
CHAPTER THREE

The American Civil War:
The Last Capitalist Revolution

I. Plantation and Factory: An Inevitable Conflict?
THE MAIN DIFFERENCES between the American route to modern
capitalist democracy and those followed by England and France
stem from America's later start. The United States did not face the
problem of dismounting a complex and well-established agratian
society of either the feudal or the bureaucratic forms. From the
very beginning commercial agriculture was important, as in the
Virginian tobacco plantations, and rapidly became dominant as the
country was settled. The political struggles between a precommer-
ciallanded aristocracy and a monarch were not part of American
history. Nor has American society evet had a massive class of peas-
ants comparable to those in Europe and Asia.' For these reasons
one may argue that American history contains no revolution com-
parable to the Puriran and French Revolutions nor, of course, the
Russian and Chinese rwentieth-century revolutions. Still there have
been two great armed upheavals in our history, the American Revo-

1Like many such terms it is impossible to define [he word peasantry
with absolute precision because distinctions are blurred at the edges in social
reality itself. A previous history of subordination to a landed upper class
recognized and enforced in the laws. which, however, need not always
prohibit movement out of this class, sharp cultural distinctions. and a con-
siderable degree of de facto possession of the land. constitute the main
distinguishing features of a peasantry. Hence Negro sharecroppers in the
present-day South could be legitimatel)' regarded as a class of peasants in
American society.
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lurion and the Civil War, the latter one of the bloodiest conflicts in
modern history up to that time. Quite obviously, both have been
significant elements in the way the United States became the
world's leading industrial capitalist democracy by the middle of the
twentieth century. The Civil War is commonly taken to mark a
violent dividing point between the agrarian and industrial epochs
in American history, Hence in this chapter I shall discuss its causes
and consequences from the standpoint of whether or not it was a
violent breakthrough against an older social structure, leading 10 the
establishment of political democracy, and on this Score comparable
to the Puritan and French Revolutions. More generally I hope to
show where it belongs in the genetic sequence of major historical
upheavals that we can begin arbitrarily with the sixteenth-century
peasant wars in Germany, that continues through the Puritan,
French, and Russian Revolutions, 10 culminate in the Chinese Revo-
lurion and the struggles of our own time.

The conclusion, reached after much uncertainty, amounts to
the statement that the American Civil War was the last revolution-
ary offensive on the part of whar one may legitimately call urban
or bourgeois capitalist democracy. Plantation slavery in the South,
it is well to add right away, was not an economic fetter upon in-
dustrial capitalism. If anything, the reverse may have been true; it
helped 10 promote American indusrrial growth in the early stages.
But slavery was an obstacle to a political and social democracy.
There are ambiguities in this interpretation. Those that stem from
the character of the evidence are best discussed as the analysis pro-
ceeds. Others lie deeper and, as I shall try to show at the end of rhe
chapter, would not disappear no matter what evidence came 10 light.

Aside from questions of space and time ar the reader's dis-
posal as well as the author's, there are objective reasons for passing
over the American Revolution with but a few brief comments.
Since it did not result in any fundamental changes in the structure
of society, there are grounds for asking whether it deserves to be
called a revolution at all. At bottom it was a fight between com-
mercial interests in England and America, though certainly more
elevated issues played a part as well. The claim that America has
had an anticolonial revolution may be good propaganda, but it is
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bad history and bad sociology. The distinguishing characteristic of
twentieth-century anticolonial revolutions is the effort to esrablish
a new form of society wirh subsranrial socialist elements. Throwing
off the foreign yoke is a means to achieve rhis end. What radical
currents there were in the American Revolution were for the most
part unable to break through ro rhe surface. Irs main effect was to
promote unification of rhe colonies into a single polirical unir and
the separation of rhis unir from England.

The American Revolurion can be trotted our from rime to rime
as a good example of the American (or somerimes Anglo-Saxon)
genius for compromise and conciliarion. For rhis, the Civil War
will nor do; it curs a bloody gash across rhe whole record. Why did
it happen? Why did our vaunred capaciry for serding our differ-
ences fail us ar rhis point? Like the problem of human evil and rhe
fall of Rome for Saint Augustine, rhe question has long possessed a
deep fascination for American historians. An anxious jf under-
standable concern seems ro underlie much of rhe discussion. For
some rime, ir ofren rook the form of wherher or nor the war was
avoidable. The presenr generarion of historians has begun ro show
imparience wirh this way of putting rhe problem. To many the
question seems merely a semantic one, since if either side had been
willing ro submir withour fighring rhere would have been no war.'
To call it a semantic problem dodges the real issue: why was there
an unwillingness to submir on eirher side or both?

It may be helpful ro pur rhe question in less psychological
terms. Was there in some objective sense a mortal conflict between
rhe socieries of the North and the Sourh? The full meaning of rhis
question will emerge more clearly from rrying ro answer ir on rhe

2 Donald in the preface to Randall and Donald. Civil War, vi. FuUy
documented and with an excellent bibliography, this general survey provides
a most helpful guide to the present state of historical opinion. An enlighten-
ing general survey of past discussions may be found in Beale. "Causes of the
Civil War" (1946). Stampp, Causes of the Civil War (1959), provides an
illuminating collection of contemporary and modern historical writings
about the reasons for the war. In his editorial preface (p. vi) Srampp repeats
Beale's observation, made more than a dozen years before, that the debate
remains inconclusive while modern historians often merely repeat partisan
themes set out at the time.
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basis of specific facts than through theoretical discussion ar rhis
poim. Essentially we are asking whether the insrirutional require-
ments for operating a plantation economy based on slavery clashed
seriously at any point with the corresponding requirements for op-
erating a capitalist industrial sysrem. I assume that, in principle at
any rate, it is possible to discover what these requirements really
were in the same objective sense that a biologisr can discover for
any living organism the conditions necessary for reproduction and
survival, such as specific kinds of nourishment, amounts of mois-
ture, and the like. It should also be clear that the requirements 01

strucrural imperatives for plantation slavery and early indusrrial
capitalism extend far beyond economic arrangements as such and
certainly inro the area of polirical institutions. Slave societies do not
have the same political forms as those based on free labor. But, to
return to our central question, is that any reason why they have
to fighr?

One might start with a general notion to the effect that there
is an inherent conflict between slavery and the capitalisr sysrem of
formally free wage labor. Though this rums out to be a crucial part
of the stOry, ir will not do as a general proposition from which the
Civil War can be derived as an instance. As will appear shortly,
corton produced by slave labor played a decisive role in the growth
not only of American capitalism bur of English capitalism too.
Capiralisrs had no objection to obtaining goods produced by slavery
as long as a profit could be made by working them up and resell-
ing them. From a strictly economic standpoint, wage labor and
plantation slavery contain as much of a potential for trading and
complementary political relationships as for conflict. We can an-
swer our question with a provisional negative: there is no abstract
general reason why rhe North and Sourh had to fight. Special his-
torical circumstances, in other words, had to be present in order to
prevent agreement between an agrarian society based on unfree
labor and a rising indusrrial capitalism.

For clues as to what these circumstances might have been, it is
helpful to glance at a case where there was an agreement between
these two rypes of subsocieties within a larger political unit. If we
know what makes an agreement possible, we also know something
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about circumstances that might make it impossible. Once again the
German record is helpful and suggestive. Nineteenth-century Ger-
man history demonstrates quite clearly that advanced industry can
get along very well with a form of agriculture that has a highly
repressivesystem of labor. To be sure, the German Junker was not
quite a slave owner. And Germany was not the United States. But
where precisely did the decisive differences lie? The Junkers man-
aged to draw the independent peasants under their wing and to
form an alliance with sections of big industry that were happy to
receive their assistance in order to keep the industrial workers in
their place with a combination of repression and paternalism. The
consequence in the long run was fatal to democracy in Germany.

German experience suggests that, if the conflict between
North and South had been compromised, the compromise would
have been at the expense of subsequent democratic development in
the United States, a possibility that, so far as I am aware, no revi-
sionist historian has explored. It also tells us where we might look
with profit. Why did Northern capitalists have no need of South-
ern "Junkers" in order to establish and strengthen industrial capi-
talism in the United States? Were political and economic links
missing in the United States that existed in Germany? Were there
other and different groups in American society, such as independent
farmers, in the place of peasants? Where and how were the main
groups aligned in the American situation? It is time now to examine
the American scene more closely.

r. Three Forms of American Capitalist Growth

By 1860 the United States had developed three quite different
forms of society in different parts of the country: the carton-grow-
ing South; the West, a land of free farmers; and the rapidly indus-
trializing Northeast.

The lines of cleavage and cooperation had by no means always
tun in these directions. To be sure, from the days of Hamilton and
Jefferson there had been a tug-of-war between agrarians and urban
commercial and financial interests. The expansion of the country
westward made it seem for a moment, under President Jackson in
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the 18305, that the principles of agrarian democracy, in practice an
absolute minimum of central authority and a tendency to favor
debtors over creditors, had won a permanent victory over those of
Alexander Hamilton. Even in Jackson's own time, however, agrar-
ian democracy had severe difficulties. Two closely related develop-
ments were to destroy it: the further growth of industrial capitalism
in the Northeast and the establishment of an export market fOt
Southern cotton.

Though the importance of cotton for the South is familiar, its
significance for capitalist development as a whole is lesswell known.
Between 1815 and 1860 the cotton trade exercised a decisive influ-
ence upon the rate of growth in the American economy. Up until
about 1830 it was the most important cause of the growth of manu-
facturing in this country," While the domestic aspect remained sig-
nificant, cotton exports became an outstanding feature at about this
time.' By 1849, sixty-four percent of the cotton crop went abroad,
mainly to England." From 1840 to the time of the Civil War, Great
Britain drew from the Southern states four-fifths of all her cotton
imports.' Hence it is clear that the plantation operated by slavery
was no anachronistic excrescence on industrial capitalism. It was
an integral part of this system and one of its prime motors in the
world at large.

