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Explanation of the uncontrolled growth of sectionalism during 
the 1850s has been one of the major problems of American histori
cal scholarship. The refinements of interpretation have been end
less. but broadly speaking, there has been one school of thought 
which regards the presence of Negro slavery in the South and its 
absence in the North as the essence of the sectional controversy t 
with the result that the term '·sectional conflict" becomes little more 
than a euphemism for a fight about .lavery. Opposing this view, 
other historians have argued that the commitment of the North to 
Negro equality was minimal, that the prolonged struggle over slav
ery in the territories scarcely touched the vital question of the servi
tude ofmore than S million human chattels, and therefore that there 
was not enough antislavery in the "antislavery" movement to justifY 
an explanation of the sectional conflict primarily in terms of the 
slavery issue. Such writers have offered two alternative explanations 
-one which sees the struggle as a clash of profoundly dissimilar 
cultures, whose disparities transcended the diJference over slavery; 
the other which sees it as a clash between economic interests ofan 
emerging industrialism on the one hand and of plantation agricul
ture on the other. 

Proponents of the cultural explanation of sectionalism argue es .. 
sentially that the people of the North and the people of the South 
were at odds not merely because they disagreed about the servitude 
of the Negro, but because they lived in different cultural worlds. As 
they see it. the cotton and tobacco plantations, the isolated back· 
woods settlements, and the subsistence farms of the South were all 
part, ofa rural and agricultural way ofHfe, static in its rate ofchange, 
decentralized and more or less primitive in its social and economic 
organization, and personal in its relationships. Southerners placed a 
premium on the values of loyalty, courtesy, and physical courage-
these being the accustomed virtues of simple, agricultural societies 
with primitive technology, in which intelligence and skills are not . 
important to the economy. By contrast, the North and West, al
though still agricultural and rural by statistical measurement, had 
begun to respond to the dynamic forces of industrialization, mass 
transportation, and modem technology; and to anticipate the mo-
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bile, fluid, equalitarian, highly organized, and impersonal culture IJI 
cities and machines. Their values of enterprise, adaptability, and. 
capacity to excel in competition were not the values of the South. 1ft 
the eyes ofsome scholars, the sum of these differences was so great 
that North and South had become, in fact, separate cultures, or, as it 
is said. distinct civilizations. Any union of the two, lacking a basis of 
homogeneity, must be artificial and, as it were, fictitious. IfNorth and 
South clashed politically, it was because ofthis general incompatibil
ity and not because ofdisagreement over slavery or any other single, 
specific issue. The two cultures still would have clashed even ifall the 
Negroes had been free. As for slavery, ofcourse the southern system 
of chattel labor was static and archaic. while the northern system of 
wage labor was fluid and competitive. But each, in its own way, could 
be brutally exploitative, and the dissimilarities between them did 
not, in themselves, separate the two societies but were merely reflec
tions or aspects ofa broader and deeper duality. Further, the cultural 
explanation asserti, slavery was not itself the detenninative fact in 
the life of the Negro. The controlling feature-the thing that made 
him what he was-was not his legal status as a chattel but his eco
nomic status as a hoer and picker of cotton. He was an unskilled 
worker in the production ofa raw material for the world market, and 
all such workers, whether slave or free, led lives of deprivation. 
Exponents of this view point out that even after emancipation, the 
daily life of the Negro did not change appreciably for nearly seventy 
years, and indeed it never did become very different until he ceased 
to work in the cotton fields. ll 

16. For sharp. unquali6ed S(Btements ofthe cultural antitheli, ofNorth and South. 
sec Edward Channing. A HV"", of11M UnilltJ Statu (6 yoll.; New York. 1905-25). VI. 
!J-4: James Truslow Adams. TA. Epic of Amnitta (Boston, )951), pp. 250-255. To 
offset the image of the South al a punly aristocratic society. sec ThomaaJ. Werten
baker. P4trititJ7I and ~ in Yi,._ (Charlottesville. Va .• J910). which refuled die 
idea that the Virginia planters were or noble English families and thaI the cavalier 
origins of Virginia presented a conlrast with Puritan New England: Fletcher M. 
Green. "Democracy in the Old South." iSH, XII (1946). 3-2S. Frank Lawrence 
Owsley. Plain Fell of ,A. Oltl St1UI.h (BarOD Rouge, 1949). The latter two .how how 
effecdwly the planlen were chaDenged within the South palined)' and how limited 
their social control was. 

