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Question #2

· The elementary school students “knows” the answer to the following question. What caused the American Civil War? The answer. Slavery. Upon further study of the subject and 19th Century U.S. History, we learn about many other factors/issues, such as economic differences/ realities, cultural differences North and South, states rights and constitutional issues, westward expansion, extremist elements, etc. Taking these into account, to what extent is the elementary student’s answer accurate or inaccurate?
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Did Slavery Cause the Civil War?

The question, What caused the Civil War? is a completely different question than, What started the Civil War?, but it seems impossible to examine the first question without dissecting the second. It’s even difficult to define exactly where and when the war started. If we accept the traditional notion that the war started with the first cannon fired at Fort Sumter, then we have to ignore the possibility that this event was staged. It is highly likely that Lincoln refused to surrender this fort knowing full well, it would be attacked. If the South did not attack it, their succession would only amount to empty words. 

The trouble with accepting the idea that this attack was inevitable is that it requires a person to ignore the political events of the times. 

The politicians of this era were all about compromise. They were experts at compromise. The Missouri Compromise of 1820 concerning Maine and Missouri, the Compromise of 1850 concerning California, Utah, and New Mexico, and the compromise involved in the Kansas-Nebraska Act
 highlight the way the federal government operated. Compromise was the only way the government could function during this period. Unlike today, back then there were several political parties. No one party could accomplish anything without forming alliances with other parties. It was the only way they could create a majority on any issue. 

Lincoln was as much of an expert at compromise, as anyone in the history of this country. He appointed four of his strongest opponents of his presidential campaign, to his cabinet!
 His record during the war is a remarkable balancing act holding together many people and factions with many radically different agendas. If anything is obvious about Lincoln’s intentions, it’s that he wanted to precipitate a war over Succession and he wanted to be able to claim to be the innocent party attacked.
 After all, he had allowed the Confederacy to confiscate all federal holdings in the South except two. Not surrendering Fort Sumter was stating that he would not compromise about Secession. 

When the Confederate President, Jefferson Davis, ordered General Beauregard to fire on Fort Sumter, he was saying there would be no compromise on the issue of Succession.
 

Robert E. Lee, who generally avoided public comments about other people, “conceded in private conversation [to friends after the war]… “The war was only created by a poor set of politicians, that it was by no means a necessity and could have easily been avoided.” He felt the inflexible Republican politicians had brought on war.” 

Secession from the Union did not follow any popular vote in the States. Politicians at conventions voted on secession.
 Although these politicians were elected by the populace, and their opinions well know, it was these politicians in the South instigating secession not mobs demanding it. I think this is an important point. Voting later to support these politicians, is completely different than a populace instigating secession through demonstrations. Because politicians initiated this action, it becomes necessary to examine their motivations.

During the 1800’s, the South’s political power in the Federal government weakened. The population in the North was growing much faster than the South. “”Every day [the North] grows more wealthy and densely populated,” wrote a French visitor, “while the South is stationary or growing poor…The first result of this disproportionate growth is a violent change in the equilibrium of power and political influence. Powerful states become weak, territories without a name become states… Wealth, like population, is displaced. These changes cannot take place without injuring interests, without exciting passions.””
 With the election of Lincoln and the Republican Party, Southern politicians felt they had lost any effective power in the Federal government. The only possible way to regain this power was to divorce the Federal government and establish a separate, Southern Union, the Confederacy. 

The issue of states’ rights, is an easy issue to arouse support for. No one wants politicians and bureaucrats meddling in their lives, especially ones hundreds of miles away with foreign (Northern) interests and agendas. But although this motivated politicians to start the war, it is not the real reason why individuals went to war, it’s just a convent rhetorical label to cover their personal reasons to fight. 

“In the 1860’s, the overwhelming mass of the people in the North, and in the South, were conservatives, who hated the very notion of change. Life in America had been good, and it had been fairly simple, and most people wanted to keep it that way. The Northerner had wanted to preserve the old Union, and the Southerner had wanted to preserve the semi-feudal society in which he lived, and the unspoken aim in each section was to win a victory, which would let people go back to what they had had in a less turbulent day. But after a war that cuts as deeply and goes as long as the Civil War, no one goes back to anything at all. Everybody goes on to something new.”

