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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 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’s answer accurate or inaccurate?   
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“The Civil War was caused by a myriad of conflicting pressures, principles, and prejudices, fueled by sectional differences and pride, and set into motion by a most unlikely set of political events.  At the root of all of the problems was the institution of slavery, which had been introduced into North America in early colonial times.” (Causes) 

 I believe many factors should be taken into consideration when answering the question, “What caused the American Civil War”?  Is the elementary school students’ answer, “slavery”, correct?  Or were there many other factors that caused this tragic and bloody war?  I agree with the students’ answer.  I think the single most important answer to this question is that slavery caused the war.  Just prior to the Civil War, slavery expanded greatly across the South because of the growing demand of cotton. (Africana) If you look at the economic and cultural differences, states rights and constitutional issues, expansion and the extremist element between the North and the South, you would likely find that all of these contributed to the war.  But, when you peel off all of the layers I still think slavery was the most important factor.  As McPherson states, “The greatest danger to American survival at mid-century, however, was neither class tension nor ethnic division.  Rather it was sectional conflict between North and South over the future of slavery.” (McPherson pg7)   

With the invention of the cotton gin in 1793, production of this textile ingredient was on the rise and was becoming increasingly profitable.  Cotton farming became an integral part of the South and the slave labor grew right along with it.  “The cascade of cotton from the American South dominated the world market, paced the industrial revolution in England and New England, and fastened the shackles of slavery more securely than ever on Afro-Americans”, wrote McPherson. (McPherson pg7) At the same time the North was gaining in population and slave labor was quickly becoming a thing of the past.  The North was becoming industrialized and the use of slave labor was increasingly losing steam.  In 1850 in the South, the price of cotton doubled and nearly 70% of what was produced was exported. (McPherson pg91) Clearly, cotton was generating large amounts of money and would be a commodity worth holding onto for the rich Southerners.  

“Between 1790 and 1860 about 1 million slaves (almost twice the number of Africans shipped to the United States during the whole period of the transatlantic slave trade) moved west.” (Africana) It was the discussion of allowing slavery in the new territories of the West that brought the entire issue of slavery into the political spotlight.  The argument was simple:  the South wanted to press West allowing slavery to continue there as well.  The North however did not want slavery to continue to the West.  The North figured if slavery was abolished in the North and not permitted in the expanding territories, then a stronger stand against the South could be taken.  Southerners thought of slavery as a “positive good”, and the idea of emancipation in the South was dissolved.  This was a way of life for the South and society was structured around it.  

But, slavery was not only showing its’ face in the cotton fields of the South.  The issue of slavery was also being fought in the American judicial system.  The story of Dred Scott is a perfect example.  Scott was a slave in Missouri belonging to an army surgeon named John Emerson.  Emerson was stationed in several places before ending up in Fort Snelling.  Emerson brought Scott and his other slaves with him, including a female slave whom Scott married.  While en-route back to Missouri, Scott and his wife gave birth to their daughter in a part of Missouri that had been made free.  When Emerson died, Scott attempted to sue Emerson’s widow for freedom on the grounds that he had been a resident in free territory for such a long period of time.  Cases similar to this one had been won in the past, but Scott lost his first suit.  Scott proceeded to win on a re-trial but then lost in the Missouri Supreme court.  The case was eventually brought to the U.S. Supreme court where it directly challenged constitutional issues pertaining the rights and freedoms of African-Americans.  It was ruled that Scott was not actually a free man in spite of temporarily living in a free territory as a free man.  This was a victory for the South and its’ ability to retain slaves.  It would also strike a blow against Union control and inspire the Southern states that looked at succession as a means of preserving their “states rights.” (McPherson Pg’s170-176)

The abolitionists saw things differently than those in the South.  They believed that slavery should be abolished and the same freedoms given to whites should be applied to blacks.  Many people believed this including, President Abraham Lincoln, Fredrick Douglas, and many others who were willing to give their lives to end slavery.   Thus beginning a long journey that would inevitably lead to war.  Those who opposed the abolitionists’ agenda not only fought for the right to keep slavery but in many cases were extremists, believing all non-whites were not equal.  In fact many white Southerners would have forced Native-Americans to become slaves as well as blacks. (Africana)      

When answering the question, “What caused the American Civil War”, I truly believe slavery is the answer.  Looking at it from a financial point of view, the South depended on slavery to survive.  Not only did they depend on it, it was a way of life.  Slavery was not just part of the system, it was the system.  States rights issues and what was written in the Constitution of the United States directly affected the South’s way of life.  Changing the rights of African-Americans in the Constitution divided the Union into the North and South.  Both the South and the North knew this change would not only affect their lives in the present, but it would also affect the future as the country expanded and grew west.  While there were many contributing factors that led the country into the Civil War, there is no question in my mind that the issue of slavery and the implications of valuing one human being more than another was at the root of this bloody exchange.
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