There are many lreatnaenta which describe southern antebellum locielY. lome or 
them specifically contrasting it with northern society, but withoul specifically evaluat
ing the effect of the distinctive features in causing sectional .trife: see William E. 
Dodd. TM Cotton Kine- (New Haven. 1919); Ulrich BonneD Phillips. Lifo mad lAIJar 
in 1M Old &outA (Boston. 1929); Arthur Charles Cole, Tht Jmprali"11 Conftill. 18'0
186' (New York. 1934); W.J. Cash. n. Mind oftltt Sou.IJa (New York, 1941); Avery 
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strife in American history. Here was the one instance where the 
unifying forces failed to counterbalance the divisive tendencies, 
where the intensity of sectional feeling was scarcely mitigated in any 
way. What accounts for this unique failure? 

Explanation of the uncontrolled growth of sectionalism during 
the 1850s has been one of the major problems of American histori
cal scholarship. The refinements of interpretation have been end
less, but broadly speaking, there has been one school of thought 
which regards the presence of Negro slavery in the South and its 
absence in the North as the essence of the sectional controversy. 
with the result that the term "sectional conHict" becomes little more 
than a euphemism for a fight about slavery. Opposing this view, 
other historians have argued that the commitment of the North to 
Negro equality was minimal, that the prolonged struggle over slav
ery in the territories scarcely touched the vital question of the servi
tude ofmore than 3 million human chattels, and therefore that there 
was not enough antislavery in the "antislavery" movement to justify 
an explanation of the sectional conflict primarily in terms of the 
slavery issue. Such writers have offered two alternative explanations 
---one which sees the struggle as a clash of profoundly dissimilar 
cultures, whose disparities transcended the difference over slavery; 
the other which sees it as a clash between economic interests of an 
emerging industrialism on the one hand and of plantation agricul
ture on the other. 

Proponents of the cultural explanation of sectionalism argue es
sentially that the people of the North and the people of the South 
were at odds not merely because they disagreed about the servitude 
of the Negro, but because they lived in different cultural worlds. As 
they see it, the cotton and tobacco plantations. the isolated back
woods settlements, and the subsistence farms of the South were all 
part, ofa rural and agricultural way ofHfe, static in its rate ofchange. 
decentralized and more or less primitive in its social and economic 
organization, and personal in its relationships. Southerners placed a 
premium on the values of loyalty, courtesy, and physical courage
these being the accustomed virtues of simple, agricultural societies 
with primitive technology, in which intelligence and skills are not 
important to the economy. By contrast, the North and West, al
though still agricultural and rural by statistical measurement, had 
begun to respond to the dynamic forces of industrialization, mass 
transportation, and modern technology; and to anticipate the mo-
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bile, fluid, equalitarian, highly organized, and impersonal culture of 
cities and machines. Their values of enterprise, adaptability. and 
capacity to excel in competition were not the values of the South. In 
the eyes of some scholars, the sum of these differences was so great 
that North and South had become. in fact, separate cultures, or, as it 
is said, distinct civilizations. Any union of the two, lacking a basis of 
homogeneity, must be artificial and, as it were, fictitious. IfNorth and 
South clashed politically, it was because ofthis general incompatibil
ity and not because ofdisagreement over slavery or any other single, 
specific issue. The two cultures still would have clashed even ifall the 
Negroes had been free. As for slavery, ofcourse the southern system 
of chattel labor was static and archaic, while the northern system of 
wage labor was fluid and competitive. But each. in its own way. could 
be brutally exploitative, and the dissimilarities between them did 
not, in themselves, separate the two societies but were merely reflec
tions or aspects ofa broader and deeper duality. Further. the cultural 
explanation asserts, slavery was not itself the determinative fact in 
the life of the Negro. The controlling feature-the thing that made 
him what he was-was not his legal status as a chattel but his eco
nomic status as a hoer and picker of cotton. He was an unskilled 
worker in the production ofa raw material for the world market, and 
all such workers, whether slave or free, led lives of deprivation. 
Exponents of this view point out that even after emancipation, the 
daily life of the Negro did not change appreciably for nearly seventy 
years, and indeed it never did become very different until he ceased 
to work in the cotton fields. 16 

16. For sharp, unqualified statements of the cultural antithesis ofNorth alld South, 
see Edward Channing, A History of the United States (6 vols.; New York. 1905-25), VI, 
3-4; James Truslow Adams, The Epic of America (Boston, 1931), pp. 250-255. To 
offset the image of the South as a purely aristocratic society, see ThomasJ. Werten
baker, Patrician and Plebeian in Virginia (Charlottesville, Va., 1910), which refuted the 
idea that the Virginia planters were of noble English families and that the cavalier 
origins of Virginia presented a contrast with Puritan New England; Fletcher M. 
Green. "Democracy in the Old South," JSH, XII (1946), 3-23, Frank Lawrence 
Owsley, Plain Folic of the Old South (Baton Rouge, 1949). The latter two show how 
effectively the planters were challenged within the South politically and how limited 
their social control was. 

