
Have Historians Overemphasized the Slavery Issue as a Cause of the 
Civil War?

In the 85 years between the start of the American Revolution and the coming of the Civil 
War, Americans made the necessary political compromises on the slavery issue in order not to 
split the nation apart. The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 forbade slavery from spreading into 
those designated territories under its control, and the new Constitution written in the same year 
prohibited the slave trade from Africa after 1808. 

There was some hope in the early nineteenth century that slavery might die from natural 
causes. The Revolutionary generation was well aware of the contradiction between the values of 
an egalitarian society and the practices of a slave-holding aristocracy. Philosophically, slavery 
was viewed as a necessary evil, not a positive good. Several northern states abolished slavery 
after 1800, and the erosion of the tobacco lands in Virginia and Maryland contributed to the 
lessening importance of a slave labor system. 

Unfortunately, two factors-territorial expansion and the market economy -made slavery 
the key to the South's wealth in the 35 years before the Civil War. First, new slave states were 
created out of a population expanding into lands ceded to the United States as a result of the 
Treaty of Paris of 1783 and the Louisiana Purchase of 1803. Second, slaves were sold from the 
upper to the lower regions of the South because the cotton gin (invented by Eli Whitney in 1793) 
made it possible to harvest large quantities of cotton, ship it to the textile mills of New England 
and the British Isles, and turn it into cloth and finished clothing as part of the new, specialized 
market economy. 

The slavery issue came to the forefront in 1819 when some northern congressmen 
proposed that slavery be banned from the states being carved out of the Louisiana Purchase. A 
heated debate ensued, but the Missouri Compromise of 1821 drew a line that preserved the 
balance between free and slave states and that (with the exception of Missouri) prohibited 
slavery north of the 36' 30' latitude. 

The annexation of Texas in 1845 and the acquisition of New Mexico, Utah, and 
California three years later reopened the slavery question. The question of whether or not to 
annex Texas to the union, after she gained her independence from Mexico in 1836, scared 
politicians from all sections because they were afraid of upsetting the political balance between 
free and slave states. Attempts at compromises in 1850 and 1854 only accelerated the situation. 
In 1854 Stephen A. Douglas, a senator from Illinois, hoped to boost Chicago's burgeoning 
market economy by encouraging the building of a transcontinental railroad. The Kansas-
Nebraska Act of 1854, which repealed the Missouri Compromise, allowed the citizens of those 
territories to decide whether or not they wanted slavery- Abolitionists were furious because 
Douglas's doc- trine of "popular sovereignty-"' had the potential to allow slavery to spread to 
territories where it was previously forbidden by the Missouri Compromise. For the next three 
years, Kansas became a battleground between pro-slavery forces and "Free-Soilers" who voted 
to keep slavery out of the territory. 

The Kansas-Nebraska Act had major political implications. The second party system of 
Whigs versus Democrats fell apart, and a new realignment took place. The Whig party 
disappeared. In the South the need to defend slavery caused pro-business and yeoman-farmer 



Whigs from the back country to join the southern Democrats in a unified alliance against the 
North. Major and minor parties in the North joined to form the new Republican party whose 
unifying principle was to confine slavery to states where it already existed but not to allow it to 
spread to any new territories. Quickly the Republicans mounted a successful challenge against 
the Democrats. 

The 1860 presidential election was won by the Republican Abraham Lincoln. However, 
the southern states refused to accept the election of Lincoln. Seven states seceded from the Union 
before he was inaugurated on March 4, 1861. When Lincoln refused to abandon the federal forts 
off the coast of Charleston in April 1861, the governor of South Carolina fired on Fort Sumter. 
The Civil War had begun. Four more states then joined the Confederacy. 

Have historians overemphasized the sectional conflict over the slavery question as a 
cause of the Civil War? In the first of the following selections, Joel H. Silbey argues that 
historians have overemphasized the sectional conflict over slavery and have neglected to analyze 
local ethnocultural issues among the events leading to the Civil War. In the second selection, 
Michael F. Holt argues that politicians in the 1850s used the slavery issue to sharply distinguish 
party differences. 

