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14 Vengeance and Justice

the press. But to men of all classes, public opinion dictated that they
not tolerate affront.™

Just as men of different classes played to different audiences of
honor, so the exact form of violence generated by conflicts between
two unvielding claimants of honor varied from class to class. While
some men faced each other under elaborate ritual on dueling
grounds, many more combatants fought in obscure taverns and
streets. Aggression flourished most democratically where gambling
and drinking flourished. One who had lived in Southern communi-
ties, as had H. V. Redfield, “could hardly fail to be impressed with
the prevalence of whiskey-drinking and the frequency of fighting
with deadly weapons.” On the days men congregated in town,
“when the whiskey begins to work, it very often happens that there is
‘2 fight’ between parties having what is locally called ‘a grudge’ and
the chances are that deadly weapons will be used. Perhaps several
parties will be drawn in from kinship or partiality, and then the
“difficulty’ assumes such proportions that the solitary town constable
or sheriff, or both, can do litle towards quelling "

Southern -grand juries and newpapers blamed much of the
region’s violence on liquor, and there is no reason to doubt them.
Southerners apparently drank prodigious amounts of alcohol
throughout the nineteenth century. Alcohol, criminologists agree, is
“the one factor in crime thar can be neither argued down or
dismissed.” Antebellum Northerners drank great amounts as well
and alcohol fucled many fights there, vet Northern alcohol-related
violence was never the problem it was in the South, where alcohol
and honor combined to create a volatile mixture. The cultural

nken men are supposed to act obviously
shape intoxicated behavior, and the Southern men who attacked
companions or adversarics in drunken rage were acting in ways
understandable, even  expected, by others in their culture. A
drinken man seldom lirerally “loses his head”; he knows which
isuls will hurt the most and whom he can afford to taunt. Alcohol
dissolved the barriers of self-restraint that kept honor under control,
hened the thirst for the respect and admiration of others,

expectations of how dru

heig
loosened the tongue.

Southern violence might
conflict, as well, when men were stone sober. In fact, the major
danger of homicides in the South, a Northern editor told his middle-
lass readers, lay not so much in their frequency as in the fact *“that
anv one of any class in society is exposed to them.” If in “the South
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leen offered as another explanation of Southern violence. The
{rontier, this argument runs, breeds lawlessness, and the frontier
was, in effect, built into the South in the form of plantations. Our
national mythology assumes violence to be a natural outgrowth of
the frontier; the explanation seems almost commonsensical to most
Americans.” But in other English colonies such as Canada and
Australia frontier challenges similar to those of the United States did
ot breed notoriously high levels of violence among the settlers.
Recent studies of the American West and Midwest challenge the
sereotypes of rampant violence on these frontiers of the United
Sraies as well. The violence that did erupt in Western cattle towns
and on the open rangc in the post-Civil War years may well have
Leen Southern violence transplanted, especially by way of Texas.! 1f
carlier Souther frontier areas did suffer from violence—and from all
accounts, they did—then we need to look beyond the mere setting of
Whe frontier to explore the ¢ haracter of the people who lived and died
there, Bloodshed was the product of a culture Southern fronters-
men brought with them, not something they found waiting in the
wilderness. The {rontier of the South did witness violence, but
primarily Lecause the frontier exaggerated cultural traits already in
exintence
Several historans, ree apnizing the key role of culture in violent
Belavion, iolate various fatal flaws within Southern culare: a
Dyonding and pervasive sense of grievance and displaced fyustration,
A undue atlecion for guns, and a pessimistic evaluation of human
patire that automaticatly assumed violence to be the inevitable—if
nlon it Tecouse in the face of intractable pmblvnn." lach of
hese e pretations holds much truth, and cach offers another clue
towird the selunon of an obviously complex puzzle, But noue ol
e cin explain why Southerners saw the world in such ways all
thene explianations seem to mistake the symptorn for the disease, In
(ner, the eaphor of culural pathology and dysfunction may
milend s Without condoning the killing, we should look at the
sl and i violence on its own terms and without censure ol
puliral habis we {ind abhorrent. In doing so we are led w0
Paesaming white
whiv they killed each other with such frequency and regularity. They,
ol vone, said they did it for honot’s sake.
he mere word “honor,” though, puts us on our guard and
POnuen up iniges ol pretentious self—proclaimed aristocrats shoot-
{y el other in ridiculous displays of their own insecurity. That is

I | b

Southerners’ own often—repeated'explanation of
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because honor has no resonance, no meaning, in our culture toda
where values antithetical to honor rule. Yet, just as the claimez,
many Southern men recognized the dictates of honor: ays stem f
values within which you have exactly as much worth as ;)thei,s confo
upon you. Women, children, and slaves had no_honor; onl zu:iuelr
white males had the right to honor—and even they if,'ch.a\llyen 'ﬁ‘gm
had o prove their worth through cheir courage.' in a culturieo’f
honor, anthropologist Pierre Bourdieuexplains, “the being and
truth about a person are identical with the being and truth that Ether
acknowledge in him.* Thus, according to Charles Sydnor, in hs
antebellum South “it was considered as brutal and unc?vilize,d l(o; lel
a man a liar as it was to bruise or cut his body.”" :

! h;.ll Southern men responded passionately when their honor was
(]Lfcsxl(mcd has long been recognized. Contemporaries re eated!
saicd as much. Twentieth-century Americans, however, ha]:/e beer)xl
I'L’lu(jl‘ilnl to take Southerners at their word, and even’ if we do i
rm;mms difficult to learn just how many Sout’hemers gave allegianclé
lli(“{’]::)l? how honor operated in day-to-day life, how it appeared in
. In rcrconsxructing the workings of Southern honor and violence, it
chir;cel(ail tg unf:klfrstax‘l‘d (hat<50ufhern white men among all classes

themselves honorable” men and acted on that belief
Honor did not reside only within the Soudy's planter class, All km-v\;
that the failure to respond o insult marked then s lc'b'i‘wlth‘\n real
!.m-n, branded them, in e most telling epithets of ll;l’ |i’ln(' ‘N
cowards™ and Ul A coward olerated nly aliare nu‘u"k(‘wl
honor wunbairly, To call w Southern man elther one was 1o .inviw
atcde Any man Hying - the Sowh bad double i he (‘I;t)\(- not 1o
pespect hono's dicates he might fined e difieule to convinee other
men s suince was not man cowardice, The bartbarous baseness
and cruelty of puablic spdilon, dooms @ young ama, wllu{ (:hul.-
Jenped o Hght S Bglish tayelae Willlam Faux noted in 1828, “They
prusd Lighey Ko be killed and that for some petty olfens ‘t‘lCnL’le"l
e notice of the Taw, Watabliehed wames only oo may refuse to fight
Dot this s paeely doney oo reliiae s staln and a high di;honoér "
Honor and tpublic oplnion®' came o seem: synonymous an
overwhelmbng {oree that compelled men to wage fights for thich
they B e eant - Bubilie; opinion meant: different things i
tlll.l(‘l‘s‘l\l Chsnen| Loy poon men it meant the respect ofi fen
dvinking frfends o loeal Tniminaries it meant the judgment ofnearbw
planters and profe silonal men; o politicians it meant the verdict <)yf
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ministers and intellectuals who preached a code of “Christian
commerce.” By the last antebellum decade, the South stood alone in
the Anglo-American world in its toleration of dueling.?”