There are many treatments which describe southern antebellum society, some of 
them specifically contrasting it with northern society, but without specifically evaluat
ing the effect of the distinctive features in causing sectional strife: see William E. 
Dodd, The Cotton Kingdom (New Haven, 1919); Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, Life and Labor 
in the Old South (Boston, 1929); Arthur Charles Cole, The Irreprenible Conflict, 1850
1865 (New York, 1934); W.j. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York, 1941); Avery 
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The outstanding weakness of this cultural interpretation is that it 
exaggerates the points of diversity between North and South, mini
mizes the similarities, and leaves out of account all the commonali
ties and shared values of the two sections which have been discussed 
in the preceding chapter. These features had proved their reality 
and their importance by nourishing the strong nationalism which 
was in full vigor by the 1840s. Further, any explanation which em
phasizes the traditionalism of the South is likely to lose sight of the 
intensely commercial and acquisitive features of the cotton 
economy. 

The economic explanation. of sectionalism avoids this difficulty, 
for it does not emphasize dissimilarities, and instead of attributing 
conflict to unlikeness, explains it as a result of the collision of inter
ests. Deriving as it does from a vein of economic determinism, it 
argues that two regions with dissimilar economies will develop di
verse economic objectives, which will lead in turn to a conflict over 
policies. When such conflict occurs in a repetitive pattern, along 
geographical lines, the phenomenon is sectionalism. 

Concretely, the southern economy, which was based on cotton 
and tobacco, shipped its produce by river and ocean to be sold in 
a, world market, and it needed generous credit terms to operate. 
The northern and western economy of manufacture, diversified 
agriculture, and grain production, shipped by turnpike or canal to 
domestic markets, and its mercantile interests had accumulated 
enough capital to be wary of inflationary, cheap credit. As a result 
of these differences, the South, with no domestic sales to protect, 
opposed protective tariffs, while the North and West supported 
them. The South opposed public appropriations to improve the 
means of transport, while the landlocked Northwest consistently 
supported them. The South opposed controls on banking by a 
central authority. while the centers of capital favored such controls. 
These points of rivalry and others like them made for chronic fric-

Craven, The Coming oJ the Civil War (New York, 1942), chaps. 1-5; Allan Nevins, Ordeal 
of the Union (2 vols., New York, 1947), I, 412-544;John Hope Franklin, The Militant 
South, 1800-1861 (Cambridge, Mass., 1956); J. G. Randall and David Donald. The 
Civil War and Reconstruction (3rd ed.; Boston, 1969), chaps. 1-3; Clement Eaton, The 
Growth of Southern Civilization, 1790-1860 (New York, 1961); William R. Taylor, 
Cavalier and Yankee: The Old South and Amenc4n National Character (New York, 1961). 
For the view that economic circumstances were more important than legal status 
(slavery) in shaping the conditions of life of the Negro, see Craven, Coming of Civil 
War, pp. 74-93. 

tion which divided the opposing forces along lines that recurred,' 
with enough regularity to harden into barriers of sectional divi-i: 
sion. 17 

So long as the opposing sections were evenly balanced, and theit, 
growth rate was stabilized, they might have gone on peaceably. it is 
argued, in the equilibrium ofa union where neither need fear domi
nation by the other. Indeed, North and South had been fairly evenly 
balanced when the states of both regions ,had ratified the "more 
perfect union" of 1787. But scarcely more than a generation later, 
the economic transformations of the industrial age set the North 
upon a more rapid rate ofgrowth than the South, with the result that 
the North drew steadily further ahead of the South in population, 
wealth, and productivity. This was reflected by an increasing north
ern preponderance in Congress. Soon the South began to show, 
psychologically, the signs offear that it would be overpowered. This 
awareness of minority status stimulated the southern sense of soli
darity, apartness, and defensiveness, and caused the elaboration of 
the perennial southern political doctrines of states' rights. l8 At the 
same time, the unforeseen thrust of American expansion westward, 
first to the Rockies and then to the Pacific. opened the prospect of 
a race between the sections to dominate the new regions and to 
create states which would either perpetuate or upset the balance 
that still endured in the Senate between the two sections. When this 
occurred, the South began to resent northern success in the race for 
physical growth, and the North to resent the determination of the 
South to preserve its political parity although it had lost the numeri
cal basis for a claim to equality. According to this analysis, the 
sectional conflict was really a struggle for power. 

The flaw in the economic explanation. when it is rigidly applied, 
is that history can show many instances in which economic diversi
ties and conflicts existed without producing the separatist tenden
cies of acute sectionalism. Economic dissimilarities may, injust the 

17. A classic formulation of this interpretation is in Charles A. and Mary R. Beard. 
The Rise of American Civilization (2 vols.; New York, 1927), II, 3-7, 36-38, 39-41, 
105-106. See also Robert R. Russel, Economic Aspect~ of Southern Sectionalism, 1840
1861 (Urbana, Ill., 1924); Frederick Jackson Turner, The United States, 1830-1850 
(New York. 1935). 

