantifiable clements. Thus, 
Chis os neasured by data on Gocupation and assessed property holdings, 
culture is reduced to aanixture of cthuicity and religion, and religion is 
mcasued purcly by Church affiliation.’ 

It isin the realn of explanation, and as a contribution to our under- 

“Phe dor works of “new political history” dealing with aute-belluin polities 
am bee Benson, The Concept of Jacksonian Democracy. New York aya Test Case 
(196. BKonald be Fortiisano, The Birth of Masy Political Pertios Michigan 1S27- 
PSOE 9TIs Paul Kleppner, The Crosy of Culture i970: is Collected: in 
Prederik CL baebhe (eda, Etlinie Voters and the Eber tion . de (POTD) and 
Michel BL Tolt, Forging a Majority: The Formation of the Renitds an Party in 
Putlrceh, ISAS-1S86G6 (1969). The pliase “rioristic interpretation’ is quoted fram 
Hol) p. 125. 7 shoukl mote that obviously not ai these ariters agree on every 
Interpretetion. Halt, for exunple, tends to give Have Pe CLs ree credence 

cltermitant of voting belwasior then do the other writers. 

“Sete of these imethodolowieal criticiias are nased a Allen G. Bogue, “Umited 
States: “Phe New Political History, Jerrad of Contem pore History, TEL (hin, 

P65) 22-20. James bo Wrieht, Phe Ethnocultural Medel of Vota American Be- 
hatuntal Sewntist, NVI (Mau -June, 1975), 653-7: and Jasaes Re Groen, “Beha ioral. 
tein tad CGliss Analysiss A Review Essay on Methodoloss ond Ddealtay 0° Labor is 

tory. SELL Winter, 1972), SY-106. Aree other mie thodelews a problems is the 
tendency ob some writers to infer the bela ior ot wou areas 
from: the actions of Chose whe dived an homowenonts ethic cots sy cenel aif 
cullies coeated: by the use of census date oon the pucchor of char stats of each 
religion tia specified area. as a raeasare of the dee kdlowe ot relations alliliations 
of that yaeas Phere are also simple problems of iaterpreturs data. boumisane. for 

Ox taple, presents aoteble of the voting of evanueloal townstips i Michigan fn 
1S60. Tr eastern Michigan, six of eleven such townstups gare Lancol over GO per 

centoal the vote, but Lincola carried the state with 37 per cent of Michigan's bal- 
lots. Phe table shows that in five of cleven exancelical townships, Lincoln received 
Jess Chan his state-wide percentate. The figures hardiy rusty the conelusion that 

OVuiteheal townships voted “stronuly Republican’ in (900. Mortuisane, Birth of 
Massy Politteal Parties, pp. 312-13. 

tsoin bi 
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standing of the coming of the Civil War, that the “new political his- 
tory” is most open to criticism. First, while rightly rejecting the eco- 
nomic determinism of progressive historians, the new political historians 
seem to be in danger of substituting a religious or cultural determin- 
ism of their own. Indeed, the interpretive framework of the new school 
is strikingly similar to that of the progressives. Both pose a sharp dis- 

tinction between “real” and “unreal” issues, both put thousands of per- 
sons in the quasi-conspiratorial position of concealing their real inten- 

tions, and both take an extremely limited view of individual motivation. 

For the “economic mau” of the progressives, the new political history 
has substituted an equally one-dimensional “religious man.” 

Most important, this new mode of explanation is fundamentally 
ahistorical; its key variables exist independently of historical context. 
Xeligion and ethnicity are generally treated as “uni-dimensional con- 
cepts, without reference to time, place. rate of acculturation, or indi- 
vidual personality.” The point is that all historical variables are inter- 
related, and change as society develops. To take one key variable— 
religious belief in this case, or an over-simplified version of class for the 
progressives—and abstract it from its social context and the processes 

of historical change, is to distort and fracture historical reality. 
The arguments of the “new political historians” have profound im- 

plications for the question of Civil War causation. Their basic outlook 
was announced in 1964, in Joel Silbey’s inHuential article, “The Civil 
War Synthesis,” which chided historians for writing the history of the 
1850's solely from the vantage point of the slavery issue, ignoring ques- 
tions, like nativism, which seemed to have little to do with the coming 
of war, Subsequent writers have agreed with Silbey that a split existed 
between northern political clites and the mass of voters. The former 
were, for a variety of reasons, increasingly anti-southern, the latter 
were “basically unmoved” by the issues of slavery and sectional con- 
flict and were more concerned with so-called “cultural” questions like 
immigration and tempcrance.” 

While often criticizing traditional historians for using such “clite 
sources” as newspapers, specches and letters, this new interpretation 

of ante-bellum politics has its own clitist bias. It assumes that “large por- 
tions of the clectorate do not have meaningful beliefs,” that only clites 

SSome of these criticisms are noted in the Wright and Green articles cited 
above, andl in David Po Vhelen, review of Kleppner, Civil War History, XVI 
(Mar, 1971), 54-56, and Thelen, review of Formiusano, Civil War History, AVI 
(Dec, 1972), 3559-57. The quotation is from Wright, “The Ethnocultural Model of 
Voting,” 064. Wright and Green question whether these studies are adequately con- 
trolled for class and status variables. All three critics question whether class can be 
adequately measured by looking at units like “farmers” or “workers,” or by mea- 
surings the wealth of rural and urban precincts without considering the internal 
class structure of these units. 

