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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.





CHAPTER 1: Mid-nineteenth-century USA


In the mid-nineteenth century most Americans were proud of the achievements of their country and optimistic about its future. There seemed good cause for this optimism. The USA had the most democratic system of government in the world; it was also one of the world’s most prosperous and enterprising nations. However, there was a threatening cloud on the horizon: northern and southern states were growing apart, economically, socially, culturally and politically. This chapter considers the differences between the states through four main themes:





•  The US political system



•  Social and economic development



•  The growth of sectionalism



•  The nature of American slavery





The key debate on page 20 of this chapter asks the question: How benign was the system of slavery in the USA?
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Key dates






	1787

	 

	Founding Fathers drew up the US Constitution






	1793

	 

	Invention of the cotton ‘gin’






	1808

	 

	USA declared African slave trade illegal






	1831

	Jan.

	Publication of The Liberator







	 

	Aug.

	Nat Turner’s revolt






	1833

	 

	Formation of National Anti-Slavery Society
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1 Introduction




Why was the USA so successful during the mid-nineteenth century?





Before 1861 the history of the USA had been in many ways a remarkable success story. The small, predominantly English settlements of the early seventeenth century had expanded rapidly, so much so that by the end of the eighteenth century they had been able to win independence from Britain. The USA, which in 1776 had controlled only a narrow strip of land along the Atlantic seaboard, expanded westwards. In 1803 the USA doubled in size when it purchased the Louisiana territory from France (see Figure 2.1, page 40). By 1860 the original thirteen states had increased to 33 and the nation extended from the Atlantic to the Pacific.


By 1860 white Americans enjoyed a better standard of living than any other people on earth. Prosperity and the rapidly expanding economy attracted large-scale immigration. In 1860 the USA had a population of 31 million people (slightly more than Britain): four million were foreign born.


The USA’s political system – republican, federal and democratic – was the pride of most Americans and the envy of most British and European radicals. By the mid-nineteenth century, many Americans considered themselves to be the world’s most civilised and fortunate people. However, not everyone benefited from the ‘great experiment’.





•  During the 250 years that had elapsed since the coming of the first English settlers, Native Americans had lost a huge amount of land.



•  The other major ethnic group that might have questioned the notion of a ‘great experiment’ were African Americans, whose ancestors had been transported to America as slaves. The fact that slavery continued in the American South was a great anomaly in a country based on the Declaration of Independence’s assertion ‘that all men are created equal’. In the opinion of many northerners, the fact that slavery still existed was the major failing of the ‘great experiment’.





If slavery was the USA’s main failing pre-1861, the Civil War (1861–5) remains the greatest failure in US history. Some 620,000 Americans were to die in the conflict, as many as in almost all America’s subsequent wars put together. In the century of its greatest growth, the USA came very close to splitting apart.


2 The US political system




How did the US system of government operate?





The 1787 Constitution, drawn up by the Founding Fathers, had created a system whereby power would be divided between the federal government in Washington and the individual states. The Founding Fathers, accepting that sovereignty should be founded on the people, set out to create a system of checks and balances that would prevent any branch of government being in a position to tyrannise the people or any group of people being able to ride roughshod over the rights of others. The federal government had well-defined executive, legislative and judicial branches, each of which was able to check the actions of the others (see Figure 1.1, page 3). And the people, in theory, were able to check the actions of each branch.


State governments tended to replicate the federal government: each state had its governor, its own legislative body and its own Supreme Court. In the late eighteenth century the USA had devised a system for admitting new states. New areas first assumed territorial status, electing a territorial government. Once the population of a territory had reached 60,000 it could submit its proposed constitution (invariably cribbed from other states) to Congress and apply to become a state. By 1850 the USA comprised 30 states.
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American democracy


By the 1820s almost all white males had the right to vote. The rise of democracy is often associated with President Andrew Jackson (1829–37), who claimed to represent the common man against the interests of privilege. In truth, Jackson benefited from, rather than created, the democratic tide. While there were limits to that tide – women and most blacks, for example, could not vote – the USA was far more democratic than Britain.
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Andrew Jackson (1767–1845)
A self-made man from Tennessee, Jackson was a successful soldier. A slave-holding landowner, he was American president from 1829 to 1837.
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Democrats and Whigs


By the mid-nineteenth century the USA had two main political parties: the Democrats and the Whigs. President Jackson was very much the catalyst generating the development of the second party system. Many Americans loved him. Others hated him. His supporters called themselves Democrats. His opponents eventually were known as Whigs. The two parties, although operating nationally, were not as internally united as modern political parties. They were really an assortment of state parties that only came together every four years to nominate a presidential candidate and devise a national platform.


The Democrats believed that the best form of government was the least form of government, arguing that most issues (not least slavery) should be decided at state, not federal, level. Democrats opposed government intervention in economic matters and held the view that the USA would prosper if tariffs were lowered and the USA expanded westwards. The party was strongest in the south and west but could also count on the support of many voters in northern cities, not least from Irish Catholics.


The Whigs favoured government intervention in economic and social matters. They supported higher tariffs and government-sponsored internal improvements (for example, railway building). Northern Whigs often supported causes such as the abolition of slavery.


Political involvement


In presidential elections, when efforts were made to win as much support as possible, both parties put forward platforms that evaded most controversial issues. However, in general, the two parties did articulate contrasting platforms, especially with regard to economic matters, which were of major concern to most Americans in the 1840s.


Political campaigns generated real excitement and high voter turnouts. Both parties held barbecues and torchlight processions, and distributed a massive amount of campaign literature. Party-subsidised newspapers helped to shape political sentiment and raised tensions by indulging in scurrilous attacks on the enemy.