18. On the sectionalizing effect ofdifferential growth rates, seeJesse T. Carpenter. 
The South asa Conscious Minority, 1789-1861 (New York, 1930), pp. 7-33. Before 1850. 
the northern preponderance in Congress was limited to the House of Representa
tives. 
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opposite way, promote harmony between two regions, if each sup~ 
plements the other, and if their combined resources can give them 
self-sufficiency.l9 For example. in the United States. the Middle 
West and the East have had very dissimilar economies. and their 
interests have often clashed violently, but since the diverse econo
mies could be made to supplement one another in important ways. 
a separatist sectionalism never developed in the Middle West. 
Could not the economy of the South have been drawn into some 
similar interdependence? In the United States in the forties, the 
South's cotton exports paid for the imports of the entire country, 
and it is an arbitrary theory which would deny that North and South 
might have found roles, to some degree complementary, in an 
economy of national self-sufficiency. 

It is possible to join the cultural and the economic explanations 
in one overall analysis that begins by demonstrating the existence 
of social dissimilarities which. in themselves. do not necessarily 
cause friction, and then goes on to show how these dissimilarities 
are translated into specifiC conflicts of interest. But though the two 
may be treated as complementary in this way, they differ basically 
in emphasis. At bottom, the cultural explanation assumes that peo
ple quarrel when they are unlike one another; the economic expla
nation assumes that no matter how much alike they may be, they will 
quarrel if the advantage ofone is the disadvantage of the other. One 
argues that important cultural dissimilarities cause strife; the other 
that strife causes the opposing groups to rationalize their hostility 
to one another by exaggerating unimportant dissimilarities. One 
explains sectionalism as a conflict of values; the other, as a conflict 
of interests. One sees it as a struggle for identity; the other as a 
struggle for power. 

Both explanations agree in minimizing slavery as a cause of sec
tional division, but again they differ in their reasons for doing so. 
The cultural explanation denies that the difference between chattel 
and wage labor systems was enough to produce the immense dis
parity that developed between North and South. and it argues in
stead that the broad cultural difference between two societies--one 
stressing status and fixity, the other equality and fluidity-was re
flected in the divergence of their labor systems. In short, the pro

19. j. G. Randall develops this point in "The Civil War Restudied," JSH. VI 
(1940),441-449. 
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found cultural division . between two fundamentally dissimilar sys
tems transcended slavery. The economic approach. on the other 
hand, questions the primacy of the slavery factor on quite a different 
basis. It approaches the problem with deterministic assumptions 
that men are motivated by interests rather than ideals, that they 
contend for power rather than principles. and that moral arguments 
are usually mere rationalizations or secondary "projections," used 
by contending interest groups to convince themselves or the public 
that they have right on their side. With such assumptions, spokes
men of the economic explanation have measured very skeptically 
the exact differences between northern and southern attitudes 
toward slavery and the Negro, and they have questioned the inten
sity of sectional disagreement on these subjects. Such terms as 
"free" and "slave," "antislavery" and "proslavery," suggest a com. 
plete antithesis, but at the level of concrete policy and conduct, the 
people of the North did not propose to emancipate the slaves, and 
they did not themselves accord equality to the Negro. 

The "free" Negro of the northern states ofcourse escaped chattel 
servitude, but he did not escape segregation, or discrimination, and 
he enjoyed few civil rights. North of Maryland, free Negroes were 
disfranchised in all of the free states except the four of upper New 
England; in no state before 1860 were they permitted to serve on 
juries; everywhere they were either segregated in separate public 
schools or excluded from public schools altogether, except in parts 
of Massachusetts after 1845; they were segregated in residence and 
in employment and occupied the bottom levels of income; and at 
least four states-Ohio, Indiana, Illinois. and Oregon-adopted 
laws to prohibit or discourage Negroes from coming within their 
borders.20 

Ironically, even the antislavery movement was not in any clear-cut 
sense a pro-Negro movement but actually had an anti-Negro aspect 

