The American Tragedy

yEN LoviS Kossuth, the Hungarian revolutionary, came to Ame
jcain 185 13 he was ‘O‘Illy one of rflany visiting Europeans who believer(-l
(hat AMETICa was unequaled In general intelligence and in general
5P erity,” and “a glorious evidence of mankind’s capacity to self-
| overnment. ... Some Europeans, however? could not fail to notice
the fact of human slavgry, which, as one English newspaper phrased
itin 1845, «is a canker in the root of the seemingly fair and flourishing
plant - - - and threatens to make the great republic of modern times
5 warning instead of an example to the world at large.” The United
Sates, John Stuart Mill tartly remarked, is a “country where institu-
tions profess to be founded on equality, and which yet maintains the
slavery of black men. . . . | |
Simply because slavery was in truth a denial of American

equalitarian pretensions, it increasingly dominated the affairs of the
Republic. And even as it dominated the thinking of men and women,
it was shaping Americans, both black and white, for a long time to

come.

2

. THE PECULIAR INSTITUTION

Slavery was an inheritance from the colonial period, and one com-
mon to all the states of the new Republic. In the course of the late"
fghteenth and early nineteenth centuries, however, several of the
torthern states found the institution at once repugnant to their con-
“ption of liberty and of little import in their economic life. Under
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as the 1820’s and the 1830’s slavery was firmly estab-
o the economy of the‘South. Even southern states like Ken-
Jis Virginia, North Carolina, and Missouri, which grew little or
kaz;;ton, gained a new economic interest in slavery from the fact
no fthey found a ready market for their excess slaves in the rapidly
that ton states to the south. Moreover, these upper southern

" xpaﬂdin g cot :
states continued to use Negro slave labor on their tobacco and hemp

pIantatiOIng ) .
At the same time 11 the North, however, slavery had either ceased
to exist or was well on the way to legal extinction. This parting of
the ways between the two sections of the country was freighted with
ominous significance for the South and for the future of the Republic.
Though cotton cultivation certainly brought new life to the failing
institution of slavery, this is not to say that the southern people
thereby became a nation of slaveholders. In fact, despite the tons of
paper and myriad hours of oratory expended on the slavery question
in the ante-bellum years, the slaveholder was far from being the
typical Southerner. The great majority of the southern white people
held no slaves at all and therefore had no direct interest in or even
connection with the institution. Out of a total of some 1.6 million
white families in the South:in 1860, only 384,000 owned the four
Willion slaves. And even those who held slaves did not possess them
inthe number legendarily associated with the Old South of magnolias
and white-pillared mansions. In 1860, 20 per cent of the slaveholders
?}:1 ned only a single Negro; fully two thirds of them po
o ;gv‘zemy slaves each. Over 99 per cent of the slaveow
T slaves. The possession of 500 or more slaves,
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the Census of 1860, was indeed a rarity.
lionaires” enjoyed that distinction in alf, Snce o y
Such census statistics should destroy 5 of the Soyy foun%
planter and his hundreds of slaves were tny.lmgel‘ing .
figures in Dixie. Indeed, the Southernezplgal or gy,
alone hundreds, was in the distinct mip w-]th an
millions of plain people who owned no Slasnty’ A curjy. Ly
rarely saw one. Statistically, the small yC;S tallapg .~
land unassisted by the labor of black peo rlnan farm
Southerner in the ante-bellum era. -
Furthermore, as the figures on slaveholding ;
itself was not typical either; small individuagnlmply, the p,
exceeded plantations in number. In 1850 fOry OPerateg fa':fh”
reported 568,000 agricultural units in 11,13 soex;m le, thefk:;
101,335, or 18 per cent of the total, could be Clasu I-ﬁ’ Of whig, !
—that is, a unit producing marketable quamitie:1 ;das Plamatiwi
the five basic staples of cotton, tobacco, sugar ;One or morc&
another definition of plantation is used, such as ij IC;’POT. l.m’"l’-Lr
farm with twenty or more slaves, then the proPOrti(,n. thuhps‘, o
to farms shrinks still further, to less than one in ten Pl
But such figures on slaveholding and plantations‘ though
cited to demonstrate the relative unimportance of ’slaveri iuﬁm
antebellum South, are quite misleading if one seeks to measurne:E
economic significance of slavery.' It was the function in the economw‘
Performed by Negro slave labor which gave slavery its crucial phc;
in the life of the South. For though it is true that slaves made
minority of the labor force, and their typical habitat, the plantatios
comprised a very small proportion of the region’s agriculturel unfs
the slaves on the plantations produced the bulk of the sectiort
marketable surplus, for, by definition, the plantation was 2 produ
of surplus.
It was from the plantations that the exports camé which pit®
the South’s imports from the shops, factories, and warehos®*

' ) awy®
*As L. C. Gray has pointed out, the census figures can be expressed It s“f:u ot
:0 give quite a different picture of the incidence of slavery in the South. On¢ med
wo persons in the southern population of 14 million was either & slave of

a slaveholding family. E
' |
i
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¢ 1abor of slaves provided the wherewithal to maintain

nd actors, cotton _factors and publishers, musicians in
a Senators in Washington, and gamblers on the Mississippi

In short, it was s}avgry which maintained, as the South
the culture and cmh.zanon of the region, Furthermore, the
aliZ€” of the planters; agrarian and status-minded as they delighted
majof‘ ing themselves, wer.e actually adventurously, and often
ra pent on profit and reinvestment. That is, they were agricul-
less! ; reneurs in 3 capitalist society; their central importance as
esided not in their numbers, which was admittedly small, but
. ability tO accumulate surplus for investment.
¥ er, to focus attention, as some historians have done, on the
mber of slaveowners who held only a few slaves is to obscure
significant fact that the majority of the slaves were held in

- of asize well adapted to surplus-producing plantations. In 1860,
unifs ding to the calculation of L. C. Gray, 53 per cent of the slaves
?cc;r ’Sogu th were held in parcels of twenty or more. If ten is taken
in t eood working unit for staple production, as it might well be, then
f;:ef quarters of the slaves fell into this grouping. As a labor force,
then, the slaves, though fewer than the working white farmers, were
much more important in the economy because black labor, unlike
white, was heavily concentrated in the surplus-producing sector. In
substance, whether considered as capital or as labor, the slave regime
was central to the southern economy.

Implicit in what has been said up to now about the importance of
slavery in the economy has been the assumption that it was profitable.
Because the profitability of the plantation regime has been frequently
questioned, more extended comment is in order here.

