-4 THREE #-

Politics, Ideology,
and the

Origins of the American
Civil War

It has long been an axiom of political science that political par-
ties help o hold tegether diverse, heterogeneous societies like
our own. Since most_major parties—in-American history have
tried, in Seymour Lipset’s phrase, to “appear as plausible rep-
Hons cutting across lines of class, race, religion, and section.
And although party competition requires that there be dif-
ferences between the major parties, these differences usually
have not been along sharp ideological lines. In fact, the very
diversity of American society has 4nhibited the formation of
ideological parties, for such parties assume the existence of a
single line of social division along which a majerityof the elec-
torate can be mobilized. In a large, heterogeneous sodety, such
a line rarely exists. There are, therefore, strong reasons why, in
a two-party system, a-major party—or a party aspiring to be-
come “major”—will eschew ideology, for the statement of a co-
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herentideology will set limits to the groups in the elecrorate to
which the party can hope to appeal. Under most droumstances,

in other words, the party's role as a carrier of a coherent ideo-
logy will conflict with its role as an electoral machine bent on
winning the largest possible number of votes.'

For much of the seventy years preceding the Civil War, the
American political system functioned as a mechanism for re-
lieving social tensions, ordering group conflict, and integrating
the society. The existence ol national political parties, increas-
ingly focused on the contest for the Presidency, necessitated al-

liances between political elites in various sections of the coun-

try. A recent study of early American politics notes that
“political nationalization was far ahead of economic, cultural,
and social nationalization”—that is, that the national political
system was itself a major bond of union in a diverse, growing
society.? But as North and South increasingly took different
paths of economic and social development and as, from the
18305 onward, antagonistic value systems and  ideologies
grounded in the question of slavery emerged in these sections,
the political system inevitably came under severe disruptive
pressures. Because they brought into play basic values and
moral judgments, the competing sectional ideologies could not
be defused by the normal processes of political compromise,
nor could they be contained within the existing inter-sectional
political system. Once parties began to reorient themselves on
sectional lines, a fundamental necessity of democratic politics—
that each party look upon the other as a legitimate alternative
government—was destroyed.

When we consider the causes of the sectional conflict, we
must ask ourselves not only why civil war came when it did, but
why it did not come sooner. How did a divided nation manage
to hold itself together for as long as it did? In part, the answer
lies in the unifying effects of inter-sectional political parties. On
the level of politics, the coming of the Civil War is the story of
the intrusion of sectional ideology into the political system, de-
spite the efforts of political leaders of both parties to keep it
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out. Once this happened, political competition worked to ex-
acerbate, rather than to solve, social and scctional conflicts. For
as Frank Sorauf has explained:®

The party of cxtensive ideology develops in and reflects the soci-
cty in which little consensus prevails on basic social values and in-
stitutions. It hetokens deep social disagreements and conflics, In-
deed, the party of ideology that is also a major, competitive party
accompanics 4 politics of almost total concern. Since its ideology
defines political issues as including almost every facet of life, it
brings to the political system almost every division, every dif-
ference, every conflice of any importance in socicty.

“Parties in this country,” wrote a conservative northern Whig
in 1855, “herctofore have helped, not delayed, the slow and
difficult growth of a consummated nationality.” Rufus Choate
was lamenting the passing of a bygone era, a time when “our
allies were everywhere . . . there were no Alleghenies nor Mis-
sissippi rivers in our politics.”* Party organization and the na-
ture of political conflict had taken on new and unprecedented
forms in the 1850s. It is no accident that the breakup of the last
major- inter-sectional party preceded by less than a year the
breakup of the Union or that the final crisis was precipitated
not by any “overt act,” but by a presidential election.

From the beginning of national government, of course, dif-
ferences of opinion over slavery constituted an important ob-
stacle to the formation of a national community. “The great
danger to our general government,” as Madison remarked at
the Constitutional Convention, “is the great southern and
northern interests of the continent, being opposed to each
other.” “The institution of slavery and its consequences.”
cording to him, was the main “line of discrimination” in con-
vention disputes. As far as slavery was concerned, the Constitu-
tion amply fulfilled Lord Acton’s dictum that it was an effort to
avoid setling basic questions. Aside from the Atlantic slave
trade, (‘ungr&sw was giveu no power Loy rehulate slaver} in uﬂ}r‘