20. Leon F. Litwack, North of Slavery: The Negro in the Free States, 1790-1860 
(Chicago, 1961). There was a certain amount of proslavery sentiment in the North 
-see Howard C. Perkins, "The Defense ofSlavery' in the Northern Press on the Eve 
ofthe Civil War," jSH.IX (1943),501-503. But the real point is that even antislavery 
men showed some anti-Negro sentiment. Louis Filler, The Crusade Against Slavery, 
1830-1860 (New York, 1960), pp. 224-225; Eugene H. Berwanger, The Frontier 
Against Slavery: Western Anti-Negro Prejudice and the Slavery Extension Controversy (Urbana, 
Ill., 1967); james A. Rawley, Race and Politics: "Bleeding Kansas" and the Coming o/the 
Civil War (Philadelphia, 1969), pp. 11-15, 258-274. Rawley offers the thesis that 
racism rather than slavery was the fundamental cause of the Civil War. 
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and was designed in part to get rid of the Negro. For several 
decades, the chief agency which advocated emancipation also ad
vocated "colonization," or as it might now be called. deportation. 
When the militant abolitionists came on the scene in the 1830s, they 
launched a bitter fight against the colonizationists. but to the gen
eral public this seemed merely an intramural, doctrinal dispute. 
Most antislavery men were colonizationists. as were Thomas Jeffer
son and Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln advocated colonization through
out his career and actually put it into operation on an experimental 
basis by sending a shipload of Negroes to an island off the coast of 
Haiti in 1863. In 1862, Lincoln had told a delegation of Negroes 
that "it is better for us to be separated," and that they ought to 
emigrate.21 The prevalence of attitudes like these even among anti
slavery men seems to justify the conclusion that while slavery was 
sectional, Negrophobia was national. 

Historians who question the real primacy of the slavery issue in 
the sectional conflict have found their clinching argument in the 
peculiar focus and objectives of the free-soil movement, which came 
to overshadow the abolition movement politically in the North. 
Instead of dealing with slaves where they were in bondage-in. the 
southern states-the free-soil movement dealt with them where 
they did not exist-in the territories; instead of proposing to free 
them. it proposed to keep them (and free Negroes as well) out of 
the new areas where they might compete with white settlers. Only 
a handful ofmilitant abolitionists proposed to free any of the several 
million Negroes who were held in slavery, and these few were per
secuted and reviled for their uncompromising zeal or extremism; 
they failed to build a popular movement such as a large political 
party. and they remained. to the end, a tiny minority. The vast 
majority of "antislavery" Whigs or Democrats or. later. Republi
cans, even including men like Lincoln. concentrated all their effort 
on keeping slavery out of the new territories. while proclaiming that 
they never would interfere with slavery in the states. Their attitude 

21. On colonization, P. J. Staudenraus, The Afric(ln Colonization Movement, 1816
1865 (New York, 1961); Frederic Bancroft. "The Colonization ofAmerican Negroes, 
1801-1865," in Jacob E. Cooke, Frederic Bancroft, Historian (Nol"J1lan, Okla., 1957), 
pp. 145-258; Brainerd Dyer, "The Persistence of the Idea of Negro Colonization," 
Pacific Historical Review, XII (1943), 53-65. On Lincoln's views on colonization,]. G. 
Randall, Lincoln the President (4 vols.; New York, 1945-55), II. 137-148; Benjamin 
Quarles, Lincoln and the Negro (New York, 1962), pp. 108-123; Roy P. Basler (ed.), 
The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln (8 vols.; New Brunswick, N.J., 1953), V, 370
375. 
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has lent itself to the contention that the northern motive was mOre 
one ofhostility to slaveowners than ofhumanitarian concern for the 
slaves. and that slavery was objectionable-to paraphrase Macaulay 
-not because it gave pain to the slaves but because it gave pleasure 
to the slaveowners. It enabled the planters to keep up an aristocratic 
tone which was invidious and offensive to plain American demo
crats. Through the three-fifths clause in the Constitution. it gave the 
planters extra representation and therefore extra strength in Con
gress.22 When the time came for opening new territories, northern 
whites did not want to share these either with slaveholders or with 
slaves--did not want to compete with slave labor or to permit any 
further extension of the political power of the planters. If this meant 
keeping slaveholders out and also keeping Negroes out, it would be 
hard to say which exclusion the free-soilers would welcome more. 
David Wilmot himself made it brutally clear in 1847 that. in waging 
his campaign for free territories. his concern was entirely for the 
free white laborers of the North and not at all for the fettered Negro 
slaves of the South. 23 

These anomalies in the antislavery movement and these profound 
differences between the moral position of free-soilers and that of 
abolitionists deserve emphasis if a complex position is tc! be realisti
cally understood.24 But while a recognition of the paradoxical ele

22. Albert F. Simpson, "The Political Significance of Slave Representation. 1787
1821," iSH. VII (1941), 315-342; Glover Moore, The Missouri Controversy, 1819-1821 
(Lexington, Ky., 1953), p. 11. Representative George Rathbun of New York com
plained that the representation of slaves gave undue political power to the South and 
asserted that if the South would give up this advantage, he would be willing to give 
up his free-soilism. This led David Kaufman of Texas to say that the objection to 
slavery was "not because it was a sin; not at all; but simply because it was to the South 
an element of political power." Congressional Globe. 29 Cong., 2 sess., pp. 364-365; 
appendix, p. 152, cited in Craven, Growth oJ Southern Nationalism, pp. 39-40. 

