Morality, War, and Slavery

By Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. (1949)

The Civil War was our great national trauma. A savage fraternal conflict, it released deep sentiments of guilt and remorse – sentiments which have reverberated through two elements ever since: our history and our literature. Literature, in the end, came to terms with these sentiments by yielding to the South in fantasy the victory it had been denied in actuality; this tendency culminated, on the ordinary level, in Gone with the Wind and, on the intellectual level, in the Nashville cult of agrarianism. But history, a less-malleable medium than literature and culture, was constricted both by the immovable fact that the war had indeed taken place and by the related assumption that it was, in William H. Seward's phrase, an “irrepressible conflict” – which also indicates that it was a justified one.

As short a time ago as 1937, for example, even Professor James G. Randall could describe himself as “unprepared to go to the point of denying that the great American tragedy could have been avoided.” Yet in the few years following that statement, the writing of history would succumb to the psychological imperatives which had produced I'll Take My Stand and Gone With the Wind; and Professor Randall would emerge as the leader of a triumphant new school of self-styled “revisionists.” The publication of two vigorous books by Professor Avery Craven – The Repressible Conflict (1939) and The Coming of the Civil War (1942) – and the appearance of Professor Randall's own notable volumes on Lincoln – Lincoln the President: Springfield to Gettysburg (1942), Lincoln and the South (1946), and Lincoln the Liberal Statesman (1947) – brought about a profound reversal of the professional historian's attitude toward the Civil War. Scholars now denied the traditional assumption of the inevitability of the war and boldly advanced the thesis that a “blundering generation” had transformed a “suppressible conflict” into a “needless war.”

The swift triumph of revisionism came about with very little resistance or even expressed reservations on the part of the profession. Indeed, the only adequate evaluation of the revisionist thesis that I know was made, not by an academic historian at all, but by that illustrious semi-pro, Mr. Bernard De Voto; and Mr. De Voto's two brilliant articles in Harper's in 1945 unfortunately bad little influence within the guild. By 1947 Professor Allan Nevins, summing up the most recent scholarship in ordeal of the union, his able general history of the eighteen-1850s, could define the basic problem of the period in terms which indicated a measured but entire acceptance of revisionism. “The primary task of statesmanship in this era,” Nevins wrote, “was to furnish a workable adjustment between the two sections, while offering strong inducements to the southern people to regard their labor system not as static but evolutionary, and equal persuasions to the northern people to assume a helpful rather than scolding attitude.”

This new interpretation surely deserves at least as meticulous an examination as Professor Randall is prepared to give, for example, to such a question as whether or not Lincoln was playing fives when he received the news of his nomination in 1860. The following notes are presented in the interests of stimulating such an examination.

The revisionist case, as expounded by Professor Randall and Craven, has three main premises. The first:

1) That the Civil War was caused by the irresponsible emotionalizing of politics far out of proportion to the real problems involved. The war, as Randall put it, was certainly not caused by cultural variations, nor by economic rivalries, nor by sectional differences; these all existed, but it was “stupid,” as he declared, to think that they required war to be a solution. “One of the most colossal of misconceptions” was the “theory” that “fundamental motives produce war. The glaring and obvious fact is the artificiality of war-making agitation.” After all, Randall pointed out, agrarian and industrial interest had been in conflict under Coolidge and Hoover – with no resulting war. “In Illinois,” he added, “major controversies – not mere transient differences – between downstate and metropolis have stopped short of war.” Nor was the slavery the cause. The issues arising over slavery were, in Randall's judgment, “highly artificial, almost fabricated. They produced quarrels out of things that would have settled themselves were it not for political agitation.” Slavery, Craven observed, was in any case a much-overrated problem. It is “perfectly clear,” he wrote, “that slavery played a rather minor part in the life of the South and of the Negro.” 

What, then, was the cause of war? “If one word or phrase were selected to account for the war,” wrote Randall, “it would have to be such a word as fanaticism, misunderstanding, misrepresentation, or perhaps politics.” Phrases like “whipped-up crisis” and “psychopathic cause” adorned Randall's explanation. Craven similarly described the growing sense of sectional differences as “an artificial creation of inflamed minds.” The “molders of public opinion steadily created the fiction of two distinct peoples.” As a result, “distortion led a people into bloody war.”

If uncontrolled emotionalism and fanaticism caused the war, how did they get out of hand? Who whipped up the “whipped-up crisis”? Thus the second revisionist thesis:

2) That sectional friction was allowed to develop into needless war by the inexcusable failure of political leadership in the 1850s. “It is difficult to achieve a full realization of how Lincoln's generation stumbled into a ghastly war,” wrote Randall. “If one questions the term ‘blundering generation,’ let him estimate how many times he would wish the period be copied or repeated if there was the opportunity for it to be approached with a clean slate.”