ac-
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ery_completely outside the ﬂ_é'l_l,]EJ_T'!Ei.] _pD]lthEI arena. The
}r basis on which a rldl:mndl politics comld ex}st—[he avoid-
ce of sectional issues—was thus defined at the outser.®
- Although the slavery question was never completely ex-
Juded from political debate in the 1790s, and there was con-
iderable Federalist grumbling about the three-fifths clause of
: {“onstltutmn altex 1800, Lhe furst iull demonstration of the

rred in the Missouri controversy of 1819-21. These debates
stablished a number of precedents which forecast the future
urse of the slavery extension issue in Congress. Most impor-

| was the fact that the issue was able for- a-ume%-cnmplﬁ.ei}
'ty lines. In the first votes on slavery in Missouri,

ua]]} every northerner, regardless of party, voted against
expansion. It was not surprising, of course, that northern Fed-
alists would try to make political capital out of the issue.
What was unexpected was that northern Republicans, many of
om were aggricved by Virginia's long dominance of the
esidency and by the Monroe administration’s tanff and inter-
improvements policies, would unite with the Federalists. As
ohn Quincy Adams observed, the debate “disclosed a secret: it
caled the basis for a new organization of parties, . . . Here
sa new party really formed . . . terrible to the whole Union,
ut portentously terrible to the South.” But the final compro-
mise set another important precedent: enough northern Re-
publicans became convinced that the Federalists were making
political gains from the debates and that the Union was
seriously endangered to break with the sectional bloc and sup-
a compromise which a majority of northern Con-
essmen—Republicans and Federalists—opposed. As for the

which dealt in any way with the subject of slavery.®
~ The Missouri controversy and the election of 1824, in which
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'i-washa'ngﬂm Community.® The mass, non-ideological politics of
the Jackson era created the desperately needed link between
‘governors and governed. But this very link made possible the
emergence ol two kinds of sectional agitators: the abolitionists,

~ who stood outside of politics and hoped to TEFEEL_E;EE\UC
-hpinjcun—and through it, politicians—to confront the slavery
- issue, and political agitators, who used politics as a way of /
- heightening sectional self-consciousness and antagonism in the _:
- populace at large. +

 Because of the rise of mass politics and the emergence of
' these sectional agitators, the 1830s was the decade in which

'.'1bng—standing. latent _sectional divisions were _suddenly acti-
~ vated, and previously unrelated patterns of derogatory sec-
~ tional imagery began to emerge into full-blown sectional ideo-
~logy. Many of the anti-slavery arguments which gained wide
- currency in the 1830s had roots stretching back into the

i ':ﬁghl&'&I]lll century. The idea that slavery degraded white labor
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/port from their home sections, revealed that in the absence of
two-party competition, sectional loyalties would constitute the
lines of political division. No one recognized this more clearly
than the architect of the second party system, Martin Van
Buren. In his well-known letter to Thomas Ritchie of Virginia,
Van Buren explained the need for a revival of national two-
party politics on precisely this ground: /'Party attachment in
former times furnished a complete antidote for sectional preju-
dices by producing counteracting feelings. It was not until that
defense had been broken down that the damor against South-
ern Influence and African Slavery could be made effectual in
the North.” Van Buren and many of his generation of politi-
cians had been genuinely frightened by the threats of disunion
which echoed through Congress in 1820; they saw national
two-party competition as the alternative to sectional conflict
and eventual disunir;;;jironjcall}', as Richard McCormick has
made clear, the creation of the second party system owed as
much to sectionalism as to national loyalties. The South, for ex-
ample, only developed an organized, competitive Whig party in
1835 and 1836 when it became apparent that Jackson: the
southern President, had chosen Van Buren, a northerl’;t:r, as
his successor. Once party divisions had emerged, however, they
stuck, and by 1840, for one of the very few times in American
history, two truly inter-sectional parties, cach united behind a
single candidate, competed for the Presidency.” ¥/

The 1850s witnessed a vast expansion of political loyalties
and awareness and the creation of party mechanisms to chan-
nel voter participation in politics. But the new mass sense of
identification with politics had ominous implications for the
sectional antagonisms which the party system sought to sup-
press. The historian of the Missouri Compromise has observed
that “if there had been a dvil war in 1819-1821 it would have
been between the members of Congress, with the rest of the

~.country looking on in amazement.” This is only one example of

| the intellectual and political isolation of Washington from the
general populace which James Young has described in The
b