23. Congressional Globe, 29 Cong., 2 sess., appendix, pp. 315-317. See also Ber
wanger, The Frontier Against Slavery; Going, David Wilmot, p. 174 n.; Eric Foner, Free 
Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party before the Civil War (New 
York, 1970), pp. 261-300. 

24. Jefferson Davis said in the Senate in 1860, "What do you propose, gentlemen 
of the Free-Soil party? Do you propose to better the condition of the slave? Not at 
all. What then do you propose? You say that you are opposed to the expansion of 
slavery.... Is the slave to be benefited by it? Not at all. It is not humanity that 
inft.uences you ... it is that you may have an opportunity of cheating us that you want 
to limit slave territory .... It is that you may have a majority in the Congress of the 
United States and convert the Government into an engine of Northern aggrandile
ment ... you want by an unjust system of legislation to promote the industry of the 
New England states at the expense of the people of the South and their industry." 
Quoted in Beard and Beard, Rise of American Civilization, II, 5-6. 

http:understood.24
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ments is necessary, there remains much tangible evidence that the 
people of the North did differ profoundly from those ofthe South 
in their· attitudes toward slavery, if not toward the Negro. This 
difference had been increasing ever since the beginning of the nine
teenth century, and it had grown to major proportions. 

During the Colonial period, there had scarcely been any differ
ence in sectional opinions concerning the morality of slavery, 
though there had been a vast difference in the degree to which the 
northern and the southern colonies depended upon slave labor. 
Eighteenth-century morality had hardly regarded slavery as. pre
senting an ethical problem,25 and the institution had existed with 
legal sanction in all the colonies. Later, when the War of Indepen
dence came, and with it the revolutionary ideals of liberty, equality, 
and the rights of man, both North and South had moved in unison 
to condemn slavery as an evil. The upper South had witnessed a 
formidable movement for the voluntary manumission of slaves by 
their masters, and societies for the emancipation and colonization 
of slaves had flourished in the South for more than a generation 
after the Revolution. Southern and northern congressmen alike had 
joined in voting to abolish the importation of slaves after the year 
1808. Slavery was barred from the Old Northwest by the Ordinance 
of 1787; it was confined, even within the South, mostly to the limited 
areas of tobacco culture and rice culture, both of which were static. 
At this point, it seemed to many men in both sections only a ques
tion of time until the institution would wither and die.26 

25. Lawrence W. Towner, "The Sewall-Saffin Dialogue on Slavery," William and 
Mary Quarterl" 3rd series, XXI (1964), 40-52. concludes that slavery as such "ex
perienced little opposition until the decades of the Revolution. " For the intellectual 
origins of antislavery, David Brion Davis, Tht Problem of Slavery in Western Culture 
(Ithaca, N.Y., 1966), chaps. 10-14; for the Revolution as a turning point in attitudes 
toward slavery, Winthrop D. jordan, White Over Block: American Attitudes toward tht 
Negro (Chapel Hill, 1968), chap. 7. 

26. On the development and character of the early antislavery movement and its 
strength in the South see Stephen B. Weeks, "Anti-Slavery Sentiment in the South," 
Southern History Association Publications, II (1898), 87-130; Mary Stoughton Locke. 
Anti-Slavery in America, 1619-1808 (Boston, 1901); Alice Dana Adams, Tht Negucted 
Period ofAnti-Slavery in America, 1808-18Jl (Boston, 1908); Robert McColley, Slavery 
and]effmonian Virginia (Urbana, Ill., 1964); Donald L. Robinson, Slavery in the Structure 
ofAmmuin Politics, 1765-1820 (New York, 1971); Arthur Zilversmit, The First Emanci
pation: The Abolition of Slavery in tht North (Chicago, 1967); Clement Eaton, Freedom of 
Thought in the Old South (Durham, N.C., 1940), pp. 1-26; Gordon E. Finnie, "The 
Antislavery Movement in the Upper South before 1840," iSH, XXXV (1969), 319
342. 
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But despite the presence of a. certain amount of antislavery. senti.. 
ment in the post-Revolutionary South. there is considerable re~son 
to doubt that the antislavery philosophy of the Age of Reason ever 
extended very far beyond the intellectuals in the South or very de~p 
into the lower South even among the intellectuals. In any· case, as 
the cotton economy, with its demand for slave labor, fastened itself 
upon the region, and as the center of southern population and 
leadership shifted southward from Virginia to South Carolina, a 
reaction set in. By 1832. the southern antislavery movement had 
vanished and the South had begun to formulate a doctrine that 
slavery was permanent, morally right, and socially desirable. As the 
abolitionists grew abusive. the South became increasingly defen
sive. When David Walker in 1829 published a pamphlet advocating 
insurrection, and when the bloody uprising of Nat Turner followed 
in 1831" many southerners interpreted it as proof that such ad
vocacy was taking effect. The South reacted by adopting the proslav
ery doctrine as a matter ofcreed, not subject to doubt. Open discllS

sion of slavery fell under a taboo, and the South established what 
has been called an "intellectual blockade: '27 