Throughout the 1840s most Americans committed themselves to one of the two parties. In many respects political allegiances were similar to present-day football allegiances. Indeed politics was the most popular spectator and participant ‘sport’ of the day: party activities offered excitement, entertainment and camaraderie. The political game was highly competitive: Whigs and Democrats looked forward to defeating the enemy. Political rallies drew large attendances and ‘fans’ often dressed for the occasion wearing the regalia of their party. Oddly, the main ‘stars’ – the presidential candidates – rarely participated much in the campaigns. Instead, they retreated to their homes and let their supporters do the dirty work for them.


Presidential campaigns were by no means the only political ‘events’. Elections were far more frequent at state and local level. Different states held elections in different months and in different years. In virtually every month of every year, Congressmen or state legislatures were elected somewhere in the USA.


Limited government


Despite the fierce inter-party rivalry, government had a limited impact on the lives of most Americans. It was unusual for one party to control the presidency, both houses of Congress and the Supreme Court at the same time. It was thus difficult for the federal government to do very much. The fact that many matters were seen as state and not federal concerns was another limiting factor. So too was the notion, strongly held by the Democrats, that it was not government’s responsibility to interfere in social and economic matters.


The federal government was made up of only a handful of departments: State, Treasury, Interior, Navy, War and the Post Office. In 1860 there were 36,672 people on the federal government payroll (excluding the armed forces). Over 30,000 of these were employed by the Post Office.


The vast majority of those who worked in the departments were political appointments: so, too were the postmasters. Whig presidents appointed Whig civil servants (and postmasters); Democrats did the same. This patronage or ‘spoils system’ was an essential way of preserving and promoting party unity. The ‘spoils’ of office – jobs and government contracts – were what the game of politics was all about for some of those involved in it.


Presidents were more figureheads and distributors of patronage than active policy-makers. Congress, essentially a talking shop, rarely passed major legislation. Indeed it was rarely in session: it met in December and only sat until March. Apart from the postmaster, Americans rarely came across a federal official. The actions of state legislatures had more influence on most Americans’ day-to-day lives than the actions of the federal government. Even so, although states were responsible for matters such as education and public health, state governments did not impinge greatly on people’s lives.
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Summary diagram: The US political system
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3 Social and economic development




To what extent were Americans a ‘society of equals’ and a ‘people of plenty’?





In the 1830s a perceptive Frenchman, Alexis de Tocqueville, visited the USA and wrote a book recounting his experiences. What struck him was the fact that the country was far more equal than societies in Europe. He noted that there was no ‘feudal’ hierarchy: no sovereign, no royal court, no established aristocracy or church leaders. Instead, there were opportunities for men of talent and ambition to rise to the top.


Historians today are suspicious of this early notion of the American Dream. Black slaves, Native Americans and women were far from equal. Moreover, there were great inequalities of wealth among white males. In 1860 the top five per cent of free adult males owned 53 per cent of the wealth. The bottom 50 per cent owned only one per cent. Family standing and inherited wealth were vital assets in terms of individual advancement in America as in most European societies.


Nevertheless, de Tocqueville’s claim did have some basis. People were more likely to rise from ‘rags to riches’ in the USA than in Europe.
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SOURCE A
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[image: ] To what extent is Source A useful for understanding the concept of equality in early nineteenth-century USA?
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From Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 1835.


The great advantage of the Americans is … that they are born equal instead of becoming so …. Never before has a people found for itself such a happy and fruitful basis of life. Here freedom is unrestrained, and subsists by being useful to every one without injuring anybody. There is undeniably something feverish in the activity it imparts to industry and to the human spirit.
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Women’s status


Mid-nineteenth-century America assigned distinctly unequal roles to men and women. Women were seen, and saw themselves, as homemakers. Only 25 per cent of white women worked outside the home before marriage and fewer than five per cent did so while they were married. The notion that women’s place was in the home was disseminated by both the Church and the press.


Today, historians debate the extent to which the cult of domesticity was a setback for women. Many would claim it was. Women were denied the same social and political rights as men. They could not vote. In many states wives could not even own property.


Some historians have argued that the cult of domesticity actually gave women some power. They had responsibility for their children. (By 1850 the average white woman had five children.) Often seen as the guardians of morality, women tended to set family values and were more frequent churchgoers than men. Middle-class women also participated in many of the reform movements that were a feature of mid-nineteenth-century American life, especially abolitionism and temperance.


A ‘people of plenty’


Historian David Potter (1976) described mid-nineteenth-century Americans as a ‘people of plenty’. Prosperity and growth seem to be the two words that best describe America’s economic development in the early nineteenth century. The country had enormous reserves of almost every commodity – fertile land, timber, minerals – and an excellent network of navigable rivers. In the period 1800–50 the USA’s gross national product increased seven-fold and the income of ordinary American families more than doubled.


Population growth


The USA’s population grew rapidly, doubling every 25 years or so. In 1840 it stood at 17 million; by 1860 it had reached 31 million. Most of the growth came from natural increase: plenty of children were born and Americans lived longer than most people in the world. Population growth was also the result of huge immigration, especially from Ireland and Germany.


Western expansion


In the early nineteenth century, Americans populated the area between the Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi River. Between 1815 and 1850 the population west of the Appalachians grew three times as quickly as the population of the original thirteen states (see pages 27–46).


Agriculture


Most Americans were farmers. Small family farms still characterised agriculture, north and south, east and west. Between 1840 and 1860 food production increased four-fold. This was largely due to the opening up of new tracts of land in the West. The development of more scientific techniques – fertilisation, crop rotation and the use of new machinery – also helped.