Some people saw the war as the instrument that would give their life purpose. “Childless and widowed, Mrs. [Phoebe Levy] Pember found herself with little to do during the year that followed [her husbands death]. When the wife of Confederate Secretary of War George Randolph told her that a woman of her talents was needed at the South’s largest military hospital Phoebe Pember immediately volunteered for the job, and in December 1862 she was appointed matron at Chimborazo Hospital at Richmond.”


“Mrs. Pember remained at Chimborazo for two-and-a-half years, continuing to car for her patients even after Federal troops had occupied the city in 1865. Unafraid of the Yankees, she badgered Federal authorities for had-to-get supplies, winning their respect and cooperation just as she had the Confederate doctors’.”

Some people went to war to get away from something. “Elisha Stockwell Jr., a 15-year-old from Wisconsin, ran away from home to be a drummer for the Union army. Before he left, he yelled to his sister: "I'll show you I'm not the little boy you think I am!" But Elisha soon learned the hardship of war. After the April 1862 Battle of Shiloh in Tennessee, Elisha wrote, "As we lay there and the shells were flying over us, my thoughts went back to my home, and I thought what a foolish boy I was to run away and get into such a mess as I was in...."” 


Both the Northern and the Southern governments would discover that their causes did not motivate enough men to fight this war. Both would be forced to instigate a draft. This would cause riots and a great deal of dissension on both sides, but with incentives for enlisting, it would help to raise additional troops. “Possibly as many as 100,000 or more, enlisted in the Confederacy to avoid the draft of April 1862. By enlisting, they got to choose the regiment they would fight with, and got to help elect it’s officers.”

“What happened? There were many answers, so many that it seemed as if no two people went to war for precisely the same reason: economics played a part in it; so did questions of politics and culture and sectional power. “We are separated because of incompatibility of temper,” one southern woman explained. “We are divorced… because we hated each other so…”

To a large extent, slavery was at the source of this hatred, due to a small, but very vocal group, the abolitionists. 

Slavery had died out in the North because it had become “unprofitable”. Nearly everyone thought it would die out everywhere on Earth for the same reasons. Then in 1793 the cotton gin was invented and slavery became very profitable in the South.
  

“But if slavery paid, it left men with uneasy consciences. This unease became most obvious in the North. Where a man who demanded the abolition of slavery could comfort himself with the reflection that the financial loss which abolition would entail would after all be borne by somebody else, his neighbor to the South. In New England, the fanatic William Lloyd Garrison opened a crusade denouncing slavery as a sin, and slave owners as sinners… [There were others]… But Garrison made the most noise, and making it, helped to arouse the most intense resentment in the South. Southerners liked being called sinners no better than anybody else…By 1860, slave property was worth over 2 billion dollars, and the abolitionists who insisted this property be outlawed were not especially helpful in showing how this could be done without collapsing the whole Southern economy. In a natural reaction to this, Southerners closed ranks. It became first unhealthy and then impossible for anyone in the South to argue for the end of slavery. Instead the institution was increasingly justified as a positive good.”

 Although slavery was a major cause splitting the American culture into two subcultures separated by prejudice and hatred, it doesn’t seem to be a major issue in why politicians promoted Secession or why most people fought in the war. It’s also a mistake to believe slavery was the only source of prejudice and hate amongst groups of people in America. A very large section of the population were recent immigrants, who brought their own, or created new prejudices as they competed for jobs, wealth, land, or status. Slavery had the most vocal group and got the most press.

It would be two years into the war before slavery would become an issue with the governments. Lincoln had no intention of freeing the slaves at the start of the war. Once started though, war is hard to control. Lincoln only freed the slaves when he felt it was necessary to win the war. 

On September 22, 1863, Lincoln would declare all slaves in the rebelling states free. “Lincoln had made this official with the Emancipation Proclamation, but that strange document had to be ratified by the tacit consent of the people at home and by the active endorsement of the solders in the field. And most of the solders had not in the beginning felt very strongly about slavery. There were to be sure, many regiments of solid antislavery sentiment; New Englanders, many of the German levies, certain regiments from abolitionist areas in the Middle West, but these were in a minority. The average federal solder began his term of service either quite willing to tolerate slavery in the South or definitely in sympathy with it. He was fighting for the Union and for nothing more.”

Referred to as Lincoln’s “most unpopular act”, men might enlist for this new purpose, but many would desert. “…all but 35 of the 138th Illinois deserted over emancipation.”