It was the politicians, charged Craven, who systematically sacrificed peace to their pursuit of power. Calhoun and Adams, "seeking political advantage," mixed up slavery and expansion; Wilmot introduced his “troublemaking Proviso as part of the political game”; the repeal clause in the Kansas-Nebraska Act was “the afterthought of the mere handful of politicians”; Chase's appeal to the independent Democrats was “false in its assertions and unfair in its purposes, but it was politically effective”; and the “damaging section in the Dred Scott decision was forced “by the political ambitions of dissenting judges.” "These uncalled-for moves and this irresponsible leadership,” concluded Craven, blew up a “crack-pot” crusade into a national conflict.

It is hard to tell which was under attack here – the performance of a particular generation or the general idea of democratic politics. But, if the condemning term “blundering generation” meant no more than a general complaint that democratic politics placed a premium on emotionalism, then the Civil War would have been just as “needless” as any event in our blundering history. The phase “blundering generation” must consequently imply that the generation in power in the 1850s was below the human or historical or democratic average in its blundering. 
Hence the third revisionist thesis:

3) That the slavery problem could have been solved without war. For, even if slavery were as unimportant as the revisionists have insisted, they would presumably admit that it constituted the real sticking-point in the relations between the sections. They must therefore show that there were policies with which a non-blundering generation could have resolved the slavery crisis and averted war; and that these policies were so obvious that the failure to adopt them indicated blundering and stupidity of a peculiarly irresponsible nature. If no such policies could be produced even by hindsight, then it would seem excessive to condemn the politicians of the 1850s for failing to discover them at the time.

The revisionists have shown, a most, merely a vague and sporadic awareness of this problem. “Any kind of sane policy in Washington in 1860 might have saved the day for nationalism,” remarked Craven; but he also did not relay the details of these sane policies – we would be satisfied if we knew even about a single one. Similarly, Randall declared that there were few policies of the 1850s he would wish repeated if the period were to be lived over again; but he was not communicative about the policies he would wish pursued. Nevins likewise blamed the war on the “collapse of American statesmanship,” but restrained himself from suggesting how a non-collapsible statesmanship would have solved the hard problems of the 1850s.
In view of this reticence on a point so crucial to the revisionist argument, it is necessary to reconstruct the possibilities that might lie in the back of revisionism. Clearly there could only be two "solutions" to the slavery problem: the preservation of slavery, or its abolition.

Presumably, the revisionists would not regard the preservation of slavery as a possible solution. Craven, it is true, has argued that "most of the incentives to honest and sustained effort, to a contented, well-rounded life, might be found under slavery. What owning and being owned added to the normal relationship of employer and employee is very hard to say."  In describing incidents in which slaves beat up masters, he has even noted that "happenings and reactions like these were the rule, not the exception." But Craven would doubtless admit that, however jolly this system might have been, its perpetuation would have been, to say the least, impracticable.

If, then, revisionism has rested on the assumption that the nonviolent abolition of slavery was possible, such abolition could conceivably have come about thought internal reform in the South through economic exhaustion of the slavery system in the South, or through some government project for gradual and compensated emancipation. Let us examine these possibilities.

1) The internal reform arguments: the South, the revisionists have suggested, might have ended the slavery system if left to its own devices; only the abolitionists spoiled everything by letting loose a hysteria which caused the southern ranks to close in self-defense. 

This revisionist argument would have been more convincing if the decades of alleged anti-slavery feeling in the South had produced any concrete results. As one judicious southern historian, Professor Charles S. Sydnor, recently put it, "Although the abolitionist movement was followed by a decline of antislavery sentiment in the South, it must be remembered that in all the long years before that movement began no part of the South had made substantial progress toward ending slavery. Southern liberalism had not ended slavery in any state."

In any case, it is difficult for historian seriously to suppose that northerners could have denied themselves feelings of disapproval over slavery. To say that there "should" have been no abolitionists in America before the Civil War is about as sensible as to say that there "should" have been no anti-Nazis in the nineteen-thirties or that there "should" be no anti-Communists today. People who indulge in criticism of remote evils may not be so pure of heart as they imagine; but that fact does not affect their inevitability as part of the historic situation.

Any theory, in short, which expects people to repress such spontaneous aversions is profoundly unhistorical. If revisionism has based itself on the conviction that things would have been different if only there had been no abolitionists, it has forgotten that abolitionism was as definite and irrevocable a factor in the historic situation as was slavery itself. And, just as abolitionism was inevitable, so too was the southern reaction against it; a reaction which--as Professor Clement Eaton has ably shown, steadily drove the free discussion--meant, of course, the extinction of any hope of abolition though internal reform.