The bellicose posture of the South’s wealthy seemed inexplicable
to those outside the South except as a symptom of a deformed moral
constitution. “When prominent Southern politicians bridled at
“insult” in the halls of Congress, Northern audiences ridiculed their
brittleness and deplored their lack of self-control. When wealthy
planters who seemed to have no reason to fear anyone's having a
poor opinion of them risked their lives over a drawing room faux pas,
critics in North and South could only shake their heads in disbelief.
“About certain silly abstractions that no practical business man ever
allows to occupy his time or attention, they are eternally wrangling,”
Hinton Rowan Helper sarcastically observed in the 1850s, “and thus
it is that rencounters, duels, homicides, and other demonstrations of
personal violence, have become so popular in all slaveholding
communities.” [t seemed that Southern aristocrats actually wished to

put their honor at risk, wished to live in a charged atmosphere where -

insult and conflict flourished.'

And they did. Since the heart of honor was the respect of others,
public life offered the opportunity to garner honor from the
broadest of all audiences. Politics raised the stakes of honor:
nowhere was the possible esteem higher, nowhere the danger of
assault on one's honor greater. It required manliness to put one’s
reputation at risk in such an arena.** Public life might not have been
so dangerous had only a relatively few “gentlemen” sought its
rewards, but the South was a political democracy for white men.
Men of modest background could and did become lawyers, editors,
and politicians, and all of themn coveted the respect their new station
seemned to demand. Southern gentlemen felt that their class towered
“above the cloud of laws that blanket and hold in place the lower
orders. Therefore, gentlemen would challenge only gentdemen.” The
problem was that the lower boundary of the gentleman’s class was so
poorly drawn. Pretenders and outsiders convinced themselves they
could prove their worthiness of inclusion in the circle of the elect by
fighting a duel.®® .

Timothy Flint, a Northerner who lived in the Mississippi Valley for
many vears, described how honor could become a commodity
purchased with blood: “Many people without education and
character, who were not gentlemen in the circles where they used to
move, get accommodated here from the wilor with something of the
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externals of a gentleman, and ar once set up in this newly assumed
character. The shortest road to settle their pretensions is to ‘ﬁgh( a
duel. Such are always ready for the comba, ! Fittingly enough [h:'
published insult constitute | the only American Comri’bu[iongtoy the
ritual of the duel; the affronted bar(y printed his “card” in a
newspaper so that as many people as possible, including strangers
would know of his willingness to defend his honor—and know also
that he possessed honor worthy of defense. It seems no accident
either, that most duels were fought not between established planters’
but ?JC[WC'CH voung men’in the professions dependent upon the
mampulzlnllon of language and image: law, Journalism, and politics.

ggil[lﬁairﬁ: the right opponent in the fluid society of the Old
jgseph G. Baldwin characterized with scorn and sarcasm the
bgsxrlles.s of the courts of the cotton frontier of Alabama and
M.xssmsxppx in the 1830s: “The major part of crimihal cases except
misdemeanors, were for killing, or assaults with intent to kill They
were usually defended upon points of chivalry. The iron n;les of
Brmsh. law were too tyrannical for free Americahs, and too cold and
unfeeling for the hot blood of the sunny south.” A young lawyer

from Alabama engaged
8 n a revealin 1 w CX1 &
C ¥ 8 g exchange ith Alexis ¢

e
Is it th(?n true that the ways of the people of Alabama
are as is said?”
« :
1 zesA There is no one here but carries arms under his
}c]otdes. At the slightest quarrel, knife or pistol comes to
and. These things happen continually; it is a semi-
barbarous state of society.”

Q. “But when a man is killed like that, is his assassin not
punished?”

A.. “He is always brought to trial, and always acquitted by
the jury, unless there are greatly aggravating circumstan-
ces....This violence has become accepted. Each juror
feels that he might, on leaving the court, find himself in the
same position as the accused, and he acquits.”

Thg young lawyer then admitted that he too had fought, and
exhibited four deep scars on his head, Tocqueville, incredulous

“
asked,' But you went to law?’ 4. ‘My God! No. I tried 1o give as
good in return,’ 2
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Honor and legalism, as students of other honor-bound societies
have obscrved, are incompatible: “to go to law for redress is 10
confess publicly that you have been wronged and the demonstration
of your vulnerability places your honor in jeopardy, a jeopardy from
which the ‘satisfaction’ of legal compensation in the hands of secular
authority hardly redeems it Such attitudes are clearly reflected in
the famous dictum given to young Andrew Jackson by his mother:
“The law affords no remedy that can satisfy the feelings of a true
man.” And when a man who had taken the law into his own hands
was placed before the jury, the result was predictable. “Almost any
thing made out a case of self-defense—a threar—a quarrel—an
insult—going armed, as almost all the wild fellows did—shooting
from behind a corner, or out of a store door, in front or from
behind—it was all self-defense!” And it probably was self-defense,
given the inexorable way insult bred violence. Even Blackstone, from
whom Southern lawyers worshipfully learned their craft, admitted
that honor was “*a point of nature so nice and delicate that its wrongs
and injuries escape the notice of the common law, and vyet are fit to
be redressed somewhere.” That “somewhere” was the Southern
ducling ground, tavern, and street.”