In Southern society, the plantation and slave owners were a
very small minority. By 1850 there may have been less than 350,.
000 slave owners in a total white population of about six million in
the slaveholding areas.' With their families, the slaveholders num-
bered perhaps a quarter of the white population at the most. Even
within this group, only a small minority owned most of the slaves:
a computation for. 1860 asserts that only seven percent of the whites
owned nearly three-quarters of the black slaves.' The best land

)j North, Economic Growth, 67. 167. 189.
f North. Economic Growth, 194.
n Gates, Fanner's Age, 152.

n Randall and Donald, Civil War, ]6.
7 Randall and Donald, CivillVar, 67.
II Cited by Hacker, Trnnnpb of American Capitalism, 288. Randall

and Donald's figures are close ro these.
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tended to gravitate into their hands as well as the substance of po-
litical control.'

This plantation-owning elite shaded off gradually into farmers
who worked the land with a few slaves, through large numbers of
small property owners without slaves, on down to the poor whites
of the back country, whose agriculture was confined to a little
lackadaisicaldigging in forlorn com patches. The poor whites were
outside of the market economy; many of the smaller farmers were
no more than on its periphery." The more well-to-do farmers
aspired to owning a few more Negroes and becoming plantation
owners on a larger scale. The influence of this middling group may
have declined after the Jacksonian era, though there is a whole
school of Southern historians that tries to romanticize the yeomen
and "plain folk" of the old South as the basis of a democratic social
order." That, I believe to be utter rubbish. In all ages and coun-
tries, reactionaries, liberals, and radicals have painted their own por-
traits of small rural folk to suit their own theories. The element of
important truth behind this particular notion is that the smaller
farmers in the South by and large accepted the political leadership
of the big planters. Writers tinged with Marxism claim that this
unity within the white caste ran counter to the real economic in-
terests of the smaller farmers and came about only because fear of
the Negro solidified the whites. This is possible but dubious. Small
property owners in many situations follow the lead of big ones
when there is no obvious alternative and when there is some chance
of becoming a big property holder.

Since plantation slavery was the dominant fact of Southern
life, it becomes necessary to examine the workings of the system to
discover if it generated serious frictions with the North. One con-
sideration we can dispose of rapidly. Slavery was almost certainly
not on the point of dying out for internal reasons. The thesis is
scarcely tenable that the war was "unnecessary" in the sense that its

9 Gates, Fermer's Age, 151, 152.
10 North. Economic Growth, 130.

11Owsley, Plain Folk) 138- 142. This study impresses me as folk-
lorish sociology that misses nearly all the relevant political and economic
issues.
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statistical information. In order to find our whether slavery was
more or less profitable than other enterprises, they have collected
statistics about average slave prices, interest rates on prime commer-
cial paper, costs of maintaining slaves, yields per prime field hand,
cotton marketing costs, cotton prices, and other relevant facts.
Though I am moderately skeptical about the reliability and repre-
sentative value of the original statistics, their co!'\clusions are in line
with other considerations and about as close to reality as we are
likely to get in this fashion. They. too, conclude that plantation
slavery paid, moreover that it was an efficient system which devel-
oped in those regions best suited to the production of cotton and
other specialized staples. Meanwhile, less productive areas in the
South continued to produce slaves and export the increase to the
main regions producing staple crops."

To know that plantation slavery as a whole was a money-mak-
ing proposition is important but insufficient. There were differences
of time and place among the plantation owners that had siguificant
political consequences. By the time the war broke our, plantation
slavery had become a feature of the lower South. It had disappeared
from the tobacco plantation before 1850 mainly because there were
no great advantages to large-scale operations. In Maryland, Ken-
tucky, and Missouri even the term "plantation" had become almost
obsolete before the Civil War." Around 1850 really fat pickings
were to be had, chiefly in virgin areas; at first such places as Ala-
bama and Mississippi provided such opportunities; after 1840,
Texas. Even in virgin lands, the best way to make money was to
sell out and move on before the soil gave our."

To the extent that plantation slavery migrated from the South.
toward the West, it did create a serious political problem. Large
parts of the West were still unsettled or sparsely settled. Though
cotton growing had obvious limitations of climate and soil, no one
could be certain just what the limitations wete. If slavery spread,

15 Conrad and Meyer, "Economics of Slavery," 95 - IJO; see esp 97
for the general thesis.

16 Nevins, Ordeal, I, 413.
IT Gates, Fanl1er's Age, 143; Gray, Agriculture in Southern United

States, II. chaps XXXVII, XXXVIII for more detail.
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the balance between slave and free states might be upset - some.
thing that mattered of course only if the difference between a so-
ciety with slavery and one without mattered. By r820 the problem
was already acute, though a settlement was reached in the Missouri
Compromise, balancing the entry of Missouri as a slave state by
that of Maine as a free state. From then on the problem erupted
intermittently. Solemn and statesmanlike political bargains hope-
fully settled the question for good, only to become unstuck after a
short while. The issue of slavery in rhe territories, as partly settled
areas that had not yet become States were called, played a major
patt in bringing on the war. The inherent uncertainty of the situa-
tion very likely magnified economic conflicrs out of all proportion.

The migratory tendency of the plantation economy was im-
portant in other ways as well. As cotton planting declined in the old
South, there was some inclination to adapt to the situation by breed-
ing slaves. The extent to which this took place is difficult to deter-
mine. But there are at least moderately clear indications that it was
not enough to meet the demand. The costs of slaves rose rather
steadily from the early ,840S until the outbreak of the war. The
price of cotton also tended to rise, but with much more marked
fiucruarions. After the financial panic of r857, the price of cotton
fell off, while the price of slaves continued to climb steeply." Slaves
could not be legally imported, and the blockade seems to have been
moderately effective. Together with Southern talk about reopening
the slave trade, talk that became fairly vigorous just before the
final outbreak of hostilities, such evidence points in the direction of
a serious labor shortage facing the plantation system. How serious?
That is much harder to tell. Since capitalists are nearly always con-
cerned about the prospect that labor may be short, it will be wise to
treat Sourhern laments on this count with a touch of skepticism. It

1~See table in Phillips, Life and Labor, 177. and the discussion of al-
leged overcapitalization of the labor force in Conrad and Meyer. "Eco-
nomics of Slavery:' J 15 - IJR. Even if the plantation owner was not caught
in a net of his own making - Phillips's thesis that Conrad and Meyer combat
- it seems clear enough, and not denied by these two authors, that many
planters did face increasing labor costs. See further, Nevins, Ordeal, I. 480,
for some contemporary views.
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is very doubtful that the plantation system was about to expire from
Northern economic strangulation.

So far the argument that the requirements of the plantation
economy were a source of economic conflict with the industrial
North does not turn out to be very persuasive. After all, was not
the plantation owner just another capitalist? Nevins observes cor-
rectly: "A great plantation was as difficult to operate as a compli-
cated modern factory, which in important respects it resembled.
Hit-or-miss methods could not be tolerated; endless planning and
anxiouscare were demanded."!" Might it not therefore have been
perfectly possible for the plantation owner to get along with his
equally calculating capitalist brethren in the North? In my estima-
tion it would have been quite possible had strictly rational eco-
nomic calculations been the only issue. But, pace Max Weber, the
rational and calculating outlook, the viewing of the world in terms
of accounts and balances, can exist in a wide variety of societies,
some of which may fight one another over other issues.f" As we
have already noticed in examining the French nobility, this type of
outlook is not by itself enough to generate an industrial revolution.
Certainly it did not in the South, where urban growth, outside of a
few major entrepots such asNew Orleans and Charleston, remained
far behind that in the rest of the country. The South had a capital-
ist civilization, then, but hardly a bourgeois one. Certainly it was
not based on town life. And, instead of challenging the notion of
status based on birth, as did the European bourgeoisie when they
challenged the right of aristocracies to rule, Southern planters took
over the defense of hereditary privilege. Here was a real difference
and a real issue.

The notion that all men were created equal contradicted the
facts of daily experience for most Southerners, facts that they had
themselves created for good and sufficient reasons. Under the pres-
sure of Northern criticism and in the face of worldwide trends

19 Ordeal, 1.438.
2U Nevin's description of the plantation is strikingly similar to the

rational methods of calculation that prevailed, even without the use of writ-
ing, on the medieval English manor. See the vivid description in Bennett,
Ufe on the English ManoT, J86 - 19:, esp 191.
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away from slavery, Southerners generated a whole series of doc-
trinal defenses for the system. Bourgeois conceptions of freedom,
those of the American and the French Revolutions, became danger-
ously subversive doctrines to the South, because they struck at the
key nerve of the Southern system, property in slaves. To grasp how
a Southern planter must have felt, a twentieth-century Northerner
has to make an effort, He would do well to ask how a solid Ameri-
can businessman of the 1960smight feel if the Soviet Union existed
where Canada does on rhe map and were obviously growing
stronger day by day. Let him further imagine that the communist
giant spouted self-righteousness at the seams (while the govern-
ment denied that these statements reflected true policy) and con-
tinually sent insults and agents across the border. Southern bitter-
ness and anxiety were not just the expressions of a lire-eating
minority. In his appeal for compromise among the sections Henry
Clay, the most famous of Southern moderates, made this revealing
and much quoted statement: "You Northerners are looking on in
safety and security while the conflagration I have described is rag-
ing in the slave States. . . . In the one scale, then, we behold senti-
menr, sentiment, sentiment alone; in the other, propeny, the social
fabric, life, and all that makes life desirable and happy.""

As industrial capitalism took more and more hold in the North,
articulate Southerners looked about themselves to discover and em-
phasize whatever aristocratic and preindustrial traits they could find
in their own society: courtesy, grace, cultivation, the broad out-
look versus the alleged money-grubbing outlook of the North.
Shortly before the Civil War, the notion took hold rhat the South
produced in cotton the main source of American wealth upon
which the North levied tribute. As Nevins points out, these ideas
parallel physiocratic doctrines to the effect that the profits of man-
ufacture and trade come out of the land." Such notions crop up
everywhere as industrialization takes hold, even to some extent
without industrialization. The spread of commercial agriculture in
a precommercial society generates various forms of romantic nostal-

21 Quoted after the version in Nevins, Ordeal, I, 267_
22 Nevins, Emergence of Lincoln, I, 218.
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gia, such as Athenian admiration of Sparta or that of late Republi-
can Rome for the supposed virtues of early days.

