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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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There were many causes of the Civil War; all were related to the great schism in the lifestyles, cultures, economics, politics, etc. of the North and South.  Slavery factored into each of these differences.  “There was never a moment,” wrote the essayist John Jay Chapman, “when the slavery issue was not a sleeping serpent.  That issue lay coiled up under the table during the deliberations of the Constitutional Convention in 1787.  It was, owing to the cotton gin, more than half awake at the time of the Louisiana Purchase in 1803…Thereafter, slavery was on everyone’s mind, though not always on his tongue.”

           Both the North and South attempted to manipulate the value of the slave to their economic benefit when the Articles of Confederation were written in 1777.   It was here that the question of whether slaves would be considered property or people was raised in regard to each states’ financial contribution to the central government.  (The levies were to be decided based on population).  The South wanted each black slave’s value to be as low as possible, while the North wanted the opposite.   A compromise was reached – each slave would equal 3/5’s of a person.


Slave value became an issue again at the Constitutional Convention of 1787.  This time it involved the principle of proportional representation, based on population.  In this case, it was to the South’s advantage to have each black slave’s value be as high as possible to qualify for more representation, the opposite again being true for the North.  It was decided to keep their value at 3/5’s of a person.


Slavery at one time was present in all of colonial America.  It became obsolete in the North because their methods of farming and movement toward an industrialized way of life did not require it.  The North had mainly family farms raising a variety of crops to feed themselves and bartered or sold the surplus.  The South, however, generally devoted their land to single cash crops to be sold, although they also raised their own food.    Even with this Southern style of farming, slavery might have ceased to exist, but for the invention of the cotton gin in 1793.  This enabled Southerners to raise enormous quantities of cotton with slave labor.  The export of cotton skyrocketed.  “In 1800 the United States had exported $5,000,000 worth of cotton – 7 percent of the nation’s total exports.  By 1810 this figure had tripled, by 1840 it had risen to $63,000,000, and by 1860 cotton exports were worth $191,000,000 – 57 percent of the value of all American exports.”
  The number of slaves in the South had swelled from 500,000 in 1790 to 4,000,000 in 1860.
  The Southern economy was dependent on protecting its “peculiar institution” as the Northerners referred to it.


Both the North and South were looking to expand West.  The North was becoming more industrial and its population was growing rapidly due to immigration.  The South always needed more land to raise their cash crops – mainly cotton, but also tobacco and sugar.  Cotton and tobacco are both hard on the land and can only be grown for 4 – 5 years in an area before the land is spent.  With westward expansion on the horizon for both the North and South, the issue of slavery became even more heated.  The North was against slavery extending into any new territories, while the South wanted slavery in the new territories.  There were many compromises to attempt to solve this - by limiting expansion of slavery geographically, by allowing it to be decided by popular sovereignty, by designating new territories (or states) either free of slavery or unrestricted on slavery, and by abolishing slavery in Washington, D.C.  These were the Missouri Compromise of 1820, the Compromise of 1850, and the Kansas-Nebraska Act.  None of these resolved the expansion issue for long and the Fugitive Slave Act portion of the Compromise of 1850, only further ignited the North vs. South slavery disagreement.  This put black people in great peril.  Runaway slaves that had been free for years could be caught and brought before a federal commissioner.  The burden of proof was on the captured black, but they had no legal power to prove their freedom.  The claimant only needed the flimsiest evidence to prove ownership – an affidavit from a slave-state court or the testimony of a white witness.  The expense of capturing and returning a fugitive slave was the responsibility of the federal government.  Federal jurisdiction was provided in recovering runaway slaves.  If the U.S. Marshall or deputy refused to participate, he could be fined $1000.
 Although any citizen who aided or concealed the fugitive slave risked fine and imprisonment, the activities of the Underground Railroad seemed to increase after this Act.
  The results of this bill so enraged the righteous people in the North (especially Abolitionists) that they endeavored even more to rid the country of the vile practice of human bondage.  The publication of Abolitionist newspapers increased.  The rift between the North and South became even wider.


Inspired by the “nightmare abomination”
 of the Fugitive Slave Act Law, Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote, “Uncle Tom’s Cabin.”  It ran serially in an antislavery newspaper for nine months and then came out as a book in the spring of 1852.  The popularity of the book was astounding – 300,000 copies were sold in the first year in the U.S.  This book had a powerful influence in the North and South and Europe.  In Britain it was read by Lord Palmerston
 (later to become Prime Minister) and Queen Victoria shed tears over it.
  For some it was their first literary description of the cruelty of slavery.  It spurred the antislavery sentiments of the North. The South became so incensed with the vilification of their proslavery lifestyle, that they called Harriet Beecher Stowe a liar and naive.x The South dug their heels in even more to protect their way of life.  When Abraham Lincoln met Mrs. Stowe in 1862, he said, “So you’re the little women that wrote the book that made this great war.”
 (Author’s note: If I had found this earlier, I could have used Harriet Beecher Stowe as the cause of the Civil War and made my paper and research much simpler.)


In this atmosphere of strife, Congress had difficulty getting three land grant measures passed that would have been beneficial to the Nation as a whole.  They were the homestead act, a Pacific railroad act, and grants to states for the establishment of agriculture and mechanical colleges.  The Homestead Act would have helped farmers to get free land who had been ruined by the 1857 – 58 depression.  The South opposed this because they feared antislavery Yankees would populate the West.  The Pacific railroad would have benefited the entire nation by providing jobs, transportation, and tapping the wealth of the West. There was bickering over whether the route should be north or south.  So it was postponed repeatedly.  The South also opposed the use of public lands for colleges they felt would mostly educate Yankees.
  These three measures remained unsettled for most of the 1850s.  All three were passed in the 37th Congress (1861-62), which was one of the most productive sessions in American history.  It was felt they finally passed due to lack of Southerners in the Congress. 
   


Prior to the Civil War the United States was not united – it was actually two countries – the North and the South.  Their ways of life were so different they couldn’t effectively compromise to move forward as a nation.  Abraham Lincoln expressed this on June 16, 1858, when he said; “A house divided against itself cannot stand.  I believe this government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free.  I do not expect the Union to be dissolved – I do not expect it will cease to be divided.  It will become all one thing, or all the other.”


The issue of slavery was such a passionate one that it couldn’t be decided democratically – there was no compromise.  It was the elite who were unwilling to compromise and so adamant to defend their way of life, not the common man.  “It was not a clash of peoples (most northern whites were not economically favored, not politically powerful; most southern whites were poor farmers, not decisionmakers) but of elites.  The northern elite wanted free expansion – free land, free labor, a free market, a high protective tariff for manufacturers, a bank of the United States.  The slave interests opposed all that; they saw Lincoln and the Republicans as making continuation of their pleasant and prosperous way of life impossible in the future.”
 There was too much at stake for either side, neither would give – so the Civil War was fought. Unfortunately, the war was fought by the common man – 600,000 lost their lives, two percent of the population,
 but slavery did come to an end.


Alas, the end of slavery did not put an end to racism in the United States, it continues to “lie coiled up as a sleeping snake” under our Nation.
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