Unfortunately, in discussing this question commentators and his-
torians have not always been clear as to what they are proving.
Though ostensibly showing the unprofitability of slavery, they often
merely show that it is less efficient than a hypothetically free labor
system. Charles Sydnor, for example, an astute modern historian
_Who questioned the profitability of slavery, was actually doing noth-
;‘B more than arguing that it was less efficient than free labor.
b;ﬁiemk Olmsted, the well-known northern t.rave.kr in the ante-

m South, was guilty of the same error in his discussions of the
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acquisitions of labor. But for the planter on new land, who, afteral,

was bidding up the price, the slave was well worth it; only with blak
labor could the planter reap the maximum advantage from the goud
cotton prices. Besides, even if the price of slaves climbed too high,
demand would then fall off and the price would drop to accommodate
itself to the shrunken demand.’ In short, slavery would continie
stion because we have (00 few
Iustrate the level of retur 0
according to John Basselts

ent. Elizafield, 8 Georg#
in real estat yalue

en 1850 and *0

*Specific examples of profit rates do not answer the que
’:;;h:ml tot&sltabhsh their representativgn§553 bl:lt they d_o i
examiga?il:):no'n?a J;mes K. Polk's Mississippi plantation,
s plama(ic’;y‘e ed annual profits ranging from 14 to 25 per ¢
il £13.600 n, produced enough vx_/ealth for its owner to add $10,000
Thomas. Govm ?TSOﬂal property, including slaves, in the years betweeh Lt o fron 0
 eleven ye an has carefully calculated, from records extending OVer periods 9 s
S Sogl;'(s:dur{ng the 1840’s and 1850’s, that three plantations, (W0 i il
salary of 5 Oog?lma’ earned average annual profits of 3.7 per cent (afte (ively.

T isagt X0 bad been deducted), 6.6 per cent, and 12 per e B by P!
the growth or?;guectl‘that slavery “froze” the South’s capital in Jabor and t.}:;gainstsla@
asan economicasxi,tl:; acturing in that region. Whatever strictures may be lalmng capitd “‘;g
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rofits fOr the economy as whole. Finally, the Tes o
modern econome historians leave no doubt thatearches
ugh the medium of the slave plantation was cotion
anters. In fact, the returns were quite Coﬁfn?.-a'lly
ol at the planters could have earned if they had i“VeStelzietl:Ye
th ™ o northern bonds—about eight per cent a year. Since slavi eir
o) fitable, the contention by some older historians tha :}:y
W?S-ISWar was a needless war because slavery was on the - te
civ gion for Jack of economic usefulness seems more wishful th)i(nko
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plantztio
githout 2 War- )
 was more to the South’s defense of slavery than econom-

But ther
ics; there Was alsg race. All tlhe prqﬁts of ‘all the plantations cannot
explain the tenacity, the passion, with which the little people of the
gouth—that majority of the people who held no slaves—rallied to the
defense of the slave system, both before the war and in the armies of
the Confederacy. Their stake in slavery is found in that institution’s
undoubted ability to prevent Negro domination and to provide psy-
chological status where there was no other. For few Southerners
nated the Negro so much as those whose economic position was
dmost indistinguishable from that of the slaves. Even nonslavehold-
ars who happened to abhor the institution for moral or economic
reasons were often silenced by slavery’s undoubted ability to control
the Negroes.

One such back-country farmer confessed his dilemma to Olmsted.
‘I wouldn’t like to hev ’em free, if they gwine to hang around
... because they is so monstrous lazy. . . . Now suppose they was
free, you see they’d all think themselves just as good as we. . ..” Then
ame the fear of intermarriage: “How’d you like to hev a nigger

;mgua} slaveholder with that of the section. It is true that by investing his groﬁts }:g
advag c:f:h§laves, the planter had no excess for investment in manufacturing. Butt 0§; ;vv -
bis cagh is argument forget that the southern slave trader, {0 whom the planter p?; Lorer
esireq Tﬁr th.e labor, was perfectly free to put thc money into qzanufactun;ng,om o
e with 1 e failure of the ante-bellum South to develop manufacturing o1 2 scale sce ux; ol
evalence efcomemp‘)fafy North is therefore not traceable, it any dlrccr;lse[:'of{!ﬂbﬂify
Fagrioyyy of slavery. Rather it would scem to be bound up with the 8172 lt)
ure and the outlook of an agriculturally oriented people and society:
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In 1860 Andrew Johnson, acknowledged S Cey N fu jabor StOPPAZES Under a syster, Which g & More thay iong,
South’s little people against the pretensions of the glesman o rag;feby dissatisfaction with immegipge W°rkli?\ OLprovige 5 eang
mised on the floor of Congress that in the g TaVegep, Tt W tered & conditigy,
. efense Crac, Mt jstered- NS could by
men would be united. “When there wag agitat; of _Slavery aly‘ Pro, ‘Furthermore, even the most Celebrateq jng,
1856, he recalled, “I saw that the non-slavep, ;On in e“ne] Whi, crground Railroad, heroic as its “ct;“ M of progeg, the
man to rise up and join the master in i o der.was . SSeg, i e, tells us little about the attitude of the ma.rs. and "Dasse.ngers,.
race from existence, rather than see th em ki Pating, jf Necegg readim ve st according to the Road’s Sympathetic h-lj “ty of the slaves. At
the count " ™ liberated a4 tur Y, 0 o slaves escaped annually between 18304 sto " 2 average of
up&i\h e Tl ug ryd oy " n ne millions held in bondage, thege mnaWa‘;s\Sﬁ(); compared wit,
CN il 1S sald and done, t. en, profits and feqy of the | ! omically inconsequential. &€ numerically and
offer the most succinct explanation as to why the g t?lack mg gcon
glare of nineteenth-century humanitarianis uth, i ;

the sporadic sujc;
[n the same way, uicides, self-mutijag;
: ation, :
. . m, huggeg to it e fu) {ive slave; OF the m\.xrder of a baby by 5 slave mother ; by ot
the moral and economic anachronism of slavery, S bQSQm | jpe extremes 10 which some were drive by slavery may illustrate
ittle insight into the feelings of th, !
us little inSIg € m

but they afforg
: , any. Most unsatisfactory j
shedding light on the Negro’s conception of slavery are m::tor.y m

| cences of the slaves themselves. Taken down lo cinis-
In the minds of many modern white Americg

. ns, the Negm'
pictured as 2 man who was once a slave and one, m s

2. ALL SLAVES ARE BLACK

| gttained, suffused \\{it_h t.he romantic haze of I;i;?rof:e:]?gznw:i
oreover, whoy | militant Negr;l) abOIt‘t‘O“LS‘S’ ﬂliley merely inform us of the variety of

essentially content in that status. This reading of the Past hag mv:) " Feacnons lto the system, but tell us little of the Tesponse of the slaves

than academic import, for, intended or not, it partly determineq 11[1: in general.

subordinate status assigned blacks in modern

. Actually, the arguments summarized above and Teject inade-
Blatug American Culture, o o
Other races, it is said, would not and could not

uate reveal more about those who advanced them th
have remaineq con. | ! o o
tent in so degraded a status. But the Negro, the argument goes, is

attitude of the Negroes toward bondage. In looking for militant
‘ degr opposition to slavery, historians, northern and southern alike, have
truly inferior simply because he has proved to be so adaptable to an

inferior status.

viewed slavery through their own stereotypes. Both used the same
test for the Negroes reaction to slavery—militant revolt. When the
rebellions did not occur in the profusion expected, the liberal histo-
rian exaggerated those he did find; the Southerner, on the other hand,
concluded that the Negro was content in slavery. But because the
criterion of revolts was unrealistic from the outset, it revealed little