8 Jor! TH. Silbey, “Lhe Civil War Synthesis in American Political History.” Civil 
War History, & (june, 1964), 130-40: Luebke, Edinic Voters, p. Ni. , 

This incredible statement is quoted by Formisano from Philip E. Converse, 
“The Nature of Belief Systems iu Mass Publics,” in David E. Apter, Ideology and 
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are truly issue-oriented. This kind of reasoning, however, can never 

illuminate the relationship between political leaders and voters in a 
democratic political culture. Nor can it explain under what circum- 
stances local issues will dominate politics and when national issues will 
come to the fore, or tell us why Republicans in the late 1850’s were 
constantly trying to play down the issues of temperance and nativism 
which had supposedly created their party in the first place.!! The view 
of the Republican party as the political expression of pietistic Protes- 
tantism can hardly encompass a figure like Lincoln, who was southern- 
born and whose religious beliefs were akin to the deism of that infidel 
Thomas Paine, whom Lincoln greatly admired.'* According to the ag- 
gregate data, Lincoln should have been a pro-slavery Democrat. At 
best, he was a historical accident, an ecological fallacy. 

But what of the Civil War? Supposedly, when the scientist Laplace 
described the Newtonian system to Napoleon, the emperor asked. “But 
where is God in your system?” To which Laplace replied. “I have no 
need for that hypothesis.” Similarly, the “system” of the new political 
history has no need for the Civil War. Unfortunately. the Civil War 
did take place. But the new interpretation leaves a vawning gap be- 
tween political processes and the outbreak of war. Recently. Lee Ben- 
son has tried to bridge this gap by arguing that a “small group” of 
southern conspirators, taking advantage of the “irrespunsible character” 
of the political system, caused the war.'* To pursue our Enlightenment 
analogy and paraphrase Voltaire, if Benson’s explanation did not exist, 
we would have to invent it. If only elites cared about the slavery ques- 
tion, we are logically driven back to a nev-revisionist conspiracy theory 
of the coming of the war. One does not have to assume that great 
events always have great causes to believe that conspiracy theories are 
rarely satisfactory as historical explanations. 

A second school of historical writing places che coming of the Civil 
War within the process political scientists have termed “modernization.” 
This is as yet an imprecisely defined concept. but it involves such basic 
changes in the structure of a society as rapid economic development, 
urbanization, industrialization, the creation or an integrated national 
economic and political structure. and generally, the spread of market- 
oriented capitalist economic relations and of mental attitudes viewing 

continuous social change as natural and desirable! Within this con- 
text, the Civil War becomes the process by which the “modern” or 
“modernizing” North integrated the “pre-smoderm” South into a national 
political and economic system. As Raimondo Luraghi explains, “So, in 

Discontent (1964), p. 245. Formisano. Birth of Mass Political Parties, pp. 11-12. Cf. 
Leubke, Et/inic Voters. p. vw. 

1 On this last pommt, see Foner. Free Sod, Free Labor, Free Men, ch. 7. 

12 Richard No Current, The Lincoln Nobody Anows (1958), pp. 58-59, 

18 Lee Benson, Torcurd fie Sctentite Study of History (1972), pp. 316-26. 

HoSee, in general, ALS) Eisenstadt, Medernization: Protest and Change (1966), 
and C. EL Black, The Dynamics of Modernization (1966). 
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the nineteenth century, as the industrial revolution was expanding on 
a worldwide scale, the days of wrath were coming for a series of agrar- 
nin, pre-capitalistic. “backward socicties throughout the world, from 
the Htalian and Amenecan South down to India.”!* Aside from Luraghi’s 
work, the modernization framework has uot yet been systematically ap- 
plied to the coming of the Civil Wir, although in many respects it is 
compatible with the work of Mugene Genovese on the South and with 
my own discussion of the Republican party in the 1850’s.18 

As Robert Kelley demonstrates, the cthno-cultural and modernization 
interpretations wre not necessarily incompatible. In his book, The Trans- 
atlantic Persuasion, the Republicans in America and the Tories in En- 
eland beeome the nationalists, homogenizers and cosmopolitans. In- 

tolerant of any social diversity within their societies, they attempted to 
vse their values on dissident groups—temperance legislation on the 

rish tmmigrauts, anti-slavery on the South—while the party of the re- 
sional and ethnic minorities (Democrats in America, Liberals in Bri- 
tain’. called for cultural pluralism aid local autonomy.’7 

The problem with this analysis is that it views the sectional conflict 
primarily as a struggle between local and national institutions. It is sig- 
nificant that in Kelley’s stimulating book, the institution of slavery is 
conspicuous by its absence. But slavery was what made the South dis- 
tinct—it was central to the moral, economic and political antagonisms 
between the sections. 