2) The economic exhaustion argument. Slavery, it has been pointed out, was on the skids economically. It was overcapitalized and inefficient; it immobilized both capital and labor; its one-crop system was draining the soil of fertility; it stood in the way of industrialization. As the South came to realize these facts, a revisionist might argue, it would have moved to abolish slavery for its own economic good. As Craven put it, slavery "may have been almost ready to break down of its own weight."

This argument assumed, of course, that Southerners would have recognized the cause of their economic predicament and taken the appropriate measures. Yet such an assumption would be plainly contrary to history and to experience. From the beginning the South has always blamed its economic shortcomings, not on its own economic ruling class and its own inefficient use of resources, but on Northern exploitation. Hard times in the eighteen-1850s produced in the South, not a reconsideration of the slavery system, but blasts against the North for the high prices of manufactured goods. The overcapitalization of slavery led, not to criticisms of the system but to increasingly insistent demands for the reopening of the slave trade. Advanced Southern writers like George Fitzhugh and James D. B. DeBow were even arguing that slavery was adaptable to industrialism. When Hinton R. Helper did advance, before the Civil War, an early version of Craven's argument, asserting that emancipation was necessary to save the Southern economy, the South burned his book. Nothing in the historical records suggests that the Southern ruling class was preparing to deviate from its traditional pattern of self-exculpation long enough to take such a drastic step as the abolition of slavery.

3) compensated emancipation. Abraham Lincoln made repeated proposals of compensated emancipation. In his annual message to Congress of December 1, 1862, he set forth a detailed plan by which States, on an agreement to abolish slavery by 1900, would receive government bonds in proportion to the number of slaves emancipated. Yet, even though Lincoln's proposals represented a solution of the problem conceivably gratifying to the slaveholder's purse as well as to his pride, they got nowhere. Two-thirds of the border representatives rejected the scheme, even when personally presented to them by Lincoln himself. And, of course, only the pressure of war brought compensated emancipation its limited hearing of 1862.

Still granted these difficulties, does it not remain true that other countries abolished slavery without internal convulsion? If emotionalism had not aggravated the situation beyond hope, Craven has written, then slavery "might have been faced as a national question and dealt with as successfully as the South American countries dealt with the same problem." If Brazil could free its slaves and Russia its serfs in the middle of the nineteenth century without civil war, why could not the United States have done as well?

The analogies are appealing but not, I think, really persuasive. There are essential differences between the slavery question in the United States and the problems in Brazil or in Russia. In the first place, Brazil and Russia were able to face servitude "as a national question" because it was, in fact, a national question. Neither country had the American problem of the identification of compact sectional interests with the survival of the slavery system. In the second place, there was no race problem at all in Russia; and though there was a race problem in Brazil, the more civilized folkways of that country relieved racial differences of the extreme tension which they breed in the South of the United States. In the third place, neither in Russia nor in Brazil did the abolition of servitude involve constitutional issues; and the existence of these issues played a great part in determining the form of the American struggle. 

It is hard to draw much comfort, therefore, from the fact that other nations abolished servitude peaceably. The problem in America was peculiarly recalcitrant. The schemes for gradual emancipation got nowhere. Neither internal reform nor economic exhaustion contained much promise for a peaceful solution. The hard fact, indeed, is that the revisionists have not tried seriously to describe the policies by which the slavery problem could have been peacefully resolved. They have resorted instead to broad affirmations of faith: if only the conflict could have been staved off long enough, then somehow, somewhere, we could have worked something out. It is legitimate, I think, to ask how? where? what? – at least, if these affirmations of faith are to be used as the premise for castigating the unhappy men who had the practical responsibility for finding solutions and failed.

Where have the revisionists gone astray? In part, the popularity of revisionism obviously parallels that of Gone with the Wind - the essential problem is why history should be so vulnerable to this literary fashion; and this problem, I believe, raises basic questions about the whole modern view of history. It is perhaps stating the issue in too portentous terms. Yet I cannot escape the feeling that the vogue of revisionism is connected with the modern tendency to seek in optimistic sentimentalism an escape from the severe demand of moral decision; that it is the offspring of our modern sentimentality which at once evades the essential moral problems in the name of a superficial objectivity and asserts their unimportance in the name of an invincible progress.