There are a number of arguments which have been advanced to
establish the essential contentment of the Negro in slavery, but per-
haps the most persuasive is the fact that during the war, when the
men were away from the plantations, there were very few slave
revolts in the South. Indeed, all through the history of slavery, it can about the Negro’s attitude toward his status. .
be added, the number of slave revolts was remarkably small. Tre, Widespread revolts were just not to be expected under i o;)nd:(-)
over two hundred revolts have been uncovered by diligent research tions of southern slavery. Psychological and phys.xcal.ol:;ta‘;1 \isman
but even that number is insignificant when it is recalled that they rivolt were virtually insuperable. For exmp\e, “he ;‘;‘;:h.‘; it

spread out to something like two a year in an area the size of wester cement in slavery—the paternalistic, reciprocal r¢
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184 an masters aﬁmd their Sla"es‘create
" petwee? the ossibilitxe§ of successful or Widesd
greatly 1e%" e black sociologist, for example, hyg

ef, - acies i i
Fraft conspiracies it was the faithfu] hous,

°bSear3::"l\h.E' 1
ve away the plot. Furthermor, © Slay, W:atih
aracter of the S.Ol.lt.h rendered any l'a:he Very
ften frO it almost 37 impossibility, though in div_xdg&sca e,r::“\ “
" and did take place: " loggt
revolts &© eas, MOTEOVETs most susceptible tq antig] %y

avepy -

ThO;:O‘:: the North—-*the border State?j—Were alig ¢ e&ry ‘“ﬁ“«“
(he treatment of'the slave was traditionally mog; ooy,
whete 1 ith the reciprocal loyalties of a big family Ut
conson'rlﬂfor revolt was relatively weak, and distast'etflsuc}}ﬂrw 1
ood master was greatest. Moreover, it wag inotrhvmle“*
porder States that the Underground Railroad \.Nas most acﬁ;si sy |
which meant, perforce, that the most aggressive and Capablﬂa \
were drawn off, leaving the Jeast capable to cope with the fonneizdm
obstacles 10 organized revolt. i
Finally, slavery must have seemed to many blacks raised i \‘
confines @ part of the natural order, with which they migh notl:e ;‘
catisfied, but toward which they were incapable of militant ayg,, ‘
gressive opposition because of their long acculturation. y
But revolts are not the only criteria which can be used for i
detection of dissatisfaction with slavery. Any standards which 4
used, though, must take into consideration the limitations whict
lavery imposed on the Negroes’ ability and opportunities o expes
discontent, Once we cease to look for revolts as the major testd
dissatisfaction under slavery, then we can find irriportant evidenced!

widespread discontent.

The slave songs, for example, as the expression of 2 whole peopk '

reveal much about the inner reactions of the Negroes &0 their ot

Rarely can a song of real exaltation be found; but the word§ i
¢ in profusc®

discouragement, dissatisfaction, and melancholy appe2

“Nobody knows de trouble Ive had”; “Why don’t YU 8% f
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¥ 0 «[Plantation} Bell da ring”; “Go in the wilder-
al

: |
o wille anally, there are the.many songs which bemoan the
P:SS’“’ theﬂ% om 1oved ones—certainly a reflection of the realities of
i tion 3
a2
5f o that the Negroes were generally discontented

1y jdenc

Jave yii nal ?:lgg\:lnd in the fact that they escaped when a real
13ve! (‘) do $O Was presented t9 them. During the war, thou-
os deserted the plantations as the federal troops ap-
ing refuge and freedom within the Union lines. More-
’ ;oache ) 000 Negroes, most of whom were former slaves,
el ovef 1ed the Union Army to make war on the slave South.
untart indication of the widespread discontent under slavery is

othert.it.‘cmS ceverence and awe in which many blacks held the

ersﬂlleir emancipator. This sentiment was prevalent among

qame ofl ces even before Lincoln suffered his martyr’s death and
former 12 still had not tasted much of the sweets of freedom. It might
hile theléde 4 that southern slaveholders themselves testified to the
also be’ adesire for freedom when they acknowledged that manumis-
s;ir?y is the greatest boon & master could bestow upon a faithful
si
Negr0- ; A i i

When these signs of pervasxlve d.lscontent are taken togeth.er \.vx'th
he sporadic revolts, the conspiracies, the runaways, and the individ-
ual acts of defiance, 2 pattern of mass dissatisfaction with slavery is
the inescapable conclusion. Contrary 10 the apologetics of southern

davery and modern myths, blacks were no more natural slaves than

the SUP

other people. o
In an earlier chapter we have already seen that the close association

tetween the stigma of slavery and the Negro began early in the
history of American society. The reinvigoration of slavery during the
nineteenth century rendered that original attachment even more
dose. The most obvious measure of the stigma that had been fastened
upon the Negro race by the middle of the nineteenth century was the
legal status of the southern free Negro, of whom there were about
250,000 in 1860.*

world?”; « Lord¥ . .
aall ug il My”Father, how long?”’; “we’ll soon be free, d¢ e \ E)?t\‘vf:ewe\ry'e also about a quarter of a million free Negroes in the Nort\‘\ lnl\g‘(i-n .1;}‘::
ome.” Sometimes the songs made direct referen i tion wag :\\\):c]}e:c::gc;srés severe social discrimination as in the South, but legal dis

burd " .
ens and anxieties of slavery, as in “O run, niggers IO
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The freedom of Negroes was entirely depe
to maintain it; all men of black or brown :Eent Pon
presumed to be slaves unless their freedom In jy . tsheir W
prove the contrary. With zealous slave Catchgapers or ¢y, Oy “‘I'l)i
notice the limits of their authority, the tenr; nhot lWa;:Qm t
stron‘gly in the direction of slavery. Indeeq eney o A
criminal law for free Negroes created aVenu’eSs(;meti ay
age, as in Maryland, where punishment for fir or g, _—
sale outside the state for a term of years—j St offengey, .y
apparently never returned to freedom. nd some
But even if the blacks could prove their freed
their liberty was strained. They could not travej j o
in the same hotels, or attend the same Churchesn e c o)
states, like North Carolina, they were excludegsfwh“ ;inmrx‘\
church meetings as well. Economically their job o TOm t.e sav@;
limited by law and custom; and though political (I)Jponumt‘imw[{:
privileges were denied them, they were taxed th, Do ortnis g

g € sam ;
where additional taxes were not levied upon them. © 28 whity

In a society justifying slavery as the proper status for g, .
race, there was little place for the free Negro; he wasa pariaheA]a?
defense of slavery in terms of race mounted through thellxssz;l
southern legislation increasingly reflected this view in a most liter:l“
fashion. In most states of Dixie, for instance, all newly manumits
Negroes were required to leave the state, an additional price i
being exacted from them for their liberty. Tennessee, Texas, Lois |
ana, and Maryland, in the last years of the slave era, enacted legsl |