Nonetheless, this framework has much to offer toward an understand- 
ing of the politics of the 1850’s. Lincoln’s House Divided speech, as 
J. R. Pole has written, can be viewed as the outlook of a man “who had 
grasped the essentials of the process of nationalisation that was over- 

taking the main institutions of American life.” Conversely, Stephen A. 
Douglas’s objection to what he termed Lincoln’s belief that “there must 
be uniformity in the local laws and domestic institutions of each and all 
states of the Union,” and his plea for recognition of “diversity and dis- 
similarity” within the nation, can be read as the cry of all the out-groups 

1 Raimondo Luraghi, “The Civil War and the Modernization of American So- 
ciety: Social Structure and Industrial Revolution in the Old South Before and Dur- 
ing the War,” Civil War History, XVIII (Sept., 1972), 242. 

16 Also relevant is Barrington Morroe, Jr., Social Origins of Dictatorship and 
Democracy (1966), ch. 3. I should note that describing the South as “pre-modern” 
dovs not necessarily contradict the findings of Stanley Engerman and Robert Fogel 
that slavery was a highly profitable investment. Engerman and Fogel, Time on the 
Cross; The Economies of American Negro Slavery (1974). ln a forthcoming essay, 
George Fredrickson applies the concept of modernization to the Civil War itself, 
and the question of why the North was victorious, but he explicitly denies its 
applicability to the question of the causes of the Civil War. Fredrickson, “Blue 
Over Gray: Sources of Success and Failure in the Civil War,” in Fredrickson 
(ed.), A Nation Divided: Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruction (forthcom- 
ing). 

Robert Kelley, The Transatlantic Persuasion: The Liberal Democratic Mind 
in the Age of Gladstone (1969). 
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and backward areas confronted by the proces of modernization in the 
nineteenth century.’* 

Having said this, | hasten to add that there ae certain problems in 
applying this model tu the causes of the C.s.i War. First, there is the 
imprecision of the term “modernization.” At times, it seems to be used 
more or less interchangeably with “industriulization.” and, in effect, be- 
comes a restatement of the Beardian view of the Civil War as a con- 
flict between industrial and agrarian economies. In this form, the model 
exaggerates the extent to which northern socicty itself was as yet tully 
modernized in the ante-bellum years. Historians, indeed, have not yet 
produced the studies which will enable us to state with assurance what 
the class structure of the North was, or how far industrialization had 
advanced by 1860. Before we can assess the effects of modernization. in 
other words, we need to know exactly what kind of society was under- 
going that process. Ante-bellum northern society may well have been 
“modern” in some respects. Certainly capitalist economic relations and 
democratic political procedures prevailed, and according to Richard 
Brown, the “modern personality” had been dominant since colonial 
days. But the economy was almost certainly pre-industrial, and the 
ideals of the yeoman farmer and independent artisan, their beliet in 
the natural right of each individual to the fruits of his labor (which be- 

came in the hands of Lincoln so damning an indictment of slavery), 
still permeated socicty.!” 

Nevertheless, the modernization model does have two great virtues. 

First, it enables us to see that what happened in nineteenth century 
America was not a unique or local occurrence, but a process which had 
deep affinities with events in many other areas of the world. Secondly, 
it demands that political historians place their work in the largest con- 
text of the development of American society, for, as Albert Soboul 
writes, “all studies of political history entail a study of social history.”*? 

To me, moreover, it suggests a framework for beginning tu answer the 
crucial question raised by David Brion Davis in The Problem of Slav- 
ery in Western Culture. Why does slavery, which for centuries had been 
considered a normal part of the social order. suddenly come to be 

WJ. R. Pole, Abraham Lincoln and the American Commitment (1966), p. 32 
Paul Anyle (ed.), Created Equal? The Complete Lincoln-Douslay Debates of 1858 
(1958). p. 18. Cf. Bertram Wyatt-Brown, “Stanley Elkins’ Slavery: The Antislivery 
Interpretation Reexamined,” American Quarterly, NNV (May, 1973), 167. 

Richard D. Brown, “Modernization and the Modern Personality in’ Early 
America, 1600-1865; A Sketch of a Svnthests.” Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 
HL (Winter, 1972), 201-28. E. A. Wrigeles Comments on the tirpecision of the mod- 

ernization concept, and how it often seems to be used simply as a synonym: for 
industrialization, in “The Process of Modernization and the Industrial Revolution 
in England,” Journal of Interdisciplinany History, UL \Autumn, 1972), 228, 228n. 
The general question of the persistence of pre-industrial work habits and ideals in 
nineteenth century America is raised in Herbert G. Gutiian, “Work, Culture and 
Society in Industrializing America, ISI5-1919" Amertcan Historical Review, 
LXAVIHI (June, 1973), 531-88. 

24 Albert Soboul, The Sun-Cudottes, tris. Remy luighis Hall (1972) p. xv. 
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viewed bs large numbers of men and women as a totally anace 
rormy oF fabor and social orgamimation? Why, that is, does an anti-sl: 
mmevement emerge? 