~ herent critique, not only of the social and economic effects of
- slavery, but of what Harrison Gray Otis called the divergence
: of “manners, habits, customs, principles, and ways of thinking”
- which separated northerners and southerners. And, during the
~ Missouri debates, almost every economic, political, and moral
I argument against slavery that would be used in the later sec-
. tional debate was voiced. In fact, one recurring argument was
~ not picked up later—the warning of northern Congressmen
. that the South faced the danger of slave rebellion if steps were
- not taken toward abolition. (As far as I know, only Thaddeus
~ Stevens of Republican spokesmen in the 1850s would explicitly
'\-'use this line of argument.)®

~ The similarity between Federalist attacks on the South and
*Ihtﬂ' abolitionist and Republican arguments, coupled with the /
 fact that many abolitionists—including Garrison, Phillips, the
; - Tappans, and others—came from Federalist backgrounds, has
i



40) ORIGINS OF THE CIVIL WAR

led James Banner to describe abolitionism Jj.u, “the Mas
sachusetts Federalist ideology come back to life.” Yet there wag
a long road to be traveled from Harrison Gray Ous to William
H. Seward, just as there was from Thomas Jetferson to I::'rﬁorgg
Fitzhugh. For one thing, the Federalist distrust of democracy,
social competition, and the Jeffersonian cry of “equal rights”
their commitment to social inequality, hierarchy, tradition, and
order prevented them-from pushing their anti-slavery views to
their logical conclusiogj And New England Federalists were
inhibited by the requirements of national party organization
and competition from voicing anti-slavery views. In the 1790s,
they maintained close ties with southern Federalists, and after
1800 hope of reviving their strength in the South never com-
pletely died. Only a party which embraced social mobility and
competitive individualism, rejected the permanent subordina-
tion of any “rank” in society, and was unburdened by a south-
ern wmh{uuld dm-'vlnp a fully coherent anti-slavery ideology.'" (?
“An equally important reason whw.- the Federalists did not de”
velop a consistent sectional ideology was that the South in the
early part of the nineteenth century shared many of the Feder-
alists’ I"E'SE'_]}EI._I?HS about '%]&\-'Er}- The growth of an anti-slavery
ideology, in other words, depended in large measure on the
growth of pro-slavery thought, and, by the same token, it was
the abolitionist assault which brought into being the coherent
defense of slavery. The opening years of the 1830s, of course,

were ones of crisis for the South. The emergence of militant

abolitionism, Nat Turner’s rebellion, the Virginia debates on
slavery, and the nullification crisis suddenly presented assaults
to the institution of slavery from within and outside the South.
The reaction was the closing of southern society in defense of
slavery, “the most thorough-going repression of free thought,
free speech, and a free press ever witnessed in an American
community.” At the same time, southerners increasingly aban-
doned their previous, highly qualified defenses of slavery and
embarked on the formulation of the pro-slavery argument. By
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37, as is well known, John C. Calhoun could thank the abali-
jonists on precisely this ground: '

'Thiq agitation has produced one happy effect at least; it has com-
Pe]]Ed us at the South to look into the nature and chammer of this
i Erc.u institution, and to correct many false impressions that cven
" we had entertained in relaton to it. Many in the South once be-
* lieved that it was a moral and political evil; that folly and delusion
Care gone; we see it now in its true light, and regard it as the most
- safe and stable basis for free institutions in the world.

~ The South, of course, was hardly as united as Calhoun as-
serted. But the progressive rejection of the Jeffersonian tradi-
tion, the suppression of civil liberties, and the increasing stri-
dency of the defense of slavery all pushed the South further
and further out of the inter-sectional mainstream, setting it in-

casingly apart {rom the rest of the country. Coupled with the
Gag Rule and the mobs which broke up abolitionist presses and
1 eetings, the growth of pro-slavery thought was vital to a new

F;ilﬂqy;[ormlﬂa(iﬂn which emerged in the late 1830s and
which had been absent from both the Federalist attacks on slav-
ery and the Missouri debates—the idea of the Slave Power. The
Slave Power replaced the three-fifths clause as the symbol of
thern power, and it was a far more sophisticated and com-
lex formulation. Abolitionists could now argue that slavery
 not -:nn]y mc:ra]]} rep _g_mnt it was ml:gg;panhle with the

e abolluomst -:leclared, ‘We commenced the present sn"uggle
to obtain the freedom of the slave; we are compelled to con-
linue it to preserve our own.” In other words, a process of
deological expansion had begun, fed in large measure by the
sequence of response and counterresponse between the com-
eting sectional outlooks.'? Once this process had begun, it had
internal dynamic which made it extremely difficult to stop.
This was especially true because of the emergence of agitators
Whose avowed purpose was to sharpen sectional conflict, polar-

ol
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ize public opinion, and develop sectional ideologies to their log.
ical extremes.