YES  Professor of history Joel H. Silbey argues that historians have overemphasized the 
sectional conflict over slavery and have neglected to analyze local enthnocultural issues among 
the events leading to the Civil War. 

From Joel H. Silbey, The Partisan Imperative. The Dynamics of American Politics Before the 
Civil War (Oxford University Press, 1985). Adapted from Joel H. Silbey, 'The Civil War 
Synthesis in American Political History," Civil War History (1964). Copyright (D 1964 by Kent 
State University Press. Reprinted by permission. Notes omitted. 

THE CIVIL WAR SYNTHESIS IN AMERICAN POLITICAL HISTORY 

The Civil War has dominated our studies of the period between the Age of Jackson and 
1861. Most historians of the era have devoted their principal attention to investigating and 
analyzing the reasons for differences between the North and South, the resulting sectional 
conflict, and the degeneration of this strife into a complete breakdown of our political system in 
war. Because of this focus, most scholars have accepted, without question, that differences 
between the North and the South were the major political influences at work among the 
American people in the years between the mid-1840s and the war. Despite occasional warnings 
about the dangers of overemphasizing sectional influences, the sectional interpretation holds an 
honored and secure place in the historiography of the antebellum years. We now possess a 
formidable number of works which, in one way or another, center attention on the politics of 
sectionalism and clearly demonstrate how much the Civil War dominates our study of American 
political history before 1861. 

Obviously nothing is wrong in such emphasis if sectionalism was indeed the dominant 
political influence in the antebellum era. However, there is the danger in such emphasis of 
claiming too much, that in centering attention on the war and its causes we may ignore or play 



down other contemporary political influences. and fail to weigh adequately the importance of 
non-sectional forces in antebellum politics. And, in fact, several recent studies of American 
political behavior have raised serious doubts about the importance of sectional differences as far 
as most Americans were concerned. These have even suggested that the sectional emphasis has 
created a false synthesis in our study of history which increases the importance of one factor, 
ignores the significance of other factors, and ultimately distorts the reality of American political 
life between 1844 and 1861. 

Scholars long have used the presidential election of 1844 as one of their major starting 
points for the sectional analysis of American political history. In a general sense they have 
considered American expansion into Texas to be the most important issue of that campaign. The 
issue into Texas to be the most important issue of that campaign. The issue stemmed from the 
fact that Texas was a slave area and many articulate Northerners attacked the movement to annex 
Texas as a slave plot designed to enhance Southern influence within the Union. Allegedly 
because of these attacks, and the Southerners' defending themselves, many people in both North 
and South found themselves caught up in such sectional bitterness that the United States took a 
major step toward civil war. Part of this bitterness can be seen, it is pointed out, in the popular 
vote in New York State where the Whig candidate for the presidency, Henry Clay, lost votes to 
the abolitionist Liberty party because he was a slaveholder. The loss of these votes cost him New 
York and ultimately the election. As a result of Clay's defeat, historians have concluded that as 
early as 1844 the problem of slavery extension was important enough to arouse people to act 
primarily in sectional terms and thus for this episode to be a milestone on the road to war. 

Recently Professor Lee Benson published a study of New York State politics in the 
Jacksonian era. Although Benson mainly concerned himself with other problems, some of his 
findings directly challenge the conception that slavery and sectional matters were of major 
importance in New York in 1844. In his analysis Benson utilized a more systematic statistical 
compilation of data than have previous workers in the field of political history. Observing that 
scholars traditionally have looked at what people said they did rather than at what they actually 
did, Benson compiled a great number of election returns for New York State in this period. His 
purpose was to see who actually voted for whom and to place the election in historical 
perspective by pinpointing changes in voting over time and thus identifying the basic trends of 
political behavior. Through such analysis Benson arrived at a major revision of the nature of 
New York State voting in 1844. 