To answer this question, we must place the Gigi “Var in the context 
She general abolition of untree labor wstenis in the nigeteenth con. 

curs. fron slavery ja the western hemisphere, te serfdom in Russa anc 
robot ni the \ustean Baapire, Within thi. context. cee need te velate the 
emergence of the meron antislavery mgvement to mv related pro- 

1 chisses.- rad the enormous econo. and soci 

+ nineteenth conturs. GF course, American ant 
emerge full-blown in the i830’s. As C. Vann 

out, patterns of derogatory sectional 4 
lonial era, Viiv New E i Fed ists 
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place this ideological devcloprnent in its proper social setting. We do 

know that the ideological transformation had profound effects on the 

nature of anti-slavery thought. As Rowland Berthoff observes, “if classes 

supposedly did uot exist, they could not be accepted as constituent 

institutions of American socicty; rank or degree was no longer an ad- 

missible principle for organizing or even thinking about the social or- 

der.” That abolitionist thought was utterly individualistic and atomis- 

tic has by now become an axiom of historical writing. Historians as 

diverse in their ideological preconceptions as Stanley Elkins and Wil- 

liam Appleman Williams severely chide the abolitionists for viewing 

slavery not as a functioning institution, embedded in a distinct society, 

but as a personal sin of the individual master against the individual 

slave?! But it may be that it was only when the ideas of an organic 

society, and the permanent subordination of any class of men, had been 

overthrown, that anti-slavery thought could develop in a consistent 

form. Only a movement which viewed society as a collection of indi- 

viduals, which viewed freedom as the property of every man, which 

believed every individual had the right to seck advancement as a unit 

in competitive society, could condemn slavery as utterly and complete- 

ly as, in their own ways, abolitionists and Republicans did.** 

Anti-slavery thus fed on the anti-monopvly. anti-corporate, egalitar- 

ian ethos of Jacksonian America. At the same time, as a vision of labor, 

anti-slavery was curiously ambiguous. Anti-slavery men exalted “free 

labor,” meaning labor working because of incentive instead of coer- 

cion, labor with education, skill. the desire for advancement. and also 

the freedom to move from job tu job according to the changing de- 

mands of the marketplace.“ On the other hand. many anti-slavery men 

FlMins. Slavery 
BioeX Image in the 

4 Rowland Berthoff, An Unsettled People 971. 
(1959), ch. 4; Williams. Contours. p. 158. Cf oF 
White Mind, pp. 19-33. 

“5 The highly competitive, individualistic n 
to_explain the apparent paradow that beth ract ee, ry thought became 

nore pervasive in the North at the same tune. As stanley Elkins points out, “in a 

stratified society with strong aristocratic atetuces. 2 isne need to define the 

Negro as hopelessly inferior, because the treater portion of suciety is intertor in 

varving degrees.” In America, by contrast, where freedom) implied the ability: to 

compete for advancement, the idea of freeing the staves inevitably raised the ques- 

tion of social equality. Elkins. in John A. rraty, Interpreting American History 

(1970), 1, 188-59. Cf. Fredrickson, Black Laue in the White Mind, p. 95, and Dav id 

Brion Davis, “The Emersence of Inmediatism in British and Ameriqan Antislivery 

Thought,” Mississippi Valley Historial Review «Sept., 1962), 209-30, one ot the 

many works which relates the new anti-slavery outlook of the 1530's to a faith, en- 

gendered by evangelical religion, in the perfectubility of individual men and toa 

decline in deference to institutions which blocked the path to reform. 

26 On notions of “free labor.” see Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Man. ch. 1; 

David Montgomery, Beyond Equality (1965) ch. 1. Cf the remark by sociolowist 

Wilbert E. Moore; “If owe were to attempt a one-word sumintry of the institutional 
requirements of economic development, that word would be mobility. Property 
rights, consumer goods, and laborers must be freed from traditional bods and re- 

straints, from aristocratic traditions, quasi-feudal arrangements, paternalistic aul 

other multi-bonded relations.” Moore, “The Social Franework of Economic De- 

te society also helps 
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were also opponents of union activity, and were closely involved in 
other reforms--such as the creation of prisons and asylums, temperance, 
and poor relict (with the ever-present distinction between the deserv- 
ing and undeserving poor) which to a certain extent can be interpreted 
as attempts to transform the life style and work habits of labor in an 
industrializing society. . 

One could arguc that the anti-slavery movement, by glorifying north- 
ern society and by isolating slavery as an unacceptable form of labor 
exploitation, while refusing to condemn the exploitative aspects of 
“free” labor relations, served to justify the emerging capitalist order of 

the North. In fact, it is possible that the zrowing ideological conflict 
between the sections had the effect of undermining a tradition of radi- 

cal criticism within northern. society.“7 Men like Horace Greeley, 
highly critical of certain aspects of their society in the 1840's, became 
more and more uncritical when faced with the need to defend the North 
against southern assaults. The choices for America came to be defiaed 
as free society versus slave society—the idea of alternatives within free 
society was increasingly lost sight of 7% 

To develop this point further, many anti-slavery men believed in an 
ideal of human character which emphasized an internalized self-disci- 
pline. They condemned slavery as a lack of control over one’s own des- 
tiny and the fruits of one’s labor, but defined freedom as more than a 
simple lack of restraint. The truly free man, in the eyes of ante bellum 
reformers, was one who imposed restraints upon himself. This was 

also the ideal, as David Rothman shows, of the reformers who con- 
structed the prisons and asylums of this era—to transform the human 
personality so that the poor, insane and criminal would internalize a 
sense of discipline, order and restraint.” 

velopment,” in Ralph Brabanti and Joseph J. Spengler (eds.), Tradition, Values 
and Socio-Economic Development (1961), p. 71. 