Industrialisation


America’s industrial revolution mirrored that of Britain. There were important technological developments in textiles, coal, iron and steel, and in the use of steam power. New machines were introduced and constantly improved. The USA, fortunate in its enormous mineral wealth, could also count on British investment.


Transport


Massive changes in transport help to explain the agricultural and industrial changes that were underway. The development of steamboats revolutionised travel on the great rivers. By 1850 there were over 700 steamships operating on the Mississippi and its tributaries. The country also developed an impressive canal system. However, by 1850 canals were facing competition from railways. In 1840 the USA had over 3000 miles (5000 km) of track. By 1860 this had increased to over 30,000 miles (50,000 km) – more track than the rest of the world combined.


Urbanisation


Fewer than one in ten Americans lived in towns (defined as settlements with more than 2500 people) in 1820; one in five did so by 1860. Some cities experienced spectacular growth. Chicago had only 40 people in 1830; by 1860 it had 109,000. New York had over 800,000 inhabitants by 1860.
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Summary diagram: Social and economic development
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4 The growth of sectionalism




What were the main differences between North and South?





For much of the early nineteenth century there were rivalries between the newer western states and the older established eastern states. Far more important, however, were the differences between North and South. Some historians have underplayed the differences, stressing instead the similarities between the two regions:





•  a common language



•  a shared religion



•  the same legal, political and racial assumptions



•  a celebration of the same history.





Other historians, however, believe that there were deep divisions between North and South: divisions that helped to bring about war.


Economic differences


Historians once claimed that the Civil War was a conflict between a backward, agrarian, planter-dominated South and a modern, industrialised and egalitarian North. This view is far too sweeping. In reality, there was not one but many ‘Souths’ encompassing several distinct geographical regions. Eastern states such as Virginia were very different from western states such as Texas. The lower (or Deep) South was different from the upper South. Accordingly, it is difficult to generalise about the ‘Old’ South.


There were also many ‘Norths’. Moreover, in many respects, those ‘Norths’ were not dissimilar economically to the ‘Souths’. The North was industrialising, not industrialised. Only four northern manufacturing industries employed over 50,000 people in 1860. The northwest was still overwhelmingly rural.


Nor was the South economically backward. Many southerners grew tobacco, sugar and particularly cotton. By the mid-nineteenth century, cotton sales made up at least half of the USA’s total exports. Trade in cotton ensured that white southern society was prosperous and enterprising and that most southerners had an economic interest in a good railway and telegraph network. Nor was the South totally lacking in industry. The Tredegar Iron Works in Richmond, Virginia, ranked fourth among the nation’s producers of iron products by 1840.


The North was not more egalitarian than the South. In 1860 the wealthiest ten per cent of northerners owned 68 per cent of the wealth; these figures were almost identical in the South. The typical northerner was a self-sufficient farmer, owning 20–200 hectares of land. The same was true of the South. In 1860, 75 per cent of southern families did not own slaves.


Southern planters


Planters, who comprised less than five per cent of the white population, owned the South’s best farmland and the major portion of its wealth, including most of its slaves. Historian Eugene Genovese believed that the planters led southern politics and set the tone of social life, especially in states such as Virginia and South Carolina. However, in the North a minority of wealthy men wielded similar power. Rich Americans, North and South, found it easier to involve themselves in politics than ordinary Americans, as they could find the time and money to pursue their ‘hobby’ or ‘conviction’.


There was fluidity in southern society. Sons of planters did not automatically become planters themselves. There were opportunities for self-made men to become planters, and then, perhaps, to involve themselves in politics. Of the eight governors of Virginia in the two decades before the Civil War, only one had been born a planter. Three had risen from relative obscurity. If planters involved themselves in politics (and by no means all did), they had to appeal to large electorates. Nor did they speak with one voice. Some were Whigs and some were Democrats.


North–South differences


Nevertheless, there were economic and social differences between North and South.


Industry


The North was more industrial (see Table 1.1). The southern states, with about 35 per cent of the USA’s population, produced only ten per cent of the nation’s manufactured output in the 1850s. The North had twice as much railway track as the South.


Table 1.1 Percentage of labour force in agriculture






	Year

	North

	South






	1800
1860

	68%
40%

	82%
81%








Urbanisation



The North was far more urban (see Table 1.2). In 1860 the southern states had only twenty towns over 5000 people. Even cities like Charleston and Richmond had populations of under 40,000. Only New Orleans with 175,000 inhabitants was comparable to northern cities in size and diversity. Only one southerner in fourteen was a town dweller compared with one in four northerners.


Table 1.2 Percentage of population living in towns of 2500 or more






	Year

	North

	South






	1820
1840
1850

	10%
14%
26%

	  5%
  6%
10%







Immigrants


Unlike the South, the North had a growing number of immigrants. Between 1830 and 1860 most of the five million immigrants to the USA settled in the North. Thus, one in six northerners in 1860 was foreign born compared with one in 30 southerners.


Southern economic grievances


The two regions had different economic interests. The tariff (see page 4) was a source of constant grievance to most southerners, who argued that it benefited northern industrialists at the expense of southern farmers. The South felt exploited in other ways. Southerners depended on northern credit to finance the growing of cotton, tobacco, sugar and rice; they relied on northerners to market these goods; and they were reliant on northern vessels to transport them. Inevitably much of the profits from King Cotton ended up in Yankee (northern) pockets.
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SOURCE B
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[image: ] Why was the situation, as described in Source B, a problem for southerners?
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From an Alabama newspaper report, 1851.