Benson pointed out, first of all, that the abolitionist, anti-Texas Liberty party whose vote 
total should have increased if the New York population wanted to strike against a slave plot in 
Texas, actually lost votes over what it had received in the most immediate previous election, that 
of 1843. Further analysis indicated that there was no widespread reaction to the Texas issue in 
New York State on the part of any large group of voters, although a high degree of anti-Texas 
feeling indeed existed among certain limited groups in the population. Such sentiment, however, 
did not affect voting margins in New York State. Finally, Benson concluded that mass voting in 
New York in 1844 pivoted not on the sectional issue but rather on more traditional divisions 
between ethnic and religious groups whose voting was a reaction to matters closer to home. 
These proved of a more personal and psychological nature than that of Texas and its related issue 
of slavery extension. Sectional bitterness, contrary to previous historical conceptions, neither 
dominated nor seriously influenced the 1844 vote in New York. Although Benson confined his 



study to one state, his conclusions intro- duce doubts about the influence of sectionalism in other 
supposedly less pivotal states. 

Another aspect of the sectional interpretation of American politics in the pre- Civil War 
era involves Congress. Political historians have considered that body to be both a forum wherein 
leaders personally expressed attitudes that intensified sectional bitterness, as well as an arena 
which reflected the general pattern of influences operative in the country at large. Therefore, 
writers on the period have considered the behavior of congressmen to have been more and more 
dominated by sectionalism, particularly after David Wilmot introduced his antislavery extension 
proviso into the House of Representatives in 1846. Although there may have been other issues 
and influences present, it is accepted that these were almost completely overborne in the late 
1840s and 1850s in favor of a widespread reaction to sectional differences. 

In a recently completed study, I have analyzed congressional voting in the allegedly 
crucial pivotal decade 1841-52, the period which historians identify as embodying the transition 
from nationalism to sectionalism in congressional behavior. This examination indicates that a 
picture of the decade as one in which sectional influences steadily grew stronger, overwhelmed 
all other bases of divisions, and became a permanent feature of the voting behavior of a majority 
of congressmen, is grossly oversimplified and a distortion of reality. In brief, although sectional 
influences, issues, and voting did exist, particularly between 1846 and 1850, sectional matters 
were not the only problems confronting congressmen. In the period before the introduction of the 
Wilmot Proviso in 1846, national issues such as the tariff, financial policy, foreign affairs, and 
land policy divided congressmen along political, not sectional, lines. Furthermore, in this earlier 
period issues which many believed to have shown a high degree of sectional content, such as 
admittance of Texas and Oregon, reveal highly partisan national divisions and little sectional 
voting. 

Even after the rise of the slavery extension issue, other questions of a national character 
remained important. Slavery was but one of several issues before Congress and it was quite 
possible for congressmen to vote against one another as Northern and Southern sectionalists on 
an issue and then to join together, regardless of section, against other Northerners and 
Southerners on another matter. Certainly some men from both geographic areas were primarily 
influenced by sectional considerations at all times on all issues, but they were a minority of all 
congressmen in the period. The majority of congressmen were not so overwhelmingly influenced 
by their being Northerners or Southerners, but continued to think and act in national terms, and 
even resisted attempts by several sectional minded congressmen to forge coalitions, regardless of 
party, against the other section. 

A careful study of congressional voting in these years also demonstrates that another 
assumption of historians about the nature of politics is oversimplified: the period around 1846 
did not begin the steady forward movement of congressional politics toward sectionalism and 
war. Rather, it was quite possible in the period between 1846 and 1852 for congressmen to assail 
one another bitterly in sectional terms, physically attack one another, and even threaten 
secession, and still for the majority of them to return in the following session to a different 
approach-that of nonsectional political differences with a concomitant restoration of nonsectional 
coalitions. For example, it was possible in 1850, after several years of sectional fighting, for a 
national coalition of Senators and Representatives to join together and settle in compromise 
terms the differences between North and South over expansion. And they were able to do this 