It is casy to allow colorful accounts from the frontier of the Old
Southwest, from travel writers looking for the interesting anecdote,
and from angry Southerners themselves to dominate a portrayal of
Southern honor and violence. If we do, it is easy to exaggerate the
ferocity and frequency of that violence. Rarer arc accounts—such as
Frederick Law Olmsted's—that show the way honor could actually
be a laughing matter in the South. Riding on a Kentucky train in

1853, Olmsted and his traveling companions, including his brother,
ww 2 “modest voung man” walking through the car with a Colt
revolver protruding through the back of his jacket. Several of the
passengers laughed, and one of Olmsted’s Southern friends called
out, * Youwll lose your Coli, Sir.’ The man turned and after a
moment joined the laugh and pushed the handle into the pocket.”
Olnsted’s brother wondered if there might not have been “ ‘danger
in Lwpghing at him.' *Oh, no,’ replied our companion, evidently
supposing him serious, *he would not mind a laugh. It's the best
place w carry vour pistol, after all,’ said he. “It’s less in your way than
anvwhere else. And as good a place for your knife as anywhere else is
down vour back, so vou can draw over vour shoulder.’ e

Alithough the South appears to have had its share of fight-
pnovoking buallies, men sensitive to insult did not necessarily seek

)5 (D
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violence. David Macrae had seen armed and touchy men in his tour
of the South soon after the Civil War and recognizéd the volatility of
honor, but. he estimated *“as very slight the danger which any man
runs even in the worst parts of the South-west, who is enga'ed (in
honesF work and attends to his own business.” Southern viilem'c
was triggered only by a limited number of specific cues particularl\‘
fnsul[. And although an outsider might offend a Sou,therncr the
insult had to be considered an intentional affront before it wyo Id
provoke violence. It was not as if men whose conception of hox:lor
meant they thought violence was sometimes unavoidable fel
compelled to fight each other every day. Accounts of duels revea;
that seconds and even principals made every effort to avoid actual
blooFls_hed, More than one duel was a pro forma exercise in cti -
that injured the reputation of neither man.?" e
Co_ntemporaries who described Southerners as gracious and
hospl‘table described men who adhered 10 honorable conduct, t ]
s0 fild those who described Southerners as fouchy and Yev)t“
belligerent. Honor, the overweening concern with the opinions Lol;
o'ther§, led people to pay particular awention to manners, (o
mua.hzed cvidence of respect. When that respect was not f;;l' P(
;:lommghbetween men, violence might be the result, A cu]mre[;;
nic::\et:zcx I}Jf‘tended to breed the extremes of behavior for which
nth-century Southerners were famous. Yet Southern culture
Wwas not so brittle that it could not absorb the usual range of huma:
foibles a.ud quirks. Honor did not create one temperament onI~
personality, any more thin does any other culture. A Sen’sc o(f
noble?'sc oblige and disciplined rectitude, as well as violenc, 1
and did grow out of honor.° ' @ could
( u/;;ili\i/glﬁ'umrm' dfs:Cl'lpllOﬂ ,(-){ Sou['hern hor}or must be couched in
| d language and described with care, for it was simultancouslyv
potent and clusive. No contemporary visitor saw the entireey of
Sou(l'lcrn !mnor, no Southern poct or philosopher described its
worklfxgs from the inside. Historians must therefore reconstruct i
;)ul of fragimens, glimpsed encounters, passing comments, Séuth(‘rﬁ
\:\;)(;:)(Il was an anonaly, a strange hybrid of Old World and New
But so was Northern culture, and bv the mid-nineteenth centu
the Nor_thlern United States had generated the core of a cuhu?l
antagonistic to honor. This Northern culture celebrated “dignit —e
the conviction that each individual at birth possessed an imriyn\ic

value art least theoreti
cally equal to that of every other person.*! 1y
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plivacal toee seemed less painful at the time than the loss of honor,
Watson came “near being involved in a boxing-match” himself
when he rebulled “with lictle respect” an Irishman who wanted to
swaphorses, The immigrant from Ireland, his pride wounded, swore
Lelhperently that the Englishman did not “‘trate him like a

jndeman, Y

A particularly virulent strain of violence entered the South in the
culture of the Scots-Irish, the majority of whom chose the South for
their home in the eighteenth century. In Carl Bridenbaugh’s
language, the Scots-Irish were “undisciplined, emotional, coura-
geous, aggressive, pugnacious, fiercely intolerant, and hard-
drinking.” All observers agreed that the Scots-Irish had little patience
for legal forms and found quick recourse in their guns, knives, or fists.
“Itappears to be more difficult for a North-of-Irelander than for other
men to allow an honest difference of opinion in an opponent,” a
contemporarv and sympathetic biographer of Andrew Jackson
argued, “so that he is apt to regard the terms opponenr and enemy as
synonymous.” Southern mountain culture, indelibly dyed by the
Scots-Irish origins of so many early setters, became famous for its
sensitivity, as Horace Kephart observed, “to any disparaging remark
or imagined affront.”?

Manv of the Scots-Irish settled in Pennsvlvania as well as in the
South, and Benjamin Franklin spoke for many other Pennsylvanians
when he denounced the Scots-Irish in the Quaker State as violent,
narrow-minded drunkards—*white savages.” The Middle Colonies,
marked by an ethnic and economic diversity not found either to
their south or to their north, apparently shared some of the violence
of their Southern neighbors. In the first decades of the eighteenth
cenry, for example, the courts of New York and North Carolina
recorded similar proportions of assaults among the crimes on their
dockets.” But, ironically, the same early diversity thac bred dissen-
sion in the Middle Colonies paved the way for the eventual
strengthening of the law. Conflict berween rival ethnic and economic
proups created a widely perceived need for a system of law that stood
above the conflict. Even seventeenth-century Puritan Massachusetts
evolved its generalized respect for the secular law, as David Konig
Ias shown, onlv after slow and painful attempts to reassert the older
form of “informal communal pressures” that had sufficed in the
st Massachusetts saw the convergence of too many “competing
valie svstems that would have to be reconciled. As the New World
ceonony developed and became miore complex, new and com-
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peting interests would collide and require balancing. With nio grot
or interest able to assert unchallengeable control, some wpe

modus vivendi would have to be synthesized and elaboratcd as
new social ideal.” The written law emerged as that modus vivenc
By 1700 the people of Massachuseus were, in Konig’s ironic phas
“a contentious and well-ordered people.” They argued, th
prosecuted people in the courts, but they generated exceedingly lit
of the kind of violent crime common in the South.*

Southerners, by contrast, could be called “an agreeable ai
violent people.” Without the disunity engendered by iminigra
groups of widely varying background, without the social divers
generated by economic diversity, without any long-term challenge
its slaveholding oligarchies, the South maintained into the nir
teenth century a pattern of local and personal power the Northe
colonies and states did not, indeed could not, perpetuate. T
formal written law never attained the weight it assumed in the Nor
Just as the apparent weakness of New England agriculture foster
the necessity for economic diversification in the North, so did ca
social tensions generate a tradition of a law that stood above socic
The techniques of Southern agriculiure, on the other ha
recreated themselves wherever Southerners went, and so did |
Southern preference for personal rather than impersonal just
when honor was at stake.