As the 1840s opened, most political leaders still clung to the
traditional basis of politics, but the sectional, ideological politi-
cal agitators formed growing minorities in each section. In the
South, there was a small group of outright secessionists and 3
larger group, led by Calhoun, who were firmly committed to
the Union but who viewed sectional organization and self-de-
fense, not the traditional reliance on inter-sectional political
parties, as the surest means of protecting southern interests
within the Union./In the North, a small radical group gathered
in Congress aroun%d John Quincy Adams and Congressmen like
Joshua Giddings, William Slade, and Seth Gates—men who
represented areas of the most imense abo]il;inniﬂ agitation and

_____ on the. 5[;-:=ver}f wsun_i pﬂhuaans would
have to follow step. These radicals were determined to ane
slavery into every congressional debate. They were continually
frustrated but never suppressed, and the reelection of Gid-
dings in 1842 after his censure and resignation from the House
proved that in some districts party discipline was no longer able
to control the slavery issue '

The northern political agitators, both Congressmen and Lib-
erty party leaders, also performed the function of developing

opinion was.aroused

and popularizing a political rhetoric, especially focused on fear

of the Slave Power, which could be seized upon by traditional
politicians and large masses of voters if slavery ever entered the
ter of politica! conflict.

In the 1840s, this is precisely what happened. As one politi-
| cian later recalled, “Slavery upon which by common consent no
PaIT}? issue had been made was then obtruded upon the field of
| party action.” It is significant that John Tyler and John C.

i...Calh::run, the two men most responsible for this intrusion, were
political outsiders, men without places in the national party
structure. Both of their careers were blocked by the major par-
ties but might be advanced if tied to the slavery question in the

ry was there to stay. The Wilmot Proviso, introduced in 1846,
preciscly the same- effect as the proposal 1wo decades ear-
strict_slavery-in-Misseuri—it completely fractured the

ties along sectional lines ‘( in 1820, opposition to
“expansion of slavery became the way in which a diverse
up of northerners expressed their various resentments
inst a4 southern-dominated administration. And, as in 1821,
all group of northern Democrats eventually broke with
ir section, reaffirmed their primary loyalty to the party, and
ned with the South to kill the Proviso in 1847.5In the same
enough southerners rejected Calhoun's call for united
onal action to doom his personal and sectional ambitions. '
ut the slavery extension debates of the 1840s had far
ater effects on the political system than the Missouri con-
VETSY had lud ‘Wil.hin eadl_pagg_they created a sticam

o the S]d\-LT}l-'_q_ElE.S_L'l_E}_ﬂ and w who would Whh
mn futu And in the North, the 1840s wit-
«d the expansion of sectional political rhetoric—as more
d more northerners became familiar with the “aggressions”
the Slave Power and the need to resist them. At the same
e, as anti-slavery ideas expanded, unpopular and divisive el-
nts were weeded out, especially the old alliance of ant-
_‘srery with demands for the rights of free bl:;ll: ks.| Opposition

rery. was alread

ommators—free soil, GppD'SILI{:TI 10 the Slave Pm-.t_r and
e union.'? T T T T

The political system reacted to the intrusion of the slavery
estion in the traditional ways, At first, it tried to suppress it.
Chis is the meaning of the famous letters opposing the immedi-
annexation of Texas issned by Clay and Van Buren on the
spring day in 1844, probably after consultation on the
ject. It was an agreement that slavery was too explosive a

Question for either party to try to take partisan advantage of it.
The agreement, of course, was torpedoed by the defeat of Van
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g of Texas annexagion. Once introduced into politics, slav-

v
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Buren for the Democratic nomination, a defeat caused in pary
by the willingness of his Democratic opponents to use the
Texas and slavery questions to discredit Van Buren—therely
violating the previously established rules of political conduer,
In the North from 1844 onward, both parties, pﬂr‘tlculall} the
Whigs, tried to :l_gﬂr_ggw and minimize defection

e

to the Liberty party by adopting anti-southernvhetorjc. This

tended to prevent defections to third parties, but it had the ef-
fea of nurturing and legitimating dl‘ltl-H[]llthrﬂ_ sentiment
‘within the ranks of the major parties themselYes. After the

