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HST 209 Civil War Telecourse

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 school student’s answer accurate or inaccurate?
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What was the cause of the civil war? This question has pledged a Nation for 138 years. You ask the Yankees and they will tell you the cause of the war was slavery. You ask the Rebels and they will tell you the cause of the war was State Rights.  The real reason(s) that brother fought against brother was because of slavery,  because of State Rights, fear on both side, the fact that the north wanted to become the political power of the united states, (the north wanted the ability to control what happened in the new territories and states), and because we had a president that was a hypocrite. The northerners said that they wanted to free the blacks but what they and President Lincoln desired was to enslave all of us. The north and President Lincoln wanted to have the authority to tell us mere humans how we should live, what we should believe, and what was bad or good. Southerners found it hard to believe Abraham Lincoln when he said, “I have no purpose directly or indirectly to interfere with the institution of slavery in the states where it exists.”1 But Lincoln also made this statement in a speech that he delivered before the State Republican Convention on June 16, 1858: “A house divided against itself cannot stand. I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free… That argument was incorporated into the Nebraska bill itself. In the language which follows: It being the true intent and meaning of this act not to legislate slavery into any Territory or state, not exclude it therefrom; but to leave the people thereof perfectly free to form and regulate their domestic institutions in their own way, subject only to the Constitution of the United States.”2 

The War Between the States actually started long before 1860. It started as early as 1846 when in a debate in Congress, an Ohio Democrat declared, “Our rights to Oregon have been shamefully compromised. The administration is Southern, Southern, Southern!...” Connecticut Congressman Gideon Wells agreed, “The time has come when the northern democracy should make a stand. Every thing has taken a Southern shape and been controlled by Southern caprice for years. We must satisfy the northern people.”3 With the introduction of the Wilmot Proviso, the ire of the northern democrats was unleashed, who cared less about slavery in the new territories than about the power in their own party, was unleashed.


The crucial reason the “Gentle South” rose to anger was the attack on Harper’s Ferry on October 16, 1860.  The southerners saw that millions of Yankees seemed to find no fault with John Brown who set out to kill as many Southerners as he could. Indeed, Brown was hailed as a “crucified hero” by Henry David Thoreau. Ironically, in Brown’s zest to free the slaves,  the first person  killed in the Harper Ferry Raid was a “free” black man.  

         
The south wanted to preserve their way of life, their values, their heritage. They   wanted  to be left alone to govern themselves. The north wanted to control, to invade, to impose their will and their virtues on the south. The north said that they wanted to free the slave, but they refused to let the black man work, to vote, to own homes, or to openly  go to school. Slaves were frequently beloved and well cared-for member of the family. Black northerners were less than human, out on their own.
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