At the same time that the Puritans developed new conceptions
legal order, they perpetuated a sense of themselves directly and s¢
consciously opposed to worldly honor. Where honor celebrat
display, the ideal Puritan called for restraint. Where honor demand
wealth as a means 10 command man’s respect, the ideal Puri
valued wealth only as evidence of God’s grace. Where honor necd
the respect of others, the ideal Puritan spurned the opinions of m
Where honor existed in the constant assertion of self, the id
Puritan gloried in the abnegation of self. Where honor oot
outward, the Puritans looked inward. Ironically, Puritanism u
mately elevated the self far more than honor ever could: by mak
the self the focus of mastery, of control, of restraint, the Puritan
assumed a separateness, an inviolability the self of honor co:
never attain. The origins of dignity in America seem to lic he
within Puritanism.*'

And vet had the only advocates of dignity been the Puritans,
isolated and alienated sect doomed to extinction, dignity could ne
have attained the position of dominance it eventually asswined in
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Anglo-American world. Dignity triumphed because it was inextric-
ably tied 1o the transformations of society and personality that
accompanied the growth and development of capitalism. The ideal
of the inherent value of the autonomous individual grew up
simultaneously with the new ideals of character, of self-contwrol, of
discipline, of delayed gratification that have come to be the hallmark
of the bourgeoisie. Dignity was not a mere by-product or residue of
capitalism, but it seems doubtful that dignity would have so quickly
conquered centuries-old patterns of human behavior had it not
partaken of the power of this new economic and social order. And
conversely, the new economic order could not have atained its
enormous power to transform human relations in America without
the drive and legitimation of the ideals of dignity.

Dignity contained a political as well as a religious and an economic
dimension. The ideals of discipline, “progress,” moderation, and
impersonal legalism strongly appealed to Northern men who voted
for the the Whigs and the Republicans. Their ideal government was
an active one, a government that creared opportunities for freedom
by creating prosperity. Many men in the North, especially immi-
grants, remained skeptical of such government-sanctioned develop-
ment, however, and these men tended to vote for the Democrats.
The North was no more unanimous in its devotion to dignity than
the South was in its devotion to honor. But the most self-conscious
and active ministers, intellectuals, reformers, labor leaders, and
politicians pursued dignity in the North, and increasingly estab-
lished its dominance.*

The various elements of digniry did not come together to form a
coherent set of ideals until the 1830s—and even then dignity was
constantly changing, growing, asserting itself, investing first com-
mercial and then industrial capitalism with its moral power and
authority. The spread of the gospel of dignity took on the dimen-
sions of a crusade. Through educational and religious organizations,
through publications and speaking tours, and through mass migra-
tion, New England colonized much of the North with the ideal.™*
Similarly, the extension of dignity to previously outcast groups
provided the impetus behind much of the reform impulse of the
antebellum North. To many, the deepest horror slavery was that it
violated the slaves’ selfhood, destroyed their capacity for moral
choices, made them less than human. To advocates of temperance,
alcohol had the same corrosive effect on self-control and thus on
dignity. To supporters of the penitentiary, the new institution offered

D)
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a way to remake the criminal’s character, to replace a faulty scll with
a new one. To Southerners at the time and to many Stlll)scqm'nl
historians, the element of coercion that lav behind so many of these
reforms seems o make 2 mockery of dignity. Reformers maintaiied
allAsorrs of class, gender, and racial pre}udiées. They did not achicve
universal dignity; by their own lights, however, they were seeking to
exténd dignity's reach, seeking to free people from outside con
straints and replace them with inner constraints. 7

) [ronically, dignity’s intense concern with the self may have taken
its tpll: since at least 1860 the North has witnessed ’many more
S‘.:llCldﬂS than has the violent South. The same forces that made the
dignified self a source of tremendous controlled energy also madc it
vglnerab]c to its own constant questioning, probing, m'easuring The
dignified self was the focus of antagonism as well as esteern. !

The dramatic emergence of dignity left behind it a legacy ol
monuments, of causes, of philosophies. Honor, by contrast, dved so
deeply with the coloring of the past, scemed 13réely “invisible” in
the mid-nineteenth century. To contemporary Northerners, the
Sput'h‘s culture could only be identified by' what it was y not:
dlS'C!PUnEd, controlled, productive of progress and change. The
prmcxp:al Southern characteristic, thought Ralph Waldo Enuv-wm
was “wildness.” Abolitionists portrayed the region as a caldron ui
sex-ual depravity; white Southern men gave their selves up 1o all that
their badies commanded. Their baser natures also told Southe: ners
to quarrel and fight, and in their childish impcosity they had not
the strength of character to resist. Honor was just another word fo
lack of self-control.!s '

For antgbe!]um Northerners, honor was an epiphenomenon of
slavery. Without the obscene wealth made possible by slavery, they
argued,. no white Southerner could claim 10 be an “;u‘ismm;xl " o
hgve cuhler the incentive or the means to cmulae the ;u<,}mi(
aristocratic code of the Old World. Without the scatiered setement
demanded by plantation agriculture, the law and its officials would
be able to exercise their proper power. Without the degrading clfect
of slavery on manual labor, ordinary white Southerners would work
harder and develop the universally extolled virtues of Northern
farmers and artsans. Without the opportunities for indulgence
offered by slavery, white men would be forced to restrain themselves
sexually. Without the force of violence which always lurked behind
Lh‘e benevolence of slavery, the South’s “best” people would not be
tainted with violence by their very upbringing. Given the rcal
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insights of these commonplace charges, it was no wonder that
Northerners were blind to the internal logic and autonomy of

honor. "

Bertram Wyatt-Brown, who has portrayed Southern honor with
sensitivity and imagination, stresses the internal logic and autoromy
of that culture instead of its ties to the South’s economic, ideological,
and religious context—especially slavery. In Wyatt-Brown’s view,
“honor existed before, during, and after slavery in the Southern
region. Bondage was the answer to an economic'need. The South
was not founded to create slavery; slavery was recruited to perpetuate
the South. Honor came first.” Wyatt-Brown, drawing upon much of
the same anthropological work which informs this dis'cussion, argues
for **the distinct existence of honor apart from a particular system of
labor, a special region of the counury, and a specific ume in
history.”"” '

There can be no doubt that cultures of honor existed for centuries
before the South, or the New World, were known to Europeans; that
cultures of honor flourished independently of slavery; and indeed
that cultures of honor survive to the present. Nevertheless, it seems
certain that honor would have died in the South without the
hothouse aumosphere provided for that culture by slavexljv. o