tion designed to facilitate the enslavement of these anomalous |

S0

s Despite such restrictions on their economic opportunities, free Negroes in the Swlt{ \
particularly in cities like Charleston and New Orleans, owned considIel‘ﬂble,"“"‘f"“gme |
property. Estimates of the property run to several millions of dollars, 1r}c1'udlﬂg(;l:2m fl
cases, ownership of Negro slaves. The life of one frec Negro, th?l of w‘“‘;’.[me gV !
Natchez, has been documented by the publication of his diary in 1951, € :!in 180, |
Hogan and E. A. Davis. Johnson was born a slave in 1809, was emal.‘Cleat[echez,w b
soon became a respectable barber for whites. His business flourished in . 2 to Jend
employed several other free Negroes in his barber shop and eamﬁ‘% c;l (;rr% and ever M‘“:
and invest in local enterprises. He often employed white men on his fa s ould ﬂ“‘
several Negro slaves. He was murdered in 1851 by a white ma:s, hor .
convicted, though three trials were held, because the only W!"gssth John ys
Negroes—and they could not testify against 2 white man. At his eatlh
at least $25,000, a huge sum in 1850.
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Kkansas actually passed legislation in 1859 to compe] th
(3

ain of enslavement, of all free N .
8 he aﬁlzcr’ted the protection of Slavery,e %;Zess;?n;\he g
nlessf color Was visited with all the responsibilities of freeg"n free
persgﬂ OS fow Of it privileges and immunities. Is it any w °nde(:-mt l%‘lnd
Ouee Negro William Bass petitioned in 1859 for permiss,'\one?;
102 master? His position as .free Negro, he wrote, “is more
ing and involves more suﬁ'er.mg in this State, than that of a
1o is under the care, protection and ownership of a kind and
master” As a free person.of color, he continued, he “is preyed
o by every sharper,” has 1‘“13.“‘0“33’: though able-bodied and
u leof working. Moreover, he “is charged and punished for, every
oﬁ”ensey” whether .gullty .olr not, “committed in the neighborhood.”

For all his inferior position, however, the free Negro was feared in
e South, for he alwa‘ys stood asa potential nucleus around which
servile insurrection might organize. It was for this reason that the
southern states in the 1840’s gnd 1850’s increased the obstacles to
nanumission, often to the point of prohibition. Some states, as we
have seen, endeavored to hound them out of the community com-
pletely. South Carolina and five other southern states decreed, in their
unassuageable anxiety, that free Negroes who came into port as ships’
crew members had to spend the time of their sojourn in jail.

But the enduring impress of slavery was most deeply felt by the
Negro who was a slave, and in 1860 over four million of the 4.3
million Negroes who lived in the South were held in bondage. To all
intents and purposes, therefore, the image in which the Negro beheld
himself, and in which white men beheld him, was largely determined
by his actual status under slavery.

Unlike the Indian who was enslaved, blacks entered American
S!aVeTY largely stripped of their native culture. Even anthropologists
like Melville Herskovits, who maintain that some African cultural
traits survived in America, cannot list more than a handful of minor
customs of speech and dress to buttress their case. The culture of the
E;;?:ﬁes was inevitably limited to that which slavery provi}:\:cel ::::1
Wi.th w:; slave statgs permitted them to absorb from the wh

om they lived and worked.

¢ very demeanor of blacks was conditioned by slavery. Under
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o whip they learned the need for defere
'ais 0hat e must present happy faces tg m
ddtthat o appear too smart or too ready ar,
ngerous- Habits of work, responsibilit
he low standard set by slavery. ¢
h deriving very little direct benefit fron_l it, anq
ility in their work, slaves cou.ld easily becq,
heir masters often complained. Some myg

Jffered work incentives O their slaves, but most thoﬂght i ls.tfug

many opportunities were provided, the slaves woylq bec(,at ity

Ima] b
sterg a? oy

ung . o,
¥> and g
OMpeljeg \ Sy

thoug CXergj

responsid
careless, a8 ¢

N

t .
?}lley“bane ul effects” of hiring out slaves because the pra’ctS_POk
duced in them af unwillingness “'to return to the reg, o

domestic control of the masters:” Laws in most of the souther,
prohibited the teaching of reading and writing to slaves; ang t}:tal
some planters did not obey the law, there were many wh, di;uh
need the law to remind them that even a partly educated slave ¢ gy
be at least difficult and at most dangerous. In the clearer 4 Og‘;d
eighteenth century, Southerner Thomas Jefferson recognizeq the
moral crippling which slavery inflicted upon the Negro. “That dispci
sition to theft,” he wrote, with which they “have been branded myy
be ascribed to their situation, and not to any depravity of their oy
sense.”

Perhaps the most enduring monument to slavery and its effet
upon blacks was the elaboration of the doctrine of Negro inferioriy.
As we have seen, this belief began as early as the seventeenth century,
but during the last decade of the ante-bellum period, the doctrine v
dressed up in pseudoscientific garb and elevated to the position ot
principal argument in justification of a labor system the worlds
morality had outgrown. “The Negro races stand at the lowest pf?iﬂ‘
in the scale of human beings, and we know no moral of physt
agencies which can redeem them from their degradation,” “'/roteDr’;
i-e(i-o I;I;tt‘,ithe fouth’s leading. ethnologist in the 1850’s- “Itt 1: ;ﬁ:al
any atterg :d’ 'that they are bricapalble of sen‘.—govemmeﬂ;ﬂmmu J
ble law ofP to lmgrove their condition is warring agamst'ﬂt publiciS‘
e nature.” Slavery’s boldest and learned §p010gls 1 et

+ B. De Bow, contended that the physical differences

in iy
me shipyy 1
tel‘s, it g {

. » and hard t0 handle. One Charlestonian, for exampy, ©

Lar iy g |

(
i

|

|

|
|

|

l

~

The American Tragedy 189

ad casian rendered them morally and politically differ-

o " aﬂ‘ ; hysical diﬁ‘eren?es between the two races,” he wrote are

he“ps 1o make what is wholesome and beneficial for the v;hite

o gred ﬁ;’e Y republican and free institutions, etc., not only unsuit-
s ne Negro race, but actuglly poisonous to its happiness.”

ble Odisabili tied whi?h slavery imposed made proof of black peo-

’ feriof“y deceptlv_ely easy. As a sl_ave the Negro was trained to

ple'f' ind erion, then this very inferiority was used to support the

be 87 mt that he was incapable of improvement. Only an occasional

argumen of successful free Negro could refute this circular reason-

xam <uch evidence was s limited that it could easily be dismissed

ing, DUt >, nal. In the 1980’s, with discrimination against blacks con-

s lthough less virulently and pervasively after the civil rights

hievements of the 1960’s, a variety of the old vicious circle remains,

acnfusmg the thinking of white Americans on the nature and poten-

{alites of black Americans.