despite the simultaneous existence of a great deal of sectional maneuvering by some 
congressmen in an attempt to prevent any such compromise. Furthermore, during this same 
session Congress also dealt with matters of railroad land grants in a way that eschewed sectional 
biases. Obviously the usual picture of an inexorable growth of sectional partisanship after 1846 
is quite overdone. And lest these examples appeared to be isolated phenomena, preliminary 
research both by Gerald Wolff and by myself demonstrates that as late as 1854 there was still no 
complete or overwhelming sectional voting even on such an issue as the Kansas-Nebraska Act. 

Such analyses of congressional behavior in an alleged transition period reinforce what 
Lee Benson's work on New York politics demonstrated: many varieties and many complexities 
existed with respect to political behavior in the ante-bellum period, so that even slavery failed to 
be a dominating influence among all people at all times-or even among most people at most 
times--during the 1840s and early 1850s. Again, our previous image of American politics in this 
period must be reconsidered in light of this fact and despite the emergence of a Civil War in 
1861. 

Perhaps no aspect of antebellum politics should demonstrate more fully the overpowering 
importance of sectional influences than the presidential election of 1860. In the preliminaries to 
that contest the Democratic party split on the rock of slavery, the Republican party emerged as a 
power in the Northern states with a good chance of winning the presidency, and loud voices in 
the Southern states called for secession because of Northern attacks on their institutions. In 
dealing with these events, historians, as in their treatment of other aspects of antebellum politics, 
have devoted their primary attention to sectional bickering and maneuvering among party 
leaders, because they considered this activity to be the most important facet of the campaign and 
the key to explaining the election. Although such a focus obviously has merit if one is thinking in 
terms of the armed conflict which broke out only five months after the election, once again, as in 
the earlier cases considered here, recent research has raised pertinent questions about the political 
realities of the situation. We may indeed ask, what were the issues of the campaign as seen by the 
majority of voters?

Earlier studies of the 1860 election, in concerning themselves primarily with the 
responses and activities of political leaders, have taken popular voting behavior for granted. This 
aspect has either been ignored or else characterized as reflecting the same influences and 
attitudes as that of the leadership. Therefore, the mass of men, it is alleged, voted in response to 
sectional influences in 1860. For instance, several scholars concerned with the Germans in the 
Middle West in this period have characterized the attitudes of that group as overwhelmingly 
antislavery, Thus the Republican party attracted the mass of the German vote because the liberal 
'Forty-Eighters" saw casting a Lincoln vote as a way to strike a blow against slavery in the 
United States. Going beyond this, some historians have reached similar conclusions about other 
Middle Western immigrant groups. As a result, according to most historians, although narrowly 
divided, the area went for Lincoln thanks in large part to its newest citizens, who were Northern 
sectionalists in their political behavior. Such conclusions obviously reinforce the apparent 
importance of geographic partisanship in 1860. 

Testing this hypothesis, two recent scholars systematically studied and analyzed election 
returns in Iowa during 1860. Such examinations are important because they should reveal, if the 
sectional theory is correct, preoccupation among Iowa voters          specially immigrants-with the 
slavery question and the increasingly bitter differences between North and South. Only one of 



these studies, that of Professor George H. Daniels of Northwestern University has appeared in 
print. But Daniels's findings shatter earlier interpretations which pinpointed sectional concerns as 
the central theme of the 1860 election. 