*7 OF course certain northern intellectuals, alienated from the more materialistic 
aspects of their own culture, turned to the South for the qualities lacking in north- 
erm society—"the vestiges of an uld-world aristocracy, a promise of stability, and 
an assurance that gentility... could be preserved under republican institutions.” 
William R. Taylor, Cavalier and Yenkee (1961), p. xviii and passim. 1 would argue 
however, that by the 1840’s and 1850’s most northerners saw much more to criti- 
cize than to admire in southern life. 

“* This argument would suggest that the process, described by George Fredtick- 
son, in which ante-bellum radicals abandoned their position as independent critics 
of American institutions and uncritically identified themselves with their society— 
which he attributes to the Civil War experience—may have already begun during 
the 1850's. Fredrickson, The Inner Civil War (1965). John Thomas makes an argu- 
ment similar to Fredrickson’s in “Romantic Reform in America, 1815-1865,” Amer- 
ican Quarterly, XVI (Winter, 1965), 656-81. However, Richard O. Curry has criti- 
cized both these works, arguing that anti-institutional radical thought persisted 
after the Civil War. Curry. “The Abolitionists and Reconstruction: A Critical Ap- 
praisal,” Journal of Southern History, XXXIV (Nov, 1968), 527-45. 

“9 David Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum (1971), pp. 107, 129, 21-4. Two 
works which deal with the transformation of personality and life styles required by 
industrial society are Herbert GC. Cutman, “Work, Culture, and Society in Indus- 
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There are parallels between this aim, and Lincoln’s condemnation in 
his famous Jyceum speech of 1838, of “the increasing disregard for law 
which pervades the country,” of vigilanteeisim, mob violence and those 
who hoped for the “total annihilation of government.” For Lincoln, law, 
order and union, commonly accepted and internalized, allowed civili- 
zation and progress to exist in America, especially given the highly 
competitive nature of the society. Or, to quote Theodore Weld, “re- 
straints are the web of civilized society, warp and woot.” Of course, on 
one level, slavery, as sume pro-slavery writers arzued. solved the prob- 

lem of disciplining the labor force, but the ideal of the reforners was 
a society of free (self-governing) individuals 

like an asylum or a school in sore respect : 
element of those institutions—rele duation. Moreover, it al- 
Jowed full rein to the very passicns which se many northerners desired 

to see repressed—it encou greed. self-indulgence, and all sorts of 
illicit personal and se ‘ities on the part of the masters. When 
Lincoln in 1861 decle “plainly, the central idea of secession, is the 
essence of anarchy,” he could have chosen no more damning descrip- 
tion.“? 

Thus the anti-slavery movement exalted the character traits de- 
manded by a “modernizing” society while it condemned an institution 
which impeded that “modernization.” Interpreted in this way, the moud- 
ernization thesis can assimilate some of the insights of the new political 
history. Fur example, the cthnoculturalists never deal directly with the 
relationship between ethno-cultural identity and class relations in the 
setting of a modernizing society. We know how closely related certain 
ethnic and class patterns were—how, in urban areas. Irish immigrants 
were overwhelmingly lower-class unskilled laborers, and how, to quote 

Ronald Fermisano, “prosperity and evangelical political character often 
went together.” It is also well known that class and ethnic prejudices 
were inextricably linked in nativist attacks on Irish immigrants. 

If we do expand our notion of culture beyond a relatively narrow 

tridizing America, 1815-1919,” and E. P. Thompson, “Time, Work Discipline and 
Industrial Capitalism,” Past and Present, NNNVILL (1967), 58-97. 

3 Roy F. Basler, et al. (eds.), The Collected Werks of Abraham Lincoln (1953- 
55), 1, 108-15; 1V, 268. Weld is quoted in Ronald G. Waters, “The Erotic South: 
Civilization and Sexuality in American Abolitionism,”” Americun Quarterly, XXV 
(May, 1973), 187. Weld’s statement suguests that abolitionists’ “anti-institutional- 
ism” may be interpreted as a belief that in the absence of powerful social institu- 
tions, “restraints” usually imposed by those institutions would have to be internal- 
ized by cach individual. Also relevant to the above discussion is George Dennison’s 
argument that the forcible suppression of internal disorder in the North in the 1830's 
and 1540's set a moral and legal precedent for the northern refusal to allow peac- 
able secession in 1861. Dennison, “The Idea of a Party: System:’ A Critique,” 
Rocky Mountain Social Science Journal, 1X (Apr., 1972), 38-39n. 