3. BUT ALL WHITE PEOPLE ARE NOT FREE

Unquestionably, blacks felt the impress of slavery more profoundly
than any other Southerners, but the whites of the region were also
touched by an institution which was central to their way of life. This
was true despite the fact that the bulk of the white people had no
immediate connection with the “peculiar institution.” ‘

By far the largest class of white men were yeoman farmers, of
whom perhaps as many as 80 per cent, according to Frank Owsley,
owned their own land—a happy situation not duplicated in the twen-
tieth-century South. Generally prospering in the expanding southern
economy of the fifties, the common man of that section was quite
remote from the conventional poor white conjured up by the fertile
imagination of the abolitionists of that day or dwelt upon by the
southern “realists” of our own.
fe:-im with all due respect to these independent, hard-v.vor.king, God-
owrgg farmers qf the Old South, their numerical sgpenorlty does not
the alanc? the influence exerted by the slaveholding class: Through

onf_osseSSlOn of black labor, the small class of sla\{eovynefs actually

nated the economic, political, and intellectual institutions of the

___4
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whole white Sout
was increasingly

In the fundam
owners of slaveg
tion Which wag

h. Ang by vj ¢
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ee € Soyyy,s
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tended tq i and dlstributio e $¥ste
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p.romi_nent position il:lciha;zngff lggation an :Sctomll are:ﬁm
historiang have made clear, tp R i k "
the slaveholder Was not ap olute oo oy N
the two classes of; » SOBIte, o g i

€S often helq adjacent farm

_sla\feholders and nonslaveholders gen e
Ity is hard to accept in the face of oth:rrall
ff)r example, that on 300 selected holdingy ; Ny
alue of the land per acpe ; ) Alabama »

n farms of one to fift
$7.20; but in fa

across central Georgia and Alabama,

The superior position of the slaveholder consisted of moge than i

having the best land; his class were more often landholders than wer
the nonslaveholders. In 1860 in the Georgia black belt, for insta,
92 per cent of the slaveowners were also owners of land, but only %
per cent of the nonslaveholders were. Even in eastern Tenness
generally thought to be the stronghold of the gonslaveholders, 9 'p;ff
cent of the holders of slaves owned land, while only 55 per z;nions
the slaveless farmers were so fortunate. About' the sar;ler 5;‘;1; b
for the two classes obtained in the cotton—gr'owmgfwlesnz s
state. As a matter of fact, these proportlon; Oen:lrally ol thf
among slaveholders and nonslavehold'ers h(;:imf . Vandabl L{n;
states studied by Frank Owsley and his stu eat bulk of the landl®
versity. It seems clear, therefore, that the g
folk in the South were nonslaveholders. mphasizes whatwth[to
Such a distribution of the land furtherf‘zhe period, name);
ous to the travelers and comme_ntatorse (:] ceded slaves the s
rise in southern ante-bellum society on

8 Obvi'
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agriculture were not
In this situation lieg the
ackbone of the antebellum
omy, as we haye observed
ion, not by numbers of per-

calth in this highly commercializeq
of V‘S’ but land worked by blacks.
ety ac(f)‘;: c’onsidering the plain fglk the b
e nesSi aificance in a capitalistic econ,

south- .. measured by wealth accumulat
re, 1

qons: southern white men remote from the
ven ers, felt the effects of slavery. Negro bondage, for instance,
wage labofa g,o od share of the responsibility for the fact that labor
st 2% 5 the South lagged behind that in the North. In the
M‘Zinhe courts were openly antagonistic to striking workers,”
south, ;/I orris has written, because many southern officials believed
RiChard ike action, like anti-slavery agitation, was an attack on their
“that SU11 ?Stitution.” And where official attitudes played no part,
pecaliar slsn of a strike was always threatened by the omnipresent
fe sgftey that slaves could be hired to break it as happened at the
pTT-::Sc{e;af Iron Works at Richmond in 1847. ' .
Instill other ways, nonslaveholders were involved in the protection
of slavery. It was the yeomen who held no slaves who werc. expected
to make up the slave patrols which acted as the rural police .of the
dave society. Furthermore, the law prescribed severe penalties for
any white Southerner who seemed to thr'eaten the slave system.
Heavy fines awaited the man who traded with slaves 9r taught th.em
toread or write. In several states a white man was liable to capital
punishment if he encouraged or aided a slave to escape. All t'he
southern states declared it a felony to write or say anything which
directly or indirectly might lead to rebellion or discontent among th’e
Negroes. Even fraternization between a white man and another man’s
Save could catch the former in the tangles of the law. -
Finally, it should not be forgotten that because th.e dffeﬂse o
Savery Tequired Negroes to be incompetents in the law, justice somc-f
limeg miscarried, For example, when Professor Georg(‘j Wh}llgtie Ot
iliam anq Mary was poisoned by his nephew, the culprit lelq nr(:)
- cted because the principal witness against him was a Negro,
lega‘lly incapable of testifying against a whitt? persoi 1 it comes
g € 13W was 0 solicitous of e ms‘ll'tt?:;; life of the
"0 Surprise that slaveholders dominated the poh

plantation, like urban
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- ot 10 58Y it should be quickly addeq, o
;!sa hereditary aflstaEe) S anything lije i:l they,
legeﬂd which ignores the many | .d » I‘,‘!‘

more th3 ’Alcxandcr Stephens, Albert Gallatin By, erg m:;
h Brown, who came from the ver, . A“dr.\'

society- Indee the bulk of the Cotton Grandeg, ""m\,,
wumcf“m South were self-made men rather than Sy o thejy
i,

%l\h.J

south-

and JoseP

ocrats.

f their social and @nomic origins, the "
< ated the political jeadership of the South, CSpeci:,;vth“‘“*
1age. Because SiANETY was wealth and because slavye:M
b i o 20 0 ot

o jssues and Influe ation to itself i, .
f:;‘{f;’;";"fark {hread through the faprie of the eco“or:llyf_’ {;‘,‘}:t i
in the 1830’ and 1840’ thg South enjoyed two major politicy) ey

ties, by the middle of the fifties there was only one. The need g desar.
slavery at all costs destroyed the once powerful Whig party ofe[':‘
South. The great planters had long been more Whiggish than Demt
cratic, but the tendency of northern Whigs to be antislavery by \320
pushed more and more of the southern Whig planters into the g
detested Democracy- At one time in the South—during the 1830
and 1840’s—nonslaveholders and slaveholders had strongly dig
greed over matters like the National Bank, the tariff, Andrew Jack-
son, and popular government, but the growing necessity to defend
slavery finally overrode all these differences. In the name of rac
solidarity, the issue of slavery covered over class antagonisms and
gave a new, but false, unity to southern political thought. For mor
than a century thereafter Southerners were effectively denied anade
quate two-party system to express the diversity of their interests and
political objectives. Only since the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and ¢
re-enfranchisement of blacks in the South has a two-party systen
retuyned to the southern states.

Since the prescrvation of slavery was now the South’s fms
of acceptable politics, it was hardly to be expected that the f,?n\dy
l():ut m11dl¥ antislavery Republican party could receivea heariﬂ_g in!

otton Kingdom. And this despite the fact that the only "‘nnSlavet;\ye

principle of which the Republicans were guilty———Opposmorl v

5
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a5 into the terr'\tories-—ya.s one in which most small
i on© s had ﬂ9 dxrect economlc.: interest. So finely meshed
™ | creening in the South in 1860 in behalf of slavery
o LinCO‘“‘S name never appeared on a ballot in ten of
" which were to ma\_(e up the Confederacy. For mil-
n pern voters the cqmpu\swt.: defet}se of slavery and the fear
oS of 0 o effecli"e‘y restricted tﬁen‘ choice of candidates as com-
e N‘tgh hat € njoyed by voters in the rest qf the nation.
wi not be fofgotten,.howev‘er, that this political identifica-
WM o aslaveholders with t.he interests .of the slaveholders was
jon © dertaken: for it was carried out within .the context of almost
| white manhood suffrage. To the- majority of Southerners,
“mversa_smon of slaves and the augmentation thereof were obviously
acqut ponum, 2 recognized and desirable avenue of upward
a sgmmovemem, If the coin of economic and political advancement
social |;nve ownership; few whites in the South thought the coinage
25 SBut i was precise\y this popular acceptance of slavery which
Ze the institution the determinant of the contours of southern life.
mal - olitical freedom of choice was circumscribed by the demands
o s\agler)h other fields of thought could not escape either. Already we
pave noticed that slavery saddled the southern people with a belief
in the racial inferiority of Negroes which has persisted into our own
ime. Slavery also seemed to require the repudiation of one of the
South’s most precious gifts to America: the Jeffersonian, humanistic
pelief in the equality of all men.