Meanwhile, the states north of Maryland and Delaware had abol,
ished slavery, either by immediate or by gradual.steps. These states 
showed a consistent aversion to slavery long before the milit<:lnt 
abolition movement began. But in the 1830s there arose a group of 
reformers-the abolitionists-who made an issue of slavery aJld 
aroused a widespread public sentiment against it. Where previous 
critics of slavery had been content with gradualism, with voluntaf.Y 
manumission by slaveholders, and with persuasion as a method, ttae 

27. Eaton, Freedom of Thought, pp. 27-161; Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, American Ndl'O 
Slavery (New York, 1918), pp. 132-149, on early defense of slavery in the Soulh; 
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joseph Clarke Robert, Tht Roadfrom Monticello: A Stud, oftht Virginia Slavery Debate ~f 
18J2 (Durham, N.C., 1941); Kenneth M. Stampp, "The Fate of the Southern ADu
slavery Movement," ]NH, XXVIII (1943),10-22; Russel B. Nye, Fettered Freedom: civil 
Liberties and tht Slavery Controvers" 18JO-1860 (Easl'..!Lansing, Mich., 1949); Joseph 
Cephas Carroll, Slave Insurrections in Iht United States, 1800-186' (Boston, I 93tJ); 
Herbert Aptheker, American Negro Slave Revolts (New York, 1943); William Sumner 
jenkins, Pro~Slavery Thought in tht Old South (Chapel Hill, 1935); Richard N. Curre(ll, 
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William W. Freehling, Prelude to Civil War: Tht Nullification Controversy in South CaroliJ'l.O, 
1816-18J6 (New York, 1965), which develops the thesis that the Nullification mo\'~
ment, "although ostensibly aimed at lowering the tariff, was also an attempt to chet::k 

the abolitionists" (p. xii). 
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abolitionists demanded immediate action by coercive means, and 
they resorted to unbridled denunciation of slaveowners. Abolition
ism was nourished by a pervasive humanitarianism which made this 
whole era a period of reform; it was stimulated by the fervor of a 
great evangelical revival; and it was encouraged by the British aboli
tion ofWest Indian slavery in 1837. The abolitionists preached their 
cause from hundreds of pulpits, flooded the mail with pamphlets; 
sent numerous lecturers into the field, and organized scores of local 
antislavery societies. as well as two national associations. The mili
tant William Lloyd Garrison is best remembered of the abolitionists, 
together with his supporters. Wendell Phillips, John Greenleaf 
Whittier, and Theodore Parker. but the more moderate Tappan 
brothers in New York, the talented ex-slave Frederick Douglass. and 
the dedicated and eloquent preacher Theodore Dwight Weld in the 
Ohio region, supported byJames G. Birney and the Grimke sisters, 
all helped to galvanize public opposition to slavery 
grounds. At times, the abolitionists were denounced and per
secuted. but by the 1840s they had found a few voices in Congress, 
including no less a person than former President John Quincy 
Adams, and by 1845, they had been able to force repeal of the "gag 
rule" which prevented the discussion of antislavery petitions on the 
floor of Congress. Thus the antislavety movement by the mid
forties had proven itself a powerful force in American life. 28 This 
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had happened partly because it was increasingly clear that slavery 
was not in the process of extinction and the issue would not take 
care of itself. More fundamentally, it had happened because 10 
many people sensed that slavery presented a giant contradiction to 
the two most basic ofAmerican values--equality and freedom~dd 
to the Christian concept of the brotherhood of man. The reactiOn 
against slavery in terms of these values cannot be dismissed a$:. 
mere rationalized defense of northern industrial interests, for soM. 
of the harshest critics of slavery also opposed the exploitative eI~ 
ments in the northern system of factory labor. while some of t~ 
northern industrial magnates, such as the "cotton Whigs" of 
Massachusetts textile industry, were conciliatory toward the 
in their attitudes concerning slavery .,29 

Thus. from this point of view, a conflict of values, rather than 
conflict of interests or a conflict of cultures, lay at the root of 
sectional schism. 