The revisions first glided over the implications of the fact that the slavery system was production in a closed society in the South. Yet that society increasingly had justified itself by a political and philosophical repudiation of a free society; Southern thinkers swiftly developed anti-libertarian potentialities in a social system whose cornerstone, in Alexander H. Stephens' proud phrase, was human bondage. In theory and in practice, the South organized itself with mounting rigor against ideas of human dignity ad freedom, because such ideas inevitably threatened the basis of their own system.  Professor Frank L. Owsley, the southern agrarian, has described inadvertently but accurately the direction in which the slave South was moving. "The abolitionists and their political allies were threatening the existence of the South as seriously as the Nazis threaten the existence of England," wrote Owsley in 1940; "Under such circumstances the surprising thing is that so little was done by the South to defend its existence."

There can be no question that many southerners in the 1850s had similar sentiments; that they regarded their system of control as ridiculously inadequate; and that, with the book-burning, the censorship of the mails, the gradual illegalization of dissent, the South was in the process of creating a real machinery of repression in order more effectively "to defend its existence." No society, I suppose, encourages criticism of its basic institutions. Yet, when a democratic society acts in self-defense, it does so at least in the name of human dignity and freedom. When a society based on bond slavery acts to eliminate criticism of its peculiar institution, it outlaws what a believer in democracy can only regard as the abiding values of man. When the basic institutions are evil, in other words, the effect of attempts to defend their existence can only be the moral and intellectual stultification of the society.

A society eluded in the defense of evil institutions thus creates moral differences far too profound to be solved by compromise. Such a society forces upon everyone, both those living at the time and those writing about it later, the necessity for a moral judgment; and the moral judgment in such cases becomes an indispensable factor in the historical understanding.

The revisionists were commendably anxious to avoid the vulgar errors of the post-Civil War historians who pronounced smug individual judgments on the persons involuntarily involved in the tragedy of the slave system. Consequently, they tried hard to pronounce no moral judgments at all on slavery. Slavery became important, in Craven's phase, "only as a very ancient labor system, probably at this time rather near the end of its existence." The attempt to charge this labor system with moral meanings was “a creation of inflamed imaginations.” Randall, talking of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, could describe it as "a law intended to subordinate the slavery question and hold it in proper proportion.” I have quoted Randall's even more astonishing argument that, because major controversies between downstate and metropolis in Illinois stopped short of war, there was reason to believe that the Civil War could have been avoided. Are we to take it that the revisionists seriously believe that the downstate-metropolis fight in Illinois - or the agrarian-industrial fight in the Coolidge and Hoover administrations – were in any useful sense comparable to the difference between the North and South in 1861?

Because the revisionists felt no moral urgency themselves, they deplored as fanatics those who did feel it, or brushed aside their feelings as the artificial product of emotion and propaganda. The revisionist hero was Stephen A. Douglas, who always thought that the great moral problems could be solved by sleight-of-hand. The phrase "Northern man of Southern sentiments," Randall remarked, was "uttered shamefully, as if it were a horrifying notion for a Northern man to work with his Southern fellows."

By denying themselves insight into the moral dimension of the slavery crisis, in other words, the revisionists denied themselves a historical understanding of the intensities that caused the crisis. It was the moral issue of slavery, for example, that gave the struggles over slavery in the territories or over the enforcement of the fugitive slave laws their significance. These issues, as the revisionists have shown with cogency, were not in themselves basic. But they were the available issues; they were almost the only points within the existing constitutional framework where the moral conflict could be faced; as a consequence, they became charged with the moral and political dynamism of the central issue. To say the Civil War was fought over the "unreal" issue of slavery in the territories is like saying that the Second World War was fought over the "unreal" issue of the invasion of Poland. The democracies could not challenge fascism inside Germany any more than opponents of slavery could challenge slavery inside the South; but the extension of slavery, like the extension of fascism, was an act of aggression which made a moral choice inescapable.

Let us be clear what the relationship of moral judgment to history is. Every historian, as we all know in an argument that surely does not have to be repeated in 1949, imports his own set of moral judgment into the writing of history by the very process of interpretation; and the phrase 'every historian" includes the category "revisionist." Mr. De Voto in his paraphrases of the revisionist position has put admirably the contradictions on this point: as for "moral questions, God forbid. History will not put itself in the position of saying that any thesis may have been wrong. History will not deal with moral values, though of course the Republican radicals were, well, culpable." The whole revisionist attitude toward abolitionists and radicals, repeatedly characterized by Randall as "unctuous" and "intolerant," overflows with the moral feeling which is so virtuously excluded from discussion of slavery. An acceptance of the fact of moral responsibility does not license the historian to roam thought the past ladling out individual praise and blame: such as attitude would ignore the face that all individuals, including historians, are trapped in a web of circumstance which curtails their moral possibilities. But it does mean that there are certain essential issues on which it is necessary for the historian to have a position if he is to understand the great conflicts of history. These great conflicts are relatively few because there are few enough historical phenomena which we can confidently identify as evil. The essential issues appear, moreover, not in pure and absolute form, but incomplete and imperfect, compromised by the deep complexity of history. Their proponents may often be neurotics and fanatics, like the abolitionists. They may attain a social importance only when a configuration of non-moral factors – economic, political, social, military – permit them to do so.