I the waning years of the eighteenth century, the great Virginians
had defended slavery only as an unwelcome inheritance from the past
—necessary but evil. By the 1830’s, the South was prepared to defend
it as both necessary and good. “But let me not be understood as

wdmitting,” John C. Calhoun said in 1837, ““even by implication, that
the existing relations between the two races in the slaveholding States
is an evil—far otherwise: I hold it to be a good, as it has thus far
grloved itself to be to both and will continue to prove SO if not
mgbcg by the fell spirit of abolition.” _
Out;Eht in the contradiction between equahty' an.d .s\avery,‘ St
fog ose slavery. Particularly was J efferson’s disquieting Declara-
ingled out for attack and scorn. “Is it not pa\pably nearer the




" advanced betrayed the moral conflict within the ming O‘lual'ny
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truth to say,” asked Chancellor Harper of South ¢,
(man was ever born free and that N0 tWo men wey Arolipg .,
than to say that all men are born free and equal?»f: Sver ‘
the order of nature,” he further wrote, “that mep sp, Tig o - Sy
other, as that other animals should prey upon ik gul
Southerners the paradox of the Declaration of Inzlher.“ F, A
slavery was sufficiently embarrassing for them tq W:Dendﬁn a,\y\v‘
After 1840, the Democratic party, out of deference tont to mg;‘}ﬁ ‘\
sibilities, ceased to include the manifesto of its founder is(?“‘he s; |
The suspicious profusion in‘which the defenses of inn its Dlﬂtr%; ‘

! . £ the s 0 ‘
As early as the 1830’s, Senator Pickens of South ¢ ® Sy |
conceded that “the truth is, the moral power of the WO‘?;ql\na by |
us. It is idle to disguise it.” By mid-century the conflict of vlsl Wy |
taken on excruciating sharpness. For by that time fey :“,es
western European civilization still tolerated, much Jegg ;;;ons d
human slavery. It was true that semicivilized and reactiOnaWQ{\ded, \
rial Russia persisted in retaining serfdom, but that only furthe, t:pﬁ |
in embarrassing relief the anachronistic nature of American Slav:;‘ \

During the forties and fifties, with the moral condemnatioy

slavery growing ever stronger outside the South, the demand fy ‘

conformity and repression of dissent within the South became mor
frantic and insistent. Slowly the region was retreating into a patten
of life increasingly divergent from that of the rest of the nation. Tre
South at one time had been the home of abolitionist societies, radial
political clubs, and deistic thinkers, but now it was turning incress
ingly hostile to all thought which seemed to threaten the stability o
survival of the slave system.

Reformers found an uncongenial atmosphere south of Mason an.d
Dixon’s line, because it was well known that reformers interested I
temperance, women’s rights, international peace, and so forth, fre
quently maintained close ties with abolitionists. Taking cognizance?
these interconnections, one North Carolina editor boasted that ¢
southern press “has uniformly rejected the isms which infest Emf‘l’;
and the Eastern and Western states of this country.” Southern §%°
tist Henry Ravenal urged the South to “shrink intuitively b
novel and revolutionary notions which are infecting the
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the free states of the North.” 1‘:10\' was it an accident that
0p° an 130 co_opcrative utopias established in the United States
0 e and 1860, only two of them were in the South. The
o 18 of religious life were snipped off too. By 1860 the
had all but disappeared from the South—a casu-
it e part, tO the fact that m,ost of its ministers were antislav-

p a reformer and yow'll find an abolitionist” was the
o esponse tO the intellectual and social ferment of the age of
p suthes® od Amelia Bloomer.

on a0 deas of the nineteenth century were congenial to south-
e the !

{lum yalues, they spread extravagantly: Though the novels
oman . like Sir Walter Scott were popular in North and South
ofaro® - the latter section that he became a literary idol. Upon
alikes it Wa;.‘:hmond newspapers were edged in black. Only in the

lknightly joustings held in full pseudo-mediaeval armor
gouth were t was from Scott’s books that Southerners lifted the
and ff‘gaha'hron » which they self-consciously applied to themselves.
word sout e p’icture of the organic, status society of the Middle
The r"“;?zh Scott dwelt on in several of his novels, seemed to shore
h v:h;m conservative ideas on society and slavery. Hence, south
?; :g:ohio, Scott found a welcor.ne placc? denied t'? Iconter.nporaries
jike Dickens and Shelley, who ml?(ed their romanticism with urban,
pumanitarian, and irreligious beliefs largely foreign to the South.
Though in the main most Southerners suppo'rtefi slavery and w:ere
preapred to sacrifice their freedom of thought in its behalf, coercion
and even bloodshed were still needed to provide that degree of uni-
formity which the peculiar institution seemed to require. Southern
postmasters in the 1830’s, for example, were given the power to
remove abolitionist literature from the mails. Between 1830 anq 1860,
southern life was punctuated with numerous raids and mobbings of
sholitionists and antislavery printers and speakers.
Northerners resident in the South were suspect merely on the
ground of their nativity. For example, two porthern teachers h.va
i South Carolina were asked to leave town by a local committee,
with the town’s newspaper justifying such a manifestation of xeno-
Phobia in the following fashion: “Nothing definite is known of their

abalig; : : . “
bolition or insurrectionary sentiments,” the paper conceded, “but
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196 om ¢ orth anq thcrefc?re neceSSaTily' -
being rC’n-llc to our institutions t}.le.lr presence in this o i d
trines F‘ostlan ¢ any raté susmcmus.” Even a Proslavlon |
obnoxlouf , educator, President Barnard of e Uef_y, o
;?::::‘:pi’ v mee.“ed to leave the South becauge :;\;ersity&;
arising out of his nativity: W

ative Southerners exempt from coercive actj
10,

lege student W

iven twen
ture was given ¥ : . .