Briefly stated, Daniels isolated the predominantly German townships in Iowa and, 
following Lee Benson's methodological lead, analyzed their vote. He found that, far from being 
solidly Republican voters, or moved primarily by the slavery question, the Germans of Iowa 
voted overwhelmingly in favor of the Democratic party. And Daniels discovered that the primary 
issue motivating the Germans in 1860 was an ethnic one. They were conscious of the anti-alien 
Know-Nothing movement which had been so strong in the United States during the 1850s and 
they identified the Republican party as the heir and last refuge of Know-Nothingism. If the 
Germans of Iowa were attracted to the Republicans by the latter's antislavery attitudes, such 
attraction was more than overcome by the Republicans aura of anti-foreignism. Furthermore, the 
Republicans were also identified in the minds of the Iowa Germans as the party of 
prohibitionism, a social view strongly opposed by most Germans. Thus, as Daniels concludes, '... 
The rank and file Germans who did the bulk of the voting considered their own liberty to be of 
paramount importance. Apparently ignoring the advice of their leaders, they cast their ballots for 
the party which consistently promised them liberty from prohibition and native-American 
legislation.' As a result, the Germans of Iowa voted Democratic, not Republican, in 1860. 

Lest this appear to be an isolated case, the research of Robert Swierenga on Dutch voting 
behavior in Iowa in 1860 confirms Daniels's findings. Swierenga demonstrated that the Dutch 
also voted Democratic despite their vaunted antislavery attitudes; again, revulsion from certain 
Republican ideals overpowered any attraction toward that party on the slavery issue. 

Such research into the election of 1860, as in the earlier cases of the election of 1844 and 
congressional voting behavior in the 1840s and early 1850s, suggests how far the sectional and 
slavery preconceptions of American historians have distorted reality. Many nonsectional issues 
were apparently more immediately important to the groups involved than any imminent concern 
with Northern- Southern differences. Once again, the Civil War synthesis appears to be 
historically inaccurate and in need of serious revision.

Several other provocative studies recently have appeared which, while dealing with 
nonpolitical subjects, support the conclusion that sectional problems, the slavery issue, and 
increasing bitterness between North and South were not always uppermost concerns to most 
Americans in the fifteen years before the outbreak of the war. Building upon the work of Leon 
Litwack, which emphasizes the general Northern antagonism toward the Negro before 1860, and 
that of Larry Gara demonstrating the fallacy of the idea that a well-organized and widespread 
underground railroad existed in the North, Professor C. Vann Woodward has cautioned students 
against an easy acceptance of a 'North-Star' image a picture of a universally militant Northern 
population determined to ease the burden of the slave in America. Rather, as Woodward points 
out, a great many Northerners remained indifferent to the plight of the slave and hostile to the 
would-be anti-slavery reformer in their midst. 

In this same tenor, Milton Powell of Michigan State University has challenged long-held 
assumptions that the Northern Methodist church was a bulwark of antislavery sentiment after 
splitting with its Southern branch in 1844. As Powell makes clear, Northern Methodists were 
concerned about many other problems in which slavery played no part, as well as being beset by 
conditions which served to tone down an antislavery attitudes they may have held. More 



importantly, this led many of them to ignore slavery as an issue because of its latent tendency to 
divide the organization to which they belonged. Thus, even in areas outside of the political 
realm, the actual conditions of antebellum society challenge the validity of the sectional concept 
in its most general and far-reaching form. 

This review of recent research indicates that much of our previous work on the prewar 
period should be reexamined free from the bias caused by looking first at the fact of the Civil 
War and then turning back to view the events of the previous decade in relation only to that fact. 
Although it is true that the studies discussed here are few in number and by no means include the 
entire realm of American politics in the antebellum era, their diversity in time and their 
revisionist conclusions do strongly suggest the fallacy of many previous assumptions. No longer 
should any historian blithely accept the traditional concept of a universal preoccupation with the 
sectional issue. 

But a larger matter is also pointed up by this recent research and the destruction of this 
particular myth about political sectionalism. For a question immediately arises as to how 
historians generally could have accepted so readily and for so long such oversimplifications and 
inaccuracies. Fortunately for future research, answers to this question have been implicitly given 
by the scholars under review, and involve methodological problems concerning evidence and a 
certain naïveté about the political process. 