There were three reasons Lincoln felt it necessary to free the slaves. First, he needed to motivate more men to enlist. Not enough people felt strongly enough about preserving the Union to supply the army with new recruits. Emancipating the slaves would attract the abolitionist section. “During the late spring and early summer of 1862, Lincoln had come to see that he must broaden the base of the war. Union itself was not enough. The undying vitality and drive of Northern antislavery men must be brought into full vigorous support of the war effort, and to bring this about, the Northern government must officially declare itself against slavery.”

Second, Lincoln was worried about European countries recognizing the Confederacy and coming to their aid. By turning the war into an effort to free the slaves, he could stop this.

Third, he needed some powerful way to sanctify all-out war. Lincoln had come to the conclusion that only way to win the war was to totally destroy the South, it’s way of life, it’s economy, and slavery. Once the war had started, there could be no compromise. One side would have to win a total victory.

Near the beginning of the war, Confederate major general Patrick Ronayne Cleburne suggested allowing the “slaves to fight [for the Confederacy], granting them freedom if they did.”
 This suggestion was quickly hushed up, but by the end of the war, the Confederate government would arm slaves and enlist them in its army. 

Robert E. Lee had “told Mr. Davis often and early in the war that the slaves should be emancipated. That it was the only way to remove a weakness at home and to get sympathy abroad, and to divide our enemies, but Davis would have none of it.”


The most monumental change in this country to come from the Civil War, was the emancipation of the slaves. This doesn’t mean the war was fought to free the slaves. Slavery was a powerful issue, one of many issues dividing the country into two separate subcultures. When the Civil War became a total war, it became uncontrollable. One of the things destroyed in the Civil War was the legality of slavery.


Right up until the Emancipation Proclamation was made, the border state politicians still believed the Union could be reunited with slavery intact. They turned down Lincoln’s last offer for compensation to free their slaves. 


The Emancipation Proclamation did not free all slaves. The Republican congress would propose the 13th Amendment to free all slaves in the country. It would pass the Senate on the first try but take two attempts to pass the House. When it was finally ratified by the states, 8 would be former Confederate states.
 This supports the argument that the country was divided primarily over the issue of states rights and not slavery.

The elementary school student that “knows” slavery caused the Civil War is neither right nor wrong. A strong argument could be made for either point of view. This question cannot be answered in a factual way, as there were many causes for the Civil War. The answer to this question lies more in the realm of opinion than in the facts of this era. I think it better not to form a strong opinion either way, but to keep an open mind to the reasons why each and every person joined in the conflict.

How would Abraham Lincoln answer this question? What would he think about instigating a war to free the slaves? John Brown had tried to do just that. Lincoln had commented, “December 2, 1859, Old John Brown has been executed for treason against the state. We cannot object even though he agreed with us in thinking slavery wrong. That cannot excuse violence, bloodshed, treason. It could avail him nothing that he think himself right.”
 


This is not the end of the slavery issue. In 1860, slavery was an issue with only a minority of people. The Emancipation Proclamation was only one of many steps toward the 13th Amendment, and it only gave slaves their legal freedom. It did not compensate them for their lack of education or job skills, and it did not give them jobs or equality in the hearts of white Americans.

In what has come to be called the compromise of 1877, Southern Democrats made a deal with the Republican Party to fake the presidential election returns in the states of South Carolina, Louisiana, and Florida. In order to elect Rutherford B. Hayes, Republicans agreed to remove all Federal troops from those states and return governmental positions to Southern Democrats.


“…white voters regained control…after years of often corrupt and oppressive rule since the death of Lincoln, the white South was free. Its people had endured the long night, whose coming had filled Jefferson Davis with foreboding. Future historians were to view the bargain between Hayes and white Southern leaders as callous and corrupt, since it dashed the hopes of the regions 5 million blacks for equality and doomed them to another half century of servitude reminiscent of the days of slavery. The experiment as some northern scholars were to say had been Reconstruction that did not reconstruct, a failure to cope with a pattern of racial injustice which had plagued Americans since early 17th century. If there was blame for this to be born by bargainers, Northern politicians who had sacrificed goals of racial equality deserved an equal share. The political trades of 1877 were evidence that race prejudice flourished on both sides of the Mason Dixon line.”


Legal freedom was only one step on the road to equality for the slaves, a long, slow journey that continues today. The Civil War did not settle issues, it destroyed the Southern culture, which held opinions contrary to the Northern culture. I agree with Robert E. Lee, except these were a “poor set of politicians” on both sides.
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