O 1850’s was stripped, tied Mg,
western Virginia 1 the L 1o a tree, gy,

until he agreed 10 sell his propert).f and 1 cave the state, T ",
violence of this kind could be duplicated in the North durinwgh
1830°s, by the last decafie of the ante-bellum period denjy| ofg .‘hf
liberties to abolitionists 11 the free states was over. But ip the Scml
such restrictions increased and were actually extended o inctliuth
anyone suspected of unorthodox sentx'ments, antislavery or Otherw“]de

Increasingly aware that southern ideas were different frop thlsf,
commonly accepted in the North, southern newspapers SOugh:z
insulate the section from outside ideas by calling for the purging o
textbooks used in southern schools. They also urged the establig,
ment of new colleges in the South in order to keep southern studen
out of the northern institutions, meanwhile suggesting that southen
boys refrain from going North for their education. Southern xeno-
phobes rejoiced when dozens of southern students left their northem
schools in protest against the John Brown raid in 1859. A Professor
Hedrick at the University of North Carolina was dismissed becaust
he admitted that he intended to vote for Free-Soiler and Republican
John C. Frémont in the election of 1856. The Raleigh Standart
justified such tactics by writing ““If there be Frémont men among i
let them be silenced or required to leave. The expression of Black
Republican opinion in our midst is incompatible with our honor and
safety as a people.”

The South retreated within itself in the area of religion- I his bok
Freedom of Thought in the Old South, Clement Eaton attrlbU‘fS’L"
pr e rovih of o elgous athodosy 350 o
P theg felsm in the South of the 1830’ and 1840’ ©© it

efense of slavery. “Only by a narrow and literd

ho was discovered in Tennessee with abolitjq, e %l ;
ty lashes as a warning. An amiSIav;;s tery, |
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. fCS,” Eaton wntes uco“ld l )

e Seript oy Slavery be give,
gnction of the Church.” By the middie of this 15t
porthern Baptists z'md.Methodists could no longer s,
me national 0rganizations, so sectional church:e w:-
(<

"’,(ig“,:oral s
h'g‘h m aﬂd
’0:{,, in the 2
m cance of these efforts at conformity lies not in the force

ay not have been employed. The important point is
il m;e whole the southern people during these years acquiesced
ression of free speech, free press, free assembly, and the

; § . 2

in theirculation of ideas in the name of slavery and the society which
¢ © i

fr rish upon it. )

floud be seen the tremendous impact of Negro slavery upon

n thiS is to g diat icti 3 .

e SO ath; th<? u.mjne iate victim was the liberalism of the
,pe enth-century Virginians who had done so much to create a free
ﬂgmeblic. The long-range consequence was a heritage of mob vio-
F;E: and extralegal sanctions in support of racial superiority—a
;E itage which has cast a pall over southefn justice ever since. Truly
yistorys in the form of slavery, lz.nd a terrible curse upon the South,
and by the middle years of the nineteenth century its exorcising was
nore difficult than ever before. But unhappily for the future of the
segion and the nation, the best the leaders of the South could do was
to call the curse a blessing. This was the South’s and the nation’s

; sigﬂiﬁ

tragedy.
The central place which slavery occupied in southern life has a

direct bearing upon the coming of the Civil War—that culmination
ofthe long history of slavery in America. If one is not concerned with
the morality of owning slaves, then the fact that southern leaders
were mainly slaveholders and defenders of slavery is no more worthy
of comment than the fact that northern leaders usually possessed
more land or money than their fellows and ardently defended prop-
erty. But by the middle of the nineteenth century, for most people of
the North and of western Europe, slaves were not property, but
human beings. For slavery not only manifestly denied the American
ueed of equality; it was at variance with the prevailing values of
wc:te-m European civilization.

Lis true that at one time Northerners and Euro

With peans held slaves
itho o
ut moral qualms. For this reason, some Writers

have argued that
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Northerners and Europeans Were hypocritical tg belab,
for its continued adherence to slavery. But this kjyg Qrf ¢ Soy
misses the point that morals change over time; what y, ar “meth
able morally in the seventeenth or eighteenth centurieg “:?ne accest
so in the nineteenth. To many people. of the North, S()uthS Ao 1ong:
was not an economic q_uestlon, Whlch.t_he Southerney ern§ v&;
should be, but a moral 1ssue transcending economije P nsmeq i
more the support of slavery was made the test of loyalty 4, :lels T
the more the region Was estranged from the rest of the natiy N SOuu\‘
world of the pineteenth centu.ry. M ang the
Under such circumstances, it was not surprising that Sout
should begin to think of themselves as a separate people W_herne,s
own culture and way of life. In an important sense, there fol_elth thej;
and the agricultural setting in which it flourished c()nstit:ltslave
primary “cause” for the Civil War. od the
Incidents like the Kansas-Nebraska Act, “Bleeding Kanggg »

Osawatomie Massacre, the beating of Senator Sumner, the’Dthe
Scott decision, the John Brown raid, all played their parts i :ld
drama by providing occasions for the hardening of the diﬁerenc;
between the sections. But underlying all of these circumstances and
events was the broad and fundamental fact that a people who adhereq
to a slave system in the middle of the nineteenth century inevitably
became a people different from those Americans who did not. As
Calhoun said at the end of his life, it was “difficult to see how two
people as different and hostile can exist together in one common
Union.” The various incidents of the 1850’s fed the rising fires of
southern nationalism, until in 1860-61 the South demanded self-
determination. “When you deny to us the right to withdraw froma
Government which . . . threatens to be destructive of our rights”
Jefferson Davis told the Senate in 1861, “we but tread in the path of
our fathers when we proclaim our independence, and take the haz

ard.” The Civil War was actually the War for Southern Indepen
dence.

4. THE AMERICAN DILEMMA

. ot i
Slavery furnished more than the basis for southern "a“onahs:; i
also aroused a powerful counterforce in the North. Though the?
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ot Was 2 part of the general reform Impulse of the 18 40
’s

roader antislavery move :

. he b i e m:::;m which culminated in

,nd ) pcan p ;5 ““ll a consequence of th
minable search for total security for itg “peculiar insti :

" as the rcht .of the reform movement. et

ot 2 (rom {he restrictions on freedom in the South, which we

ApH odin the name .of slavery, southern leaders also insisted thrct
e ' <00 perate 'm the preservation of slavery. The Fu it'a
o orc o 1850, which the South had won as a concession 1%1 3’16
st of that year, was an example of this. Under the new la;

comp" ere heavily stacked in favor of the slave catcher. Jury trial
(e ce" L ays WeTe eliminated in the act because freestate juries wer:
o ruga » partial t0 escaped slaves. In a further effort to aid in the
I:l o fugitives, the act prescribed that any commissioner who
Negro defendant a bona fide slave was to receive double

dged 3 ;
fjuoEe fee for his services.

¢ ordinary iy
Considering the proclivity of slave catchers for seizing any Negro

d refurning him or selling him into slavery, this law appeared to
anyin the North as an endeavor to extend the southern limitations
o freedom into virgin fields. As a consequence, in many of the free
qates the act became a nulh'ty..Then when the South, with the
Kansas-Nebraska Act, further insisted upon northern support for the
atension of slavery into areas where it had heretofore been prohib-
ied, and to which it was obviously unsuited, a new political party
yrang into being. This new Republican party was dedicated to halt-
ing the seemingly endless demands which the South advanced in
behalf of slavery.