Southern rationalizations contained a substantial portion of
truth. Otherwise they would have been too hard to believe. There
were differences between Northern and Southern civilizations of the
type suggested. And Northerners did make profits, big ones roo, in
marketing cotton. There was no doubt a much larger proportion of
sheer fake in the Southern rationalizations. The supposed arisro-
craric and precommercial or anticommercial virtues of the planta-
tion aristocracy rested on the strictly commercial profits of slavery.
To try to draw the line between what was true and what was fake
is extremely difficult, probably impossible. For our purposes it is not
necessary. Indeed to do so may darken counsel by obliterating im-
portant relationships. It is impossible to speak of purely economic
factors as the main causes behind the war, just as it is impossible ro
speak of the war as mainly a consequence of moral differences over
slavery. The moral issues arose from economic differences. Slavery
was the moral issue that aroused much of the passion on both sides.
Without the direct conflict of ideals over slavery, the events leading
up to the war and the war itself are totally incomprehensible. At
the same time, it is as plain as the light of the sun that economic fac-
tors created a slave economy in the South just as economic factors
created different social structures with contrasting ideals in other
parts of the country.

To argue thus is not ro hold that the mere fact of difference
somehow inevitably caused the war. A great many people in the
South and the North either did not care about slavery or acted as
if they did not care. Nevins goes so far as to assert that the election
of 1859 showed that at least three-quarters of the nation still op-
posed radical proslavery and antislavery ideas at what was almost
the last moment." Even if his estimate exaggerates the strength of
neutral sentiment, one of the most sobering and thought-provoking
aspects of the Civil War is the failure of this mass of indifferent
opinion to prevent it. It is also this substantial body of opinion that
has led intelligent historians such as Beard to doubt the importance

23 Emergence of Lincoln) Il, 68.
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of slavery as an issue. That I hold to be an error, and a very serious
one. Nevertheless the failure and collapse of moderation constitute a
key part of the story, one on which those with Southern sympathies
have shed valuable light. For a situation to arise in which war was
likely to occur, changes had to take place in other parts of the coun-
try besides the South.

The main impetus behind the growth of Northern capitalism
itself through the 1830S came, as we have seen, from cotton. During
the next decade the pace of industrial growth accelerated to the
point where the Northeast became a manufacruring region. This
expansion ended the dependence of the American economy on a
single agricultural staple. The Northeast and the West, which had
in the past supplied the South with much of its food and continued
to do so, became less dependent on the South and more on each
other. Cotton remained important to the Northern economy. but
ceased to dominate it.24 Measured by the value of its product, cot-
ton still ranked second among Northern manufactures in 1860. On
the other hand, the North by this time produced a wide variety of
manufactured goods, generally, to be sure, in small factories. A high
proportion of the output was to meet the needs of an agriculrural
community: flour milling, lumber, boots and shoes, men's clothing,
iron, leather, woolen goods, liquor, and machinery." As we shall
see in a moment, Northern manufacruring output came to be ex-
changed very heavily with the rapidly growing Western areas of
the country.

Though the diminution of Northern dependence on Southern
cotton and the development of some economic antagonisms were
the dominant trends, there are others that deserve our attention. It
will not do to overemphasize the divisive tendencies. In its relation
to the plantation economy, the Northeast provided the services of
financing, transportation, insurance, and marketing.26 The bulk of
the cotton exported left from Northern ports, of which New York
was the most important. Thus - and this was a source of friction -
Southern incomes were spent very largely in the North to purchase

:.!4 North, Economic Growth, 204 - 206.
2:; North, Economic Growth, 159-160.
zu North. Economic Growth, 68.
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services for the marketing of cotton, to buy what was needed on
the plantation that could not be produced on the spot, and, no small
item, for holidays from the heat by rich planters. Furthermore both
the North and the West still sold manufactured goods and food to
the South. The 1850S were the heyday of the Mississippi steamboat
trade." Most important of all, the relative efficiency of New Eng-
land cotton textile mills in relation to foreign competition improved
between [8'0 and the outbreak of the war. From 1830 onward,
they enabled the United States to enter the export market." Had
this push been stronger, Northern and Southern interests might have
come closer, and conceivably the war might not have taken place.
In any event Northern business interests were very far from belli-
coseadvocates of a war of liberation or even war for the sake of the
Union. An adequate study of the political attitudes and activities of
Northern industrialists remains to be written." It seems wide of the
mark, however, to entertain any notion to the effect that Northern
industrialists were irching to work the levers of the federal govern-
ment on behalf of their purely economic interests.

What Northern capitalism needed from any government was
the protection and legitimation of private property. It took some
very special circumstances, however, to make the owners of South-
ern plantations and slaves appear as a threat to this institution. What
Northern capitalists also wanted was a moderate amount of govern-
ment assistance in the process of accumulating capital and operating
a market econom),: more specifically, some tariff protection, aid in
setting up a transportation network (not all of which need be
strictly ethical - though many of the big railway scandals came
later), sound money, and a central banking system. Above all, the

27 North, Economic Growth, 103.

28 North, Economic Growth, 161.

29 As in the case of the French bourgeoisie prior to the bourgeois revo-
lution. I have not found a good monograph that deals with the decisive
political and economic questions. Foner, Business and Slavery, is very help-
ful as far as it goes but cannot be depended on for a general analysis be-
cause it concentrates on New York business interests closely connected with
the South. The author is a well-known Marxist but in this study seems quite
undogmatic. Industrial interests in Pennsylvania and Massachusetts need to
be considered. but no adequate studies exist here either.
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ablest Northern leaders wanted to be able to do business without
bothering about state and regional frontiers, They were proud of
being citizens of a large country, as of course others were too, and
in the final crisis of secession reacted against the prospeer of a bal-
kanized America."

The economic issue that aroused the most excitement was the
tariff. Since American industry made remarkable progress under
relatively low tariffs after 1846, the Northern demand for a higher
tariff and Southern opposition to it look at first like a false issue, one
that people quarrel about when they are really mad about some-
thing else. If Northern industry was booming, what earthly need
did it have for political protection? The whole thesis that the South
was trying to exercise some SOrt of veto on Northern industrial
progress begins to look very dubious as soon as one asks this ques-
tion. A closer look at the time sequence dispels much of the mys-
tery, though it will be necessary to discuss the point again after
other relevant facts have appeared. There was a very rapid indus-
trial growth after 1850. But trouble became acute in certain areas,
iron and textiles, during the middle of the last decade before the
war. By the end of 1854 stocks of iron were accumulating in every
market of the world, and the majority of American mills had shut
down. In textiles Lancashire had learned to produce low-priced
goods more cheaply than New England mills; between 1846 and
1856 imports of printed dyed cotton leaped from 13 million yards
to II 4 million, those of plain calico from 10 million to 90 million.
In 1857 came a serious financial crash, A tariff passed in that year,
reflecting Southern pressures, gave no relief and actually reduced
duties in these two areas." Partly because they followed a period of
prosperity and rapid growth, it seems, these events aroused sullen
indignation in Northern industrial circles.

ac On sentiment about the Union see Nevins. Ordeal, II, 241, and on
contemporary editorial opinion Stampp, Causes of Civil War, 49 - 54- The
selection from the Buffalo Courier, Aprilz7. 1861, (pp. 51- 53) is interesting
for its prcrofasclst language.

31Nevins, Emergence of Lincoln. I, 125 -126. In his final assessment
of the causes of the war, Nevins deprecates the role of the tariff and eco-
nomic factors generally. See Emergence of Lincoln, II, 465 -466. More on
this later, but at least on the tariff his argument seems to me contradictory.
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Northern capitalists also needed a reasonably abundant force
of laborers, to work at wages they could afford to pay. Here was a
serioussticking point. Free land to the west tended to draw off
laborers,or at least many people thought so. And a major thrust be-
hind the Jacksonian system had been a working coalition of plant-
ers, "mechanics" or workers, and free farmers on the one hand
against finance and industry in the Northeast. Where then was the
labor to come from? And how was Northern capital to break out of
its economic and political encirclement? Northern political and
economic leaders found a solution that enabled them to detach the
Western farmers from the South and attach them to their own
cause.Significant alterations in the economy and social structure of
theWest made these changes possible. Itwill be necessary to examine
them more closely in a moment. But we may perceive their signifi-
cance at once: by making use of these trends, the Northern capi-
talistsfreed themselves from any need to rely on Southern "Junkers"
in order to keep labor in its place. Perhaps more than any other fac-
tor, these trends set the stage for armed conflict and aligned the
combatants in such a way as to make possible a partial victory for
human freedom.

Between the end of the Napoleonic Wars and the outhreak of
the Civil War what is now known as rhe Midwest, but was then
simply the West, grew from the land of pioneers to that of com-
mercial farming. Indeed many of those who lived through the
rugged age of the pioneer seem to have left it rapidly behind for
others to praise. Marketable surpluses of food with which to buy a
few necessities and still fewer amenities appeared quite early. Up
until the 1830S the bulk of this surplus made its way South to feed
the more specialized economy of that area, a trend that was to con-
tinue but lose its significance when the Eastern market became
more imporranr." Thrown heavily still on their own resources, the
small independent farmers in the first third of the nineteenth cen-
tury were keen to wrest control over the public lands from politi-
cians in Washington who either speculated in land on a large scale
or were otherwise indifferent to the claims and needs of the West.

32 North, Economic Gro-uxb, 143.67 - 68, 101.
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They sought local autonomy sometimes at the expense of slim ties
that connected them to the Union." They were. sympathetic to
Andrew Jackson's attacks on the Eastern citadels of wealth and
formed one wing of the superficially plebeian coalition that then
ruled the country.

The growth of manufacturing in the East and the consequent
rise in an effective demand for Western grain and meat changed
this situation. Waves of expansion into the West in 18 I 6 - 18 I 8,
18)2 - 1836, ,846 - 1847, and 1850 - 1856 reflect the increasing
profitability of wheat, corn, and their derivatives." From the 1830S
onward, there was a gradual redirection of Western produce to-
ward the Eastern seaboard. The "transportation revolution," the
rise of canals and railroads, solved the problem of cross-mountain
haulage, making possible a new outlet for Western farm products.
The West's trade with the South did not decline absolutely, but
actually increased. It was the proportions that shifted and helped to
draw the West closer to the North."