Despite honor's ancient lineage and broad.gf{ographxcal distri-
bution, it thrives onlv in certain kinds of societies, ones that are
cconomically undivérsiﬁcd, localized, explicitly hierarchical—
socicties where one standard of worth can reign. Slaverv and the

scanered panerns of settdlement that accompanied slavery fostered a
society where the opinions ol a relatively few people mattered more
than i the Nowth, where aomuliitude of paths to respectability and
prospeniv developed. Honor presupposes undisguised f»li(‘r;u‘(‘h}/,
A acshive socieny alds anincontroverdble hicrarchy into basic

human relatons, Fven more than (his, slavery l))' is very nature
dishonored Wl members of one class and hestowed honor on
another; methe Amervican Sourh, 1ace codified and reified this class
distmcuon. Tn slave societies tiouaphout world history, Orlando

Patterson s discovered, *the nonslaveholding free group came to
adopreleamentceol the timocraic (honorable] character of the master
L The poorest tree peeson ok pride in the fact that he was not a

shive Iy sl incthe collectve honor of the master class, all free
persons legitimized the principles of honor and thereby recognized
the members ol the masier class as those most adorned with honor

/ andd plory Shavery peneraed honor. There seems little reason to
(\ '
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doubt, in other words, that had the South not made the “unthinking,
decision” to adopt slavery the region would have followed a path ol
cultural development similar to that of the rest of North Amecrica.
Just as the ancient patterns of personalized subordination and
patronage that antedated and paralleled slavery in the Northern
colonies were eventually replaced by the new patterns of depersonal-
ized, market-oriented, contractual relatiohships, so too would the
early South have changed.®®

Slavery was the key: slavery insulated the colonial and antebellcum
South—including those large and numerous areas where subsistence
farming rather than slave-based plantations dominated—from the
economic and cultural forces so bound up with dignity. Ruralness
alone did not perpetuate honor, for the farmers who settled the
North were deeply imbued with dignity by their religion and their
upbringing. Northern farmers brought expectations and values to
the fronder distinct from their Southern counterparts—ideals that
fostered dignity and eased the way for marker yalues. The conflict
between the rural cultures of North and South appeared in
antebellum southern linois, where wmigrants from both regions
seuled. A Southerner who moved to Illinois later recalled that
sctlers from his native region scarcely saw notes, receipts, mortgages
or bonds uniil the Northerners arrived in IHlinois, and when the
newcomers “sought to introduce their system of accounts, written
notes, and obligations, they were looked upon with great suspicion
and distrust, and their mode of doing business regarded as a great
and unwarrantable innovation upon established usage.” As onc
historian of the Midwest observes, “To the Southerner his own way
of doing business affirmed confidence and personal honor. To the
Yankee it was a lack of proper svstem, a sinful inefficiency.” Such
divisions reflecied others. As the Northern-based [ome Missionary
noted in 1856, the Yanke atlers, in their zeal o spread what
seemed their obviously superior cultare, built sehools and librarics,
founded colleges and newspapers; the upland Southerners just got

along. Tn fact, the Southerners were known (n‘im;u'ily for “intem-
perance, probny, and fistieuffs on all public days,"”

The origing and power ol dignire Lav in Protestant religion as well
as in capitalisi, however, and the potent Southern evangelicalism of
the antebellum era could act as o bridge between honor and dignity.
Southern evangelicalism, like dignity, demanded self-control and
restraint. Further, honor was necessarily asecalar system of values
and was directdy ac odds with the spiritual frame of reference of





image11.jpeg
28 Vengeance and Justice

evangelical Christianity. The Anglicanism of the colonial era had
made its peace with honor, but it did so at the cost of religion’s
autonomy and ability to meet the needs of the white poor and the
black slaves who had no worldly honor. Evangelicalism met the
needs of a broad range of nonelite Southerners so well that it
transformed the South between the 1760s and the 1830s. After that
transformation the mind of the South became divided against itsclf
in a wav it had not been during most of the colonial era, when honor
had no organized opposition. As a result of the cvangelical
transformation, the most powerful critique of honor eventually came
from within the South itself.”

From its earliest days, Southern evangelicalism defined iself in
opposition to the culture of honor. Not merely violence, but the
entire culture of display, ostentation, worldly hierarchy, sport, and
amusement fell prey to its wrath. This defiant tone lessened
somewhat after the 1830s, as evangelicalism grew into the religion of
“respectable” slaveholders as well as the faith of their slaves and
poor neighbors. And Southern evangelicalism took on the coloration
of its society: Protestantism in the South stressed the harsher,
fatalistic, patriarchal, Old Testament side of the Bible and Christ-
ianity, even as Northern Protestantism increasingly took on a
rational, optimistic, “‘feminized,” New Testament emphasis. Yet
the differences between Northern and Southern evangelicalism were
scarcely greater than the differences between Southern evangelical
piety and Southern honor. Southern men who had unfiergong a
conversion experience discarded the equation of manliness with
hoastfulness and pride, replaced honor’s vulnerable strengths
with an inner strength that could resist the scorn of the worldly.
Southern evangelicalism became stronger with every passing decade
of the antebellum era. Newly prosperous Southern men increasingly
wrned to religion as a “respectable” alternative to honor. As Donald
G. Mathews has argued, these men “were trying to replace class
distinctions based on wealth and status—they called it wordly
honor—with nonclass distinctions based on ideological and
moral purity.”” Respected Southern men, especially politicians,
defended their honor and received publicity for their violence, but
other respectable Southern men spurned honor and left no historical
record other than their names in one of the membership books of
the evangelical churches established wherever several families lived
near one another in the rural South.

S 2
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The names of Southern women also appeared in those book:
Southern women embraced evangelicalism in ever-growing num
bers and with ever greater fervor throughout the nineteenth century
Many women found the strength of piety their greatest refuge in
patriarchal society. Piety gave women a system of belief whici
undermined the secular conception of females as mere bearers ¢
children, household laborers, or mannequins of finery. Piw.
stressed not merely woman'’s supposedly emotional nature, but als.
her ability to discipline herself, to reject the world of fashion an:
prestige. The evangelical church gave women a new strength. Thi
strength, it was true, was not to be an end in itself, but rather a forc
women were to use to nurture piety in their children and in thei
husbands; the churches preached the conscious submission ¢
women. Nevertheless, the evangelical churches held out an autc
nomy for women found nowhere else, and in turn wornen cor
stituted the churches’ greatest power.®

Honor, on the other hand, offered women’n‘othing except prestig
by association with a male relative. Women played the crucial role
of audience and reward for conflict between honorable men, bu
nothing more. A true woman would supposedly refuse w0 giv
herself to a man who would not or could not defend his honor; ne
woman wanted to share in a dishonored name. Southern minister
recognized this fact and admonished Christian women to hel
destroy this wordly and false system of values. “We would have ever
Christian young woman speak to these men of blood in the words ¢
the patriarch, ‘Instruments of cruelty are in their habitation. Oh! m
soul come not thou into their secret,””” 2 Charleston pastor cried i
the 1850s. “The mothers and daughters of Carolina are involved in
fearful responsibility on this subject. It is in their hands to stop th:
bloodshed, and in the name of God, I call upon them to do so.”’