31 Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, pp. 231-32: Gutman, “Work, Culture 
and Society,” 583; Douglas V. Shaw, “The Making of an Iminigrant Community: 
Ethnic and Cultural Cuntlict in Jersey City, New Jersey, 1850-187 (PhD. disser- 
tation, University of Rochester, 1972), pp 27-40, 75, 119; Foniuisane, Birth of Mass 

Political Parties, pp. 146-47. 
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definition of ethnicity and religious belief, we may find that “pietists” 
were much more hospitable to the Protestant work ethic and the eco- 
nomic demands of a modernizing society than were “ritualists” and 
Catholic immigrants“? Is it possible that the resistance of the Trish to 
“Amencanization,” rather than simply a desire to maintain cultural 
identity, was the attempt of a pre-industrial people to resist the hege- 
mony of a modernizing culture, with all that that implied for character 
structure, work patterns and life styles? May we view the Demo- 
cratic party as the representative of the great pre-modern cultures with- 
in American society—the white South and the Irish immigrants—and 
perhaps then better understand why the nativist image of the Irish 
and the anti-slavery critique of the southern slaveholder stressed the 
same “undesirable” traits of lack of economic enterprise and self-dis- 

cipline, and the attack on the Slave Power and Catholic Church de- 
neunced corporate monoliths which restricted individual freedom? Was 

the northern Democratic machine at the local level attuned to the com- 
munal, traditionalist behavior of the peasant immigrants, while the in- 

tense individualism of the Republicans had little to offer them? 
Before we attempt to locate the crusade against slavery within the 

social history of ante-bellum America, there is a more basic historical 
question to answer. We still do not understand the social composition 
of that movement. We do have information about the abolitionist lee.d- 
ership, but also disagreement as to whether abolitionists were a decl n- 
ing elite, using reform as an effort to regain a waning status,* or a rising 
group, challenging older elites, North and South, for social dominance. 
This latter would scem to be the implication of Leonard Richards’s re- 
cent study of anti-abolitionist mobs, which concludes that in Utica and 
Cincinnati, the mobs were composed of members of the pre-industrial 
upper class of commercial and professional men, while abolitionist 
membership drew much more heavily on artisans, manufacturers, and 
tradesmen. Generally, however, to quote David Davis, “little is known 
of the rank and file members, to say nothing of the passive supporters, 
of a single reform movement.”** Historians of reforrn over the past fif- 
teen years have been much more successful in explicating ideologies 
than in giving us a clear picture of the movements’ social roots. 

Without such studies, we have been guilty of accepting an oversim- 
plified version of reform, e.g., the temperance movement was an effort 

*2 This is suggested in James R. Green, “Behavicralisrn and Class Analysis,” 98. 

“This is suggested in David Donald, Linculn Reconsidered (1956), pp. 19-36, 
and Clifford S. Griffen, Their Brothers’ Keepers: Morel Stewardship in the United 
States 1800-1865 (1960). 

441 Richards, Gentlemen of Property and Standing (1970), ch. 5. 

> David Brion Davis (ed.), Ante-Belluim Reform (1967), p. 10. A recent study 
which attempts to probe this question is Joseph E. Mooney, “Antislavery in Wor- 
cester County, Massachusetts: A Case Study,” (Ph.D. dissertation, Clark University, 
1971). It is marred by the use of categories like “the common man” as units of so- 
cial analysis, but its study of signers of an anti-slavery document of 1840 finds a 
Jurge majority of farmers and artisans. (278-79). 
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of middle-class Yankees to exert their cultura! dominance over immi- 
grant Catholics and the unruly poor. That fur many supporters the 
movement did have this character cannot be doubted. but we need 
only to read Brian Harrison’s study of the Engiish temperance move- 
ment to see that our studies have been noticeably une-dimensional. 
Harrison showed that temperance was a cross-class movement which 
had deep roots in the working class, appealing to aspirations for sell- 
help and social betterment. It was not simply an attempt “to impose 
middle-class manners on the working class." The same, I suspect, can 
be said for temperance in this country, and for other reforms, such as 

the movement for expanded public education, which have been inter- 
preted through the eyes of their middle-class proponents, without con- 
sidering the very different aims of workingmen who also supported the 
relona. But at present, we know far too litthe of the extent to which 
workers, skilled or unskilled, were sympathetic to one phase or another 
of the anti-slavery movement, or whether anti-slavery workingmen 
viewed slavery differently than did its middle-class foes. Thus. while 
Garrison drew a sharp distinction between slavery and the northern 
system of free labor, how many workingmen were impressed by the 
similarities between the chattel slavery of the Suuth and the “wage slav- 
ery” of the North? 

Many labor spokesmen were initially hostile tou the abolitionists pre- 
cisely because they believed the Garrisons and Welds were diverting 
attention from the pressing social problems of the industrializing North. 
But in the late 1840's and 1$50’s many workingmen were attracted to 
free-svilism and the Republican party by the issues of land reform and 
opposition to the expansion of slavery.“* To what extent did working- 
men oppose the extension of slavery to preserve the safety-valve which, 
they believed, guaranteed the independence of the northern laborer, 
and prevented him from being subjected to the degrading discipline 
of the factory or from being permanently trapped in the status of wage- 
earner? In other words, anti-slavery could have served as an ideologi- 

cal vehicle for both the proponents of modernization and for those 
whose objective was to preserve the pre-modern status of the indepen- 
dent artisan. 

In a similar vein, many questions remain about the sucial history of 
ante-bellum South. Several recent studies emphasize the “obsession” 

of the secessionist leadership with internal unity, their fear that slavery 
was weak and declining in the border area and that the loyalty of the 

86 Brian Harrison, Drink and the Victorians: The Temperance Question in En- 
Eland. IS13-1872 (1YTL). The quotation is from page 24. 