Yet, neither the nature of the context nor the pretensions of the proponents alter the character of the issue. And human slavery is certainly one of the few issues of whose evil we can be sure. It is not just "a very ancient labor system;" it is also a betrayal of the basic values of our Christian and democratic tradition. No historian can understand the circumstances which led to its abolition until he writes about it in its fundamental moral context. "History is supposed to understand the difference between a decaying economy and an expanding one," as Mr. De Voto well said, "between solvency and bankruptcy, between a dying social idea and one coming to world acceptance. It is even supposed to understand implications of the difference between a man who is legally a slave and one who is legally free."

"Revisionism in general has no position," De Voto continues, "but only a vague sentiment." Professor Randall well suggested the uncritical optimism of that sentiment when he remarked, "to suppose that the Union could not have been continued or slavery outmoded without the war and without the corrupt concomitants of war is hardly an enlightened assumption." We have here a touching afterglow of the admirable nineteenth-century faith in the full rationality and perfectibility of man; the faith that the errors of the world would all in time be 'outmoded' (Professor Randall's use of this word is suggestive) by progress. Yet the experience of the twentieth century has made it clear that we gravely overrated man's capacity to solve the problems of existence within the terms of history.

This conclusion about man may disturb our complacency about human nature. Yet it is certainly more in accord with history than Professor Randall's "enlightened' assumption that man can solve peaceably all the problems which overwhelm him. The unhappy fact is that man occasionally works himself into a log-jam; and that the log-jam must be burst by violence. We know that well enough from the experience of the last decade. Are we to suppose that some future historian will echo Professor Nevins' version of the "failure" of the eighteen-1850s and write: "The primary task of statesmanship in the nineteen-thirties was to furnish a workable adjustment between the United States and Germany, while offering strong inducements to the German people to abandon the police state and equal persuasions to the Americans to help the Nazis rather than scold them?" Will some future historian adapt Professor Randall's formula and write that the word "appeaser" was "uttered shamefully" as if it were a "horrifying" thing for an American to work with his Nazi fellow? Obviously this revisionism of the future (already foreshadowed in the work of Charles A. Beard) would represent, as we now see it, a fantastic evasion of the hard and unpleasant problems of the thirties. I doubt whether our present revisionism would make much more sense to the men of the eighteen-1850s.

The problem of the inevitability of the Civil War, of course is in its essence a problem devoid of meaning. The revisionist attempt to argue that the war could have been avoided by "any kind of sane policy" is of interest less in its own right than as an expression of a characteristically sentimental conception of man and of history. And the great vogue of revisionism in the historical profession suggests, in my judgment, ominous weaknesses in the contemporary attitude toward history.

We delude ourselves when we think that history teaches us that evil will be "outmoded" by progress and the politics consequently does not impose on us the necessity for decision and for struggle. If historians are to understand the fullness of the social dilemma they seek to reconstruct, they must understand that sometimes there is no escape from the impeccabilities of moral decision. When social conflicts embody great moral issues, these conflicts cannot be assigned for solution in the invincible march of progress; nor can they be bypassed with "objective" neutrality. Not many problems perhaps force this decision upon the historian.

To reject the moral actuality of the Civil War is to foreclose the possibility of an adequate account of its causes. More than that, it is to misconceive and grotesquely to sentimentalize the nature of history. For history is no a redeemer, promising to solve all human problems in time; nor is man capable of transcending the limitations of his being. Man generally is entangled in insoluble problems; history is consequently a tragedy in which we are all involved, whose keynote, is anxiety and frustration, not progress and fulfillment. Nothing exists in history to assure us that the great moral dilemmas can be resolved without pain; we cannot therefore be relieved from the duty of moral judgment on issues so appalling and inescapable as those involved in human slavery; nor can we be consoled by sentimental theories about the needlessness of the Civil War into regarding our own struggles against evil as equally needless.

One must emphasize, however, that this duty of judgment applies to issues. Because we are all implicated in the same tragedy, we must judge the men of the past with the same forbearance and charity which we hope the future will apply toward us. 
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