1848 election in which nﬂrl.hcrrl Whigs and Democrats vied for

AL S

title of “free soil” to minimize the i impact of the Free Soil party,

William H. Seward commented, “Antislavery is at length a re-
spectable element in politcs,”t#

Both parties also attempted to devise formulas for compro-

mising the divisive issue. For the Whigs, it was “no_territory”—
an W\Mnuld end the gquestion of the spread of
SlaVEWJg’ThE Democratic answer, first announced by Vice Presi-
dent Dallas in 1847 and picked up by Lewis Cass, was popular
sovereignty or non-intervention{ giving to the people of each
territory the right to decide on slavery. As has often been
pointed out, popular sovereignty was an exceedingly vague and
ambiguous doctrine. It was never precisely clear what the pow-
ers of a territorial legislature were to be or at what point the
question of slavery was to be dedded.'” But politically such am-
biguity was essential (and intentional) if popular sovereignty
were to serve as a means of settling the slavery issue on the
traditional basis—by removing it from national politics and
translerring the battleground from Congress to the terri-
tories.'® Popular sovereignty formed one basis of the compro-
mise of 1850, the last attempt of the political system to expel
the disease of sectional ideology by finally settling all the points
at which slavery and national politics intersected.

That compromise was possible in 1850 was testimony to the
resiliency of the political system and the continuing ability of
party loyalty to compete with sectional commitments. But the
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method of passage revealed how deeply sectional divisions
ere ecmbedded in party politics. Because only a small group of
:ngressmen—mmlly northwestern Democrats and southern
igs—were committed to compromise on every issue, the
pibus’ compromise measure could not pass. The compro-
se had to be enacted serially with the small compromise bloc,
by Stephen A Dougm Ilinais, aligned with first one sec-
jonal bloc, then the other, to pass the individual measures.'®

His role in the passage of the compromise announced the
ergence of Douglas as the last of the great Unionist, com-
mising politicians, the heir of Clay, Webster, and other
kesmen for the center. And his career, like Webster's,
wed that it was no longer possible to win the confidence of
oth sections with a combination of extreme nationalism and
calculated suppression of the slavery issue in national poli-
. Like his predecessors, Douglas called for a policy of “entire
lence on the slavery question,” and throughout the 1850s, as
t Johannsen has written, his aim was to restore “arder
nd stability to American politics through the agency of a na-
onal, conservative Democratic party.” Ultimately, Douglas
ailed—a traditional career for-the Union was simply not possi-
e in the lﬁﬁﬂb—lmt 11 is equall} true thdt in 1860 he was, the

: tend the pnnuple of popular mw:rmhnt}r to territory dlread}
uaranteed to free labor by the Missouri Compromise which fi-
ally shattered the second party system{ We can date exactly
e final collapse of that system—February 15, 1854—the day a
caucus of southern Whig Congressmen and Senators decided
to support Douglas’s Nebraska bill, despite the fact that they
eould have united with northern Whigs in opposition both to
repeal of the Missouri Compromise and the revival of sec-
nal agitation.®! But in spite of the sectionalization of politics
Which occurred after 1854, Douglas continued his attempt to
Maintain a national basis of party competition. In fact, from



46 ORIGINS OF THE CIVIL wap

one angle of vision, whether politics was to be national or see.

tional was the basic issue of the Lincoln-Douglas debates of

1858, The Little Giant presented local aum:mmy—pnpular Sty
ereignty for states and territories—as the only “"national” soly.

tion to the slav slavery queét.ﬂ:nn while Lincoln auempled to destroy
this middle ground and force a single, sectional solution on the
_fnnxﬁ_U_!_n_gn There is a common critique of Douglas’s politics,
expressed perhaps most persuasively by Allan Nevins, which
argues that, as a man with no moral feelings about slavery,
Douglas was incapable of recognizing that this moral issue af.
fected miHiﬂns of m:rrthem voters,* Thjs in my opinion, is a
sisted was not that there was no moral g que;n-:-n _involved in
slavery but that it was not the function of the politician to deal
in moral judgments. To Lincoln's predlrtmn that the nation
tﬂu]c_lu;'lrm m“ﬁ' slave and half free, Duugl.as TLEllLd tha[ it

ratllt‘grr upon the Suuth

Douglas’s insistence on the separation of politics and morality
was expressed in his oft-quoted statement that—in his role as a
politician—he did not care if the people of a territory voted
slavery “up or down.” As he explained in his Chicago speech of
July 1858, just before the opening of the great debates:

I deny the right of Congress to force a slave-holding state upon
an unwilling people. I deny their right to force a free state upon
an unwilling people. I deny their right to force a good thing upon
a people who are unwilling to receive it. . . . It is no answer to
this argument to say that slavery is an evil and hence should not
be wolerated. You must allow the people to decide for themselves
whether it is a good or an evil.