We purchase all our luxuries and necessities from the North. Our slaves are clothed with northern manufactured goods, have northern hats and shoes, work with northern hoes, ploughs and other implements. The slaveholder dresses in northern goods, rides in a northern saddle, sports his northern carriage, reads northern books. In northern vessels his products are carried to market, his cotton is ginned with northern gins, his sugar is crushed and preserved with northern machinery, his rivers are navigated by northern steamboats.
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Southern honour


Historian Wyatt Brown (1985) claimed that southerners were more concerned about their personal, family and sectional honour than northerners. In Brown’s view, southern males were highly sensitive to personal insult, reacting violently to even trivial incidents, which included resorting to duelling.


Values


Many southerners, disliking what they saw in the North, had no wish to industrialise and urbanise. There was a general southern belief that old agrarian ways and values were better than Yankee materialism. Southerners remained proudly and defiantly rooted in the past. Many held a ‘romantic’ view of the southern way of life, seeing themselves as gracious and hospitable. Yankees, in contrast, were seen as ill-mannered, aggressive and hypocritical.


There were other differences. Northerners were generally better educated than southerners and more responsive to new ideas. While northerners espoused movements for reform, southerners tended to condemn all radical ‘-isms’, associating them with abolitionism and viewing them as a threat to old values and institutions (not least slavery). Not unnaturally, northerners saw southerners as backward and out of touch with ‘modern’ ideas and ideals. The main difference between the regions, and the main reason for the growth of sectionalism, was slavery.
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Summary diagram: The growth of sectionalism
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5 The nature of American slavery




Why were southerners so committed to slavery and some northerners so strongly opposed to it?





The settlement of North America was an African as well as a European enterprise. Virtually all the Africans who ‘settled’ in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries came as enslaved people. By 1808, when the African slave trade was declared illegal, there were over a million slaves in the USA. Slavery divided Americans. It continues to divide historians.


Slavery pre-1830


In 1776 slavery existed in all the thirteen colonies. However, it was of major importance only in the South, largely because the northern climate was not suited to plantation agriculture. In the final decades of the eighteenth century some Protestants, especially Quakers, condemned slavery as a moral evil. Others thought it inconsistent with enlightened ideas that stressed liberty, equality and free enterprise. Northern states abolished slavery, some at a stroke, others gradually. In 1787, Congress passed an ordinance that kept slavery out of the North West Territory. In 1808, the USA banned the slave trade with Africa. Even some southerners regarded slavery as an evil (albeit a necessary one) and a few freed their slaves.


King Cotton ensured that slavery survived and throve. In 1790 only 9000 bales of cotton were produced in the USA. Eli Whitney’s invention of a cotton engine (or ‘gin’) in 1793 revolutionised southern agriculture. It enabled short-fibre cotton (the only cotton which easily grew in the South) to be quickly separated from its seed. Suddenly it became highly profitable to grow cotton and southern farmers cashed in. By the 1830s the South was producing 2 million bales per year. King Cotton soon outstripped all other plantation crops in economic importance. Such was the demand (mainly from Britain), and such were the profits, that the cotton belt spread westwards – to Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas and Texas. Cotton production needed a large amount of unskilled labour. Slave labour was ideal. Cotton and slavery, therefore, were interlinked.


Most southerners were committed to their peculiar institution. The Founding Fathers in 1787 had realised that they could not tamper with slavery in the South. While they had avoided using the word ‘slave’, they acknowledged slavery’s existence. Slaves were accepted, for representation and taxation purposes, as three-fifths of a free person. Events in Haiti in the 1790s, where slaves had won their freedom, massacring most of the white population in the process, convinced most whites that slavery must be maintained as a means of social control.



Abolitionists


Most abolitionists in the first three decades of the nineteenth century supported gradual emancipation, with financial compensation for slave owners. They also believed that freed slaves should be encouraged to return to Africa. In 1822 the USA purchased Liberia, on the west coast of Africa, as a base for returning ex-slaves. However, this policy had little success. Only 10,000 African Americans had gone to Africa by 1860; in the same period the USA’s slave population increased by 2 million. There were never enough funds to free and then transport more than a fraction of the slaves. Moreover, most ex-slaves had no wish to move to Liberia, which would have been as alien to them as it would have been to white Americans.


William Lloyd Garrison


In the early 1830s a new and far more strident abolitionist movement developed. This was associated with William Lloyd Garrison who, in 1831, launched a new abolitionist journal, The Liberator. Convinced that slavery was a sin, Garrison demanded (without any notion of how it could be done) immediate abolition. For the next four decades he was to be one of the leading abolitionists.
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William Lloyd Garrison (1805–79)
Garrison became a prominent abolitionist and supporter of equal rights. His supporters saw him as a dedicated idealist. His critics regarded him as a self-righteous bigot.
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The growth of the abolitionist movement


In 1833 a militant National Anti-Slavery Society was established. This organisation soon mushroomed and by 1838 it had 250,000 members. Most of its leaders were well educated and fairly wealthy. Women played a crucial role. So too did African Americans, some of whom, like Frederick Douglass (see page 15), were ex-slaves. Helped by the new steam-driven printing press, abolitionists churned out a mass of anti-slavery literature. They also organised frequent and massive petitions to Congress. To prevent North–South division, Congress introduced the ‘gag rule’ in 1836, which ensured that abolitionist petitions were not discussed.


Historians have tried to explain why the abolitionist movement suddenly became so strong in the North in the 1830s. Some stress that it was part of a worldwide phenomenon, in which Britain in particular played an important role. British anti-slavery writings certainly had a receptive audience in the USA. (Britain abolished slavery throughout its colonies in 1833.)