The South’s clergy, who usually refrained from speaking o
“secular” issues, excoriated the ritualized bloodshed of the duel, th
very symbol of honor among the worldly elite. Delivering a sermo
in Charleston in 1856 after the dueling death of a promising voun
man, the Reverend Arthur Wigfall made clear his agreement wit
other Southern churchmen that the pulpit was not the place
discuss “all the topics which agitate the public mind. Long distant 1>
the day when the Southern pulpit shall become that mere ‘drui

" ecclesiastic’ which in some denominations, at the North especially,

has been made.” But “another bright and gifted son of Carolina
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had been sacrificed to dueling, and all Southern Christians had to
denounce the “*bloody monster.” The Reverend Wigfall, invoking
the most damning language he could muster, laid bare the secular,
hicrarchical basis of “the Pagan temple of Honour,” ruled “by the
same spirit which teaches the Hindoo to throw himself beneath the
car of Juggernaut. . .. There exists in our country a privileged class,
sof disant men of honor, who have established for themselves ‘a
higher law.” They put their foot upon the criminal code and trample
it in the dust. They may and they do commit murder with
impunity.” The Presbyterian minisier had no objection to “an
aristocracy built upon virtue and intelligence. But we do protest, and
shall with our dying breath protest against an aristocracy of
crime.”*

Wigfall did not stand alo..c in his attack upon honor. Nearly a
decade carlier another minister had leveled the same attack against a
sclf-proclaimed aristocracy: “Is the crime redeemed of its ignomin-
ious wickedness, because it is introduced with all the punctilios of
cliquette, and perpetrated according to all the rules of polished
gentility?™ Yet another pastor put the matier even more bluntly:
“duelling is opposed in spirit and practice to the Law of God. It is,
therefore, asin, a crime. No circumstances can make it right. No one
except an atheist can, consistently with his principles, advocate
i

Dueling presented such a profound problem for the South, its
Christian ministers felt, primarily because the practice received at
least the tacit approval of others besides the aristocracy’s “silken
scoundrels.” “Is our hope then in public opinion?” asked Arthur
Wiglall. “Nay, this is the very Demon that is driving its murderous
car over our mangled bodies.” Another minister agreed that ducling
persisted because of “the false principles of honor which enter
deeply into the whole structure of public sentiment.” The ministers
conceded that denunciation of dueling did not come easily o
Sowthern Christians; Wigfall admited that anvone unwilling to
denounce dueling in the strongest language might be suffering,
“unconsciously perhaps,” from sympathy with the practice. Other
preachers were less charitable: they ascribed Christians’ acquie-
scence 1o a *fear of man,” “an indefinable dread of averted looks and
cold salutations.” “The Code of Honor,” preachers charged, con-
stituted a form of slavery. Honorable men “submit themselves to
he bound hand and foot, and delivered over to its tender mercies, 1o

ngtter what obligations of prior and more sacred authoritv mav be
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violated.” Nevertheless, they argued, the public’s silence on dueling
did not signal Christians’ widespread support of the bloodshed. 1t
was merely that no one believed objections would do any good. As a
commentator on Reverend Wigfall's sermon remarked, “The mass
of our intelligent community do not approve of duelling, but neither
do they positively and earnestly disapprove it, nor speak out boldly
and loudly against it.” That matter-of-fact statement seems to
capture the fundamental ambivalence of the antebellum South as a
whole towards honor,%

Few men consider thernselves lawless, and Southerners, as Charles
Sydnor has suggested, adhered faithfully «o what they perceived 1
be the law of the Constitution and the Bible—and believed that
Northerners did not. Southerners received a reputation for lawless-
ness largely because they believed that injured honor could not
receive satisfaction through the third party of the state. As
Wilbur J. Cash observed, the Southern tradition rlaintained “as its
ruling element, an intense distrust of, and -indeed, downright
aversion 1o, any actual exercise of authority beyond the barest
minimum essential to the existence of the social organism.” And vet,
“when the Southern backwoodsman moved out into the new cotion
country west of the Appalachians, he immediately set up the
machinery of the State, just as his fathers before him had done in the
regions east of the mountains; everywhere he built his courthouse
almost before he built anything else. And here in the South, as in all
places in all times, the State, once established, inevitably asserted its
inherent tendency to growth, to reach out and engross power.””’

Cash was right the state was by no means the nonentity
commientators on Southern violence might lead us to believe. After
all, without victims who prosecuted, without constables and sheriffs
who arrested, without magistrates who arraigned, without grand
juries who indicted, without petit juries who convicted, and without
judges who sentenced, we would not have the court and prison
records to prove how violent the South was. Honor worked against
the state, but did not render it powerless.

It is significant that lawyers made up a large portion of state
legislators and won great wealth and respect through their profes-
sion; even someone who turned so readily 1o violence when honoi
~as involved as Andrew Jackson spent much of his life as a lawyer.
The citizen of the most remote backwoods county, wrote Edward
Phifer, “was remarkably aware of his legal rights and was ready to po
to court on the slightest provocation.” Courthouscs throughour the
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South were crowded with cases, and with spectators whenever court
was in session. Anyone who has ever looked into the huge dusty
volumes of court records in rural Southern courthouses can only be
struck at how much litigation Southerners waged against each other
over rights to property. Three or four time-consurming and expen-
sive civil cases are recorded there for every criminal case, which are
plentiful enough in themselves.*

Fredrick Law Olmsted came closest, it seems, to describing the
true rote of the law in the South. Poorer whites adhered to honor and
remained “habitually a law to themselves, while they are accus-
tomed, from childhood, tuv the use of the most certain deadly
weapon”; slavery, too, undermined the law, for it was its own
“barbarous, patriarchal svstem of government.”” But the barbarous
government of slavery “exists within another Government—as far as
possible, with this circumstance, of the most republican and
enlightened form.” Indeed, given honor and slavery, Olmsted
thought, “it is really wonderful that Law has so much power, and its
deliberate movements and provisions for justice to accused parties
are so much respected, as, [in] spite of calumny and occasional
exceptions, is usually the case in our Slave States.” As Charles
Svdnor has argued, while honor, slavery, and scattered patterns of
settlement meant that the “segment of life that was controlled by
law” was circumscribed in the plantation South, this “is not
equivalent to saying that law, within its restricted zone, was held in
disrespect.”””