The demand for farm products gradually transformed the so-
cial structure and psychological attitudes of the West in such a way
as ro make a new alignment possible. The outlook of the early indi-
vidualist and small-scale capitalist, characteristic of the Northeast,
spread to the dominant upper stratum of the Western farmers. Un-
der the technological conditions of the day, the family farm was an
efficient social mechanism for the production of wheat, corn, hogs,
and other marketable products ..ae"As quick transportation carried
farm produce to eastern markets and brought ready cash in return."
says Beard in one of the many passages that capture the essence of a
basic social change in a few rolling sentences, "as railways, increas-
ing population, and good roads lifted land values, brick and frame
houses began to supplant log cabins; with deep political significance
did prosperity tend to stifle the passion for 'easy money' and allay
the ancient hatred for banks. At last beyond the mountains the
chants of successful farmers were heard above the laments of poor

.~3Beard and Beard, American Civilization, J, 535 - 536.
3~North, Economic Growth, f )6, and chart on 1)7.
3~North, Economic Growth, JO), 140 - '41.
36 North, Economic Growth, '54.
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whites ... :-31 A further consequence was the spread and deepen-
ing of antislavery sentiment, probably traceable to the rooting of
the family farm as a successful commercial venture in Western
soil." There are puzzles here, since rhe family farm run withour
slaves was very common in the South as weIl, though it seems to
have been less of a commercial affair and more of a subsistence un-
dertaking. In any case it is clear that growing up outside the shadow
of the plantation, and depending mainly on family members for la-
bor, the Western system of farming generated considerable fear of
competition from slavery."

Before the middle of the nineteenth century, Southern planters
who had once welcomed Western farmers as allies against the
plutocracy of the North came to see the spread of independent
farming as a threat to slavery and their own system. Earlier propo-
sals to divide up Western lands on easy terms for the small farmer
had antagonized Eastern seaboard areas that feared emigration and
loss of labor, including even some in the South, such as North Caro-
lina. Initiatives in support of free land had come from the South-
west. With rhe establishment of commercial farming in Western
areas, these alignments altered. Many Southerners dug in their heels
against "radical" notions of giving land away to farmers that would
"abolitionize" the area." Plantation interests in the Senate killed the
Homestead Bill of 18p. Eighr years later President Buchanan ve-
toed a similar measure, to the delight of nearly all Southern con-
gressmen who had been unable to prevent its passage."

The response in the North to the changes in Western agrarian
society was more complex. Northern mill owners were not auto-

37 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, I, 638. Nevins. Ordeal, II,
chaps V. VI, tells essentially the same story.

3H A map of the distribution of Abolition Societies in 1847 (Nevins,
Ordeal, I, 141) shows them to be nearly as thick in Ohio, Indiana, Illinois
as in Massachusetts.

395ee Nevins, Ordeal, II, 113. As support for Seward was strong in
rural New York (Nevins, Ordeal, I, 347), there is reason to suspect that
the same sentiment was strong among Eastern farmers.

"0Zahler, Eastern Workingmen, '78 - '79,188, esp note I, P' '79·
H Beard and Beard, American Civilization, I, 691 -692; more details

on the attitudes in Congress in Zahler, Eastern Workingmen, chap IX.
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matically ready to give away land to anyone who asked for it, since
doing so might merely diminish the number of willing hands likely
to appear at the factory gates. Southern hostility to the West gave
the North an opportunity for alliance with the farmer but one that
Northerners were slow to grasp. The coalition did not become a
political force until very late in the day, in the Republican platform
of 1860 that helped to carry Lincoln to the White House, even
though a majority of the country's voters opposed him. The rap-
proachemenr appears to have been the work of politicians and jour-
nalists rather than businessmen. The proposal to open up Western
lands for the smaller settlers provided a way that a party attached to
the interests of those with property and education could use to at-
tract a mass following, especially among urban workers."

The essence of the bargain was simple and direct: business was
to suppOrt the farmers' demand for land, popular also in industrial
working-class circles, in return for support for a higher tariff.
"Vote yourself a farm - vote yourself a tariff" became Republican
rallying cries in 1860." In this fashion there came to be consrirured
a "marriage of iron and rye" - to glance once more at the German
combination of industry and Junkers - but with Western family
farmers, not landed aristocrats, and hence with diametrically oppo-
site political consequences. On into the Civil War itself, there were
objections to the wedding and calls for a divorce. In 1861 c.J. Val-
landigham, an advocate of the small farmers, could still argue that
"the planting South was the natural ally of rhe Democracy of the
North and especially of the West," because the people of the Sourh
were an agricultural people.r'

But these were voices from the past. What made the realign-
ment possible, in addition to the changes in the character of West-
ern rural society, were the specific circumstances of industrial growth
in the Northeast. The existence of free land gave a unique twist to

42 Zahler, Eastern Workingmen, 178.
4:i Beard and Beard, American Civilization, I, 69:. For further infor-

mation on the background of this rapprochement, which represented a
significant reversal of earlier notions prevalent in the East, see Zahler,
Eastern Workingmen, 185; Nevins, Emergence of Lincoln, I, 445.

H Beard and Beard, American Civilization, 1,677.
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the relations between capitalists and workmen in the beginning
stagesof American capitalism, stages which in Europe were marked
by the growth of violent radical movements. Here energies that in
Europe would have gone into building trade unions and framing
revolutionary programs wenr into schemes providing a free farm
fat every workman whether he wanted it or not. Such proposals
sounded subversive to some contemporaries." The actual effect of
the Westward trek, nevertheless, was to strengthen the forces of
early competirive and individualist capitalism by spreading the in-
terest in properry. Beard is too colorful when he speaks of the Re-
publicans' flinging the national domain to the hungry proletariat "as
a free gifr more significant than bread and circuses," after which
the socialist movement sank into the background." There was
hardly time for all that to happen. The Civil War itself, as he re-
marks a few sentences later, cur short the drift to radicalism. And
just how much help Western land may have been to the Eastern
workingman before the Civil War remains a very open question.
Already speculators were getting their hands on big chunks of it.
Nor is it likely that the really poor in Eastern cities could leave the
mine shaft and the factory bench to buy a small farm, equip it even
with simple tools, and run it profitably, even if they benefited from
the prospect that others might be able to do so.

Despite all these qualifications, there is a vital remnant of truth
in the famous Turner thesis about the importance of the frontier
for American democracy. It lies in the realignment of social classes
and geographical sections that the open West produced at least
temporarily. The link between Northern industry and the free
farmers ruled out for the time being the classic reactionary solution
to the problems of growing industrialism. Such an alignmenr would
have been one of Northern industrialists and Southern planters
against slaves, smaller farmers, and industrial workers. This is no
abstract phantasy. Quire a few forces pushed in this direction be-
fore rhe Civil War, and ir has been a prominent feature in the
American political landscape ever since the end of Reconstruction.
In the circumstance of rnidninereenth-century American society,

45 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, I, 648 - 649·
40 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, I, 75 I.
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any peaceful solution, any victory of moderation, good sense, and
democratic process, would have had to be a reactionary solution."
It would have had to be at the expense of the Negro, as it was to be
eventually anyway, unless one is ready to take seriously the notion
that more than a hundred years ago both Northerners and South-
erners were ready to abandon slavery and incorporate the Negro
into American society. The link between Northern industry and
Western farmers, Jong in preparation if sudden in its arrival, for the
time being did much to eliminate the prospect of a straightforward
reactionary solution of the country's economic and political prob-
lems on behalf of the dominant economic strata. For the very same
reason, it brought the country to the edge of Civil War.

3· Toward an Explanation of the Causes of the WaT

The alignment of the main social groupings in American so-
ciety in f 860 goes a long way toward explaining the character of
the war, or the issues that could and could not come to the surface
- more bluntly what the war could be about. It tells us what was
likely if there was to be a fight; by itself the alignment does not
account very well for why there actually was a fight. Now that
some of the relevant facts are before us it is possible to discuss with
greater profit the question of whether or not there was an inherent
mortal conflict between North and South.

Let us take up the economic requirements of the two systems
one by one in order of f) capital requirements, r) requirements for
labor, and 3) those connected with marketing the final product.

Though the point is open to some dispute, it is possible to de-
tect definite expansionist pressures in the plantation economy. Fresh
virgin lands were necessary for the best profits. Thus there was
some pressure' on the side of capital requirements. There are cor-
responding indications that the labor supply was tight. More slaves

n Drawing on Latin-American experience, Elkins, Slavery, 194 - 197.
presents a "catalogue of preliminaries" that might have helped to eliminate
slavery without bloodshed: to bring the slaves under Christianity, safeguard
the sanctity of the slave family, allow the slave use of free time to accumu-
late his purchase price. These measures still seem to me highly reactionary. a
form of tokenism within the framework of slavery.
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would have been very helpful. Finally, to make the whole system
work, cotton, and to a lesser extent other staples, had to fetch a
goodprice in the international market.

Nonhero industry required a certain amount of assistance from
the government in what might be called overhead costs of capital
construction and the creation of a favorable institutional environ-
ment: a transportation system, a tariff, and a sufficiently tight cur-
rency so that debtors and small men generally did not have undue
advantages. (Some inflation, on the other hand, that would keep
prices moving up would probably be rather welcome, then as
now.) On the side of labor, industry needed formally free wage la-
borers, though it is not easy to prove that free labor is necessarily
superior to slavery in a factory system, except for the fact that
someone has to have money in order to buy what industry pro-
duces. But perhaps that is a sufficient consideration. Finally, of
course, growing industry did need an expanding market, provided
stillin those days quite largely by the agricultural sector. The West
furnished much of this market and may be regarded as part of the
North for the sake of this crude model.

