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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, 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 Caused the Civil War?

An Account of Misunderstandings

Although historians have been unable to agree on a primary cause for the American Civil War, most would agree that it was a compilation of misunderstandings that led 19th Century Americans to reach the bursting point.  This said, it is easier to describe the cause of war in a nutshell such as slavery.   But upon closer examination, we can see vital points from where the disagreements stem.  Hindering productive communication was the lack of viable media available to assist in rectifying misunderstandings, leading to rash decisions based on assumptions.  There was simply no method of interpersonal communication, aside from face-to-face contact that relied on somewhat unfavorable transportation over hundreds of miles of oft-treacherous paths.

In a fond manner, Abraham Lincoln reportedly commented to Harriet Beecher Stowe upon making her acquaintance in 1862, that she was “the little woman who wrote the book that started this great war.”1  Her book, which sold over 500,000 copies in just five years, admonished Americans for doing nothing to prevent the inhumane treatment of Negroes.  Called “the first real success in bookmaking” by Putnam magazine,2 Uncle Tom’s Cabin provoked deep thought amongst Christians3 and moral citizens, and stirred a well of contempt among slave owners.  The defining moment that set division on an unstoppable path may lie in the pages of her book, which was originally published chapter by chapter,4 leaving the intrigued thirsty for more.
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What prompted Stowe’s work was the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, which took the 1793 law bearing the same name, a step further.  Now, not only did slave owners have the right to re-claim lost “property,” they were compelled, almost required to do so.5   This law, framed by James M. Mason of Virginia, was said to have much to do with bringing on the terrible crisis in our history.   The crevasse between the North and the South deepened as southerners sought to uphold what they understood to be the “rights for which our fathers fought in the battles of the revolution.”6  Those rights, they believed, included state sovereignty and the right to own slaves.7

South Carolina’s Declaration of Causes of Secession emphasized that in the Declaration of 1776, colonists wrote, “that they are… to be FREE AND INDEPENDENT STATES… (emphasis authors’) [with] full power to levy war, conclude peace, contract alliances, establish commerce, and to do all other acts and things which independent States may of right do.”8  So they believed that ‘free and independent states’ meant that state sovereignty had preceded national sovereignty9, an impression that formed one side of a critical misunderstanding.
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Unionists saw it differently.  Outgoing President James Buchanan, who had long-fidgeted in his presidential chair, surprised many of his southern allies by stating in his last presidential speech that the Union was not “a mere voluntary association of States, to be dissolved…”.  But in order to form a “more perfect union” than the one under the Articles of the Confederation, “the Union shall be perpetual.”  Buchanan insisted that state sovereignty was secondary to national sovereignty.10    Perhaps Lincoln put it even better when he said, “Having never been states… outside the Union, whence this this magical omnipotence of ‘State rights, asserting a power to lawfully destroy the Union itself?… The Union is older than any of the States and, in fact, it created them as States.”11

So maybe the Civil War was caused by misunderstandings.  Secessionists believed the Articles of Confederation superceded the United States Constitution, seeing the latter as merely a supplement to the original documents.  Unionists were more likely to see the Constitution as an end-all, and that the freedom of citizens of this great country meant the equality of both whites and blacks.  But just as poor communication plagued bloody battles on both sides of the divide, maybe the same “sins” of the fathers had been the cause in the first place.  One thing is for sure.  Had this terrible crisis not happened when it did, it would most certainly have visited us by now.  There was no other way to solve this disagreement.  War was the only answer to a game of King of the Hill that the Unionists ultimately won.
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