Other historians stress American roots. Mid-nineteenth-century America was a religious society and the Church had a powerful effect on most people’s lives. Although Catholic Church membership was growing as a result of immigration, most Americans were Protestants: Baptists, Methodists, Unitarians, Presbyterians and Episcopalians. In the early nineteenth century, there was an upsurge in evangelical Protestantism known as the Second Great Awakening. Evangelical preachers fired up Americans to do battle against the sins of the world, including slavery.
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Frederick Douglass
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	1818

	Born into slavery






	1835

	Escaped to the North






	1839

	Joined the abolitionist movement






	1845

	Published a best-selling Narrative of his life






	1847

	Founded the North Star







	1859

	Refused to join Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry (see page 80)






	1889–91

	US Consul General to Haiti






	1895

	Died







Douglass became the most famous and influential African American of his time. His mother was a slave; his white father was his mother’s owner. He learned to read and write while working as a household slave in Baltimore. After becoming a plantation field-hand, he escaped (posing as a sailor) to the North, first working in New York but then moving to Massachusetts. In 1841 he gave his first speech to the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society. He was so successful that he was hired to conduct a regional speaking tour and quickly became a leading campaigner for abolition. In 1847 he founded his own paper, North Star. He was a great writer and also an inspiring speaker. ‘I appear this evening as a thief and robber’, Douglass told northern audiences. ‘I stole this head, these limbs, this body from my master and ran off with them.’
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Abolitionist problems in the North


The extent of the abolitionists’ success must not be exaggerated. The movement had only limited appeal in the North. De Tocqueville commented: ‘The prejudice of race appears to be stronger in the states that have abolished slavery than in those where it still exists.’ Many northerners, fearing a northern exodus of liberated slaves and fearful of the effect that the new crusade would have in the South, hated the abolitionists. Anti-slavery meetings (and abolitionist printing presses) were sometimes broken up by angry northerners. In 1837 Elijah Lovejoy, a Presbyterian minister and newspaper editor, became the first abolitionist martyr when he was murdered by a mob in Illinois.


The abolitionists also had limited political success. Failing to win the support of either the Whig or Democrat parties, abolitionists set up their own Liberty Party. In 1840 its presidential candidate won only 7000 votes. Not all abolitionists supported the Liberty Party’s creation. Many preferred to work through the existing parties. Garrison tried to ignore what he regarded as the sordid business of politics altogether, refusing to vote under the US Constitution, which he regarded as a pro-slavery document.


Abolitionists were unable to agree about other strategies. Some wanted to initiate a slave revolt. Most, realising that a revolt would be suicidal for the slaves, favoured ‘moral’ force and hoped to win white support in the South. A plethora of different opinions, coupled with individual feuds, resulted in a major schism in the Anti-Slavery Society in 1840.


Abolitionist problems in the South


The abolitionists had no success in winning southern white support. They were not helped by the fact that in 1831, Nat Turner led a slave revolt in which 55 whites (mainly women and children) were killed before the insurrection was crushed. The revolt appalled southerners, who blamed abolitionists for inciting trouble among the slaves.
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Nat Turner (1800–31)
A Virginian slave who had literacy and carpentry skills which gained him the respect of fellow slaves. This enabled him to organise and lead the bloodiest slave rebellion in US history.
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Abolitionist attacks goaded southerners to extol the virtues of their peculiar institution. A clutch of southern writers now argued that slavery was a positive good rather than a necessary evil. History, religion, anthropology and economics were all used to defend slavery.





•  All the great civilisations in the past, it was claimed, had been based on slavery.



•  The Bible seemed to sanction bondage. At no point did Christ actually condemn slavery.



•  Black people were depicted as an inferior species, incapable of taking responsibility for themselves.



•  Protected by paternalistic slaveholders, they were better off than most working men in northern factories or freed people in Haiti or Africa.





As well as vigorously defending slavery in print and vocally, southerners took action against abolitionists. Abolitionist literature was excluded from most southern states. In some states, the penalty for circulating ‘incendiary’ literature among black people was death. Those suspected of having abolitionist sympathies were driven out, often after being physically assaulted. The white South, slaveholders and non-slaveholders alike, was united in its resistance to abolitionism.


The abolitionist crusade, therefore, had little impact on the slaves; indeed it may have made their position worse as many states now placed new restrictions on slaves. Nevertheless, if the abolitionists did little in the short term to help the slaves, they did a great deal to heighten sectional animosity. They stirred the consciences of a growing number of northerners and kept slavery in the forefront of public attention. Southerners, while exaggerating the extent of support for abolitionism, correctly sensed that more and more northerners were opposed to slavery.


The nature of slavery


Historians continue to debate the nature of the peculiar institution. They have a considerable number of sources with which to work: plantation records, census returns, newspapers, diaries, travellers’ accounts and political speeches. Unfortunately, there is limited evidence from the slaves themselves, few of whom were literate. The best accounts of what it was like to experience slavery were written by fugitive slaves, some of whom became leading abolitionists. Such men and women were probably not typical slaves. While there are large numbers of reminiscences resulting from interviews with ex-slaves, conducted in the 1930s, these accounts are flawed by the fact that those who provided their recollections had only experienced slavery as children.


Statistical evidence


The census returns of 1850 and 1860 provide a starting point for trying to understand the nature of slavery.





•  In 1860 there were nearly 4 million slaves (compared to some 8 million white people) in the fifteen southern states. They were concentrated mainly in the lower South. Slaves outnumbered whites in South Carolina.