It is difficult to perceive any really serious strucrural or "mor-
tal" conflict in this analysis of the basic economic requirements,
even though I have deliberately tried to bias the model in that di-
rection. Here it is indispensable to remember, as revisionist histo-
riansof the Civil War correctly point out, that any large state is full
of conflicts of interest. Tugging and hauling and quarreling and
grabbing, along with much injustice and repression, have been the
ordinary lot of human societies throughout recorded history. To
put a searchlight on these facts just before a violent upheaval like
the Civil War and call them the decisive causes of the war is pat-
ently misleading. To repeat, it would be necessary to show that
compromise was impossible in the nature of the situation. From the
analysis so far this does not seem to be the case. The most one can
say along this line is that an increase in the area of slavery would
have hurt the free farmers of the West badly. Although the areas
where each kind of farming would pay were determined by climate
and geography, no one could be sure where they were without try-
ing. Still this factor alone does nor seem sufficient to account for the
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war. Northern industry would have been as happy with a planta-
tion market in the West as with any other, if such considerations
were all that mattered, and the conflict could very likely have been
ironed out. The other points of potential and actual conflict seem
less serious. Northern requirements in the area of capital construc-
tion, the demand for internal improvements, a tariff, etc, cannot
be regarded as threatening a crushing burden for the Southern
economy. To be sure quite a number of marginal planters would
have suffered, a factor of some importance. But if Southern society
was run by the more successful planters, or if this influence was no
more than very important, the smaller fry could have been sacri-
ficed for the sake of a deal. In the question of slave labor versus free
there was no real economic conflict because the areas were geo-
graphically distinct. Every account that I have come upon indicates
that Northern labor was either lukewarm or hostile to the antislav-
ery Issue.

In addition to the conflicr between free farmers in the West
and the plantation system, about the strongest case one can make
in strictly economic terms is that for the South secession was not
an altogether unreasonable proposal mainly because the South did
not need much that the North really had to olfer. In the short run
the North could not buy much more cotton than it did already.
The most that the North could have olfered would have been to
reopen the slave trade. There was talk about taking over Cuba for
slavery, and even some desultory action. As quite recent events
have shown, under other circumstances such a move might be an
extremely popular one in all parts of the country. At that time it
seems to have been both impractical and impolitic.

To sum up, the strictly economic issues were very probably
negotiable. Why, then, did the war happen? What was it about?
The apparent inadequacy of a strictly economic explanation - I
shall argue in a moment that the fundamental causes were still eco-
nomic ones - has led historians to search for others. Three main an-
swers are distinguishable in the literature. One is that the Civil War
was fundamentally a moral con/lict over slavery. Since large and in-
fluential sections of the public in both the North and the South
refused to take a radical position either for or against slavery, this
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explanationruns into difficulties, in effect the ones that Beard and
others tried to circumvent in their search for economic causes. The
second answer tries to get around both sets of difficulties by
the proposition that a/l the issues were really negotiable and that the
blunderings of politicians brought on a war that the mass of the
population in the North and in the South did not want. The third
answer amounts to an attempt to push this line of thought some-
what further by analyzing how the political machinery for achiev-
ing consensus in American society broke down and allowed the war
to erupt. In this effort, however, historians tend to be driven back
toward an explanation in terms of moral causes."

Each of the explanations, including that stressing economic
factors, can marshal a substantial body of facts in its sUppOtt. Each
has hit at a portion of the truth. To stop at this observation is to be
satisfiedwith intellecrual chaos. The task is to relate these portions
of the truth to each other, to perceive the whole in order to under-
stand the relationship and significance of partial truths. That such a
search is endless, that the discovered relations are themselves only
partial truths, does not mean that the search ought to be abandoned.

To return to the economic factors, it is misleading, if at times
necessary, to take them separately from others with the traditional
labels political, moral, social, etc. Similarly, it is a necessity for the
sake of comprehensible exposition to break the issues down one by
one in some other series - such as slavery as such, slavery in the ter-
ritories, tariff, currency, railroads and other internal improvements,
the alleged Southern tribute to the North. At the same time, the

48 Nevins stresses moral causes at the same time that he reports most
people were unconcerned about them, a paradox that, as far as I can see,
he does not directly confront. See Emergence of Lincoln, II, 461- 47(, for
his general explanation; on the Widespread desire for peace, ibid, 63. 68. But
Nevins does give much factual material helpful in trying to resolve the
paradox. For a succinct statement of the thesis that the politicians were re-
sponsible, see the extract from Randall's Lincoln the Liberal Statesman, re-
printed in Srampp. Causes of the Civil TVar, 8) - 87. Nichols, Disruption of
American Democracy, and Craven, Grounb of Southern Nationalism, pre-
sent versions of the third thesis. No one author, it should be noted, pre-
sents a pure version or a lawyer's brief for a specific explanation. It is a
matter of emphasis. but very strong emphasis.
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breakdown into separate categories parrially falsifies what it de-
scribes because individual people were living through all these
things at once, and persons who were apathetic about one issue
could become excited about another. As the connection among is-
sues became apparent, the concern spread among arriculate people.
Even if each individual issue had been negotiable, a debatable point,
collectively and as a unit they were almost impossible to negotiate.
And they were a unit, and so perceived by more than a few con-
temporaries, because rhey were manifestations'of whole societies.

Let us begin the analysis afresh with rhis viewpoint in mind.
Primarily for economic and geographical reasons, American social
structure developed in different directions during the nineteenth
century. An agrarian sociery based on plantation slavery grew up
in the South. Industrial capitalism established itself in the Northeast
and formed links with a society based on farming with family labor
in the West. With theWest, the North created a society and cul-
ture whose values increasingly conflicted with those of the South.
The focal point of the difference was slavery. Thus we may agree
with Nevins that moral issues were decisive. But these issues are in-
comprehensible withour the economic structures thar created and
supported them. Only if abolitionist sentiment had flourished in the
South, would there be grounds for regarding moral sentiments as an
independent factor in their own righr.

The fundamental issue became more and more whether the
machinery of the federal governmenr should be used to supporr one
sociery or the other. That was the meaning behind such apparently
unexciting matters as the tariff and what pur passion behind the
Southern claim that it was paying tribute to the North. The ques-
tion of power at the center was also what made the issue of slavery
in the territories a crucial one. Political leaders knew that the admis-
sion of a slave state or a free one would tip the balance one way or
another. The fact that uncertainty was an inherent part of the situa-
tion due to unsettled and parrly settled lands to the West greatly
magnified the difficulties of reaching a compromise. It was more
and more necessary for political leaders on both sides to be alert to
any move or measure that might increase the advantages of the
other. In this larger context, the thesis of an attempted Southern
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veto on Northern progress makes good sense as an important cause
ofthe war.

This perspective also does justice, I hope, to the revisionist
thesisthat it was primarily a politician's war, perhaps even an agita-
tor's war, if the terms are not taken to be merely abusive epithets.
In a complex society with an advanced division of labor, and espe-
cially in a parliamentary democracy, it is the special and necessary
task of politicians, journalists, and only to a somewhar lesser extent
clergymen to be alive and sensitive ro events that influence the dis-
tribution of power in society. They are also the ones who provide
the arguments, good and bad alike, both for changing the structure
of society and for maintaining things as they are. Since it is their
job to be alert to potential changes, while others keep on with the
all-absorbingtask of making a living, it is characteristic of a demo-
cratic system that politicians should often be clamorous and inten-
sify division.The modem democratic politician's role is an especially
paradoxical one, at least superficially. He does what he does so that
most people do not have to worry about politics. For that same rea-
son he often feels it necessary to arouse public opinion to dangers
real and unreal.

From this standpoint too, the failure of modem opinion to
halt the drift to war becomes comprehensible. Men of substance in
both North and South furnished the core of moderate opinion.
They were the ones who in ordinary times are leaders in their own
community - "opinion makers," a modern student of public opin-
ion would be likely to call them. As beneficiaries of the prevailing
order, and mainly interested in making money, they wanted to
suppress the issue of slavery rather than seek structural reforms, a
very difficult task in any case. The Clay-Webster Compromise of
1850 was a victory for this group. It provided for stricter laws in
the North about the return of fugitive slaves and for the admission
of several new states to the union: California as a free state, New
Mexico and Utah at some future date with or without slavery as
their constitutions might provide at the time of admission." Any

49 On social groupings that supported the Compromise in the South,
see Nevins, Ordeal) I, 315, 357. }66, 375· On 357 he remarks, "the ...
largest element was 11 body of moderates ... who believed both in South-



em Rights and the Union, but hoped they could be reconciled." In other
words, they wanted to have their cake and eat it too. On general reactions
and those in the North, see Nevins, Ordeal, I, )46, 193- 294, 348; more de-
rail on selected Northern business reaction in Forrer, Business and SllWery,
chaps 2 - 4. Excitement about fugitive slaves in both the Nonh and the
South seems to have been greatest in states where the problem was least
likely to occur. But it was Clay and Webster who provided the evidence
for this thesis. See Nevins, Ordeal, I, 384.

50 On reactions to Douglas's proposal in the North and the South see
Nevins, Ordeal, II, rar , n6-127, 133-135. 152-154, 156-157. A sympa-
thetic treatment of Douglas may be found in Craven, Coming of the Civil
War, esp 125 - HI, 392-393. On the Kansas-Nebraska affair Craven makes
a plausible case for the thesis that dishonest Northern politicians stirred up
slavery as a false issue. On the Lincoln-Douglas debates he argues that
Lincoln's own high-sounding moral ambiguities had the effect of" making
Douglas appear thoroughly indifferent to moral issues. This treatment is
diametrically opposite to that in Nevins. Commenting on Douglas's action
in reopening the issue of slavery by the Kansas-Nebraska bill, Nevins re-
marks (Ordeal, II, 108), "When indignation welled up like the ocean
lashed by a hurricane. he [Douglas] was amazed. The fact that the irresist-
ible tidal forces in history are moral forces always escapes a man of dim
moral perceptions." This is commencement oratory, not history. Successful
political leaders have to be morally ambiguous in their efforts to cope with
conflicting moral forces. Subsequent historians make the politicians that
win into moral heroes. Generally Nevins does not succumb to such nonsense.
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to push the slavery issue aside, the moderates were unable to influ-
ence Ot control the series of events generated by the underlying
situation." Crises such as the struggles over "bleeding Kansas," the
financialpanic of ,857, John Brown's melodramatic attempt to put
himselfat the head of a slave insurrection, and many others eroded
the moderate position, leaving its members increasingly disorgan-
ized and confused. The practicality that tries to solve issues by
patiently ignoring them, an attitude often complacently regarded
as the core of Anglo-Saxon moderation, revealed itself as totally
inadequate. An attitude, a frame of mind, without a realistic analy-
sis and program is not enough to make democracy work even if a
majority share this outlook. Consensus by itself means little; it de-
pends what the consensus is about.

