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The elementary school student “knows” the answer to the following question.  What caused the American Civil War?  The answer, Slavery.  Upon further study the of the subject and the 19th Century U.S. History, we learn about many other factor/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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The causes of the Civil War are many and interwoven tightly, making it impossible to follow just one thread without coming on the others twining over and under it.  There is no possible simple correct answer to the question, “What caused the Civil War?”  A simple answer often taught to elementary school children is that slavery was the cause.  This is both too simple to be correct, and too correct to be simple.  The Civil War is still fought among historians skirmishing over the cause.  One angle is that slavery caused the war, because to own slaves and to carry them into the territories were the rights that the Southern states seceded to defend; which in turn received opposition from the Northern states who desired to uphold the Union.  These are crucial threads in the tapestry of history, with many smaller strands helping to form the finished pattern.


Slavery began in America some 200 years before the Civil War with the sale of the first African in the Jamestown Colony.
  From the start there were people strongly against slavery, either on economic or moral grounds, countered by those equally impassioned who endorsed it.  Even preceding the Revolution, concern mounted about the importation of slaves.  The House of Burgesses wrote King George III on the eve of the Revolution, “under [slavery’s] present encouragement we…fear it will endanger the very existence of your Majesty’s American dominions.”
  Later, with the declaration “all men are created equal,” the institution of slavery could not continue without intense controversy.  It made an oxymoron of the foundation for American liberty.  At the establishment of the Constitution all thirteen colonies held slaves.  By the Constitutional Convention in 1787, five Northern states had abolished slavery within their borders.


As the North outgrew slavery the South became more dependant on it.  The North experienced an industrial revolution, at the turn of the century, which removed them further from the need of slave labor.  Whereas, in the South, the economy pivoted ever increasingly on agriculture.  The boom in the cotton industry had been made possible in 1792 when Eli Whitney invented the cotton gin, a machine for separating cotton fiber from their seeds.  It increased the one pound of lint per person produced in ten hours to 300 to 1000 pounds a day with the gin.
  To endanger slavery would be to threaten the ground on which the Southern planters had built their aristocratic life.


During the depression of the 1840s millions of people sought a better life on the unclaimed and untamed land of the western territories.
  Southerners also began to look to the territories for the sustaining and increasing of their livelihood: the soils of the South were being stripped of nutrients by the combination of greedy cotton and tobacco plants, and inferior agricultural practices.  They wanted to grow new plantations in the virgin soil of this land, and bring their slave labor.
  Northerners however wanted to see slavery confined to the states where it already existed and worked to keep it from spreading across the land through laws prohibiting slaves in the territories.


As industrial progress and population in the South lagged ever farther behind that of the North, the South began to lose political power.  Seeing this decline, and the endangerment of their interests and institutions, Southern politicians began to fiercely defend states rights against “federal encroachments.”  They began to consider secession as a possible solution in the case of continued inability to reach a resolution.


Abolitionists of the time helped to stir up even greater tension. They sought to help the slaves to freedom through publishing the injustice and wrong of slavery.  They often worked to help blacks escape slavery and tried to stir up blacks in the South to insurrections to free themselves.  Southerners, naturally, did not appreciate these efforts.  Northerners in general disapproved of slavery, but at the same time, many had no great desire to see the freed Negro migrating north and competing for their jobs.  Several states even forbade blacks entry.  Southerners scoffed at this position, “you wish to exterminate [slavery]…but you will not suffer [freed blacks] to go among you…your people will steal, but will not accept them as a gift.”


These frictions had been building to a head in the years preceding Lincoln’s election, and the prospect of his presidency was the last offence and threat that the South was willing to bear.  The Republican Party exulted in the dignity of free labor, and was of an antislavery bent; the South was certain that they and the president-elect spelled the eminent downfall of their systems.  Preceding the elections, various Southern states threatened to secede if Lincoln won.  This was not the first time that dissatisfied states had threatened secession, but this time they followed through.


South Carolina seceded on the 20th of January 1861, one and a half months after the election – by a secession convention vote of 169 to 0.
  Politicians in other Southern states utilized the emergency psychology that charged the air of the cotton states, and before Lincoln’s inauguration in March, five others had dissolved their ties with the Union.  Another five were to join these.


Much of the South believed that they had the constitutional right to leave the Union on the grounds of breach of compact.  The Constitution imposed certain duties on the states and stated that all power not reserved for the United States by the Constitution, and not prohibited to the states were allowed to them.  The right to secede was not placed in either category.  Southerners also argued that when one party violated a mutual contract, the others were no longer bound by it.  South Carolina claimed that the North had broken the contract between the states by having “deliberately refused for years past to fulfill their constitutional obligations…”
  They believed that state sovereignty, having existed before the Constitution, preceded national sovereignty.  The Constitution, after all, had been ratified before, why couldn’t the states revert through ratification to their state constitutions which had been created before joining the Union?


Those who could not accept these arguments turned to the right of revolution.  As they saw it, their rights and liberties were assaulted and it was their “sacred duty to rebel.”
  The rights and liberties they referred to were the rights to own slaves, take them in to the territories and freedom from interference of the central government.  Southerners took these endangerments and projected them broadly onto other aspects of life to help justify their action and to arouse support.  To win the support of non-slaveholders, slavery was promoted as the best class system.  The poor white laborer did not belong to the menial class because there was always the slave below him. The desire to keep the Negro from equal citizenship, which was bound to happen with the Republicans in power, made many rise up in support of secession that would otherwise not have become involved in the planters’ concerns. 


Secession might not have resulted in armed conflict but for the North’s refusal of peaceful separation.
  They rose up for at least two reasons.  The first, and most commonly held, was the belief that the South had no right to secede.  The seceded states were seen as traitors who must be punished and recovered.  The North also had cause to fear that the South, having lost in the previous election, was simply using the separation to soften the North to their terms in the case of reunion.  But once the North began to compromise on issues such as slavery in the territories, they had to expect more of it.  Lincoln said, “If we surrender, it is the end of us.  They will repeat the experiment upon us ad libitum.” 


The U.S. Constitution was rather sketchy about secession, never directly saying whether states could secede, so each faction could interpret it as they chose.  The North believed that, though never explicitly forbidden, it was not the sort of thing the founding fathers would have made room for.  No dissatisfied state should simply be able to disconnect itself.  Besides, the nations of the world had been watching the American democratic experiment for the last 80 years; England and France vacillated in support of the Confederacy, and the aristocracy gloated at the prospect of dissolution.
  To let the Union collapse now would be to say that the struggle and toil their fathers had invested in creating this American land had been in vain: canceled by disunion.

The second, less prominent reason for Northern opposition, was the opportunity to abolish slavery.  If the South was beaten in battle and forced to rejoin the Union, it would be on the terms of the victors, and the conclusion to the slavery question could finally be made with authority.

These strands all crossed and twined until they created a taut fabric that must result in a violent release of strain.  The Civil War was caused by slavery, but only because of the other factors involved: the tension over the continuation of slavery and the imposed bounds of its range, and the controversy over the extent of states rights and the constitutional issues involved.  The elementary school student's understanding that slavery itself caused the Civil War is a simplistic, although it does grasp the key fiber that held the tapestry together.
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