These three explanations-cultural, economic, and ideological 
-have long been the standard formulas for explaining the sec
tional conflict. Each has been defended as though it were neces
sarily incompatible with the other two. But culture, economic in
terest, and values may all reflect the same fundamental forces at 
work in a society, in which case each will appear as an aspect of 
the other. Diversity of culture may naturally produce both diver
sity of interests and diversity of values. Further, the differences 
between a slaveholding and a nonslaveholding society would be 
reflected in all three aspects. Slavery presented 
ethical question which precipitated a sharp conflict of values. It 

Mich., 1961), an important work of vast erudition, but of deficient perspective; 
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constituted a vast economic interest, and indeed the Emancipatiol1 
Proclamation was the largest confiscation of property in American· 
history. The stakes were large in the rivalry of slavery and freedom 
for ascendancy in the territories. Also, slavery was basic to the 
cultural divergence of North and South, because it was inextrica
bly fused into the key elements of southern life-the staple crop 
and plantation system, the social and political ascendancy of the 
planter class, the authoritarian system of social control. Similarly, 
slavery shaped southern economic features in such a way as to 
accentuate their clash with those of the North. The southern com
mitment to the use of slave labor inhibited economic diversifica .. 
tion and industrialization and strengthened the tyranny of King 
Cotton. Had it not done so, the economic differentials of the two 
sections would have been less clear-cut, and would not have met 
in such head ..on collision. 

The importance of slavery in all three of these aspects is evident 
further in its polarizing effect upon the sections. No other sectional 
factor could have brought about this effect in the same way. Cultur
ally, the dualism ofa democratic North and an aristocratic South was 
not complete, for the North had its quota of blue-bloods and gran
dees who felt an affinity with those of the South, and the South had its 
backwoods democrats, who resented the lordly airs of the planters. 
Similarly, the glib antithesis ofa dynamic "commercial" North and a 
static "feudal" South cannot conceal the profoundly commercial and 
capitalistic impulses ofthe plantation system. But slavery really had a 
polarizing effect, for the North had no slaveholders-at least, not of 
resident slaves-and the South had virtually no abolitionists. 
Economically, also, the dualism was not complete, for the North had 
shipping interests which opposed protection, prairie farmers who 
wanted cheap credit, and Boston merchants who did not want to pay 
for canals and roads for the benefit of their rivals in New York. 
Northern politicians, while supporting the primary interests of their 
section, had also to heed these secondary interests, and to avoid 
antagonizing them unduly. But nowhere north of the Mason-Dixon 
line and the Ohio River were there any slaveholding interests, at least 
in a direct· sense, and northern politicians found more to gain by 
denouncing slaveholders than by conciliating them. Conversely, the 
South had Charleston and New Orleans bankers who wanted con
servative credit policies, landlocked Appalachian communities that 
yearned for subsidized roads, and aspiring local manufacturers who 

PORTENTS OF A SECTIONAL RIFT 

believed that the South had an industrial future which the tariff 
would help to realize. Southern politicians had to accommodate 
themselves to these secondary interests. But the South after 1830 
had few white inhabitants who did not shudder with alarm· at the 
thought of the s.ervile insurrection which antislavery might produce, 
and southern politicians found that they gained many votes and lost 
few by stigmatizing as an abolitionist anyone who entertained any 
misgivings about slavery. 

Thus in cultural and economic matters, as well as in terms of 
values, slavery had an effect which no other sectional factor exer
cised in isolating North and South from each other. As they became 
isolated, instead of reacting to each other as they were in actuality, 
each reacted to a distorted mental image of the other-the North 
to an image of a southern world of lascivious and sadistic slavedriv
en; the South to the image of a northern world of cunning Yankee 
traders and of rabid abolitionists plotting slave insurrections. This 
process of substituting stereotypes for realities could be very dam
aging indeed to the spirit of union, for it caused both northerners 
and southerners to lose sight of how much alike they were and how 
many values they shared. It also had an effect of changing men's 
attitudes toward the disagreements which are always certain to arise 
in politics: ordinary, resolvable disputes were converted into ques
tions of principle, involving rigid,· unnegotiable dogma. Abstrac
tions, such as the question of the legal status of slavery in areas in 
which there were no slaves and to which no one intended to take 
any, became points of.honor and focuses of contention which 
rocked the government to its foundation. Thus the slavery issue 
gave a false clarity and simplicity to sectional diversities which were 
otherwise qualified and diffuse. One might say that the issue struc
tured and polarized many random, unoriented points of conflict on 
which sectional interest diverged. It transformed political action 
from a process of accommodation to a mode of combat. Once this 
divisive tendency set in, sectional rivalry increased the tensions of 
the slavery issue and the slavery issue embittered sectional rivalries, 
in a reciprocating process which the majority of Americans found 
themselves unable to check even though they deplored it.80 

go. This polarizing effect of the slavery issue was clearly recognized and very often 
mentioned by contemporaries. E.g., James K. Polk wrote on Jan. 22, 1848, Hit {the 
slavery question] is brought forward at the North by a few ultra Northern members 
to advance the prospects of their favourite {candidate for the Presidency]. No sooner 