Finally, as one tries to perceive American society as a whole

:>1 During the winter of 1858- 1859 plans were afoot in the South to
create a new pany. characterized by Nevins. Emergence of Lincoln, II. 59.
as "a conservative, national, Union-exalting parcy which should thrust
aside the slavery issue, denounce all secessionists. push a broad program of
internal improvements, and on constructive grounds overthrow the Demo-
crats." It drew on men of substance, political leaders, journalists. tried to
appeal to small farmers versus big slaveholders, but made hardly a.oy dent.
During the last phase. when secessionists were in charge of events, the main
opposition seems to have come from those who had direct trade connec-
tions with the North, i.e., merchants and professional men in some South-
ern pons, and the smaller farmers. See Nevins, Emergence of Lincoln,
II, 311, 313, 324, ]16. New York business circles blew hot and cold. After
being vigorous defenders of the Compromise of 1850, they turned nearly
abolitionist over Douglas's Kansas-Nebraska action, reversing themselves
again shortly afterward. As Foner remarks (Business and Slavery, 138),
"Ever since 1B50, the great majority of New York merchants had operated
under the illusion that the sectional struggle would right itself in time if
'politicians and fanatics' would only leave the controversial incidents alone."
This desire to dodge the issues seems to be the one constant theme in their
outlook. Excitement was bad for business. 00 October 10, ,857, the Herald
predicted (Foner, Business and Slavery, '40- l4J): "The nigger question
must give way to the superior issues of a safe currency, sound credits, and
solid and permanent basis of security upon which all the varied commercial
and business interests of the country may repose." On this platform, at least,
moderates North and South could agree. In time it became the one upon
which the Civil War and its aftermath were liquidated.
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in order to grasp the causes and meaning of the war, it is useful to
recall that searching for rhe sources of dissension necessarily ob-
scures a major part of the problem. In any political unity that exists
for a long rime, there must be causes to produce the unity. There
have to be reasons why men seek accommodation for their inevita-
ble differences. It is difficult to find a case in history where two
different regions have developed economic systems based on dia-
metrically opposite principles and yet remained under a central
government that retained real authority in both areas. I cannot
think of any." In such a situation there would have to be very
strong cohesive forces to counteract the divisive tendencies. Cohe-
sive forces appear to have been weak in the midnineteenth century
in the United States, though there is always the risk of exaggerating
their weakness because the Civil War did happen.

Trade is an obvious factor that can generate links among vari-
ous sections of a country. The fact that Southern cotton went
mainly to England is almost certainly a very important one. It
meant that the link with the North was so much the weaker. Eng-
lish partiality to the Southern cause during the war itself is well
known. But it will not do to put too much weight on the direction
of trade as an aspect of disunity. As pointed out earlier, Northern
mills were beginning to use more cotton. When the Western mar-
ket fell off sharply after the crash of 1857, New York merchants
relied for a time more heavily on their Southern connections." In
a word, the situation in trade was changing; had the war been
averted, historians who look first for economic causes would have
had no difficulty in finding an explanation.

Though the fact that cotton still linked the South with Eng-
land more than with the North was significant, two other aspects
of the situation may have been more important. One has already
been mentioned: the absence of any strong radical working-class
threat to industrial capitalist property in the North. Secondly, the
United States had no powerful foreign enemies. In this respect, the

.;:/The British Commonwealth may be the most obvious candidate. Its
breakup into independent units in the last fifty years supports the above
generalization.

5:\ Foner, Business and Slavery, 143.
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9ruation was entirely different from that facing Germany and
Japan,who both experienced their own versions of political mod-
ernizationcrises somewhat later, 187( in Germany, 1868 in Japan.
For this combination of reasons, there was not much force behind
the characteristic conservative compromise of agrarian and indus-
trial elites. There was little to make the owners of Northern mills
and Southern slaves rally under the banner of the sacredness of
property.

To sum up with desperate brevity, the ultimate causes of the
war are to be found in the growth of different economic systems
leading to different (but still capitalist) civilizations with incom-
patible stands on slavery. The connection between Northern capi-
ra1ism and Western farming helped to make unnecessary for a time
the characteristic reactionary coalition between urban and landed
elites and hence the one compromise that could have avoided the
war. (It was also the compromise that eventually liquidated the
war.) Two further factors made compromise extremely difficult.
The future of the West appeared uncertain in such a way as to
make the distribution of power at the center uncertain, thus in-
tensifying and magnifying all causes of distrust and contention.
Secondly, as just noted, the main forces of cohesion in American
society, though growing stronger, were still very weak.

4. The Revolutionary Impulse and its Failure

About the Civil War itself, it is unnecessary to say mote than
a few words, especially since the most important political event,
the Emancipation Proclamation, has already been mentioned. The
war reflected the fact that the dominant classes in American society
had split cleanly in two, much more cleanly than did the ruling
strata in England at the time of the Puritan Revolution or those in
France at the time of the French Revolution. In those two great
convulsions, divisions within the dominant classes enabled radical
tendencies to boil up from the lower strata, much more so in the
case of the French Revolution than in England. In the American
Civil War there was no really comparable radical upsurge.

At least in major oudine the reasons are easy to see: American
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cities were not teeming with depressed artisans and potential sans-
culottes. Even if only indirectly, the existence of Western -lands
reduced the explosive porential. In the second place, the materials
for a peasant conllagration were lacking. Instead of peasants at the
bottom of the heap, the South had mainly black slaves. Either they
could not or they would not revolt. For our purpose it does not
matter which. Though there were sporadic slave outbreaks, they
had no political consequences. No revolutionary impulse came from
that quarter."

What there was in the way of a revolutionary impulse, that is,
an attempt to alter by force the established order of society, came
out of Northern capitalism. In the group known as the Radical
Republicans, abolitionist ideals-fused with manufacturing interests
to ignite a brief revolutionary lIash that sputtered and went out in a
mire of corruption. Though the Radicals were a thorn in Lincoln's
side during the war, he was able to fight the war to a successful
military conclusion mainly on the basis of preserving the Union,
that is, without any serious offensive against Southern propetty
rights. For a brief time, about three years after the end of the fight-
ing, 1865- 1868, the Radical Republicans held power in the vic-
torious North and mounted an offensive against the plantation
system and the remnants of slavery.

Leading members of this group perceived the war as a revolu-
tionary struggle between a progressive capitalism and a reactionary
agrarian society based on slavery. To the extent that the conflict
between the North and the South really had such a character, a
conllict some of whose most imponant struggles came after the
actual fighting stopped, this was due to the Radical Republicans.
From the perspective of a hundred years later, they appear as the
last revolutionary lIicker that is strictly bourgeois and strictly
capitalist, the last successors to medieval townsmen beginning the
revoir against their feudal overlords. Revolutionary movements
since the Civil War have been either anticapitalist, or fascist and
counterrevolutionary if in support of capitalism.

From abolirionist ideologues and Free Soil radicals, a small
:'-t The well-known Marxist scholar Apcheker collects these instances in

his Antericon Negro Slave Revolts, chap xv.
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bandof Republican politicians took over the conception of slavery
asan anachronistic "remnant of a dying world of 'baron and serf -
noble and slave.' " The Civil War itself they perceived as an op-
portunity to root out and destroy this oppressive anachronism in
order to rebuild the South in the image of the democratic and
progressiveNorrh, based on "free speech, free toil, schoolhouses,
and ballot boxes." Though his public statements were somewhat
milder,the leader of the Radical Republicans in the House of Rep-
resentatives,Thaddeus Stevens, wrote privately to his law panner
during the year that what the country needed was someone in power
(i.e., not Lincoln) "with sufficient grasp of mind, and sufficient
moral courage, to treat this as a radical revolution, and remodel our
institutions. . . . It would involve the desolation of the South as
well as emancipation, and a repeopling of half the Continent. . . ."
What put steam behind this movement and lifted it out of the realm
of noisy talk was the fact that it coincided with the interests of
crucial segments of Nonhero society." One was the infant iron
and steel industry of Pennsylvania. Another was a set of railroad
interests. Stevens acted asa Congressional go-between for both of
these interests, from each of whom he received cash favors in ac-
cord with prevailing political morals." The Radical Republicans
alsoreceived substantial support from Northern labor. Even though
Northern workers were very cool to abolitionist propaganda, fear-
ing Negro competition and regarding New England abolitionists
as hypocritical representatives of the mill owners, they were
enthusiastic about Radical conceptions of tariff protection and
going slow on the contraction of inflated Northern currency."
Financial and commercial interests, on the other hand, were unen-
thusiastic about the Radicals. After the war, principled Radicals
turned against the "plutocracy of the North.?"

Thus the Radical offensive did not represent a united capital-

515 See the excellent study by Saorrreed, "The Antislavery Radicals,"
65 - 87. esp 68 - 69. 77. from which the remarks in quotations are taken.

56 Current, Old Thad Stevens, 216 - 127. 312. )15 - 316.
57 See Rayback, "American Workingman and Antislavery Crusade,"

151-163-
58 Sharkey, Money, Class and Party, 281 - 282, 187 - 289.
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ist offensive on the plantation system. It was a combination of
workers, industrialists, and some railroad interests at the time of its
greatest power. Still it would not be amiss to label it entrepreneurial
and even progressive capitalism; it attracted the main creative (and
philistine) forces that Veblen later liked in American society and
repelled those that he disliked: snobbish financiers who made their
money by selling instead of doing. In Thaddeus Stevens and his
associates, this combination had skilled political leadership and suffi-
cient minor intellectual talent to provide a general strategy. Radi-
cals had an explanation of where society was heading and how they
could take advantage of this fact. For them the Civil War was at
least potentially a revolution. Military victory and Lincoln's assas-
sination, which they welcomed with scarcely disguised joy, gave
them a brief opportunity to try to make it a real one.