•  In 1850, one in three white southern families owned slaves. By 1860, as a result of the rising cost of slaves, one family in four were slave owners. The decline in the number of slave owners worried some southern politicians, who believed that the South would be more united if every white family owned a slave and thus had a vested interest in slavery.



•  In 1860, 50 per cent of slave owners owned no more than five slaves. Over 50 per cent of slaves lived on plantations with over twenty slaves. Thus the ‘typical’ slaveholder did not own the ‘typical’ slave.



•  Most slaves were held by about 10,000 families.



•  Fifty-five per cent of slaves worked in cotton production, ten per cent in tobacco and ten per cent in sugar, rice and hemp, while fifteen per cent were domestic servants.



•  About ten per cent of slaves lived in towns or worked in a variety of industries.





Free black people


By 1860 there were about 250,000 free black people in the South. Many of these were of mixed race and had been given their freedom by their white fathers. Southern free blacks had to carry documentation proving their freedom at all times or risk the danger of being enslaved. They had no political rights and their legal status was precarious. Job opportunities were also limited.


Some 200,000 blacks lived in the North. Northern blacks usually had the worst jobs and segregation was the norm in most aspects of life. Only three states allowed blacks to vote on terms of parity with whites in 1860. Some northern states tried to exclude blacks altogether. However, a number of politicians in the decades before the Civil War worked to expand black rights. By 1861 northern blacks had more rights than at any time in the previous 30 years.


The impact of slavery on the southern economy


Economists and politicians in the mid-nineteenth century debated whether slavery was economically profitable. Historians have continued the debate. Much depends on defining just who slavery was profitable for. Few historians claim that slavery was profitable for the slave. Slave owners obviously believed that it was profitable to buy slaves or they would not have done so. Slaveholding enabled planters to increase their cotton acreage and hence their profits.
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SOURCE C
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[image: ] How useful is Source C for historians studying the nature of slavery?
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A notice of a slave sale from 1852.
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A more interesting debate is the extent to which the economy of the South gained or lost by slavery. In 1857 a southerner, Hilton Rowan Helper, published an influential book, The Impending Crisis of the South, in which he argued that slavery was responsible for the South’s economic decline. Since the Civil War a number of historians (for example, Ulrich Phillips) have followed Helper’s line. Arguably, slavery did not fully utilise the potential skills of the labour force. It helped to bring manual labour into disrepute among whites, thus helping to undermine the work ethic. It is also possible to claim that slaves were a poor investment and that southern capital would have been better spent on manufacturing and transport. Slavery may have imposed a certain rigidity on the southern mind, ensuring that the South opposed industrialisation and remained dependent on cotton.


A clutch of historians, including Kenneth Stampp, Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman, have argued (persuasively) that slavery was an efficient form of economic organisation which did not deter the growth of the southern economy. Given that slave prices doubled in the 1850s, investors in slaves received returns similar to those who invested in industry. The fact that the South lagged behind the North in industrial development can be seen as a sign of its economic health. The South was making so much money that it had no incentive to industrialise. From 1840 to 1860, the increase in per capita income in the South exceeded the rate of increase in the rest of the USA. This was largely due to cotton. Given that southern plantations grew cotton more efficiently than any other area in the world, the South faced no immediate threat to its world dominance. Arguably, the planters were entrepreneurial businessmen, obsessed with economic advancement. Fogel and Engerman have claimed that southern slave agriculture, as a result of specialisation, careful management and economies of scale, was 35 per cent more efficient than small-scale family farming.


The future of slavery


Some historians have argued that once cotton prices fell, as surely they must have, then slavery would have withered away and died of its own accord. If this is correct, the bloodletting of the Civil War was unnecessary. However, in 1860 there was still a worldwide demand for cotton and thus no valid economic reason for believing slavery was about to die out. Moreover, slavery was not simply an economic institution. It was also a system of social control. It kept blacks in their place and ensured white supremacy. Even the poorest, non-slaveholding whites felt they had a vested interest in preserving slavery: it kept them off the bottom of the social heap. Southerners feared that an end to slavery would result in economic collapse, social disintegration and race war. Thus, slaveholders and non-slaveholders alike were committed to the peculiar institution, so committed that (ultimately) they were prepared to secede from the Union and wage a terrible war in an effort to maintain it. Given this commitment, it is difficult to see how slavery would have withered away without the Civil War.
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Summary diagram: The nature of American slavery
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6 Key debate




How benign was the system of slavery in the USA?





Over the past two centuries there have been major debates about whether US-style slavery was a system of ruthless exploitation or whether it was more a kind of welfare state arrangement, offering protection for the slaves from cradle to grave.


In the early twentieth century, white, southern historian Ulrich Phillips wrote two influential books on slavery: American Negro Slavery (1918) and Life and Labour in the Old South (1929). Philips argued that slavery was as benign and benevolent an institution as slaveholders had always claimed it to be. Most slaves, thought Phillips, were content with their lot. Relationships between the slaves and their owners were marked by ‘gentleness, kind-hearted friendship and mutual loyalty’.


In 1956 Stampp, a white northerner, published The Peculiar Institution. While accepting that there were massive variations, Stampp held that slavery was harsh rather than benign. He saw little in the way of good relationships between owner and owned. In his view, the typical plantation was an area of persistent conflict between the master and the slaves who were, quite naturally, ‘a troublesome property’.


Stampp’s thesis, which has been supported by a host of other historians, remains the prevailing view. However, in 1974 Fogel and Engerman produced Time on the Cross. After feeding a vast amount of source material into computers, they came up with a host of statistics which, they claimed, displayed precisely what slavery was like. Their conclusions, at least with regard to slave conditions, were similar to those of Phillips. In Fogel and Engerman’s view, planters were a ‘rational’ and humane capitalist class and slavery was a mild and efficient system of labour. Slaves, said Fogel and Engerman, were controlled with minimal force and enjoyed a standard of living comparable to that of northern industrial workers.