Prior to the advent of the Republican party in 1854-56, the opposi-
fionto slavery had come primarily from abolitionists, reformers who,
autof deep moral conviction, hated slavery more than they loved the
Constitution or the Union. William Lloyd Garrison, archpriest of
aholition, said he would gladly permit the Constitution to be scrapped
ud the nation permanently divided if only Negro slavery could be
@ded in the United States. “No Union with Slaveholders” was the
ihglmm,‘is‘s, slogan. To such reformers slavery was a moral cancer
isj?;‘:immg the essence of America, as it was also an insufferable
. paice to blacks; to achieve its extirpation no price was 100 costly,

N 100 great '
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¢ that the abolitionists were amazing

) o ulater [hey never won acceptanc
: ngcgrt g:lriorth or south of the Ohio. Northemer ng gy

anmob abolitionist speakers by the late .1340,8’ but S, it O

ceased 10 ¢ North would have little to do with sucp ra"}o oty

Jike hostility stemmed from the abolitioniStsdwals. a:l

£ the Constitution. Since slavery founq sa:;?bashed

egality in that document, abolitionists like Garrigg
€8

activ
e amonge ang

d an agreement with hell.” N calle " - ang
covenant with death and an g Il Aftey oy ity

such unconcealed (:C“}tempt fls Ve most venerated of 4 r:S'Sing

bols, the abolitionists cou}d r?ot but fz'nl in their attempy Ticay
S).m; the latent American belief in equality. 0 galy,,
mZB Lt if the abolitionists \ivere unsuccessful i_n their efforgg 0 ap
the Northtoa crusade against slavery, they c}xd bequeath manyrsouse
heroes, like Owen Lovejoy, John Browg, Sojourner Truth, and InElnd
others, to the radical tradition of America. They also left ap j de()lan-
cal Pandora’s Box. For in their argument that there was a hi‘gher?gn.
than a Constitution which sanctioned slavery, they were preacmaw
the dangerous doctrine that resistance to unjust laws is morally p:r-
missible.

The abolitionists were not the first nor the last Americans tg Justify
breaking the law in the name of a higher morality. The speakeasy
visitor during the prohibition era did it; so did the proslavery South.
erner when he hurled abolitionists’ printing presses into the riverty
silence them. More recent examples are white Southerners who
refused to accept desegregation and students who resisted the draft
because of the war in Vietnam. This slippery principle that laws may
be broken if they flout moral opinion is obviously fraught with danger
to a government of law, for there is no way to distinguish rationally
among the reasons for disobeying the law. Yet, in the service of noble
causes, the doctrine of the higher law has righted injustice, resisted
tyranny, and protected the individual. It has also been nothing mo
than mob rule, denial of individual rights, and the end of government
by law. In both forms, however, the idea of the higher law is historr
cally and distinctly American.

Sugiz;elthe abolitionists failed, the Republican party Was n;mbfl(y)
ul. Gunnar Myrdal, in his monumental study of the .
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s described what he calls the American dilemma—th
o merbeween the traditional egalit.arian creed and the actua] trea:
ict ded the 1.\Iegr0- Alif;d:’hm th‘lﬁ 1850’s the moral conflict
rﬂﬂf‘td-viding American® talg:;st coveerr:;e o the di
Ny 1was resolved, OF 2% he Decl o of T el
g ¥ ciple of equality; tae Beciaration of Independence was
s P _ag other things a tissue of “glittering generalities.” But
oﬂlled’ aorth’ equality was 1ncr§asmg1y accepted as a moral impera-
" {he . ey formed Republican part.y r?ow incorporated the dis-
e Deolaration of Independ.ence In 1ts appeal to Americans.
quietmg Jvised in 1858, “let us discard all this quibbling about this
1inc0 dathe other—this race and that race, and the other race being
.an Let us discard all these things, and unite as one people,
infeﬂoh()-u‘t this land, until we shall once more stand up declaring
(gt all men a1 created equal.” At another time he said, “in relation
f e prin ciple that all men are created equal, let it be as nearly
o an o
Though the Republicans seemed to subscribe to all kinds of diver-
e political and economic 1deas., they were united in their opposi-
“on to the spread of slavery.” This is not to say, however, that they
gete abolitionists. On at least two counts the average Republican
jifcred from an abolitionist. For one thing, very few Republicans,
fhough they opposed slavery, believed in social equality for Negroes.

accO

+The irony inherent in the transfer of Jefferson as a party idol from the Democrats to
the Republicans was not lost upon Lincoln. When asked in 1859 to participate in a
Republican celebration of Jefferson’s birthday, he noted that the new party now claimed
the Sage of Monticello, *‘while those claiming political descent from him have nearly ceased
tobreathe his name everywhere.” It was in this letter that Lincoln made his famous remark
that the Republicans, unlike the Democrats with their defense of slave property, “are for
Wth the man and the dollar; but in cases of conflict, the man before the dollar.”

"The heterogeneity of the Republican party was not much different from that of most
Ameﬁb‘ﬂ.n political parties of importance. But in'1860, Howell Cobb, the Georgia states-
man, pointed out that the heterogeneity also emphasized its essential antislavery bias. “The
Blaclg Republican party had its origin in the antislavery feeling of the North,” he told his
z:’,i‘ls"t‘lems. “The fact that it was composed of men of all previous parties, who then and
e!:isf;d_l‘l’lotcl;llemlarinciples directly antagonistic upon all'other q\{cstig)ns except slavery as it
o, Free teen Southern States, was the basis of its o_rgamzan_on and the bond of its
i im«.&lrade Democrats and protective-tariff Whigs, mtemal_ 1mprovemgnt and anti-

provement men, and indeed all shades of partisans, united in cordial fratermty

Upoy i .
llga: theisolated issue of hostility to the South, though for years they had fought each other
all other issues.”
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Once the War came, however, it brought to ay, ©
riod of American history and opened the door tq &5 Tupg Cloy,
g?ﬁerent order. The Civil War was not only a testiy

; gof gy Tam® |
people a8 2 nation; it was a watershed in their p; he g

CHAPTER V11
Sto. ey h |
Ty. r‘cin i

Bringing Forth a Neyw
Nation

THE gisruption of the American Union in 1861 has been explained

jpmany ey

s, but, v:1ewed aga.inst tlhe perspective of European civili-
on 25 3 whole, it was pgmarlly the work of two of the most
erful forces then abroad in the world. One, as we have seen, was

2}16 fising tide of reform; the other was the elemental emotion of
nmonalism.

n the middle of the nineteenth century, nationalism was spreading

ike a fever through the ancient body of Europe; in America it seized

the imaginations of the people, too, leading them into the most costly

and bloody war of the century. For two decades the southern people
tad been growing in the conviction that their culture, entwined about
the institution of Negro slavery, made them a separate nation. The
dection of 1860 precipitated this feeling into secession from the
Union and an experiment in nationhood. But developing alongside
this southern nationalism was another, one which insisted that the
Union was eternal and indissoluble. Of this brand of nationalism,
Abrsham Lincoln was the Bismarck, as Jefferson Davis was the
Kossuth of the South. It was Lincoln who with “blood and iron”
wstained and cemented the loose confederation of the Fathers and
treated a new nation.

thy Again and again it has been proved,” wrote Heinrich Treits.chke,
n:t'Geman nationalist, “that it is war which turns 2 people into ha

100, and that only great deeds, wrought in common, can forge the
08