Thaddeus Stevens again provided the analysis as well as the
day-to-day political leadership. Essentially his strategy amounted to
capturing the machinery of the federal government for the benefit
of the groups for which he was spokesman. To do so it was neces-
sary to change Southern society lest the old type of plantation
leadership return to Congress and frustrate the move. Out of this
necessity came what little revolutionary impulse there was ro rhe
whole struggle. Stevens had enough sociological insight to see what
the problem was and to cast about for a possible remedy, as well
as enough nerve to make a try.

In his speeches of .865 Stevens presented to the general pub-
lic and to Congress a surprisingly coherent analysis and program of
action. The South had to be treated as a conquered people, not as a
series of states that had somehow left the Union and were now to
be welcomed back. "The foundation of their institutions both po-
litical, municipal, and socialmust be broken up and relaid, or all our
blood and treasure have been spent in vain. This can only be done
by treating and holding them as a conquered people."" They
should not be allowed to return, he asserted, "until the Constiru-
rion shall have been so amended as to make it what its framers in-

ea Speech of September 6, 1865. in Lancaster. Pennsylvania, as given in
Current, Old Thad Stevens, 1;,15-



TheAmericanCivil War: The Last CapitalistRevolution 145

tended; and so as to secure perpetual ascendency to the party of
the Union," that is, the Republicans."

If the Southern states were not "reconstructed" - the reveal-
ing euphemism for revolution from above has passed from con-
temporary usage into all subsequent histories - they might easily
overwhelm the North, Stevens calculated carefully and openly, and
thus enable the South to win the peace after losing the war."

Out of these considerations, came the program to rebuild
Southern society from top to bottom. Stevens wanted to break the
power of the plantation owners by confiscating estates over two
hundred acres, "even though it drive (the Southern) nobility into
exile." In this way, he argued, citing statistics, the federal govern-
ment would obtain enough land to give each Negro household some
fony acres." "Forry acres and a mule" became in time the catch-
word slogan to discredit the supposedly utopian hopes of the newly
freed Negroes. But the Radical Republicans were no utopians, not'
even Stevens. The demand for sweeping land reform reflected real-
istic awareness that nothing else would break the power of the
planters. These had already set about to recover the substance of
their old power by other means, something they were able to do
because the Negroes were economically helpless. All this, at least a
few Radicals saw quite clearly. And there are indications that divid-
ing up the old plantations to give the Negroes small farms was
feasible. In 1864 and ,865, Northern military authorities made two
experiments along these lines in order to take care of the trouble-
some problem of thousands of destitute Negroes. They turned over
confiscated and abandoned lands to more than 40,000 Negroes who
are said to have been successful in working the land as smaIl farmers
until President Johnson returned the estates to their former white
owners." Still the experience of slavery was scarcely one to pre-
pare Negroes to manage their own affairs as smaIl rural capitalists.
Stevens was aware of this and .felr that the Negroes would need
supervision by his friends in Congress for a long time to come. At

60 Reconstruction, Speech, December '8, ,865, p. S.
61Reconstruction, Speech, December 18, ,865, p. 5.
62 Speech of September 6~ 1865, in Current, Old Thad Stevens, liS·

63 Srampp, Reconstruction, 113. 115- 116.
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the same time he saw that, without minimal economic security and
minimal political rights, including the right to vote, they could do
little for themselves or for Northern interests."

In a nutshell, the Radical version of reconstruction came down
to using the North's military power to destroy the plantation aris-
tocracy and create a facsimile of capitalist democracy by ensuring
propeny and voting rights for the Negroes. In the light of South-
ern conditions at the time, it was indeed revolutionary. A century
later, the movement for civil rights for the Negroes seeks no more
than this, indeed not quite all that, since the economic emphasis re-
mains muted. If being ahead of the times is revolutionary, Stevens
was that. Even sympathetic Nonherners professed shock. Horace
Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, long sympathetic to the
abolitionist cause, wrote in response to Stevens's speech of Septem-
ber 6, 1865, " ... we protest against any warfare on Southern
propeny . . . because the wealthier class of Southerners, being
more enlightened and humane than the ignorant and vulgar, are less
inimicable to the blacks."" Greeley's misgivings give a hint of what
was to come when men of substance North and South were to bury
their differences and, by another famous compromise, leave the
Negroes to make what they could of their freedom.

It is not surprising therefore that defeat came soon to the Radi-
cals, or more precisely to what was radical in their program, as soon
as it encountered Northern propeny interests. The Radicals were
unable to force confiscation into the reconstruction acts of [867
against the wishes of more moderate Republicans. In the House,
Stevens's "40 acres" measure received only 37 vores," Influential

(If "Without the right of suffrage in the late slave States. (I do not speak
of the free Srares.} I believe the slaves had far better been left in bond-
age." - Reconstruction, Speech, December 8, 186r, pp. 6, 8.

610Quoted from the issue of September 12, 1865. by Current, Old Thad
Stevens, 116 - 217. Greeley also criticized Stevens for f;;l,ilingto include a
suffrage plank in this speech. which he did in the later one, mainly it seems
in response to pressure from Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts. I
have not tried to present differences of opinion within Radical ranks. but
have concentrated on Stevens as its most revolutionary figure, as well as its
most influential day-to-day strategist when the movement was at its height.

00 Current, Old Thad Stevens, 233.
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~orthern sentiment was in no mood to tolerate an outright attack
au property, not even Rebel property and not even in the name of
capitalistdemocracy. The Nation warned that "A division of rich
men's lauds amongst the landless ... would give a shock to our
whole social and political system from which it would hardly re-
coverwithout the loss of liberty.' The failure of land reform was a
decisivedefeat and removed the heart of the Radical program. With-
out land reform the rest of the program could be no more than pal-
liarives or irritants, depending on one's viewpoint. To say that this
failure cleared the way for the eventual supremacy of Southern
white landholders and other propertied interests may nevertheless
be an exaggeration." The Radicals had never even really managed
to bar the way. Their failure at this moment revealed the limits
American society imposed upon the revolutionary impulse.

In the absence of confiscation and redisrribution of land, the
plantation system recovered by means of a new system of labor. At
first there were artempts with wage labor. These failed, at least
partly because Negroes were iuclined to draw their wages in slack
months and abscond when the cotton had to be picked. Hence
there was a widespread turn toward sharecropping which gave the
planters superior control of their labor force. The change was sig-
nificant. As we shall see in due course, sharecropping in many parts
of Asia has constituted one way of extracting a surplus from the
peasant through economic rather than political methods, though
the latter are often necessary to buttress the former. Hence it is in-
structive to see fundamentally similar forms appear in America
without rhe prior existence of a peasantry.

The country merchant gave a local twist to the American situ-
ation, though similar devices occurred also in China and elsewhere.
The country merchant was often the large planter. By making ad-
vances of groceries to tenant and sharecropper, charging much
higher rates for them than ordinary retail prices, he kept control of
the work force. Tenants and sharecroppers could trade at no other
store, since they had credit at no other and were usually short of

(;7See the excellent account in Srampp, Reco1lStnu:tion, 128 - 130; the
quotation from the Nation occurs on 130.
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cash." In this fashion economic bonds replaced those of slavery for
many Negroes. How much real improvement, if any, the change
meant is very difficult 10 say. But it would be a mistake to hold that
plantation owners prospered greatly under the new system. The
main effect appears to have been to make the South even more of a
one-crop economy than before, as banker pressed planter, and
planter pressed cropper to grow crops that could be quickly turned
to cash.6i

Political recovery proceeded along with economic recovery,
reenforcing each other rather than in any simple relationship of
cause and effect. There is no need to recount here the political
twistings and turnings of the successors to the antebellum ruling
groups in the South as they sought for political leverage, though it
is worth noticing that "scalawags" - white collaborationists they
might be called today - included numerous planters, merchants,
and even industrial leaders;" A good deal of violence, perhaps dep-
recated by the better elements, though skepticism is in order here,
helped to put the Negroes "in their place" and reestablish overall
white supremacy." Meanwhile industrialists and railroad men were
becoming increasingly influential in Southern affairs.? In a word,
moderate men of substance were returning to power, authority,
and influence in the South, as they were in the North as well. The
stage was being set for an alliance of these across the former battle
lines. It was consummated formally in 1876 when the disputed
Hayes-Tilden election was settled by allowing the Republican
Hayes to take office in return for removing the remnants of the
Northern occupational regime. Under attack from radical agrarians
in the West and radical labor in the East, the party of wealth, prop-
erty, and privilege in the North was ready to abandon the last pre-
tense of upholding the rights of the propertyless and oppressed

68 See Shannon, American Farmers' Movements, 53 for a succinct
description.

liD Randall and Donald, Civil War, 549- 551.
to Randall and Donald, Civil War, 627 - 629, sketches these maneuvers.
71 Randall and Donald, Civil War, 680 - 685.
72 Woodward, Reunion and Reaction, 41 - 43. Chapter II provides a

first-rate analysis of the whole process of moderate recovery.
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Negro laboring class." When Southern "Junkers" were no lo.nger
slaveholdersand had acquired a larger tincture of urban business and
whenNorthern capitalists faced radical rumblings, the classic con-
servarivecoalition was possible. So came Thermidor to liquidate
the "Second American Revolution."

5. The Meaning of the War

Was it a revolution? Certainly not in the sense of a popular up-
risingagainst oppressors. To assessthe meaning of the Civil War, to
place it in a history that is still being made, is just as difficult as to
account for its cause and course. One sense of revolution is a vio-
lent destruction of political institutions that permits a society to
take a new course. After the Civil War, industrial capitalism ad-
vanced by leaps and bounds. Clearly that was what Charles Beard
had in mind when he coined the famous phrase, "the Second Amer-
ican Revolution." But was the burst of industrial capitalist growth
a consequence of the Civil War' And how about the contribution
to human freedom that all but the most conservative associate with
the word revolution? The history of the Fourteenth Amendment,
prohibiting the States from depriving any person of life, liberty, or
property, epitomizes the ambiguity on this score. As every educated
person knows, the Fourteenth Amendment has done precious little
to protect Negroes and a tremendous amount to protect corpora-
tions. Beard's thesis that such was the original intent of those who
drafted the amendment has been rejected by some." That in itself
is trivial. About the consequence, there is no doubt. Ultimately the
way one assessesthe Civil War depends on the assessment of free-
dom in modern American society and the connection between the
institutions of advanced industrial capitalism and the Civil War.
Another whole book would scarcely serve to argue these issues. I
shall do no more than try to sketch a few of the more important
considerations.