When Lincoln, therefore, said the real purpose of popular
sovereignty was “to educate and mould public opinion, at least
northern public opinion, to not care whether slavery is voted
down or up,” he was, of course, right. For Douglas recognized
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moral categories, being essentially uncompromisable, are
imilable in politics. The only solution to the slavery issue
local autonomy. Whatever a majority of a state or territory
ed to do about slavery was right—or at least should not be
pered with by politicians from other areas. To this, Lin-
only pﬂssibie repl_i,f was the one [ormulated in tht de-

1ts diapﬂ&ll.mn i the T.L*rnmnr_'a, .«md cvt-:ntual]}f in the en-
nation, was a matter nf I]atiﬂnal CONCern to hL decidad b}r a

mcreaﬂngljf m-:ﬂ.'ed Lo th1s mm:ﬂ level of the e-,lave-r:p dl’gu-
: “Everything that emanates from [Douglas] or his coadju-
rs, carefully excludes the thought that there is anything
ong with slavery. All their arguments, il you will consider
. will be seen to exclude the thought. . . . If you do admit
=: at it is wrong, Judge Douglas can't log'lcall} say that he don’t
whether a wrong is voted up or down.”*

n order to press home the moral argument, moreover, L,]n—

€ black; while Douglas, by the same token, lc'_"_ﬁ_“gﬂehad to
ne blacks as subhuman, or at least, as the Dred Scott deci-
n had insisted, not part of the American * pct;-ﬁTE""inLludcd
- the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.
ouglas's view of the black, Lincoln declared, conveyed “no
vid impression that the Negro is a human, and consequently
no idea that there can be any moral question in legislating
t him."** Of course, the standard of morality which Lin-
felt the nation should adopt regarding slavery and the
k was the sectional morality of the Republican party.

y 1860, Douglas’s local majoritarianism was no more accept-

e to southern political leaders than Lincoln’s national and

oral majoritarianism. The principle of state rights and minor-

self-determination had always.been.the first line of defense

had to insist throughout the debates on the basic hurn.rm_}; o
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of slavery from northern interference, but southerners ngy
coupled it with the demand that Congress intervene to estahlish
and guzurantee slavery in the territories. The Lecompton ﬁf,hl

___________ nﬂuglas
];I__w&_r_x_mcmtx L0 AC wde tu southel n -:Iemands was the Lulmmarmn
of a long history « of resentment on the part of northern Demg-
crats, stretching back into the 1840s, at the impossible ppll_m:.ll
dilemma of being caught between increasingly anti-southern
constituency pressure and loyalty to an increasingly pro-
southern national party. For their part, southern Democrats
viewed their northern allies as too weak at “home and too
tainted with anti-southernism after the Lecompton battle to be
relied on to protect southern interests any longer *®

As for the Republicans, by the late 1850s they had succeeded
in developing a coherent ideology which, despite internal am-
biguities and contradictions, incorporated the fundamental val-
ues, hop-es and i'ears of a majurit}' of northerners As I have

‘il.'lll‘_'l.d_I_ t!{_l:lf_’_l’ fmmded on the u:ljgml}r and opportunities of free
labor, and to social mobility, enterprise, and * ‘progress.”
gloried in the same qualities of northern life—materialism, so-
cial Huidity, and the dominance of the self-made man—which
twenty years carlicr had been the source of widespread anxiety
and fear in Jacksonian America. And it defined the South s a
backward, stagnant, aristocratic society, totally alien in values
and social order to the middle-class capitalism of the North.*®
Some elements of the Republican ideology had roots stretch-
ing back into the eighteenth century. Others, especially the
Republican emphasis on the threat of the Slave Power, were
relatively new. Northern politics and thought were permeated
by the Slave Power idea in the 1850s. The effect can perhaps
be gauged by a brief look at the career of the leading Republi-
can spokesman of the 1850s, William H. Seward. As a political
child of upstate New York's burned-over district and anti-
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sonic crusade, Seward had long believed that the Whig
rty's main political liability was its image as the spokeman of
wealthy and anstocratic. Firmly committed to egalitarian
democracy, Seward had attempted to reorient the New York
gtate Whigs into a reformist, egalitarian party, friendly to im-
pigrants and embracing political and economic democracy, but
he was always defeated by the party's downstate conservative
i g. In the 1840s, he became convinced that the only way for