The response to Time on the Cross was overwhelmingly critical. Many historians attacked Fogel and Engerman’s techniques and insisted that their conclusions did not possess the objective scientific status that the authors claimed. Their findings, according to two critics, Richard Sutch and Herbert Gutman, were ‘confused, circular and so unsubtle as to be naive. Some of their conclusions can be disproved, while others remain unsupported conjectures, in some cases fanciful speculations.’


Slavery: the benign view
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EXTRACT 1


From Ulrich B. Phillips, American Negro Slavery, written in 1918, available at Project Gutenberg. www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/11490


There were injustice, oppression, brutality and heartburning in the regime – but where in the struggling world are these absent? There was also gentleness, kind-hearted friendship and mutual loyalty to a degree hard for him to believe who regards the system with a theorist’s eye and a partisan squint. For him on the other hand who has known the considerate and cordial, courteous and charming men and women, white and black, which that picturesque life in its best phases produced, it is impossible to agree that its basis and its operation were wholly evil.
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Those, like Phillips, who have argued that slavery was benign, have made the following points:





•  Slaves did not necessarily work much harder or longer than most mid-nineteenth-century Americans. Most did not work on Sundays and received a fair number of holidays; many had half a day’s holiday on Saturdays.



•  Floggings were rare, if only because slave owners had a vested interest in the maintenance of their property. Just as most owners of expensive cars today take good care of their vehicles, so slave owners looked after their ‘property’. (A slave was worth much the same as a modern-day top-of-the-range car.) Most whites were restrained in their treatment of slaves by Christian morality and by their own standards of decency.



•  Most owners preferred the carrot as a source of motivation to the stick. Slaves who worked hard were given extra holidays, better clothing and more food.



•  Given the standards of the day, slaves were reasonably well fed, clothed and housed.



•  There was variety in the nature and organisation of slaves’ work. By no means all toiled for long hours on cotton plantations. Within slavery there was a hierarchy, tantamount to a career structure. Hard-working – or lucky – slaves had a good chance of promotion. They could pick up a skill or become a domestic slave, slave driver or plantation overseer.



•  By using strategies such as feigning illness or working slowly, slaves were able to modify and subvert the system.



•  The slave population increased at much the same rate as white population growth. By 1860 slaves lived almost as long as white southerners.



•  The slave family, far from being undermined by the slave system, was the basic unit of social organisation. Slaves usually chose their own partners. Slaves were often traded so that couples who were fond of each other could live together. Slaveholders refrained from selling small children separately from their mothers.



•  Slave suicides were rare.



•  The fact that there was no major slave revolt – Nat Turner’s apart – suggests that slave conditions were not so bad.



•  Only a few hundred slaves a year made any serious attempt to escape to freedom.



•  Some slaves were granted, or made enough money to purchase, their freedom.



•  Historian Eugene Genovese, while not defending slave conditions, has argued that most plantation owners had an aristocratic code of honour. Depicting them as more paternalistic than capitalistic, he also claimed that they were not particularly racist.



•  Although slaves, in strict legal terms, were regarded as ‘chattels’ (similar to tables and chairs), they were also viewed as human beings. In most states, they had some legal protection, especially if mistreatment was committed by someone other than their owner.





Slavery: the harsh view
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EXTRACT 2
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[image: ] Which of the two extracts provides the more convincing interpretation of the nature of southern slavery?
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From Peter J. Parish, Slavery: History and Historians, Harper & Row, 1989, pp. 40–1.


The extraordinarily high labour participation rate [claimed by historians Fogel and Engerman] is in fact another neutral-sounding phrase which is a euphemism for something extremely unpleasant. It means, in fact, that women and children, the aged and the handicapped, even expectant and nursing mothers, were all required to work. This was the consequence of compulsion, not of incentives. Moreover, they were made to work intensively, under constant supervision. Comparisons are hazardous even when they are not odious, but many recent authorities support the conventional view that slaves worked longer hours and had fewer days off even than nineteenth-century industrial workers, and certainly longer hours and fewer days off than free blacks after the Civil War. As a general rule, slave labour was both intensive and extensive.
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Most historians remain convinced that slave conditions were harsh.





•  Slave owners had unlimited power. Slaves could be sold, separated from their families, punished, sexually exploited and even killed without redress.



•  Firm discipline seems to have been the norm. This was an age that believed that to spare the rod was to spoil the child – and slave. On plantations, slaves worked in gangs supervised by a black driver and a white overseer, both of whom used the whip if workers fell behind the pace. ‘Uppity’ slaves were flogged, branded, mutilated or sold.



•  Slaves usually worked longer hours than free Americans. Most slaveholders aimed to make a profit. They thus sought to extract the maximum amount of work for the minimum cost.



•  Slaves’ normal diet was monotonous (corn and pork were the main components) and resulted in many slaves having vitamin deficiencies.



•  Most slaves lived in overcrowded log cabins.



•  Slaves had few prospects of promotion: in most states it was illegal for them to be taught to read and write.



•  The slave family unit was far from sacrosanct. Possibly a quarter of slave marriages were broken by forced separation. Like other forms of property, slaves were inherited, given as wedding presents, wagered in games of chance and sold to speculators.



•  Planters and their sons took advantage of female slaves. Diarist Mary Chesnut, a South Carolina plantation mistress, wrote: ‘Like the patriarchs of old, our men live all in one house with their wives and concubines.’