Southern judges and juries apparently wiclded the power of the
state with great care—not merely because honor caused them to
hold law in contempt, but also because their political ideology made
them wary of the state’s power, whatever form it took. In their eyes,
such an attitude constituted the very opposite of lawlessness, of a
callous disregard for citizens’ rights. A nineteenth-century historian
of Mississippi was proud that the courts of that state had always
operated under the fundamental premise, enunciated by none other
than Sir William Blackstone, “that it is better that ninety-nine guilty
men should escape, than that one innocent man should suffer.” A
lawyer from the same state remembered that “in courts, of that
period, all the technicalities of the common law were rigidly
observed,” and told how he had quashed eighty indictments at one
time over one such technicality.”

Morcover, the inefficiency of Southern courts may not have been
as uniquely Southern as it has sometimes seemed. Inefficiency, in a

) )
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sense, was built into the entire American system of criminal justice,
According to Lawrence Friedman, in the nineteenth century “judge
was played off against jury, state against citizen, county against state,
state against federal government. Every master had to submic-.,
another master.” Many of the same complaints raised against
Southern judges and juries were also leveled at their counterparts in
the North and West, in cities as well as in the countryside—and in
the present as well as in the past. American fiction in the antebellum
period portrayed all American justice as inefficient: jurors, David
Brion Davis has found, appeared as “gullible, ignorant men, who, if
not susceptible to bribes, were easily swayed by subtle misrepre-
sentation, sensationalism, and demagoguery. Public opinion, stirred
to excitement by gossip and newspapers, was quick to condemn the
innocent or to justify the guilty without adequate evidence.” Well-
meaning judges were powerless, governors too ready to pardon."
The position of the law has always been’ problematical in a
republican democracy; the law has always seemed too weak in the
eyes of some, while to others it has seemed in danger of becoming
too strong, of subverting American liberties. Nineteenth-century
white Southerners, as the history of the penitentiary in the Old South
reveals, were far more afraid of the second threat than of the first.
They consciously kept their state weak.* Complaints about Southern
justice, therefore, cannot automatically be taken as evidence of
honor, of contempt for written law in general. Factors other than
honor have to be taken into account.
Southern honor did exist, did breed violence among men of every
class, did cut against evangelical Christianity and the law of the state.
Without the concept of honor, Southern violence remains inexplic-
able. Honor was the catalyst necessary to ignite the South’s volatile
mixture of slavery, scattered settlement, heavy drinking, and
ubiquitous weaponry. Honor thus served to set the South apart from
the North, and once established honor became an integral part of
the Southern identity. But it was never more than a part. Southern
honor, like Northern dignity, grew out of a historical conjunction of
economic system and received culture. When these forces changed,
honor and dignity changed. Honor increasingly came under attack
from within and without the South that nourished it, incongruous
and anomalous in the century of dignity’s triumph.
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Southern violence had become legendary even befoge the nineteenth
century began. Isaac Weld, after visiting the new United States in the
1790s, recounted stories of fighting and eye-gougings he had
witnessed in Maryland and Virginia—stories that were alrcady
familiar features of Southern travel accounts. Weld had been
“credibly assured” that in the Carolinas and Georgia “the people arc
still more depraved in this respect than in Virginia, and that in some
particular parts of these states, every third or fourth man appears
with one eye.” Weld did not risk visiting these far reaches of the
South to verify the troubling rumors, but Charles William Janson, an
Englishman, did make the trip to Georgia and the Carolinas several
years later and found the violence even more bloody and widespread
than earlier writers such as Weld had led him to expect: “The eye is
not the only feature which suffers on these occasions. Like dogs and
bears, they use their teeth and feet, with the most savage ferocity,
upon each other.”!

But not all Southern violence exhibited such unrestrained passion.
While backwoodsmen brawled and disfigured one another, plancers
and politicians solemnly faced each other upon the dueling grounds.
In 1826 a victorious duelist rushed to his fallen foe: “White, my dear
fellow,” he said quietly, “I am sorry for you.” “I do not blame you,”
his bleeding opponent answered, and the two duelists clasped hands.
The wounded man recovered, and the other was elected governor of
Tennessce a few months later. Twenty-five years after this ducl a

9
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student wrote home that college life in Virginia presented certain
dangers: ““challenges are continually passing; fights are had almost
every duy.” Another student assured concerned faculty members
that the bowie knife he carried would be used only “against a person
who should insult him and refuse to give him honorable satis-
faction.™

Even after the South’s fall in the Civil War, one thing remained
constant. “Self-respect, as the Southerners understand it, has always
demanded much fighting,” a Connecticut native serving in the
Freedmen’s Bureau explained to fellow Northerners. “A pugnacity
which is not merely war paint, but is, so to speak, tattooed into the
character, has resulted from this high sentiment of personal value.”
As in the colonial and antebellum period, all classes seemed touched.
with violence: *‘1t permeates all society; it has infected all individuali-
ties. The meekest man by nature, the man who at the North would
no more fight than he would jump out of a second story window,
may at the South resent an insult by a blow, or perhaps a stab or

pistol shot.”*

Nor was the pervasive violence confined to the turbulent years of
Reconstruction. Even in the 1890s, the bloodshed was still a sign of
Southern distinctiveness. “People who have never visited the
Southern States but only read of these deeds of violence, are not
infrequently inclined to smile when the principals are referred to as
‘members of prominent families’ or ‘leading citizens,” ” a Southern
writer admitted. But, in fact, “farmers, merchants, bankers, physi-
cians, lawyers, even ministers of the gospel, often slay their fellow-
man in private warfare, and often after a mock trial are set at liberty,
not only with no serious detriment to their reputation, but in many
instances with increased popularity.” Everv statistical index—
police, court, and prison records, tabulations from newspapers,
census figures— corroborates this evewitness testimony.’ The context
of Southern violence changed in dramatic ways, but the evidence
suggests strong continuities in the archetypal violence of the
nineteenth-century South: fistfights, shooting affrays, and duels
between individual men.

Explanations for Southern violence have never been lacking. As
early as the 1790s Thomas Jefferson observed that the unbridied
authority wielded by slaveholders tended to breed impetuous
behavior and shortness of temper, characteristics passed from one
generation of masters to the next. Emily Burke, a New England
schoolteacher who taught in Georgia in the 1840s, also located the
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origins of slaveholders’ violence in the patterns of their upbringing:
“The manner of training children at the South accounts for that
pugilistic spirit and uncontrollable temper, when excited, we all
know is a characteristic of the Southerner. At that tender age when
the earth is in its most plastic state, no attempts are made to subduc
his will or control the passions, and the nurse, whether good or bad
often fosters in her bosom a little Nero, who is taught that it is manb:
to strike his nurse in the face in a fit of anger.” The wife of 2 Georgia
piz%nter told C. G. Parsons that “slaveholders’ children, instead of
belrxg (aughr to govern their tempers, are encouragéd to indulge
thexr. passions; and, thus educated, they become the slaves of
passion.”® .