Historians generally have utilized as evidence the writings and commentaries of 
contemporary observers of, and participants in, the events being examined. But, as both Benson 
and Daniels emphasize, this can endanger our understanding of reality. For instance, not enough 
attention has been paid to who actually said what, or of the motives of a given reporter or the 
position he was in to know and understand what was going on around him. Most particularly, 
scholars have not always been properly skeptical about whether the observer's comments truly 
reflected actuality. As Daniels pointed out in his article on German voting behavior, 
"contemporary opinion, including that of newspapers, is a poor guide.' If such is true, and the 
evidence presented by these studies indicates that it is, a question is raised as to how a historian 
is to discover contemporary opinion if newspapers are not always reliable as sources. The work 
of Benson, Daniels, and myself suggests an answer: the wider use of statistics. When we talk of 
public opinion (that is, how the mass of men acted or thought) we are talking in terms of 
aggregate numbers, of majorities. One way of determining what the public thought is by 
measuring majority opinion in certain circumstances elections, for example, or the voting of 
congressmen -and then analyzing the content and breakdown of the figures derived. If, for 
example, 80 percent of the Germans in Iowa voted Democratic in 1860, this tells us more about 
German public opinion in 1860 than does a sprightly quote from one of the Germans in the other 
20 percent who voted Republican "to uphold freedom." Historians are making much more use of 
statistics than formerly and are utilizing more sophisticated techniques of quantitative analysis. 
And such usage seems to be prelude to a fuller and more accurate understanding of our past, 
judging by the works discussed here. 

There are also other ways of approaching the problems posed by the 1850s. Not enough 
attention has been paid, it seems to me, to the fact that there are many different levels of political 
behavior -mass voting, legislative activity, leadership manipulation, for example and that what is 
influential and important on one level of politics may not be on an- other. Certainly the Germans 
and Dutch of Iowa in 1860 were not paying much attention to the desires of their leaders. They 



were responding to influences deemed more important than those influences shaping the 
responses of their leaders. As Swierenga pointed out in his analysis of Dutch voting: 

While Scholte [a leader of the Dutch community) fulminated against Democrats as slave mongers, 
as opponents of the Pacific Railroad and Homestead Bills, and as destroyers of the Constitution" 
the Dutch citizens blithely ignored him and the national issues he propounded and voted their 
personal prejudices against Republican nativists and prohibitionists. 

Obviously, when historians generalize about the nature of political behavior they must also be 
sure which group and level of political activity they mean, and so identify it, and not confuse 
different levels or assume positive correlations between the actions of people on one level with 
those on another level. Such precision will contribute greatly to accuracy and overcome 
tendencies toward distortion. 

Finally, based on the work under discussion here, it is clear that historians must become 
more aware of the complexities of human behavior. All people even of the same stratum of 
society or living in the same geographic area, do not respond with the same intensity to the same 
social or political stimuli. Not everyone perceives his best interests in the same way, or considers 
the same things to be the most important problems confronting him. Depending upon time and 
circumstances, one man may respond primarily to economic influences; another one, at the same 
time and place, to religious influences; and so on. Sometimes most people in a given community 
will respond to the same influences equally, but we must be careful to observe when this is true 
and not generalize from it that this is always true. Single-factor explanations for human behavior 
do not seem to work, and we must remain aware of that fact. 

With improved methodological tools and concepts historians may begin to engage in 
more systematic and complete analyses of popular voting, legislative voting, and the motivations 
and actions of political leaders. They will be able to weigh the relative influence of sectional 
problems against other items of interest and concern on all levels of political behavior. Until this 
is done, however, we do know on the basis of what already has been suggested that we cannot 
really accept glib explanations about the antebellum period. The Civil War has had a pernicious 
influence on the study of American political development that preceded it-pernicious because it 
has distorted the reality of political behavior in the era and has caused an overemphasis on 
sectionalism. It has led us to look not for what was occurring in American politics in those years, 
but rather for what was occurring in American politics that tended toward sectional breakdown 
and civil war-a quite different matter.