7 This is suggested in Williams, Contotrs, p. 280, aud in Bernard Mandel, Labor: 
fires and Slave (1955). Michael Holt shows: that in the mid-J850’s, Know-Nothing 
lodge membership came disproportionately from manual workers and skilled) vtrti: 
sans. Many of these workers presumably went into the Re public: ine party. Holt, 
“The Politics of Impatience: The Origins of Kuow-Nothingisin,” Journal of Ameri- 
can History, LX (Sept., 1973), 329-31. 
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non-slaveholding whites was questionable. The secession of the South 
on the election of Lincoln, these works argue, was motivated not by 
paranoia or hysterical fear, but by a realistic assessment that the unity 
of their society could not survive the open debate on the future of 
slavery which Republicans seemed detcrmined to stimulate within the 

South. 
Before we can assess this interpretation, we rnust take a new look at 

the secial and economic structure of the Old South. The non-slavehold- 
ing whites are probably the least studicd of all our social classes. Of 
course, such an investigation may indeed reveal that the hegemony of 
the planter class was complete.’ Or we may find that the loyalty of the 

non-slaveholders, while real, was unstable; that, especially in the back- 

woods areas outside direct planter control, there had developed a cul- 
ture which was in many ways hostile to planter rule, while at the same 
time, cut off from both the market economy and from effective political 
power. 

Fear of internal disunity can explain the belief of Edmund Ruffin 
that a Republican government could accomplish “the ruin of the South” 
without a direct assault upon slavery." Ruffin was convinced that in the 
event of civil war, a Southern victory would ensue, a belief he predi- 

cated on the continued loyalty of the slaves. But if we are to Jook at the 
question of internal disunity and its relation to secession, the slaves 
themselves cannot be ignored. Southerners knew that to exist as a re- 
gional institution within a larger free society, slavery required a com- 
munity consensus, voluntary or cnforced. Division among the whites 
had always been disastrous for discipline of the slaves. This was why 
the South had suppressed its own anti-slavery movement and continu- 
ly demanded the silencing of nortnern abolitionists. Once a Republi- 
can administration was inaugurated, who knew what ideas would cir- 
culate in the slave quarters? Before we can answer these questions, 

“S William Barney, The Road to Secession (1972); William W. Freehling, “The 
editorial Revolution, Virginia, and the Coming of the Civil War: A Review Essay,” 
Civil War History, XVJ (Mar., 1970), 64-72; Michael P. Johnson, “Secession and 
Conservittisns in the Lower South: The Social and Ideological Bases of Secession in 
Georgia, 1860-1561" (Ph.D. dissertation, Stanford University, 1973). 

“” Carl Degler concludes that southern dissenters were remarkable largely for 
their weakness. Degler, The Other South (1974). Cf. Otto Olsen, “Historians and 
the Extent of Slave Ownership in the Southern United States,” Civil War History, 
XVII (June, 1973), 101-16. On the other hand, William Barney suggests that there 
were severe divisions within the sliveholding class itself. The upper echelons of that 
chass, he argues, became an increasingly closed elite in the 1850's, and younger and 
lesser planters found the route to upward) mobility blocked by the risinw price ot 
shaves and concentration of wealth. Secession and. slave expansionism, for them, 
was a route to renewed social mobility. Barney, The Road to Secession, p. 135, 

 TEdmund Ralfin|, Anticipations of the Future (1860), pp. viii-ax. Published a 
the fall of 1SGO, Ruffin’s book in a sense is the first contvibution to civil war his- 
torigraphy. Et details the acininistrations of Presidents Abrahany Lincoln and Wil 
liu Seward, and the course of a war in TS67 in which the South wins a slorious 

milikury victory, New York City is destroyed by a mob, and Washington becomes 
the capital of a new southern republic. 
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we need to know more about how the slaves themsclves were affected 
by, and perceived, the vast changes which took place in the South in 

the fifty years preceding secession—the cuding of the slave trade, the 
rise of the cotton kingdom, and the expansion of slavery southward and 

westward. 
In this connection, one of the most intriguing fludings of Robert Fogel 

and Stanley Engerman’s new study of the economics of slavery is the 
extent to which the lower level of the slave system was in the hands of 
blacks—how slaves were becoming a larger aint larger proportion ot 
the drivers and managers on pluutations. This fs precisely the class 
which, in the British West Indies. dung tation ef the vears 
1816-1833, was most strongly influenced by : slavery 
ideas and which developed a campaign of mon: ce Which 
undermined West Indian slavery in the year: é preceding 
emancipation, Of course, the situation in the sis 2 Ss ates was vastly 
different from that in the islands. but the « 
events in the 1880's in Brazil. shoul!) r 
subversive ideas among the slave pe 
fears that the very existence of 
to the stability of their pecutia 
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the history of society, for politics affects the social structure, the econ- 

omy, and the life of a people." 
In other words. the social cleavages that existed in ante-bellum Amer- 

ica were bound to be reflected in politics. This was an era when the mass 

political party galvanized voter participation to an unprecedented de- 

gree, and in which polities formed an cssential component of Ameri- 

can mass culture. Politics became the stage on which the sectional con- 

flict was played out, and it was not an accident that the break-up of 

the nation succeeded by less than one year the break-up of the last 

major national party. or that it was a presidential election, not any 

“overt act” which precipitated the final crisis." 