S‘outherners did indeed pass on, consciously and unconsciously.
their propensity for violence through the lack of restraint and th‘(i
encouragement of self-assertion these commentators described.” On
the other hand, slaveholders enjoyed no monopoly of command
over other people, and wealthy children raised bf servants in other
contexts have not been noted for their violence and lack of self-
cor}trol. Perhaps nineteenth-century Southerners would have also
pointed out that the great responsibility of owning slaves actually
nurtured the virtues of patience and self-restraint—not childish
mpetuosity. White men from the North and Europe, Frederick Law
Olmsted thought, “would all and each lose patience with the
frequent disobedience and constant indolence, forgetfulness and
carelessness, and the blundering, awkward brute-like manner of
yvork of the plantation slave. The Southerner, if he sees anything of
it, generally disregards it and neglects to punish it. Although he is
naturally excitable and passionate, he is less subject to impatience
and anger with the slave, than is, I believe, generally supposed,
because he is habituated to regard him so completely as his inferior,
dependent and subject.” Slaveholders could and did point to the
procedural fairness often granted slaves in Southern courts of justice
as evidence of their coolheadedness. Furthermore, an explanation of
Southern violence based solely on the personality characteristics
created by slaveholding does not explain either the apparent
violence of the great majority of Southerners who never owned slaves
or the persistence of Southern violence for more than a century
after the end of slavery. There can be little doubt that slaveholders
often seemed haughty and touchy, but there was obviously more
than this alone to Southern violence. ’

The frontier’s corrosive effect on the power of the law has oficen
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been offered as another explanation of Southern violence. The
frontier, this argument runs, breeds lawlessness, and the frontier
was, in effect, built into the South in the form of plantations. Our
national mythology assumes violence to be a natural outgrowth of
the frontier; the explanation seems almost commonsensical to most
Americans.” But in other English colonies such as Canada and
Australia frontier challenges simnilar to those of the United States did
not breed notoriously high levels of violence among the settlers.
Recent studies of the American West and Midwest challenge the
stereotypes of rampant violence on these frontiers of the United
States as well. The violence that did erupt in Western cattle towns
and on the open range in the post-Civil War years may well have
been Southern violence transplanted, especially by way of Texas.'" 1f
earlier Souther frontier areas did suffer from violence—and from all
accounts, they did—then we need to look beyond the mere setting of
the frontier to explore the character of the people who lived and died
there. Bloodshed was the product of a culture Southern frontiers-
men brought with them, not something they found waiting in the
wilderness. The frontier of the South did witness violence, but
primarily because the frontier exaggerated cultural traits already in
existence.

Several historians, recognizing the key role of culture in violent
behavior, isolate various fatal flaws within Southern culture: a
brooding and pervasive sense of grievance and displaced frustration,
an undue affection for guns, and a pessimistic evaluation of human
nature that autormnatically assumed violence to be the inevitable—if
unfortunate—recourse in the face of intractable problems.' Each of
{hese interpretations holds much truth, and each offers another clue
toward the solution of an obviously complex puzzle. But none of
them can explain why Southerners saw the world in such ways; all
these explanations seem (o mistake the symptom for the disease. In
fact, the metaphor of cultural pathology and dysfunction may
mislead us. Without condoning the killing, we should look at the
South and its violence on its own [€rms and without censure of
cultural habits we find abhorrent. In doing so we are led to
reexamine white Southerners’ own often-repeated explanation of
why they killed each other with such frequency and regularity. They,
of course, said they did it for honor’s sake.

The mere word “honor,” though, puts us on our guard and

conjures up images of pretentious self-proclaimed aristocrats shoot-

ing cach other in ridiculous displays of their own insecurity. That is

1} R
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because honor has no resonance, no meaning, in our culture toda

where values antithetical to honor rule. Yet, just as the claime(};v
many Sgu‘hern men recognized the dictates of honor: ays stem of
values within which you have exactly as much worth as ;)Lhei,s confer
upon you. Women, children, and slaves had no _honor; only adult

white males had the right to honor—and even they, if chalienged,

had to prove their worth through their courage.”” In a culture of
honor, anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu explains, “the being and
wruth about a person are identical with the being and truth that cgnhers
acknowledge in him.” Thus, according to Charles Sydnor, in the
antebellum South “it was considered as brutal and uncivilize;d o c(a:lcl
a man a liar as it was to bruise or cut his body.™"

Thgt Southern men responded passionately when their honor was
qgesnoned has long been recognized. Contemporaries repeatedl
said as much. Twentieth-century Americans, however, have beer):
relucfam to take Southerners at their word, and even, if we do it
remains difficult to learn just how many Southerners gave allegiance

to honor, how honor operated in day-to-day life, hrow it appeared in

the flesh.

‘ In rgconscructing the workings of Southern honor and violence, it
is c.ruc1al to understand that Southern white men among all clas" s
beheved'(hemselves “honorable” men and acted on %hat be‘!is:-vf.s
Honor dld. not reside only within the South’s planter class. All —
tr:at ths faliiure o resp'ond to insult marked them as less than real
“Czr:\,’ardr::l edd tlkggm, in tie most telling epithets of the time, as
X an liars.” A coward tolerated insult, a liar atacked
ag:o}: /l:nfalrly. T-o.call. a Southern man either one was to invite
respcec.[ hr;};lg?’indlilc\g:g }nhthe §outh hafi n‘publc if he chose not to
el nzs, e might ﬁnc'l it difficult to convince other
Aic (s BEADICEaS | t mere cowardice. “The barbarous bascness
e fy}? “pu h‘c opinion, dgoms a young man, when chal-
ged o fight, English traveler William Faux noted in 1823. “They
must ﬁght, kill or be killed, and that for some petty offense beneath
the notice of the law. Established names only . . . may refuse to fight
but this is rarely done; to refuse is a stain and a high dishonour "
Honor anc} “public opinion” came to seem synonymous an
Overwhelmx.ng force that compelled men to wage fights for w,hich
they had little heart. Public opinion meant different things in
dxffer'ent cl'asses; to many poor men it meant the respect of a few
drinking friends; to local luminaries it meant the judgment of nearb
planters and professional men; to politicians it meant the verdict u};"




