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DAY pie pAe POINTS OF VIEW: g w it
What Caused the Civil War?

Kenneth M.

During the 1850s the proslavery South had won a series of striking political victories. In the
Compromise of 1850, it had obtained a new and more stringent Fugitive Slave Act, which gave
slaveholders the assistance of federal commissioners in their efforts to recover runaways. In
1854 southern Senators forced [Illinois Senator Stephen A.] Douglas to agree to the repeal

of the Missouri Compromise before giving their support to the Kansas-Nebraska Act. In 1857
the Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision affirmed the right of slaveholders to carry their
property into all the territories of the United States. The year 1857, in fact, marked the high
tide of the proslavery South’s national political power, It had the sympathy of the Buchanan
administration. It controlled the Supreme Court. It dominated the Democratic majority-in both
houses of Congress. Pressing on, aggressive proslavery leaders ignored the advice of more
cautious proslavery spokesmen, such as the Richmond Enquirer, not to force their northern
allies to support policies that would destroy them—in short, not to endanger the survival of the
Democratic party as a national organization. Instead, they disregarded election frauds and the
clear will of the Kansas majority and, with the wholehearted support of the administration,
demanded congressional approval of the [pro-slavery] Lecompton constitution.

[The president] had concluded that it would be folly to oppose the Lecompton constitution
simply because it protected the owners of a few hundred slaves! Looking back, knowing the
ultimate consequences of Buchanan’s policy decision, it stands as one of the most tragic
miscalculations any President has ever made. . . . The Buchanan administration was
discredited; southern control of the House of Representatives was lost in the elections
[of 1858]; and the Democratic party was split. The Republican victory in the presidential
election of 1860 was the logical result. . . .

Would all this have been avoided—would the course of the sectional confiict have been
significantly altered—if Buchanan had remained true to his pledge and demanded the
submission of the whole Lecompton constitution of the voters of Kansas? This is a question
no historian can answer. It is doubtful that a firm stand by Buchanan would have resulted in
southern secession, because the provocation would not have been sufficient to unite even
the Deep South behind so drastic a response. Nor would it have been sufficient to produce a
major split in the national Democratic party. Accordingly, without a divided and demoralized
national Democracy, Republican successes in the elections of 1858 and the presidential
election of 1860 would have been a good deal more problematic. . . .

How Buchanan, a shrewd and experienced politician, one of the best trained Presidents the
country has ever had, could have been responsible for a political disaster of such magnitude
has been variously explained by hostile contemporaries and by historians. According to
his modern biographer, Buchanan was a legalist-and accepted the constitution because
the Lecompton convention was a legal body, and no law required it to provide for full
ratification. . . . [Another] explanation for Buchanan’s Lecompton policy is that there was
no significant difference between his outlook and that of the Southerners in his Cabinet.
They shared an extreme dislike of abolitionists and Republicans, and they saw no great
wrong in the existence of black slavery.
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[This account] of what Abraham Lincoln called the American Union’s “fiery trial” seeks to
refocus attention on slavery as the taproot of sectional discord and civil war. It represents, that
is, a modest challenge to those historians who see slavery as a largely artificial or symbolic
issue. Of course, slavery was not the only item on the political agenda in the troubled 1850s,
but it was, I think, the most important. The North and South may not have been distinct
cultures, but by mid-century each section thought of itself as possessing a distinct and superior
way of life, one shaped most profoundly by the absence or presence of human bondage. The
debate over slavery’s right to expand not only aroused feelings of jealousy, honor, and regional
pride, but raised fundamental questions about the future direction of American society. Unable
to find common ground with such vital issues at stake, the Union broke asunder. . . .

The slaveholding South had good reason to take alarm at Lincoln’s victory. Its perception
of the Republican party as first and foremost an antislavery instrument was fundamentally
correct. Even conservative Republicans, who stressed the danger of Slave Power aggression
and showed scant concern for those in chains, damned slavery as a “blighting institution” and
sought a congressional barrier against its spread. The events of the 1850s—Kansas-Nebraska,
Dred Scott, Lecompton and “Bleeding Kansas,” proslavery designs on Cuba, and talk of
reopening the African slave trade—had progressively radicalized party moderates, producing
a heightened sensitivity to the immorality of slavery and a determination, in Lincoln’s words,
to pursue its “ultimate extinction” throughout the land.

There were limits, of course, to the antislavery steps Republicans might take. . . . Still,
Lincoln’s triumph was a palpable menace to the South. Quite aside from the long-range
damage to be expected once Congress and the Supreme Court also came under Republican
control (namely, exclusion of slavery from all territories, abolition in the District of Columbia,
an end to the interstate slave trade, repeal or drastic modification of the Fugitive Slave Law),
the new president, acting solely on his executive authority, might make no end of mischief. By
appointing Republicans to judgeships, collectorships, postmasterships, and other positions
in the South he could foster an antislavery influence dangerous not only to the peculiar
institution but, once it reached the slave quarters, to the very lives of Southern whites.

Such patronage, moreover, might spawn Republican organizations in the South destructive
to the unity on which the region’s special culture depended.

In fact, Lincoln’s election itself, independent of the policies he and his party might be
expected to pursue, represented an assault on the honor and well-being of the South. By
electing a candidate pledged to slavery’s destruction, the Northern majority had grossly
insulted the South and proclaimed its determination to make vassals—slaves—of Southern
whites. To prideful Southerners, the voters’ verdict amounted to “a declaration of war against
our property and the supremacy of the white race,” a slap in the face that demanded
retribution. More practical considerations also fueled Southern indignation at Lincoln’s
victory. Many fretted that slave property, its value dependent upon an expectation of future
returns, “‘must be greatly depreciated” under a “black Republican” administration. The
Charleston Mercury estimated that “the submission of the South to the administration of the
Federal Government under Messrs. Lincoln and Hamlin, must reduce the value of slaves in
the South, one hundred dollars each,” a loss to the region of more than $400 million. Worse
yet, as slave prices skidded, planters in the upper South (where slavery was deemed a
marginal investment) would feel pressure to sell off their chattels. Then, worried the Mercury,
“the Frontier States [will] enter on the policy of making themselves Free States.” Meanwhile,
word of the election of an antislavery president seemed in itself sufficient to promote bloody
insurrections against the “master race.” Finally, magnifying all such fears was the fear of the
unknown. Abraham Lincoln would be the first Republican president and history offered no
reassurances concerning his probable behavior in office.

Richard H. Sewell, A House Divided: Sectionalism and Civil War, 1848—1865 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1988), pp. 11, 76-78.

413