•  Manumission was rare. By 1860 virtually all the southern states had laws restricting the right of owners to free their slaves.



•  It is difficult to establish that most planters were sincerely paternalistic. Most accepted that ultimately they ruled by fear and discipline. Virtually all held racist views.



•  The fact that there was no major revolt is not proof that slaves were content. A major revolt was impossible to organise. Slaves were a minority in most states. They were not allowed to own firearms or to congregate in large groups. A slave uprising would have been tantamount to mass suicide.



•  It was virtually impossible for a family group to escape. Most individual fugitives were caught within days and severely punished. The ‘underground railroad’, despite abolitionist propaganda and southern fears, was far from extensive or well organised. Even those slaves who did make it to the North risked the possibility of being returned to their owners.



•  The evidence suggests that most slaves hated slavery. Whenever they had the opportunity of freedom during the Civil War, most took it.






Conclusion


In Stampp’s view, ‘The only generalization that can be made with relative confidence is that some masters were harsh and frugal; others were mild and generous and the rest ran the whole gamut in between.’ Slaves who laboured in the rice- and sugar-growing areas of the Deep South probably endured the worst conditions. Household servants generally had an easier life than field-hands. Historian Paul Escott suggests that slaves on small farms had a worse lot than those on big plantations, if only because they spent much more time under the supervision of their owner and had no sense of belonging to a sizeable slave community.
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Chapter summary


By the mid-nineteenth century, the USA had considerably expanded, in terms of both territory and population. The country had the world’s most democratic system of government. It was also prosperous. The main problem was sectionalism. There were significant differences between northerners and southerners – differences that were growing as the North’s industrial development outstripped that of the South. The North was changing; the South resisted change. By 1850 southerners were conscious of their distinct ‘southern-ness’. Northerners and southerners may have spoken the same language but by the mid-nineteenth century (as historian James McPherson has pointed out) they were increasingly using this language to revile each other. Slavery was the key divisive issue. Southerners defended their ‘peculiar institution’. A growing number of northern abolitionists condemned it. Historians remain as divided as contemporaries over the exact nature of slavery.
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[image: ] Refresher questions


Use these questions to remind yourself of the key material covered in this chapter.




  1 How did the US system of government operate?


  2 How democratic was the USA by the mid-nineteenth century?


  3 Was the USA ‘a society of equals’?


  4 Why did the USA’s economy prosper in the early nineteenth century?


  5 What were the main differences between North and South?


  6 Why were southerners so committed to slavery?


  7 How important was the abolitionist movement?


  8 Was slavery profitable?


  9 Was slavery on the point of collapse by the mid-nineteenth century?



10 How benign was southern slavery?
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ESSAY QUESTIONS





1 ‘The deep divisions between North and South threatened the unity of the USA by 1850.’ Assess the validity of this view.



2 ‘There was more uniting than dividing North and South in the mid-nineteenth century.’ Explain why you agree or disagree with this view.



3 How successful was the abolitionist movement in the USA by 1850?



4 To what extent was southern slavery ‘a system of ruthless exploitation’?





SOURCE ANALYSIS QUESTIONS





1 With reference to Sources 1 and 2, and your understanding of the historical context, which of these two sources is more valuable in explaining why there was sectional tension in the mid-nineteenth century?



2 With reference to Sources 1, 2 and 3, and your understanding of the historical context, assess the value of these sources to a historian studying the economic and social impact of slavery.
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SOURCE 1


From G. Fitzhugh, Sociology for the South, 1854. The view of a southerner who tries to defend slavery in a more intellectual way than most southerners.


There is no rivalry, no competition to get employment among slaves, as among free labourers. Nor is there a war between master and slave. The master’s interest prevents his reducing the slave’s allowance or wages in infancy or sickness, for he might lose the slave by so doing. His feeling for his slave never permits him to stint him in old age. The slaves are all well fed, well clad, have plenty of fuel, and are happy. They have no dread of the future – no fear of want. A state of dependence is the only condition in which reciprocal affection can exist among human beings – the only situation in which the war of competition ceases, and peace, amity and goodwill arise.
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SOURCE 2


From H.R. Helper, The Impending Crisis of the South, 1857. The view of a southerner who claims that slavery was responsible for the economic decline of the South.


In writing this book, it has been no part of my purpose to cast unmerited opprobrium upon slaveholders, or to display any special friendliness or sympathy for the blacks. I have considered my subject more particularly with reference to its economic aspects as regards the whites – not with reference, except in a very slight degree, to its humanitarian or religious aspects ….


Slavery, and nothing but slavery, has retarded the progress and prosperity of our portion of the Union; depopulated and impoverished our cities by forcing the more industrious and enterprising natives of the soil to emigrate to the free states; brought our domain under a sparse and inert population by preventing foreign immigration; made us a tributary to the North, and reduced us to the humiliating condition of mere provincial subjects in fact, though not in name.
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SOURCE 3


From F.L. Olmstead, The Cotton Kingdom: A Traveller’s Observations on Cotton and Slavery in the American Slave States, 1861. The view of a northerner who travelled widely in the South in 1859.


Slavery withholds all encouragement from the labourer to improve his faculties and his skill; destroys his self-respect; misdirects and debases his ambition, and withholds all the natural motives that lead men to endeavour to increase their capacity of usefulness to their country and the world …. The citizens of the cotton States, as a whole, are poor. They work little, and that little badly; they earn little, they sell little; they buy little and they have little – very little – of the common comforts and consolations of civilized life. Their destitution is not material only; it is intellectual and it is moral … They were neither generous nor hospitable and their talk was not that of evenly courageous men.
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