eratic appeal with which men like Seward had long wished to
he associated politically, By fusing older anti-slavery arguments
with the idea that slavery posed a threat 1o northern free labor
and democratic values, it enabled the Republicans to tap the
itarian outlook which lay at the heart of northern society.
it the same time, it enabled Republicans to present anti-slavery
as an essentially conservative reform, an attempt to reestablish
anti-slavery principles of the founding fathers and rescue

rse, the Slave Power idea had a far greater appeal to north-
ayl self—ll‘l_tﬂﬂt than arguments based on the plight of black
aves igghe South. As the black abolitionist Frederick Douglass
ed, M he cry of Free Men was raised, not for the extension
liberty to the black man, but for the protection of the liberty
it the white.”?®
the Tate 1850s, it had become a standard part of Republi-
rhetoric to accuse the Slave Power of a long series of trans-
Tessions against northern rights and liberties and to predict
that, unless halted by effective political action, the ultimate aim
the conspiracy—the complete subordination of the national
government to slavery and the suppression of northern liber-

i s—wnuld._.{;c_accamphshadd lllu‘.. other cc:mpuacf'_'heunes,

federal government from southern usurpation. And, of
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from the Gag Rule to Bleeding Kansas and the Dred Scoy
decision. It also provided a convenient symbol through which 5
host of anxieties about the future could be expressed. At the
same time, the notion of a black Republican conspiracy 1o over-
throw slavery and wuthem'somet}r had taken hold in the
South. These competing conspiratorial outlooks were reﬂe‘;.
tions, not merely of sectional “paranoia,” but of the fact thar
the nation was every day growing apart and into two societies
v.h-:nse ultimate i]‘itt‘l CHLS  WEre diamf:n‘icallv uppnmi T’he

Repul:rhcan aslznr;mmn for the 1 natmn g. jutur;, Wil Lhe IEHETIC.
tion and eventual cradication of slavery. And the Slave Power
expressed northerners’ conviction, not only that _sﬁarer}f was in-
compatible with basic democratic values, but that to protect
.slmerry southerners were determined to_control the federal
government and use it to foster the expansion ol slavery. In
summary, the Slave Power idea was the ideological ghue of the
Republican party—it enabled them to elect in 1860 a man con-
servative enough to sweep to victory in every northern state,
‘et radical enough to trigger the secession crisis.

Did the election of Lincoln pose any real danger to the inso-
tution of slavery? In my view, it is only possible to argue that it
did not if one takes a completely static—and therefore ahis-
torical—view of the slavery issue. The expansion of slavery was
not simply an issue; it was a facL#By 1860, over half the slaves
lived in areas outside the original slave states. At the same time,
however, the South had become a permanent and shrinking
minority within the nation. And in the majority section, anti-
slavery sentiment had expanded at a phenomenal rate. Within
one generation, it had moved from the commitment of a small
minority of northerners to the motive force behind a victorious
party. That sentiment now demanded the exclusion of slavery
from the territories. Who could tell what its demands would be
in ten or twenty years? The incoming President had often de-
clared his commitment to the “ultimate extinction” of slavery.

|"'-|l , -':ﬁ {':-/Vl
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1 Alton, Ilinois, in the heart of the most pro-slavery area of
North, he had condemned Douglas because “he looks to no
of the institution of slavery.”** A Lincoln administration
ed likely to be only the beginning of a prolonged period
® Republican hegemony. And the succession of generally
eak, one-term Presidents between 1836 and 1860 did not
re the great expansion in the potential power of the
idency which had taken place during the administration
Andrew Jackson. Old Hickory had cearly shown that a
g-willed President, backed by a united political party, had
endous power to shape the affairs of government and 1o
ansform into policy his version of majority will.