Certain very important political changes did accompany and

73 Woodward. Reunion and Reaction, ]6 - 37.
74 Randall and Donald, Civil War, 58]; see also 783 -784 for a review

of the literature.
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follow the Northern victory. They may be summed up in the re-
mark thar the federal government became a series of rampartS
around properry, mainly big propeny, and an agency to execute
the biblical pronouncement, "To him thar hath shall be given."
First among the rampans was the preservation of the Union itself,
which meant, as the West filled up after the war, one of the largest
domestic markets of the world. It was also a market protected
by the highest tariff to date in the nation's history." Property re-
ceived protection from stare governments with unsound inclina-
tions through the Fourteenth Amendment. Likewise the currency
was put on a sound footing through the national banking system
and the resumption of specie payments. Whether such measures
hun the Wesrern farmers as much as was once supposed is dubious;
there are indications that they were doing quite well during the war
and for some time afterward." At any rate they received some
compensation through the opening of the public domain in the
West (Homestead Act of 186.), though it is on this score that the
federal government became an agency of the bibilical statement
just quoted. Railroads received huge grants, and disposal of public
domains also formed the basis of great fortunes in timber and min-
ing. Finally, as a compensation to industry that might lose laborers
in this fashion the federal government continued to hold open the
doors to immigration (Immigration Acts of 1864). As Beard puts
it, "All that two generations of Federalists and Whigs had tried to
get was won within four short years, and more besides.":" 'IFour
shorr years" is a rhetorical exaggeration; some of these measures

'HI The Morrill Tariff of 1861 was the beginning of a sharp upward
cJimb in tariffs. It raised average tariff rates from 20 percent of value to 47
percent. more than double the rates prevailing in 1860. Designed
at first to raise revenues for the wartime Union treasury, it established pro-
tectionism deeply in American economic policies. The acts of 188], 181}O.
1894, and 1897 granted even more protection. See Davis and others. Ameri-
can Economic History,]22 - 323.

16 Sharkey, Money, Class, and Party, 284 - 285, 303.
71 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, II. 105; see pages 105 -liS

for a survey of the measures summarized here; also Hacker, Triumph of
American Capitalism, 385 -397. for a similar and in some ways more concise
analysis.
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were also part of Reconstruction (1865 - '876), and the resump-
tion of specie payment did not take place until 1879. But that is a
small matter, since Reconstruction was definitely a part of the
whole struggle. If one looks back and compares what happened
with the planter program of ,860: federal enforcement of slavery,
no high protective tariffs, no subsidies nor expensive tax-creating
internalimprovements. no national banking and currency system,"
the case for a victory of industrial capitalism over the fetters of the
plantationeconomy, a victory that required blood and iron to occur
at all, becomes vety persuasive indeed.

Rellection may make much of this conviction evaporate. It is
worth noticing that Beard's own position is quite ambiguous. After
recounting the victories of Northern capitalism just summarized
above he remarks, "The main economic results of the Second
American Revolution thus fat noted would have been attained had
there been no armed conflict ... :'79 But Beard's views are not in
question except insofar as the provocative writings of a first-rate
historian shed light on the issues. Three related arguments may be
brought to bear against the thesis that the Civil War was a revolu-
tionary victory for industrial capitalist democracy and necessary
to this victory. First, one might hold that there is no real connection
between the Civil War and the subsequent victory of industrial
capitalism; to argue in favor of this connection is to fall victim to
the fallacy of post hoc, ergo propter hoc. Second, one might hold
that these changes were coming about of their own accord through
the ordinary processes of economic growth and needed no Civil
War to bring them about." Finally, one could argue on the basis
of evidence discussed at some length earlier in this chapter that the
economies of North and South were not really in serious cornpeti-

78 Beard and Beard. American Civilization, II, 29·
79 Beard and Beard, American Civilization, Il, 115·

80Cochran, "Did the Civil War Retard lndusrrialization?" 148- 160

seems to me a version of this and the preceding argument. I do not find it
persuasive because it merely shows on the basis of statistics that the Civil
War temporarily interrupted industrial growth. It touches only briefly and
tangentially on the problem of institutional changes, which I hold to be the
center of the question.
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tion with one another: at best they were complementary; at worn,
they failed to link up with each other due to Fortuitous circum-
stances, such as the fact that the South sold much of its COttonto
England.

All such arguments would receive an effective answer only if it
were possible to demonstrate that Southern sociery, dominated by
the plantation, constituted a formidable obstacle to the establish-
ment of industrial capitalist democracy. The evidence indicates
very dearly that plantation slavery was an obstacle to democracy,
at least any conception of democracy that includes the goals of hu-
man equality, even rhe limited form of equality of opponunity, and
human freedom. It does not establish at all dearly that plantation
slavery was an obstacle ro industrial capitalism as such. And com-
parative perspective show dearly that industrial capitalism can es-
tablish itself in societies that do not profess these democratic goals
Of, to be a little more cautious, where these goals are no more than
a secondary current. Germany and Japan prior to '945 are the main
illustrations for this thesis.

Once again rhe inquiry leads back toward political questions
and incompatibilities between two different kinds of civilizations:
in the South and in the North and West. Labor-repressive agricul-
tural systems, and plantation slavery in particular, are political ob-
stacles to a particular kind of capitalism, at a specific historical
srage: competirive clemocratic capitalism we must call it for lack of
a more precise term. Slavery was a threat and an obstacle to a so-
ciety that was indeed the heir of the Puritan, American, and French
Revolutions. Southern society was based firmly on hereditary status
as the basis of human worth. With the West, the North, though in
the process of change, was still committed to notions of equal op-
portunity. In both, the ideals were reflections of economic arrange-
ments that gave them much of their appeal and force. Wirhin the
same political unit it was, I think, inherently impossible to establish
political and social institutions that would satisfy both. If the geo-
graphical separation had been much greater, if the South had been a
colony for example, the problem would in all probability have been
relatively simple to solve at that time - at the expense of the Negro.

That the Northern victory, even with all its ambiguous conse-
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quences,was a political victory for freedom compared with what a
Southernvictory would have been seems obvious enough to require
no exrended discussion. One need only consider what would have
happenedhad the Southern plantation system been able to establish
itselfin the West by the middle of the nineteenth century and sur-
rounded the Northeast. Then the United States would have been in
the position of some modernizing countries today, with a larifundia
economy. a dominant antidemocratic aristocracy, and a weak and
dependent commercial and industrial class, unable and unwilling to
push forward toward political democracy. In rough outline, such
was the Russian situation, though with less of a commercial empha-
sis in irs agriculture in the second half of the nineteenth cenmry. A
radical explosion of some kind or a prolonged period of semireac-
tionary dicratorship would have been far more probable rhan a
finnly rooted polirical democracy with all irs shortcomings and
deficiencies.

Srriking down slavery was a decisive step, an act ar least as irn-
ponanr as rhe striking down of absolute monarchy in the English
Civil War and the French Revolution, an essential preliminary for
further advances. Like these violent upheavals, rhe main achieve-
ments in our Civil War were political in the broad sense of the
term. Later generations in America were to attempt to put eco-
nomic content into the political framework, to raise the level of the
people toward some conception of human dignity by putting in
their hands the material means to determine rheir own fare. Subse-
quent revolutions in Russia and China have had rhe same purpose
even if the means have in large measure so far swallowed up and
distorted the ends. It is in this context, I believe, that the American
Civil War has to be placed for its proper assessment.

Thar the federal government was out of the business of enforc-
ing slavery was no small matter. It is easy to imagine the difficulties
that organized labor would have faced, for example, in irs effort to
achieve legal and political acceptance in later years, had not this
barrier been s",:ept away. To the extent that subsequent movements
toward extending the boundaries and meanings of freedom have
faced obstacles since the end of the Civil War, rhey have done so in
large measure because of the incomplete character of the victory



'54 SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP AND DEMOCJIACY

won in 1B65 and subsequent tendencies toward a conservative C02-
lition between propertied interests in the North and the South. This
incompleteness was built into the structure of industrial capitalism.
Much of the old repression returned to the South in new and mort
purely economic guises, while new forms appeared there and in
the rest of the United States as industrial capitalism grew and
spread. If the federal government no longer concerned itself with
enforcing the fugitive slave laws, it either acquiesced or served as an
instrument for new forms of oppression. .

As far as the Negro is concerned, only in quite recent times has
the federal government begun to move in the opposite direction. As
these lines are being written, the United States finds itself in the
midst of a bitter struggle over the Negroes' civil rights, a struggle
likely to ebb and flow for years to come. It involves a great deal
more than the Negroes. Due to the peculiarities of American his-
tory, the central core of America's lowest class are people with dark
skins. As the one major segment of American society with active
discontents, the Negroes are at present almost the only potential re-
cruiting ground for efforts to change the character of the world's
most powerful capitalist democracy. Whether this potential will
amount to anything, whether it will splinter and evaporate or coa-
lesce with other discontents to achieve significant results, is quite
another story.

At bottom, the struggle of the Negroes and their white allies
concerns contemporary capitalist democracy's capacity to live up
to its noble professions, something no society has ever done. Here
we approach the ultimare ambiguity in the assessment and interpre-
tation of the Civil War. It recurs throughout history. There is more
than coincidence in the fact that two famous political leaders of
free societies chose to express their ideals in speeches for their fallen
dead given more than two thousand years apart. To the critical his-
torian both Pericles and Lincoln become ambiguous ligures as he
sets whar they did and what happened alongside what they said and
in all likelihood hoped for. The light for whar they expressed is not
over and may not end until mankind ceases to inhabit the earth. As
one peers ever deeper to resolve rhe ambiguities of history, the
seeker eventually finds them in himself and his fellow men as well as
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in the supposedly dead facts of history. We are inevitably in the
midst of the ebb and flow of these events and playa pan, no matter
how small and insignificant as individuals, in what the past will
cometo mean for the future.