Lawrence Stone has identified as an essential prerequisite to any rev- 

olution the “polarization into two coherent groups or alliances of what 

are naturally and normally a series of fractional and shifting tensions 

and conflicts within a society.”!* For most of the ante-bellum period, 

the political system served to prevent such a polarization. The existence 

of national political parties necessitated both the creation of linkages 

and alliances between elites in various parts of the country, and the con- 

scious suppression of disruptive sectional issues. We can, in fact, view 

the political history of the coming of the Civil War as an accelerating 

struggle between the demands of party and those of sectional ideology, 

in which the latter slowly gained the upper hand. But the triumph was 

late and never complete. As late as 1$60 major political leaders like 

Stephen A. Douglas hoped to curtail sectional controversy by restor- 

ing the political system to its traditional basis, with slavery carefully 

excluded from partisan debate. 

Changes in the political system itself, changes related in ways still 

obscure to changes in the structure of American society, doomed the old 

basis of sectional political balance. If the anti-slavery crusade could 

not have emerged without the trausformation of northern society, it 

could not have entered polities until the instruments of mass democracy 

had developed. It was no accident that the same decade witnessed the 

rise of the anti-slavery movement and the height of “Jacksonian de- 

mocracy.” The same institutions which created mass participation in 

politics also made possible the emergence of the sectional agitator— 

the radical, North and South, who consciously strove to influence pub- 

lic opinion through specches, newspapers, lectures and postal cam- 

paigns. This was now an efficacicus way both to affect political de- 

4% Bertholf, An Unsettled People, p. 510; Michael Kammen, “Politics, Science 
and Suciety in Colonial America,” Journal of Social History, U1 (Fall, 1969), 63. 

The paragraphs which follow are based on my essay, “Politics, Ideology, and 
the Origins of the American Civil War,” which will appear in George M. Fredrick- 
son (ed.), A Nation Divided: Essays on the Civil War end Reconstruction (forth- 

coming). 

5 Lawrence Stone, The Causes of the Enylish Revolution 1529-1642 (1972), p. 

10. 
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cision-emaking and, if Richards is raht. to challenge the social and 

political dominance of older entrenched elites. 

Just us the abolitionist assault emerged in the 1550's, su tuo, spurred 

by it, did the coherent southern defense of slavery. The process. of 

ideological response and counter-response, once set in motion, proved 

extremely difficult to curtail. In the next two decades, these sectional 

ideologies became more and more sophisticated. As each came to focus 

on its lowest common denominator, with the widest possible base of 

support in its society, the political system proved incapable of prevent- 

ing first the intrusion, then the triumph of sectional idevlogy as the or- 

ganizing principle of political combat. 
The Civil War was, at base, a struggle for the future of the nation 

Within the context of modernization, one can agree with Luraghi that 

it became part of the process of “building a modern. centralized nation- 

state based on a national market, totally and unepposed!y contr ted 

by an industrial capitalistic class.*" But is net there a danger here of 

transposing consequences and causes? Tt might be more rate: to 

say that each side fought to preserve a society it Lelicved was threat. 

ened, Southerners fought to preserve the world the sta! 

As for the North, Linculn expressed the hopes of his seo 

defined the union cause as a struggle to preserve d system in which 

every man, whatever his station at birth, could achiex e sucial advance- 

ment and economic independence. Linculn’s Unien was one of oclf- 

made men. The society he was attempting tu preserve was. in this re- 

spect, also pre-modern—the world of the small shup. the independent 

farm and the village artisan. Republicans certainly condemned slavery 

as an obstacle to national economic development and as a “relic of bar- 

barism” out of touch with the modern spirit ef the nineteenth century. 

They exalted the virtues of economic growth, but only within the con- 

text of a familar social order. If modernization means the growth of 

large-scale industry, large cities and the leviathan. state. northerners 

were no more fighting to create it than were southemers. 

Yet modern, total war, against the intentions of those who fought. 

was a powerful modernizing force? In the South. the war experience 

not only destroyed slavery. but created the oppertunity tor the two 

subordinate pre-modern classes, the poor whites and the slaves, to or- 

ganize and express their resentment of planter contrel. In the North, 

the war gave a tremendous impetus to the rationalization of capitalist 

enterprise, the centralization of national institutions. and, in certain in- 

v. = Lay
 

_ when he 

 Luraghi, “Civil War and Modernization,” 249. To be fair, Lurauhi clsewhere 

observes that the Civil War “had not so much the task of making free ia complete 

capitalistic structure yet existing, but mainky that of creating the conditions tor such 

a structure to grow.” (241). 

47 For the South, see Emory Thomas, The Contederacy ay a Revolutionary Expe- 

rience (L971): for the North, Allin Nevins, The War fer the Union: The Ors. cd 

War 1863-64 (1971), and The War ter the Union: From Organized Wer to Vie- 

tory, 1864-65 (1971). 
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dustries, mechanization and factory production, The foundations of the 
industrial capitalist state of the late nineteenth century, so similar in 
individualist rhetoric yet so different in social reality: from Lincoln's 
America, were a large extent laid during the Civil War, Pere, indeed, is 
the tragic irony of that conflict. Each side fought to defend a distinct 

vision of the good society. but each vision was destroyed by the very 
struggle to preserve it. 
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