What was at stake in_ 1860, as in the entire sectional conflict,
the vlf_j!'jﬁ'l";‘,l;('.ll.’l’ of the nation’s futurel This was one reason
publican_s had p!accd lsg_;m_m}.\_smess on the quesrion r_rf I;hr
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1 cr:rnmg sl,a'uexy -:cms,muI.n:lnﬂll*g,r open to them, but it in-
ived the nation's future in the most direct way. In the West,
Future was tabula rasa, and the future course of western de-
/ pment would gravely affect the direction of the entire na-
ion. Now that the territorial issue was settled by Lincoln’s elec-
ion, it seemed likely that the slavery controversy would be
ansferred back into the southern states themselves. Seces-
ists, as William Frechling has argued, feared that slavery
as weak and in_the border states. _m;,:ﬁ
Wirginia.”® They feared Republican eilm"f:s"thér"_encuumgc the
ormation of Republican organizations in these areas and the
newal of the long-suppressed internal debate on slavery in
South itself. And, lurking behind these anxieties, may have
fear of anti-slavery debate reaching the slave quarters, of
an undermining of the masters’ authority, and, ultimately, of
slave rebellion itself. The siavehqlgig[s _,km:.u.', drnr_;ppl,[,f the great

vilnerable in i

|.. 5 r_'unv._n\.u'; h‘hlf_‘h Lm-::oin 5 elec rmn seemed o undﬂrmme
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which is why the secession convention of South Carolina de.
clared, “Experience has proved that slaveholding states cannog
be safe in subjection to non-slaveholding states.”#!

More than seventy years before the secession crisis, James
Madison had laid down the principles by which a central goy-
ernment and individual and minority liberties could coexist in 3
large and heterogeneous Union. The very diversity of interests
in the nation, he argued in the Federalist papers, was the secu-
rity for the rights of minorities, for it ensured that no one in-
terest would ever gain control of the government.*® In the
1830s, John C. Calhoun recognized the danger which abolition-
ism posed to the South—it threatened to rally the North in the
way Madison had said would not happen—in terms of one
commitment hostile to the interests of the minority South.
Moreover, Calhoun recognized, when a majority interest is
organized into an effective political party, it can seize control of
all the branches of government, overturning the system of con-
stitutional checks and balances which supposedly protected mi-
nority rights. Only the principle of the concurrent majority—a
veto which each major interest could exercise over policies di-
rectly affecting it—could reestablish this constitutional balance.

At the ourset of the abolitonist crusade, Calhoun had been
convinced that, while emandpation must be “resisted at all
costs,” the South should avoid hasty action until it was “certain
that it is the real object, not by a few, but by a very large por-
tion of the non-slaveholding states.” By 1850, Calhoun was con-
vinced that “Every portion of the North entertains views more
or less hostile to slavery.” And by 1860, the clection returns
demonstrated that this anti-slavery sentiment, contrary to Mad-
ison’s expectations, had united in an interest capable of elect-
ing a President, despite the fact that it had not the slightest
support from the sectional minority. The character of Lincoln’s
election, in other words, completely overturned the grmnld
rules which were supposed to govern American politics. The
South Carolina secession convention expressed secessionists
reaction when it declared that once the sectional Republican
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riy, founded on hostility to southern values and interests,
k over control of the federal government, “the guarantees
the Constitution will then no longer exist.”#

~ Thus the South came face to face with a conflict between its
alty to the nation and loyalty to the South—that is, to slav-
ery, which, more than anything else, made the South distinct.
‘David Potter has pointed out that the principle of majority rule
plies the existence of a coherent, dlearly recognizable body of
thich more than half may be legitimately considered as a ma-
ity of the whole. For the South to accept majority rule in
1860, in other words, would have been an affirmation of a
common nationality with the North. Certainly, it is true that in
ms of ethnicity, language, religion—many of the usual com-
nents of nationality—Americans, North and South, were sull
guite close. On the other hand, one important element, com-
‘munity of interest, was not present. And perhaps most impor-
tant, the preceding decades had witnessed an escalation of dis-
st—an erosion of the reciprocal currents of good will so
sential for national harmony. “*We are not one people,” de-
clared the New York Tribune in 1855, "We are two peoples. We
are a people for Freedom and a people for Slavery. Between
he two, conllict is inevitable.”* We can paraphrase John
Adams’s famous comment on the American Revolution and
pply it to the coming of the Civil War—‘-::_l__he separalion was
complete, in the minds of the people, before the war began) In
@ sense, the Constitution and national political system'ﬁad
failed in the difficult task of creating a nation—only the Civil
ar itself would accomplish it.
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